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			The Great Dating Fake Off is a playful, heartfelt romance that ends in a satisfying happily ever after. But don’t let the sugary cover fool you into thinking this is a sweet romance. There are multiple steamy sex scenes, oftentimes skirting a few dangers. Public indecency? Never heard of her. Condoms? There are ways around—oops. Readers who may be sensitive to these subjects, please take note.

		


		
			To Dr. Austin Eklund, lover of heirloom 
tomatoes and keeper of the faux moose. 

			The group chat glue. Winnie’s greatest advocate.

			Thanks to you I have enough friendship 
fodder to fill a thousand books.

		


		
			Chapter One

			Nora

			My phone vibrates against the bookstore’s bistro table, flashing me an alert. 

			Feed Tairn. 

			I groan as I silence the reminder. 

			I’ve been a lot of girls in my life, courtesy of too many moves and forced reinventions—the new girl, the weird girl, the poor girl—but in these last three days of pet sitting for my manager-turned-best-friend Benji, I’ve reluctantly become the reptile girl. 

			I hop up from where I’ve been flipping through How to Build a House in the tiny cafe and dodge a few bookshelves to get to the checkout counter, mentally adding the word “joists” to my lexicon. 

			For years, I’ve promised myself that when I finally attained a permanent address—if ever I could—I’d volunteer with Habitat for Humanity to give other people the same. A place to call their forever home. Sure, I know next to nothing about how to do the work, and I once confused a jigsaw for a staple gun, but if books could teach me how to apply for colleges, poach an egg, and change my car’s oil, they can teach me how to build a house from scratch, right?

			But first: duty calls. 

			Tairn’s glass enclosure looms large behind the counter. He tracks my every move as I scan the shelves beneath the counter for the tiny Rubbermaid labeled Critter Feed. I’m not afraid of the little guy, but I am terrified of what it eats.

			Bugs. Live ones. Tairn’s diet is straight out of Fear Factor. 

			With a shudder, I grab the daisy-printed gardening gloves I bought for just such occasions, slide them on, and remove the container from its shelf. 

			When Benji said he was getting an animal to take to and from the bookstore every day, I imagined a cuddly kitten or fluffy rabbit—not a bearded dragon. But when the owner of your dream workplace becomes your best friend and his flight home is delayed, you glove-up and feed his pet no matter the species. Them’s the rules. 

			“All right,” I announce. “Let’s get this over with.”

			Tairn stares back at me with thinly veiled scorn in his beady eyes as I open the stepladder. Benji literally puts this dude on a pedestal. 

			“You’ll make it up to me by rocking your Cheshire Cat costume tomorrow.” I climb enough steps to reach the sliding latch door on top, distracting myself with thoughts of tomorrow’s bookish tea party. Benji humors me by allowing these events, and I attempt to humor him back by making Tairn the cutest mascot there ever was. “It’s just a fuzzy tail wrapped around your real tail and some tiny cat ears. You can handle that, right? And next month, you’re getting a cravat in honor of the Regency Era theme.”

			Talking mildly distracts me from the contents of the container and the double whammy of fear and nausea working through me, so I continue babbling about a Mr. Darcy costume as I insert my arm inside the glass. I tilt the container sideways and give it a little shake. “Gah, so gross, so gross, so gross—”

			“Feeding time?” 

			I yank my arm out and wheel around at the unfamiliar voice. Or try to, anyway. The ladder I forgot I was standing on sways, and I lose my balance just enough that I fumble the container trying to steady myself. An unholy scream leaves my mouth as half the roaches go flying and land on the scuffed wooden floor. 

			“Oh no!” The words feel like they come out in slow motion as I clomp down the two steps. Meanwhile, the bugs scatter across the cedar floor. I flail around looking for the lid to the Rubbermaid to prevent another spill but swiftly remember I need this container open to put them all back. I drop to my hands and knees and grab the nearest bug. 

			“Shit,” the deep voice says. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to— Let me help.” The stranger moves to circle the counter but stops just shy of going behind it. “Wait, am I allowed behind the counter?”

			My pulse thunders in my ears. “Please, yes, help me get these hell beasts off the floor! Do they lay eggs? Wait, don’t answer that! I’ll have nightmares.”

			He kneels with a piece of paper in his hand. 

			“What’s that for?” I ask his shins. 

			“I grabbed it off the counter to scoop! Should I not scoop?” 

			“Yes, try it!” 

			He sets to work, but the hell beasts do not wish to be scooped and either scurry away every time he tries or fall right off before he can pour them into the container. 

			“Here, try this.” I pull off a glove and toss it at him. It hits his Mets cap and bounces off. “Put it on and use your hand as a broom and the paper as a dustpan.”

			The daisy pattern stretches and morphs as he jams his big hand into the fabric. Once it’s in place, he rids the floor of bugs with sweeping motions of his hand, gathering them onto his paper and pouring them into the container. 

			Crisis contained. 

			He balls up the dustpan paper as I snap the Rubbermaid lid in place. I fall back on my haunches, pressing my knees together as I pant from the exertion of panic. Had I known I would be crawling around on the floor, I wouldn’t have worn a short denim skirt to work.

			“One last check to be sure.” The stranger lies on his stomach, arms in push-up position, and examines the two-inch gap beneath the checkout counter. The brim of his hat obscures his face.

			“Please tell me we didn’t miss any,” I bemoan. “I cannot infest this store the one and only time the owner leaves town.”

			His deep voice bounces off the floor. “We’re in the clear.” 

			“These gloves are now compromised.” I tug mine off and hurl it into the trashcan beneath the register. 

			He sits up and follows my lead, chucking his glove in after mine. Our eyes meet for the first time and his features strike an immediate, harmonious chord in my brain. 

			His warm brown eyes are framed by dark lashes, and a few freckles dot the bridge of his nose. Lines near his mouth could give way to dimples, and not knowing if they do is going to drive me a little batty until he smiles. His cheeks are high and lightly flushed, the kind that probably get pinched a lot at grocery stores by saucy elderly ladies who can’t help themselves. 

			Wowza. 

			When we rise from the ground, he unfurls an extra foot compared to me. Leftover adrenaline dances through me as my gaze climbs his body, taking note of old but stylish Adidas sneakers, snug jeans with a streak of paint near the pocket, and a tight, no-nonsense white shirt. A hint of dark ink peeks out from beneath the edge of his short sleeve. 

			I take a deep breath, willing my heart rate to slow down. “Thanks for the help.”

			“No need to thank me. I’m the one who snuck up on you.” He adjusts his cap. Dark hair just long enough to curl at the edges wisps out from beneath. “You are open, right? The door was unlocked.”

			“We’re open. The bell is broken, and I was too distracted to hear the door.” 

			The stranger’s gaze darts to Tairn’s enclosure. “Got it.” Distracted talking to a bearded dragon, he may as well say. Lord knows he heard it all. “I was hoping to talk to the manager. Sorry it’s late in the day—I ran here from work.”

			His skin does have that sheen of a workout or at least a hard day’s labor. And, since he’s built like a bodyguard—big enough to throw down but trim enough to blend in—I have no trouble imagining him actually running. 

			My gaze boomerangs off his tattooed biceps, heat creeping up my neck. “Manager, yes. That’s me. Did you need help finding something?” 

			“I’m Sebastian Rossi from the local chapter of the Boys and Girls Club. I spoke to the owner a few weeks back about using this space with a few of our mentor-mentee teams. He told me to come by to speak with the manager today.”

			Not at all what I expected this guy to say, and not just because Benji never mentioned the Boys and Girls Club to me. 

			I absently pat the pocket of my skirt for my phone, AKA the vessel that holds the almighty calendar I live and die by. I must’ve left it on the table. “Sure. I can show you around and you can tell me if the space will suit your needs. Would that work?” 

			The sun streaming in from the window hits him just right, as though he chose to stand in that spot on purpose. His olive-toned skin boasts an easy tan, the kind that endures year-round. His eyes—an indulgent brown—scan the store. “That’d be great.”

			I take three large steps to circumvent the counter. “Okay, on the right we’ve got the cafe. Let me just tell you upfront we don’t serve food in case that’s a dealbreaker. You’d think it goes without saying in a place with no kitchen, but you’d be surprised how many people ask me for sandwiches.”

			A chuckle gets caught in his throat. “So, there will be no sandwiches on this tour or otherwise. Got it.”

			“Correct.” I point vaguely in that direction. “The Cuisinart is so old one wrong noise could shatter the glass, but it still works. We sell coffee for a dollar a cup.” I pause. “Wait, you said you work with kids, right? So you probably don’t want to caffeinate the tiny humans.”

			“I mentor high school athletes—they guzzle Red Bulls to wind down. Our tutoring groups used to meet at Starbucks on North Brunswick Street but, uh”—his lips pull into a line—“the kids really don’t have the money to spare, and all the mentors spend cash on overpriced drinks for everyone so they don’t feel weird taking up table space. I’d rather give a local business my money.”

			My heart goes a little gooey. I wouldn’t have been able to afford a single thing on the Starbucks menu when I was younger. Every spare dollar my mother or I could scrape together went to rent or car maintenance. Heck, sometimes those things were one and the same when our car was our home. “Their prices are a disgrace. Almost ten dollars a drink? I’ll grow my own spiced pumpkins and peppermint sticks, thank you.”

			His lips lift into a polite smile. “That’d be a hell of a farm.”

			So he does have dimples. 

			Distracting ones.

			“Right. Onward.” I move toward the bookshelves. 

			He walks with swagger, there’s no denying it. Hands in his pockets, chin slightly lifted so he can see from beneath the bill of his cap, ground-eating strides born of his long legs. 

			“And over here we have the money makers.” I guide him past rows of free-standing bookshelves toward a wall of built-ins that extend all the way to the ceiling. “General fiction, fantasy, all the other book-shaped things. My Beauty and the Beast sliding ladder is broken, though. Just know it’s very cool when it’s functional.”

			“Broken?” He glances sideways. “Which part of it?”

			“I’m not sure, actually. The whole thing feels looser than it’s supposed to these last few days, so I’m trying not to use it until I figure it out.”

			He stares at the ladder like he’s powerless against its lure. I want to gather his attention back, but the strong line of his jaw steals mine. There’s shadow but no stubble, a hint of what’s to come. 

			“Huh. That’s not good.” He wraps his fingers around a rung and tests it for stability. A burnished gold class ring that looks far too old to be his clinks against the metal. Princeton. “Do you have someone to fix it?”

			“Oh, I wasn’t trying to suggest you had to fix it.” I spin the gold band around my pointer finger, which is very much not from Princeton, as I add, “You already helped me exterminate the store. I’m not trying to bother you for manual labor, too.” 

			“If you’re sure.” 

			Warmth skitters across my chest as I hug myself. “Yes, but thank you anyway. The owner gets back from a trip today and he’ll take care of it.” 

			“Good.” He gives the side of the ladder one last little shake. “It’s the top track that’s loose and not the ladder itself, if you want to let him know.” 

			My brows lift. “You figured that out fast.” 

			“I spend way too much time on ladders.” Our gazes collide. “This place is great. What would you charge for us to use the cafe space once a week for tutoring? Likely through the end of next school year, but we’ll start with August and reevaluate after.”

			Pride swells in my chest. I lugged those bistro tables here from a yard sale, chose the paint color and furniture, and arranged the layout to maximize gathering space. It’s the same way I’d probably feel if someone told me my apartment was great. “I wouldn’t charge you. It’s nice, what your club is doing.”

			Boyish enthusiasm sneaks into his tone. “Really? Are you sure?”

			“Yes,” I say with a chuckle. “I’m sure you’ll buy plenty of cups of our mediocre coffee to make it worth our while.”

			His half smile is just as potent as his full smile. “That’s very true. Well, thank you. What do I need to do next?”

			“I can set up a recurring calendar invitation for the days.” I shuffle sideways and pluck my phone off the table. “I just need an email.”

			“Okay.” His hands curl around his hips. All that does is draw my attention to the fit of his jeans. “Do you want mine or the manager’s?”

			While curious what his chosen email address might reveal about him, I temper the urge to say yours. “Whoever is in charge of coordinating is fine.” 

			“Probably the manager.” He takes off his hat, runs his hand through thick hair, and replaces it. It’s the perfect brown to complement his eyes. “Though he’s not the most responsive guy, honestly. Maybe I should just give you mine?”

			I’m not sure if he’s asking himself or me, so I offer him a tentative smile and wait for whatever email he wants to give me. 

			Or, you know, his phone number. For professional reasons. 

			“It’d just make sense,” he continues, “since I’m the one rallying all the other mentors for now. They need some kind of leader, since they don’t have good direction coming from anyone else.” His gesticulating picks up speed and intensity like he’s getting riled up. “The thing is, the manager of this region is very hands-off and doesn’t seem to want to be troubled with operational details. He’s kind of an ass, actually. Not sure who hired him for that particular role, since communication is almost one hundred percent of the job.”

			 For someone with paint on his jeans and a rough-and-tumble physique—as in, this guy has never been picked last for any sports team in his life—he’s oddly polished discussing the operational details of this organization. And impassioned. “Oh?”

			“Sorry, ignore me. I’m usually…” He lets out a frustrated sigh and waves his hand. “I’m usually in charge. The mentor gig is different for me. And temporary. Not that I don’t enjoy it, because I do. I’m just usually the one setting up clubs.” His gaze catches mine and he scratches his neck. “Here I am rambling while you probably need to get ready for your party.”

			I blink a few times, snapping myself out of a mini trance. His deep voice is like cashmere. “Sorry, what? My party?”

			He points at my hair. “Birthday?”

			I lift my hand to check for frizz and slap the purple party hat I 100 percent forgot I was wearing to advertise tomorrow’s event. With a rough jerk, I tear it off my head. It says Join us for an un-birthday party! and I was very proud of it, until about three seconds ago. 

			“Oh. No party.” My attention jumps to the purple, black, and white balloon arch across the store that I painstakingly set up this afternoon. “There’s an event tomorrow to discuss Alice in Wonderland and its retellings. I don’t throw parties for myself at my own workplace. Or anywhere. Not that there’s anything wrong with celebrating your own birthday, if you do that.” I press my lips shut for a few seconds and smooth my hair. “Now I’m rambling.”

			“I don’t mind.” His eyes meet mine. The shade of brown looks like caramel taffy stretched and held up to the light. His gaze flits lower, lingering…

			Impossible. He’s not looking at my mouth. 

			“What’s your number?” he asks. 

			Heat gathers low in my belly as I rattle off a string of digits. 

			“There. I texted you my email address.” He looks up. “I’m not sure I caught your name.”

			My fingers toy with the sparkly fuzz lining the bottom of the party hat. “I’m Nora. D’Amato, if you need the whole thing. For legal reasons. Like, relating to using the store for your job.”

			I’m surprised I didn’t choke on that word salad. Not that there’s any reason to be nervous, since there’s no dating potential here. It’s purely business. 

			But then…he’s not looking at me like this is purely business. 

			Goose bumps ripple down my arms. I really hope he can’t see those in case I’m misconstruing the flicker of interest in his eyes. His thumb absent-mindedly runs up and down the side of his phone as he stares.

			“And what if I’d wanted your name and number for personal reasons?” he asks.

			My heart flutters like a butterfly taking flight. “Personal reasons?” 

			The corner of his mouth lifts. “If you’re free tomorrow, maybe you’d like to—”

			The front door swings open on its hinges so hard it nearly breaks off. 

			I want to blurt finish your sentence, but a harried, sweaty Benji blasts into the bookstore and tramples the moment. Physically imposing but forever unaware of his strength and the space he takes up, Benji rams an elbow into the endcap of the first bookshelf he passes in his haste to get inside. 

			Two women bring up the rear. One is middle-aged with an aggressive black bob, a tie-dye shawl straight from the seventies, and a loaded charm bracelet circling her wrist. She gives Benji’s height a run for its tall money, but whereas she is adorned in enough colors to fill a box of crayons, Benji resembles an angel of death in four different shades of black from his hair to his Converse sneakers. 

			The other woman all but chasing Benji is younger, maybe late twenties like me, and rocking a striped maxi-dress that accentuates her curves. Her sleek raven hair hangs pin-straight down her back.

			They’re familiar. I mentally match their likenesses with the lone family photo I’ve seen of Benji’s on his living room wall. This is the mother he’s always “spared me from meeting” because she’s “too damn much,” and the sister who tries to marry him off to all her friends, Rosalina.

			His mother continues a speech she must’ve started outside. “You think women just make new eggs? We don’t. We’re born with a set number, and when they’re old, they’re old.” Her arms move like she’s landing a plane, charms jangling as she follows Benji through the bookshelves. “And it’ll take months from when you start dating to get to a proposal, and then it’ll take months from there to lock down a church and plan the wedding, then the wedding itself, and then more months of trying. You’re thirty-four years old already! You’re falling behind schedule.” 

			“Can we please drop this?” Benji wheels his suitcase toward the checkout desk across the store. If he notices Sebastian and me against the wall, he doesn’t show it. “I know how time works. You remind me once a week about ticking clocks and procreation. Now, I appreciate the ride from the airport—even though I was planning to take an Uber and told you not to come—but you’re free to go about the rest of your evening. I’m here safely.”

			Rosalina sighs. “Ma, you’re coming in too hot. Let me handle this.”

			“I just want what’s best for you, Benjamino,” his mother replies, ignoring Rosalina’s warning. “Why won’t you let your poor mother help you? Is it because I insulted your beard?” 

			“It’s not the beard!” Benji gripes. “I’d just rather not discuss my love life. I appreciate the concern, but I’m very busy with work. I’ve been out of town for three days and I have pressing matters to attend to.”

			I snort internally. If by “pressing matters” he means gathering up Tairn and his critter feed and taking them home, then heck yes, he does.

			“Listen, why don’t I just text you the names and numbers of those girls I told you about, and then we’ll get out of your hair,” Rosalina insists. She rummages in the depths of her satchel bag, grumbling about her slippery phone. “Odds are you’ll like at least one of them.”

			Perhaps sensing how futile resistance truly is, Benji shakes his head and begins poking around behind the counter. As he’s sliding the cash register from one spot to another—for no discernable reason—I feel a stab of pity for him. 

			In the year and a half I’ve worked here, the introverted (read: people-averse) Benji has gone on as many dates as I have. Zero. Unlike me, he’s perfectly content with that choice. Many a night has been spent with me window shopping Tinder profiles from his couch while he plays Call of Duty in his four-hundred-dollar gamer chair across the living room, uninterested in putting himself out there. 

			His family clearly doesn’t respect his choice.

			His mother wanders down an aisle and plucks a book off the erotica shelf. She starts flipping until she reaches the middle. I wince as she cracks the spine. 

			Sebastian takes a small step closer and lowers his voice. “I’m going to head out.”

			Before I can form a response, he’s halfway across the store. He pauses at the checkout desk and knocks a fist lightly on the counter as he nods discreetly toward the women. “Stay strong, brother.”

			Benji grunts out a thanks.

			The broken bell above the door fails to jingle as Sebastian exits. My pulse hammers as I track him through the giant bay window. 

			Damn, damn, damn. The first intriguing man I’ve met in years is walking out the door before I can figure out exactly what direction our conversation was heading. Was it a friendly dinner invitation? Maybe something more? 

			If it were anyone other than Benji Ferraro flailing in front of me, I’d skip after Sebastian and find out.

			But it is Benji. And he could clearly use my support right now.

			I tear the suction cup of my gaze off the window and return my attention to my friend. 

			“Found it,” Rosalina announces in triumph as she lifts her phone in the air. She begins typing with abandon. “Okay, I’m sending you the names of two women who are available on such short notice, their phone numbers, and what they look like in case you have a preference. What is your physical preference, anyway? For future setups?” 

			Benji levels her with a stare she can’t see because her eyes are glued to the screen. “Rosalina, I am begging you not to press send on those—”

			His phone chimes. 

			He closes his eyes and exhales. 

			Benji has told me about his overeager family and why he mostly avoids them, but seeing them in action makes it crystal clear. If I watch this go on any longer and don’t intervene, I’ll be complicit in the crimes of meddling being committed here today. 

			Benji is the only best friend I’ve had. My social life before him was a barren wasteland. Now it’s a barren wasteland only five days a week, because we go out to dinner or play strategy board games the other two. When I had mono a few months after moving to Great River, he had groceries delivered to my house every three days like clockwork and kept me well stocked on memes and videos. 

			I take the long way to the counter, passing Rosalina in the process. 

			“Honey! You’re back!” I maneuver behind the counter and wind my arms around my friend’s torso. “How was your trip? Pick up anything good for the store?”

			His body tenses as I rest my head on his arm. I can feel his cells individually rejecting my touch one at a time. “What?”

			“Seventy-two hours is a long time to be apart. I missed you every last one of them.” I pivot my attention toward his family members, who are both staring at us with the intensity of the sun’s rays at the equator. “Sorry, was I interrupting something?”

			Rosalina lowers her phone, her hazel eyes widening to cartoonish proportions. “Not at all. I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Rosalina, and that’s our mother Veronica with the book. And you are?”

			“I’m his girlfriend Nora.” I bat my lashes their way. “Thank you both for picking him up. Ubers are so overpriced, and I was stuck here manning the store.”

			“Girlfriend?” Rosalina gasps. “Why didn’t you say something? We’ve been going on and on about other women!”

			All eyes are on Benji. Including mine, because I couldn’t exactly run this little plan by him ahead of time. 

			After a biblical length of time, his shoulders rise and fall. “You didn’t let me get a word in edgewise.” 

			Veronica, clutching Tempting the Duke against her chest, looks from me to Benji. In Italian, she asks, “Why did you hide the sea pearl?”

			In English, he answers, “She speaks Italian.”

			That’s half true. I speak butchered Italian, courtesy of that stretch of time my mother decided we should honor our heritage more and played a language learning course every time we rode in her car. We racked up a lot of miles. I conjugated a lot of verbs. 

			Rosalina gives Veronica an impatient look. “Sorry for my mother. It’s just that we didn’t realize Benji had a girlfriend. Why he wouldn’t at least tell his sister is beyond me”—she pauses to offer him a brief but pointed glare—“but this is so exciting.”

			Benji speaks as if through gritted teeth. “Yes, yes, very exciting. Anyway—”

			“Thank the good Lord.” Veronica uses the smutty paperback to make the sign of the cross, her voice choked with emotion. “We were so worried the wedding photos would be unbalanced. We thought he’d be the only single Ferraro, sullen in the back of every portrait.”

			“You were worried,” Rosalina argues. “I couldn’t care less about that. I just wanted him to come and have a good time.” She moves her focus back to Benji, her tone the antithesis of a good time when she adds, “Since I never see you otherwise.”

			“We aren’t going to this wedding to have a good time, Rosalina,” Veronica says, shuddering at the idea. “That ship sailed the minute you chose to marry a Mazzelli. We’re going to support you. And take damn good photos for the family wall with our extended relatives. And maybe teach the Mazzellis a thing or two about class and decency while we’re all forced to be together for the week—”

			“Please, Ma,” Rosalina snaps. “You promised a truce, remember? To be on your best behavior, at least until after the wedding?”  

			Veronica mutters something that sounds like biting my tongue under her breath.

			I pull back to look at Benji. “Wedding?” 

			He holds my eye for the first time since he rolled in, wordlessly communicating his loathing of the direction this conversation is taking. I’m not worried. Even if this bugs him, he’ll be back to sending me links to niche videos and articles he thinks will interest me in no time. His friend-love-language is I found you a thirty-seven-minute-long compilation of your favorite game shows from the 1970s.

			“The wedding is nothing for you to worry about,” he tells me evenly. He tilts his head to regard Rosalina. “Nora is my new girlfriend, which means we haven’t broached the topic of family events. And with the wedding being so soon, I wouldn’t dare add a plus one at the last minute. I’ll be there the day of the ceremony only, alone, as planned.” 

			“Don’t be ridiculous. The plus one doesn’t expire for siblings.” Rosalina clasps her hands beneath her chin as her attention shifts to me. “Please come to my wedding, Nora. The family will lose their collective shit to meet the woman who finally caught Benji’s eye.”

			Benji makes a sound of dissent. “Eh, we wouldn’t want to detract from your big day.”

			“You’re not allowed to disagree with the bride, and I say bring her.” 

			My “boyfriend” lets out an aggrieved sigh. “Why don’t we wait until Christmas for her to meet the family?” 

			“That’s seven months from now,” Veronica interjects. “You want to keep her from the family for seven months? What kind of foundation are you building for your relationship if you don’t let her get to know us?”

			“A solid one. Lots of quality time.” Benji smacks me on the shoulder. “Now, we’ve really got to get to work. Give everyone my love.”

			He says give everyone my love the way most people say get out.

			I get it. His relationship with his family is complicated. According to the stories he’s told me, his parents meddle in more than just his love life. He pivoted careers away from law—to his parents’ disappointment—toward bookstore ownership and academia, and they won’t let it go. And they want him to be, oh, a thousand times more involved in their day-to-day life than he has been as long as I’ve known him. Avoiding has been easier than dealing with all that, or so he told me the one and only time I’ve seen him truly drunk.

			I try to remember the last time my mother—the only living family member that I know of—passed judgment on my choices. She loves me the best she can, but she’s been completely consumed with her own life, unfulfilled dreams, and various boyfriends since I was old enough to form memories. It was the Lulu show and I was her unplanned, unwanted sidekick she learned to love. And if our life was a show, it would’ve been eighteen straight seasons of road trips, her flitting from mediocre job to mediocre job, and me never quite fitting in at any of my new schools. The plot would be driven by Mom’s whimsy. 

			It’s bizarre to feel so deeply on your own yet so entangled with another person at the same time. Our lives are linked yet distant, our relationship dependent but lonely, the contradictions playing out like a familiar song. 

			But I still miss her when we don’t talk. Heck, I often miss her when we’re in the same room. She’d never show up at my work like this. I’m not even sure she knows where I work, truth be told. 

			Rosalina leans across the counter, unabashedly peeking at my body as if finally getting an answer on what Benji’s “physical preference” is. “I can sense we’ve overstayed our welcome, which is fine, because we’ve got reservations at Sushi King. Nora, I hope you’ll talk some sense into my brother. The wedding would be a great way to meet everyone. And maybe you and I can get some quality time together, get to know each other?” 

			My ears perk up at the friendly offer. “That sounds nice. Thanks, Rosalina.” 

			“You can call me Ro.” She turns to Benji. “You know, Nonno will be thrilled to see you happy and on the path to settling down, whether at the wedding or after. He worries about you.” 

			At this, something changes in Benji. His usually neutral, if not exasperated, expression softens, like this tacit Nonno approval is the first thing he’s truly cared about since they walked in. “And he’ll be there all week?”

			“He will,” Ro says, her smile pointed. “He said he wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

			Point: Ro. Even Benji seems to be considering the implication of this, of what it would mean to miss out on extra time with his grandfather. 

			I may not have a family like Benji’s and therefore can’t understand the intricate dynamics at play, but I know my friend. He rarely lets this part of him show—the part that wants something but doesn’t know how to get out of his own way long enough to go after it. The internal struggle is written all over his face.

			“Weddings are important,” I say, not that I’ve been to one before. “It’s decided: we’ll be there for the week.”

			Benji’s head whips my way, his gaze taking a sharp turn for the incredulous. “Can we discuss this later?”  

			Ro claps her nicely manicured hands. “Fantastic. It’s settled! I’ll update your RSVP for the caterer. Oh, I’m so glad we stopped by.” 

			“Ambushed me at the airport,” Benji murmurs under his breath as Rosalina saunters toward the exit. 

			Ro pauses at the edge of Veronica’s aisle on her way out. “You buying that or just reading it for free?”

			Veronica startles and shoves the book back onto the shelf. After a second of consideration, she snatches it back off, flashing the cover our way. “Put this one on my tab, Benjamino, would you? You know how I love history.”

			They are barely through the door when Benji’s forehead hits the counter. His groan skates across the surface, fogging it. 

			“You’re welcome. Happy to help,” I say, patting his shoulder. “Your sister is friendly. Why don’t you ever talk about her? Though, in fairness, you almost never talk about your family. Were you not planning on telling me—”

			“Jesus, Nora.” As if it takes every ounce of energy he possesses, he lifts his head just enough to glare at me. “You have no idea what you’ve just gotten us into.”

		


		
			Chapter Two

			Sebastian

			A text from my parents contains one of three things: an alert of a life-threatening emergency in their region (rare), the most incredible story you’ve ever heard in your life (common), or an outdated viral video (also common).

			My mother’s most recent text has a link, followed by the caption Not sure if you’ve seen this…kind of wild! Don’t forget to update us about your life. 

			I brace for the Charlie -bit-my-finger video from 2007 or something similar as I click. Instead, a news article fills my phone screen.

			Movers and Shakers: Former Mount Sinai attending physicians Carlo and Nadine Rossi earn the AMA Foundation’s Excellence in Medicine Award—the first husband and wife team to share the award in the foundation’s history.  

			My awed laugh fills my bedroom. Only she would describe something this impressive as “kind of wild,” like it’s not their norm. It makes me miss them all the more.

			I scroll down the article. 

			Currently serving abroad in Doctors Without Borders, the pair speaks on their shared calling to provide care to underserved— 

			“That’s it? One measly suitcase?”

			A strangled expletive leaves my mouth as I whip around and pocket my phone. “Jesus, you scared me. How long have you been standing there?”

			Nonna Stella—Nella—sips her acid-green frozen margarita from the doorway of my bedroom. “Long enough to know you’ve under-packed. Italian weddings are very distinguished, every event and meal an opportunity to impress.”

			I bite back a laugh. If I know one thing about Enzo Mazzelli, the groom and one of my oldest friends, it’s that he’s not the type to throw a stuffy, uptight event. I’d bet good money his wedding is about to be a rager. 

			“The invitation said lakeside formal,” I tell Nella, tugging on the stuck zipper on my broken suitcase until it relents. “But for six days in the Adirondacks in June, I’ve packed an outfit for each season to be safe.”

			“For someone who moves as much as you do, you really should splurge on respectable luggage.” Her house slippers drag on the floor as she shuffles toward my dresser. “Where do you keep your slacks and knickers?”

			I die a swift death at the word knickers as she invades the sanctuary of my room. 

			Nella is the reason I took a year off from my regular job opening chapters of The Boys and Girls Club across the country. She was secretly struggling with her house’s wear and tear, but my best friend Alessia Mazzelli was here to see the signs—the hole in the ceiling, perpetual warmth in the house, suspicious mold smell, warped flooring in the basement, storm-ravaged fence, broken AC. The house has had enough lingering problems after the last three hurricanes that Nella was considering selling it without telling me or my parents for fear that we’d feel pressured to help.

			But I did feel pressured to help. So much so that it consumed me the last six months I was on assignment in Florida. It was like I left an oven on all the way back home and it was about to burn down Nella’s whole life if I didn’t get back and fix what needed fixing. This is the house where my grandparents raised my dad, and where Nella and my parents raised me until Mom and Dad went back in the field and Nella took over my parenting. The thought of it crumbling around her or overwhelming her to the point where she wanted to give it up made me feel sick to my stomach. 

			Moving home was the only choice. I’d do anything for Nella. 

			Almost anything. I draw the line at letting her rifle through my dresser in search of boxers. My dignity can’t afford the hit. 

			“Please stop. Unless I fall in the lake every single day I’m there, you really think I’ll need more than six pairs of pants?”

			Her tone is firm. “You must take pride in yourself if you want to represent the Rossi family well, my handsome boy.”

			The innocent comment lands like a blow to the chest. If there’s one thing I’ve never done, it’s represent my family well. That ship sailed the second I was born to the most impressive, altruistic people on the face of the planet. 

			Meanwhile, I’ve spent the last year painting houses for rich New Yorkers who require me to sign NDAs for all the salacious things I encounter on the job. 

			Volunteering as a mentor at the local Boys and Girls Club here and spending a few nights a week helping teenage athletes stay on the straight and narrow has kept me involved in the organization, at least. I’ll be back to developing clubs at the end of summer. 

			If only that ever felt like enough.

			I shake off the thought. “Understood. But I’m not reopening that suitcase for anything because it may never shut again. Let’s take this party to the living room, shall we? Alessia and Eloise will be here any—”

			The doorbell cuts me off, followed a second later by Alessia’s voice. “Rossi fam, we’re home!”

			Nella abandons my dresser, glee lighting her eyes. “The girls are here! Hurry up, Sebastian, you’re running behind schedule.”

			Can’t imagine my interloper had anything to do with that. 

			Fifty or more photos of me at every awkward age watch me from the walls as I drag my suitcase down the hall to the foyer. The plastic carpet protector crunches underfoot. I’ve tried numerous times to get rid of this and every plastic runner in the house, but Nella gets twitchy about exposed carpet. Or exposed furniture. 

			Alessia’s flame-red hair is piled on her head in an elaborate style, but otherwise she’s dressed down for our five-hour road trip—a simple dress and her usual platform boots. Her girlfriend Eloise, a head shorter and perpetually beaming, is in a clean catering jacket despite the early hour.

			“Hello, darlings,” Nella coos as she extends her arms for a triple embrace. “Eloise, you cut your bangs! And Alessia, I can’t remember the last time I saw you without your Knicks cap. Look at all that beautiful hair you’ve been hiding.”

			“I did the braid crown,” El says proudly, stepping out of the hug to admire her handiwork. “Doesn’t she look fabulous?” 

			“Stunning,” Nella insists. 

			“Like a less murderous Daenerys Targaryen.” I cross my arms and lean a shoulder against the wall. 

			Alessia shoots me a quelling look. “Hilarious. I’m all for getting dressed up to catfish my family into thinking this is how I always look, but trust and believe I will be undoing these at the first whiff of a headache.” She bids her girlfriend a serene smile. “But thank you for making me look good.”

			El shoots her a wink. “You could never look anything other than good, babe.”

			Nella presses her hand to her heart. “You two are the sweetest.” Her head swivels my way with owlish efficiency. “That could be you, you know. If you’d get your head out of your tuchus and go out on a date once in a while.”

			She’s not wrong. I haven’t dated since moving back to Great River. Longer than that, actually. The perky brunette I met a few days ago—Nora—pops into my mind, along with her great legs, party hat, and alluring eyes. Women in glasses are my weakness, and she was no exception. I got so swept up in her and her cute babbling that I forgot I don’t date. 

			I’d been on the verge of asking her out when our conversation was derailed by a giant black-haired man who barged into the bookstore, seemingly ready to burn it down.

			It was for the best. I have no business dating, least of all right now with Nella always hovering. And when she’s not nearby, she has spies all over this town. 

			A phantom pain twinges in my chest. When my relationship with my ex-almost-fiancée Kelcey ended, it broke Nella’s heart. I was tormented enough over the breakup; having to manage Nella’s disappointment was almost unbearable. I thought I’d live to see another wedding and She was such a nice girl were constant refrains. I won’t give her false hope again. I refuse to introduce her to anyone else, let alone bring someone home, until I’m halfway down the aisle.

			Not that I’ll ever make it down the aisle. Moving is the only constant in my career, and Kelcey made it clear that no woman would willingly uproot her life every year to follow me around. I sure as shit won’t ask one to again. Ever.

			Luckily, I have a week away at this wedding to clear my head of the unexpected temptation that is Nora.

			“Well,” I say, trying to deflect the conversation away from my life, “I think you should date.” 

			She blows out a dismissive breath before taking a sip of her marg. “I went on a lovely date last month to the theater with that man who loads my groceries at ShopRite. It’s high time you bring someone home.”

			I scoff. Bring someone home? I have an eighty-year-old roommate. Even if I did date, what am I supposed to do? Invite a woman over and cuddle up on the plastic-covered Victorian couch while Nella lurks in the kitchen? Hard pass. 

			“Alessia, talk to our boy about dating, would you?” Nella grouses. “I’d like to see him settle down before I croak.”

			Alessia chokes on a sip from her coffee thermos. “I will definitely talk to him about dating, Nella,” she sputters. “It’s a five-hour drive and it’s bound to come up.”

			And on that note, I slip on the reading glasses I pretend I don’t need and pull up a live traffic map on my phone. “Every passing minute, the roads get more congested. Should we pack up the car?”

			Alessia and Eloise exchange a loaded look for a full three seconds, communicating with widening eyes and curt nods. I swear Eloise mouths do it. 

			“Right, so…” Alessia edges toward the front door. “I have one quick thing to tell you before we hit the road, Seb—”

			“Oh, I almost forgot!” Nella interrupts. “I packed you kids a cooler for the car. Roast beef sandwiches, deviled eggs, and leftover chocolate cake from the weekend.”

			My stomach rumbles. If “home” had a flavor, it’d be Nella’s cooking. 

			“You spoil us too much,” I scold, pulling her into a side hug.

			“It’s the least I can do after taking all your money at poker last week,” Nella quips over her shoulder as she starts for the kitchen. “You sure you don’t want a few frozies for the road?”

			I snort. Frozen margaritas are Nella’s passion in life, second only to meddling. “Sounds very illegal.”

			She shrugs, unbothered. “You’re not all driving.”

			“Let me go stop her from making us a thermos of liquor,” I say as I shoo Alessia and Eloise along. “Go start the car.”

			By the time I return with the cooler, my suitcase is gone, the door is open, and bright morning light floods the foyer, spilling over the travertine. The pleasant breeze that ruffles my hair as I step outside is almost enough to distract from the boxy pink Celebrations by El catering truck flashing hazard lights in the street. 

			Strange. 

			I cut across the yard toward Alessia and El, who are huddled up and whispering next to Alessia’s car in the driveway. Nella follows and circles the vehicle, inspecting the tires. 

			I jab my thumb sideways. “What’s the truck doing here, El? I thought we were all riding together in Alessia’s car.”

			Alessia cracks her knuckles one at a time. The nervous move is at odds with her upbeat tone. “Oh, did I not tell you I convinced Enzo to hire Eloise’s catering company? Baby’s first destination event!”

			The poor girl is about to work her ass off while the rest of us vacation. “I didn’t even know that possibility was on the table.”

			Eloise eyes her truck affectionately. “Yes. In my girlfriend’s infinite brilliance, she convinced her brother that the staff at the Foxfire Lodge can’t be trusted to handle the unique, seafood-intensive menu requirements of a traditional Italian-Catholic wedding and that they should hire my company. I’m going to make bank. Though I will have to cook some weird shit in the next two weeks, which dampens my enthusiasm a little.”

			“Follow my recipes exactly and you’ll have no problem whatsoever,” Nella insists. “Pending you have high quality ingredients. You can’t use just any ol’ octopus or squid. Or eel, especially.”

			“Eel?” My lips turn down of their own volition. I really should’ve asked more questions when I RSVP’d to this wedding. 

			Alessia lays a hand on her stomach, face twisted in disgust. She is very much not in the food business and happens to be the pickiest eater I know. “And now I’m nauseous.”

			“Don’t worry, I’ll make you a special plate for every meal,” Eloise offers. “Only the finest buttered pasta for my lady.”

			Alessia pulls her into a lingering hug, complete with neck nuzzling. “And that is why I conned the bride and groom into hiring you. So I could get the special girlfriend menu.” 

			Leaving them to their lovey-dovey moment, I steal back my suitcase from Alessia’s side. As I toss it into the back of her SUV alongside four giant suitcases and two garment bags, it occurs to me that maybe Nella had a point about my Spartan packing. 

			“Oye, Mazzelli!” I slam the trunk shut and hook a right around the car to rejoin the group. “How formal is this wedding, anyway? I’m not sure I packed enough of the right stuff.”

			“You didn’t,” Nella barbs.

			Alessia shrugs this off. “None of the clothing any of us brought will be good enough for my snobby family, so we might as well be comfortable, right? Can’t believe he even invited them all.”

			“Yes, it’s a huge surprise your brother invited your family to his wedding,” I deadpan. “But surely your dad and whoever else comes will play nice at an event this important?”

			Alessia snorts. “No. And we will all be emotionally anemic by the end of the week.”

			I nod toward Eloise. “Don’t let her scare you too much. Her family is terrifying, but they’ll be on their best behavior. This will be your first time meeting the family, right?” I chip her shoulder with a closed fist. “Big step.”

			Eloise moves her bangs out of her eyes, and then proceeds to stare right at the sun. “Uh— See, the thing about it is…Alessia?” 

			“She won’t be meeting the family this trip. Not officially.” Alessia drags her gaze from Eloise to me. “Because I’d like to tell everyone you’re my boyfriend.”

			With that, my best friend—who has been openly and exclusively interested in women since high school—opens her car door, as if that’s the end of the conversation. 

			I shove it shut as I gape at her. “What?”

			“Sorry, let me be more specific: I want you to play my boyfriend at this wedding.” 

			“Why?” I glance at El. “Did you know about this?”

			“It was half my idea, actually.” She backs slowly toward her truck, which I’m just now piecing together is filled with an unconscionable amount of seafood in preparation for the week. “Fun, right? I’ll let you two talk. Bye Nella!”

			Nella waves but never takes her eyes off me and Alessia like we’re her daily soaps and someone is about to reveal the results of a paternity test. 

			“Alessia.” I gesture broadly. “Please explain.”

			She steeples her hands beneath her chin. “Fine. You know that other than Enzo, my family is a giant judgmental mess, and that my dad, specifically, is a pretentious asshat, correct?”

			“Sure. But that’s always been true.”

			She blows out a breath. “Most of my family members don’t know I’m in a relationship with a woman. Every Mazzelli over the age of fifty is enthusiastically Catholic, especially the people flying in from Umbria.” She hugs her chest. “I’m not sure how they’d react, and I don’t want to overshadow Enzo’s wedding by announcing a new relationship. It’s his day, and I don’t want drama. There will be enough of that without me adding to it.”

			“Okay. I can understand that. But are you sure you don’t want to just tell people you’re single?”

			A dark laugh slips from her mouth as she flips the bill of my cap from front to back. “Oh, Sebastian, you sweet, gorgeous fool. I can’t show up at a traditional Italian wedding alone. Being a single person at the age of thirty would draw all kinds of unwanted attention. And the last time I saw some of these people, I still planned on medical school. And, since I sure as hell don’t want to discuss that topic, I need a strapping gentleman with good table manners and no criminal record by my side to ward off any questions about my ‘disappointing’ life.”

			Her words hang in the summer air. Medical school was our great shared “almost.” I get why she’d want to shrivel up and play possum at family functions when the topic skirts medicine. Once upon a time I thought I’d be a doctor, like my own parents. But I learned it wasn’t going to happen for me when I failed high school chemistry. On-level chemistry—not even the advanced class. Anatomy and physiology were no easier.

			Being terrible at science and mediocre at math, as it turns out, is kind of an occupational hazard when pursuing medicine. 

			I mull over her proposition, not that I’d deny my friend of twenty years anything. This favor would be a great way to repay Alessia for checking on Nella weekly while I’m working in other states, and for feeding me intel on the state of her house. The girl is hardwired to help others, and I don’t want to let her down. I’ll already be at the wedding anyway. 

			But first, the request begs a few questions. “Enzo knows about you and Eloise, doesn’t he?”

			She waves this off. “He knows. Z loves Eloise. But no one else in the family knows yet. Especially not our dad. I’ll tell him after the wedding if he’s lucky.”

			Alessia doesn’t tell that man anything if she can help it. The only reason he knows she opened an audiology clinic and manages the business side of things is because other people relayed the message. “How do you keep any information private from a family who all lives within spitting distance of each other?”

			“It pays not to have social media of any kind. Z and I mingle with the rest of the Mazzellis only at Christmas and Easter. We see Nonna Gloria more often, but I’ve been steadily feeding her lies about my life since the dawn of time. As far as she’s concerned, I’m still considering reapplying to medical schools to follow in her footsteps and searching for a man who embodies all the qualities of my late grandfather.”

			“Families are complicated,” Nella tells Alessia. “We want our loved ones to be happy and successful, but we’re blinded by our own definition of what the word means. Just because Gloria has done well for herself doesn’t mean you have to be just like her. You should be free to forge your own path, make your own choices.”

			A smile touches Alessia’s lips. “Thanks, Nella. But it’s not just my family that’s the problem—there’s drama with the bride’s family. The Mazzellis and Ferraros have been at war for generations. Enzo’s fiancée is a Ferraro, and my family does not fuck with Ferraros.”

			“I mean…Enzo clearly does,” I retort. “Who is this girl? What is she like?”

			“I don’t know Rosalina, but I do know my dad was nearly expelled from high school his senior year because he got into a fight with Rosalina’s dad, Giuseppe. Neither family is known for being reasonable.”

			“So, Enzo is marrying an enemy of your family, and the fathers of the bride and groom hate each other,” I muse. 

			“Everyone,” she clarifies. “Everyone hates each other.”

			“This wedding ought to be fun. Bye, Nella.” I kiss her on the crown of her head so she can return to her morning, even though we both know damn well she’ll stand in the driveway waving until our car disappears from view like a wife seeing her sailor off to sea. 

			Alessia’s hopeful eyes meet mine. “So you’ll do it?”

			“Anything for you, Mazzelli.” I grab her car door so she doesn’t have to. 

			Boyfriend duty starts now. But whether or not we can sell this farce remains to be seen. 

		


		
			Chapter Three

			Nora

			“Passenger princess life is great.” I crack my window to experience the fresh mountain air, creating a cross breeze that makes my hair go wild. “We should keep this up even when you aren’t my boyfriend.”

			Benji cuts me a look as we lumber down a narrow road toward the Foxfire Lodge’s parking lot. “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself. Also, I thought you were trading this in. The AC is fritzy.” 

			“And I thought you’d decided to leave Tairn with a sitter this week. Guess we’re both full of surprises.” 

			He rubs his chin. For all his blustering that he was going to keep his beard despite his mom’s opinion, he’s clean shaven. “He gets separation anxiety. I’m not leaving him with someone else for six days.”

			I let this go, even though we both know it’s Benji who gets separation anxiety. “You should be glad I’ve still got the Tahoe. It fits Tairn’s portable house and our suitcases, as well as all my books. Your tiny Camry could never.”

			“This vehicle is the age of a high schooler.”

			“Which means it needs my parental support more than ever. I’m just not in a hurry to deal with trading it in. Tahoes have extremely high safety ratings.”

			He pokes the broken button that used to reset the trip meter. “So do Honda Odysseys. Safe and affordable.” 

			“A minivan? What am I, a suburban mother of six? No way.”

			“If my family asks, that’s what you aspire to be.” 

			I ignore his grumbling. “I’ll drive this thing until the wheels fall off, and that’s that. I’ve had it for a long time. It has sentimental value.”

			It was the first big object that was all mine, my first taste of freedom at age eighteen. And when I moved to Arizona for college, and then relocated to Washington for a corporate job, and then was forced to relocate again when the company opened a branch in California, it was my little slice of consistency. 

			More recently, it was my functional “home” for two weeks during my move to Great River. I drove myself across the country, sleeping at national and state parks along the way as I towed my tiny trailer with barely enough personal effects to fill it. It was the move that marked my final fresh start, at least for a few decades. After a lifetime of being dragged around the country, first by my mother and later by my own circumstances, I was ready to settle in one place. 

			After the last year and a half, I’m already certain New York was the best choice I’ve ever made. I’m never leaving. 

			I prop my favorite boots on the dash—white with embroidered flowers, hand-me-downs from my mom’s coastal cowgirl era—and smooth my hand across the armrest. This SUV is a tangible bridge from my past to my present and loaded with memories. As always, when I let myself get attached to something, I have trouble letting it go. My heart is like a sticky trap for sentimental trinkets, moments, and people.

			Benji adjusts the rearview mirror. “Parking lot looks pretty full. I’m taking it as a sign from beyond that this week is a horrendous mistake and we should go home.”

			I shoot him a look. “This week is happening, Captain Ominous. We came all the way here, and Rosalina is expecting us.”

			“She’ll be too busy getting married to care. Hell, she’s probably already forgotten I said we’d come for the week. Why couldn’t we just come the day of the ceremony like I originally wanted?”

			“Because she was so excited you agreed to the week. Don’t you remember her squeal? And the rest of your family will care that you’re here. Especially your grandfather. Right?”

			He frowns, knowing I’ve trapped him with logic. Benji’s primary interest in going to the wedding for the whole week, apart from appeasing his sister, is to spend time with Santino. The man is his idol. If Benji voluntarily tells a story from his youth without me prying it out of him with the jaws of life, it’s going to involve Santino. 

			That hasn’t stopped Benji from trying to backpedal his way out of this wedding when his anxiety spikes, though. 

			In the four days since I committed us to this, he’s popped out of his office only three times: to ask if I really thought our parttime employee would be able to handle the store on her own for six days, to present me with a family tree—complete with pictures—to study (the Ferraros could be named the fertile-os for how many of them there are), and to inform me of the Unmentionables, which are the facts he doesn’t want his family to learn about his personal life. Specifically, that he hasn’t taken the bar exam and never will despite finishing law school, that he doesn’t want kids, and that he’s considering adding a PhD to his degree list for fun. 

			He pulls into one of the few empty spots and shifts into park. We leave it running for Tairn—who is safely tucked in his travel crate in the back—and venture toward the entrance of the resort to get our keys. 

			Cool air rushes out to greet us as we step inside the lobby, followed swiftly by a string of Italian swear words. I trace the source four feet to our left where a middle-aged woman yells at another middle-aged woman who looks like the copy-paste version of her. Their conversation is too fast and thickly accented for me to parse exactly what they’re saying.   

			“Are they yelling at each other or with each other?” I whisper to Benji. 

			He spares them a fleeting glance. “At.”

			“Why would a woman call another woman a di”—I crinkle my nose—“Testa di cazzo.” 

			“Just ignore it,” Benji grumbles, pulling at the center of his Baltimore Ravens shirt—worn not for the team, but for the mascot—as he casts a look at the crowded lobby. “Let’s not linger in here. I don’t want to get pulled into a million conversations before dinner.”

			I quicken my pace to keep up with him. The carpet is a swirl of red and gold, almost as though it’s aflame. A large ornamental fox sits on the rough-hewn mantel of a stone fireplace, standing guard over the lobby’s comings and goings. 

			A group of twenty or thirty people yell over one another near the check-in counter. A teenage girl has a teenage boy in a headlock. I recognize a few faces from Benji’s meticulously crafted family tree.

			To our right, another group of at least ten people I don’t recognize speak in hushed tones. Their posture, as a whole, is more formal. They seem tense, like a coven of vampires who need to feed. 

			“Okay, so those chatty people by the counter are your family. Ferraros.” I nod toward the huddle waiting to check in. “What about the group over to the right? You think that could be the groom’s side?”

			Benji glances over my head. “They look the part.”

			A woman with smooth, enviable hair and a classy wool coat from the coven catches my eye. I lift a hand to wave. 

			She does not return it.

			“They seem like a barrel of laughs,” I mutter, dropping my hand.

			He dismisses this with a flick of his wrist. “Definitely the groom’s side, then. The Mazzellis are notorious snobs. Don’t take it personally.”

			“How do you know the groom’s family?”

			His gaze drifts like an ocean current, taking in the sea of people. “Our families have a history.” 

			“You’re going to have to give me a little more than that, Sugar Cheeks.” I catch his eye. “I’m beta testing nicknames, do you like that one?”

			A frown tugs at his lips. It looks as at home there as the trio of three small moles on his right cheek, which he calls his personal Bermuda triangle. “Benji is already a nickname. And the only acceptable one.”

			“Long live Benji, then.” The bite of the air conditioning nips at my skin. It feels like it should be winter with all the dark accents and cold air in here. I nod toward the groom’s family. “Now what’s this history?”

			“It’s about a hundred years of bitterness, dating back to Umbria when we were all farmers in the Italian countryside. Their somebody or other accused our somebody or other of stealing sheep. Apparently it was a very big deal. The feud persisted when they came over together and settled here. Long Island may be big, but they’ve found ways to stay in one another’s business and at one another’s throats.”

			“Over sheep? What is this, Catan?”

			“It’s exactly as absurd as it sounds.” He sounds as bored as he usually does when discussing anything human drama adjacent. 

			“Why would they settle so close to one another, then?”

			“Because Long Island was the place to be if you were an Italian immigrant in the 1920s, I guess.” He stretches his arms overhead. His shirt is a little too small, or maybe his torso is a little too long. The move puts his flat, olive-toned stomach on display. “Anyway, hopefully the fact that a Ferraro is marrying a Mazzelli will put an end to the feud once and for all. Or, if the itinerary I was emailed has anything to say about it, it will end in bloodshed disguised as ‘friendly family pickleball.’”

			“Pickleball?”

			 “It’s one of the many activities scheduled this week. So many. The dinners have themes. It’s atrocious.” His expression is the same as when I try to recap my favorite shows for him before he’s had his coffee.

			“Themes? You know I love that kind of stuff—why didn’t you tell me? I’m going to need you to forward me the itinerary immediately.” 

			“No need. We can eat dinner in my room most nights. You can put on your shows while I work. Doesn’t that sound nice?”

			I frown. “It sounds like you’re trying to weasel your way out of family meals. Not going to happen.”

			“We’ll see about that.” He gestures lazily over his shoulder. “I’m going to find the bathroom. You want to get in line? If you get to the counter before me, just check in for your room and I’ll get mine after.”

			“The line has more people than the whole of Liechtenstein. I’m sure it won’t come to that. Just don’t get caught up in too many conversations on your way back.”

			“Believe me, I’ll do my best.” He lumbers off, casting a generous side-eye toward a woman wearing sleek Wayfarer sunglasses indoors and carrying a bottle of Dom Perignon in the crook of her arm. 

			I can already tell that’s his must be a Mazzelli face and we’ve only just gotten here.   

			The lobby, which feels abundantly spacious with cedar beams running the length of the vaulted ceiling, is rapidly filling with even more people. These families took check in starts at three p.m. literally. 

			I take my spot at the end of the line behind a tall, seemingly athletic guy. His legs, I determine after a quick once-over, are Louvre-worthy art. Long, muscly without being bulky, and perfectly showcased in dressy shorts. 

			And that’s just his legs. The Louvre would gladly accept the rest of him, too. 

			I force myself to dig out my phone so I don’t ogle his back, or his arms, or his perfectly mussed hair. I’m a sucker for good hair, and his makes my palms itch. 

			Gaze glued to my phone, I fall down a deep internet rabbit hole of trying to figure out the origins of a famous couple’s divorce. I’ve comfortably amassed enough evidence to take the wife’s side when he turns sideways to stretch. The shape of his nose and lips, rise of his cheeks, and angle of his jaw triggers a snapshot memory. The recognition center of my brain lights up like a circuit board. 

			No freaking way. 

			Sebastian Rossi. AKA the Boys and Girls Club guy who has yet to return my email. It’s been only a few days, but still. 

			Why is he here? In the Adirondacks? 

			I open my texts and scroll back in time. When I find the message he sent, my thumbs hover over the keyboard as I contemplate my play. 

			I’m in the market for a suitcase. Any recommendations? 

			He reaches into his pocket, pulls out his phone, and reads my text. 

			My pulse quickens as he starts to type. 

			That’s an unexpected question from you, Ms. Manager. 

			The wind threatens to leave my sails. If he’s calling me Ms. Manager, does that mean he didn’t save my contact information? 

			I stay very still so as not to blow my nonexistent cover while I type my reply.

			My exterminators call me Nora. 

			His shoulders shake a few times. His laugh is just enough that I can hear it over the commotion. At least I amuse him. 

			I know your name, Nora. And I’m no suitcase expert, but I guess it matters what you’re using it for. Big or small? Hard or soft? 

			There’s a joke in there that I’m not woman enough to make. So instead, I go for the kill. 

			I need something charcoal gray I can butcher to hell with stickers. Specifically band bumper stickers, like Death Cab for Cutie and Guster. But I also have a few Celebrations by El stickers that need a home, too. 

			Sebastian does a double take at the suitcase beside him, showcasing those exact stickers, before searching the room. When he finally turns around, his deep brown eyes flicker with recognition. “Whoa. Hi.”

			“Hi. Fancy meeting you here.”

			“Same to you.” He rubs his jaw and stares at me in disbelief. “You didn’t email after we talked. About the calendar.”

			I lift my brows. “I didn’t?”

			“Nope.” His smile is wry. “I chalked it up to you secretly hating the Boys and Girls Club. No biggie.”

			I plant my hands on my hips. “Check your spam, sir.”

			He frowns and pokes at his phone. “Oh.” His expression takes a turn for the chagrined. “My bad. I just assumed you were blowing me off.”

			“Nope. I figured I’d give it some time and follow up the old-fashioned way, with a carrier pigeon or singing telegram.”

			His laugh crinkles his eyes at the corners. “While there are plenty of pigeons in New York who could probably use the work, our office windows open only an inch.”

			“Telegram it is. You’re about to make some hustling theater kid’s day, Sebastian.”

			And there’s his smile. I remember it the way you remember a particularly catchy song. His lips are a pleasing shape, his cupid’s bow pronounced. He crosses his arms, the ink on his biceps slightly more visible today in the tight striped shirt he’s wearing. I bury the impulse to push his sleeve to his shoulder and take a peek. 

			“And here I thought you’d be doing the singing,” he says.

			I lift a hand. “Trust me, no one wants that. My high notes would probably break glass.”

			“Great.” He gives a solemn nod. “That would pave the way for the pigeons. Solves a lot of our problems.”

			How is he funny, too? Did Marvel central casting create this guy? 

			My heart pounds a little faster. I’m 99 percent sure this guy with his sports-ball physique and easy charm isn’t interested in me, but that one percent is a powerful little beast. That one percent still wonders what he would’ve said to me in the store if we hadn’t been interrupted. 

			Our gazes tangle for a few seconds too long. Heat slides through my body like a slow avalanche. 

			Correction: I’m only 50 percent sure he’s not interested, and certain I want him to be. 

			It’s been a long time since I’ve craved this. I haven’t missed men in a tangible way since before I moved to New York. Since before my trainwreck of a situation with my last ex, if you can even call him that.

			I’ve fallen recklessly hard for one man in my life. I was so deep in my unrequited feelings for Chase I could barely come up for air. To me, he was everything. To him, I was an invisible coworker for six months, and then his friend, and finally the mistake he quickly moved on from. I was eventually freed from that whole mess by relocation. It was the only one of my many moves I ever welcomed because it saved me from the depths of my own foolishness. 

			He isn’t the only guy I’ve been involved with, but he was the one who hurt the most. I had many almosts with men before him, situations that started fine enough but never broke through to an actual relationship. Sex with no feelings, feelings with no sex, false starts that fizzled out after a date or two.

			Feelings and sex with Chase did some damage. It left its mark. I’m not eager to experience that again. I don’t let myself get interested. Not deeply. And I won’t until a man matches my interest. The art of “declaring one’s intentions” needs reviving if you ask me. I want a guy to look at me and say I’m getting to know you with purpose. I intend to date you exclusively. Those lines would go straight to my head like good champagne. 

			I want to be claimed. To be someone’s person. I crave the safety that comes when two people fully belong to each other. 

			Not that I’ve experienced it. 

			Two men in line in front of us who are distantly related to Benji start shouting loudly about Italian wedding tradition. One of their gesticulating arms whacks the back of Sebastian’s head. Sebastian lurches forward, his chest nearly smashing into mine. 

			We were standing closer than I realized. My smile falls away.

			Crap. Benji. 

			Smiling at Sebastian is not at all what I need to be doing while waiting for my fake boyfriend to come back. It’s hard to imagine anyone is paying attention to us—it’s like a cut scene from Home Alone in here, McCallisters take the Adirondacks—but I don’t want to mess up my first hour on the job by talking to another guy or huddling over our phones like we’re exchanging numbers. Appearances are everything. 

			The humor slips off Sebastian’s face as he side-eyes Benji’s family. He’s probably afraid they’re going to bludgeon him with a rogue elbow next. 

			I take a small step backward. “Well thanks, I’ll—”

			“It smells like the inside of a camper van in here.” A Jennifer Lawrence doppelganger almost Sebastian’s height falls into place at his side, cheeks pink like she’s been standing in the sun. She wraps a possessive hand around the handle of the sticker-covered suitcase. “The grounds are picturesque, though. Ugh, the line still hasn’t moved?”

			Sebastian straightens, clasping a hand to the back of his neck. “Not much. Guess we’ll die here.”

			My brain scrambles to play catch-up. 

			The woman’s black shift dress is loose and short, barely hitting halfway down her toned thighs. Her striking features, fierce red hair pulled into a sleek, high ponytail, and dramatic, colorful jewelry scream effortlessly cool. “I just had an entire phone conversation with work and you’re somehow farther from the check-in counter than when you started.” Her attention snags on me and she brightens. “Oh, hi there!” She pauses and unabashedly scans me from head to toe. “Cool boots.”

			Sebastian jumps in. “Alessia, this is Nora. She works at a bookstore in Great River.” 

			“Nice to meet you, Nora.” Her fingers land on Sebastian’s elbow and drift up the back of his arm. “Are you here for the wedding?”

			My breath catches like a hangnail on a sweater. 

			I had no idea he was taken. Disappointment brands my skin with heat. 

			“Wedding,” I say, my pulse tripping over itself. “Yes. Ferraro-Mazzelli.”

			“The two-for-one Italian special, eh?” Alessia’s grin is as lovely as the rest of her, but her catlike eyes are really alluring. Remarkable how hot people always find each other in the wild. “It should be a great week, so long as none of these people murder one another.”

			The crowd seems to dial up the bitter noise all at once, as if taking Alessia’s statement as a suggestion. 

			“Right,” I say, avoiding Sebastian’s eye. “Totally.”

			Benji swoops in on my left, triggering a jump-scare. “I’m back. Oh no, my dad is at the counter.”

			I blink up at him. “Huh?”

			“My dad,” he repeats louder, oblivious that anyone but me is listening. At a staggering six feet four, Benji’s got two or three inches on Sebastian, who leans back to avoid Benji’s arm. “See him up there? He’s probably ruining that desk woman’s life with special requests and requirements for his room. There are hotels across America and Italy that fear the name Ferraro. And one of my aunts is behind him, and she doesn’t even speak English. We’re never getting out of this lobby.”

			Sebastian’s thick brows furrow as he studies Benji. “Wait, I remember you. You work at the bookstore, too.” He offers a hand. “I’m Sebastian Rossi.”

			“Benjamino Ferraro.” Benji is the first to pull away from the handshake. “I own the store. Bought it two years ago.”

			“It’s a great spot. I didn’t realize it was a family-run place.” Sebastian’s gaze flits between us as he props his hands on his hips. “Are you two cousins or something? Siblings?”

			If Benji and I are giving off sibling energy, this week is doomed.  

			Benji’s timid gaze meets mine for a few seconds. “We aren’t related. That would be weird, since Nora is my girlfriend.” He scratches his chin, turning back to Sebastian. “We weren’t dating when I hired her, for what it’s worth. It was all aboveboard. I’m the owner, so I guess that makes me HR, and I say it’s fine.”

			Every word out of his mouth sounds more pained than the last. I didn’t think he’d flounder with something as simple as an introduction. I should’ve known this introvert couldn’t just extrovert himself at will like a human pop socket. 

			 Sebastian’s eyes drift back to me, curious. “Girlfriend?”

			“Yup.” I attempt a chill, not-at-all forced smile on behalf of the both of us as I snake my arm around Benji’s waist.  

			He gives my head three hard pats. 

			How romantic. 

			“Benjamino!” Veronica waves from across the lobby. She approaches us like a fish darting toward a sprinkling of food. “And Nora! Sorry, I didn’t see you there behind all these tall people.”

			Sebastian steps aside to make room for Veronica, guiding Alessia two feet away to whisper in her ear.

			Veronica wraps her cold hands around mine. “How was your trip up?”

			I smile as wide as my cheeks will allow. “It was great. Benji drove the whole way. Is Rosalina here yet? I’d love to say hello.” 

			“She’s busy unloading her whole life into a hotel room. So many accessories when you’re the bride! You’ll see when it’s your turn.” Her sneaky smile is all lips and no teeth, showcasing coral lipstick. “Soon enough, right?”

			The question does not sound rhetorical.  

			“Let’s not pressure her,” Benji warns. “She might get spooked and leave. Nora, are you feeling spooked? Be honest. We can go.” His pointed stare suggests let’s go is the only thing he’s interested in hearing. 

			I shoot him a quelling look. 

			Veronica’s face is pure mirth as she extends her arms toward her son. “She doesn’t look spooked in the slightest. Now come here and give Mamma V a hug. I’m glad to see you. You know, for a while there, I was worried you’d miss this. You’re always so busy.”

			Benji sighs, relaxing into her hug. “Wouldn’t want to miss Rosalina’s big day.”

			When they’re finished, Veronica captures me in an equally enthusiastic squeeze, cloaking me in her sweet, syrupy perfume. Her voice is low and warm in my ear. “It’s such a joy to have you here, honey.”

			My stomach swoops. “Thank you, Veronica.”

			Her hands clasp beneath her chin. “Call me Mamma V. Most people do.” 

			I beam at this. “I’m grateful you were able to make room for me, Mamma V.” 

			“Make room for you?” Her smoky laugh fills the air. “You’re not a turkey in the fridge, silly girl. You’re going to be included in everything! Rosalina rearranged the seating chart for the big meals so you’re both at the same table as the bridal party.”

			My hand moves to my chest as the line shifts forward. “She did?” 

			Mamma V levels me with an unblinking stare. “I’m confused. Did she not text you? She said she asked Benjamino for your number.”

			My blood pressure ticks up a notch as Benji clears his throat. “Oh, did I not give Rosalina your number? I meant to.”

			Great. Now the bride thinks we’re ignoring her.

			“That’s okay,” Mamma V insists. “We have full access to you now that you’re here! Have you gotten your room yet? We’re on floor four. Maybe we’re neighbors.”

			“We haven’t gotten our rooms yet. We’re still waiting.” Benji swings his arm toward the long line for emphasis, almost clotheslining Alessia from the side. Judging by how fast she reacted, she was paying attention. Can’t say I blame her; Mamma V is a one-woman show. One that I hate to admit I’m enjoying, because that feels like a betrayal of Benji proportions. 

			“Rooms?” Mamma V cocks her head to the side, her black bob swinging. “You mean room?”

			His mouth opens and closes. Twice. “I— Well, we were, uh… Nora?”

			Time takes a stuttering breath. 

			I eye the crucifix dangling over Mamma V’s ample cleavage. “Uh— I wanted my own room, out of respect for the family. With us being unmarried.”

			“Oh. Well, that’s unnecessary. You’re welcome to share and enjoy your trip.” Mamma V drops to a near whisper. “The good lord and everyone else know Benjamino is over thirty years old and has needs.”

			I look up at Benji, seeing my own horror reflected in his eyes. I could live a thousand lives and it’d still be too soon to hear Benji’s mother discuss his needs and how welcome I am to meet them. 

			Benji glances at his watch and then surveys the room, the universal symbol for how swiftly can I end this? “Hey, Dad seems to be lost. Maybe he’s looking for you?”

			Mamma V rolls her eyes. “He’s been ‘lost’ since our wedding day. Lost in the kitchen when it’s time to cook, lost in the garden when it’s time to mow, lost in every room, really. Better go find him before he acts up. I’ll see you two tonight. Dress code is upscale casual!”

			As soon as she’s out of earshot, I whistle softly and fist my hands on my hips. “Upscale and casual are antonyms—”

			“I told you she was on another level, Nora.” Benji massages his temples. “Did I not tell you? My needs? Who says stuff like that? This is too much. And she’s going to immediately tell my sister and everyone else about the separate rooms, which will draw sus—”

			“Whoa. Benji.” He’s about to blow our cover and it hasn’t even been an hour. My gaze darts to Sebastian, and then away from him just as quickly when I catch him watching us. I guide Benji into a cold, uncomfortable embrace so no one can hear what I say next. “It’s fine. She’s excited, but she’ll calm down when she gets used to me. We’ll get one room and one of our cots can go in the bathroom or entryway or something. Cool your jets, please.”

			“What about my mother suggests she’s capable of calming down? She’s chill only when she’s asleep or sedated!”

			I sigh and release him. “Do you want to be sedated? Because I’ve got Ambien and you can go lie—”

			“I think we should bail. If we leave now, we can make it back in time for Jeopardy. Then we’ll phase this thing out.”

			I try to body block him, as if it’ll stop people from hearing our conversation. Notably Sebastian and Alessia, who at this point aren’t even pretending not to eavesdrop. With Benji’s volume, there’s no point in pretending. 

			The line lurches forward, and Benji barely moves with it until I stare daggers at his face. He takes a small step. 

			I promised him I’d get him through the week and keep his family off his back so he could spend time with his grandfather and support Rosalina, and that requires keeping him here. Sure, feigning coupledom has seemed to result in even more attention on us—at least for now—but that’ll dwindle the longer we’re here. It has to. 

			And if it doesn’t, it’s just for a few days. As soon as we’re back, Benji will re-cocoon himself like a reverse butterfly, and he can tell them we’ve broken up when he so chooses. 

			In the meantime, we’re doing what we came here to do. He’ll be glad we stayed, even if he doesn’t see it now. His Nonno Santino isn’t getting any younger and his sister isn’t getting any less married. A brother doesn’t just miss a sister’s wedding week. If I had a sibling, I wouldn’t miss a single occasion of theirs for the world. 

			Time to use the same strategy I used when he refused to see a doctor for what ended up being a hernia that needed medical attention. Wear him down. “You spent all that time on the illustrated family tree and we’re just going to bail? All that ink from the printer wasted on colored headshots. Poppycock. I studied and memorized generations of Ferraros, Benjamino. Let me show off that knowledge.” 

			He groans. “Nora—”

			I drive a finger into his chest. “Trust me. If you leave now, you’ll regret it. Who was right about your hernia?”

			“You. You wouldn’t let it go until I went to the ER.” His frown deepens, and his tone takes on a rare sincerity. “Why are you so good to me? You really should replace me with nicer friends.”

			“Nah. Your grumpy ass sends the best memes.” 

			“I am a meme curator first and a human second.” He sighs. “What the hell kind of word is poppycock, anyway?”

			“A terrible one. Why don’t you text Santino? See if he wants to get a drink after we get our keys. Blow off some steam.”

			He eyes the exit, his decision hanging in the balance. 

			And if the disappointment that floods me at the idea of leaving and missing Rosalina’s big week and all the shenanigans to come is any indication, I’m already committed to staying. But as I turn and catch the look of deep skepticism etched on Sebastian’s face, it seems we may have a more immediate problem than Benji’s indecision. 

		


		
			Chapter Four

			Sebastian

			Something’s off with Nora and her boss.

			His mother was in the bookstore two weeks ago hounding Nora’s “boyfriend” about being single. And the other woman she was there with was force-feeding him phone numbers for potential girlfriends—in front of Nora, who didn’t even bat an eye. If that wasn’t telling enough, she and her boss booked more than one room at this resort. 

			She’s now looking at me like a deer in the headlights. 

			Fake game recognizes fake game. 

			These two are no more a couple than Alessia and I .

			It’s none of my business, but I can’t help but feel for the guy. His mom is more intense about marrying him off than Nella ever thought of being, and that’s saying something, since Nella once invited her cardiologist’s engaged granddaughter to the movies with us “in case I could turn the tide.” I understand the pressure he feels.

			Benjamino looks like he wants to bolt. If these two are actually together—

			They aren’t. I’m sure of it. 

			“Hey.” I take a step closer. “That lady who was just here was the same one harassing you about eggs and babies at the bookstore, right?”

			Benjamino side-eyes me. “How do you know that?”

			“I was there that night getting a tour. I wouldn’t expect you to remember—you were busy dealing with the other woman.” I carefully add, “The one who offered you names and phone numbers.” 

			Nora’s eyes cut to mine. “What are you trying to say?”

			That I hope I wasn’t hitting on a taken woman, for starters. 

			Not for nothing, she was giving me signals that she was interested back at the store. I may be out of practice with women, but I’m not dead. So sometime between then and now, the two of them must’ve arranged this. 

			Benjamino pinches the bridge of his nose. “He’s saying he knows, Nora. And that we’re doing a terrible job selling it, and that we should give up.”

			“Whoa. I didn’t say any of that.” Though they are pretty terrible at selling it. “I was just trying to understand.”

			Why was I trying to understand? I have no fucking idea. Should’ve kept my mouth shut and let them do their thing, frankly.

			“All there is to know is my family is off their giant shared rocker and obsessed with my relationship status.” Benjamino casts a miserable look Nora’s way. “And as nice as it would be to make them happy for once, no one is going to buy that you’d ever be into me.”

			“C’mon, Benji. That’s not true.” Nora squeezes his shoulder. “I’d be lucky to—”

			“And they wouldn’t believe I’d go for you, either.”

			Nora looks down at her outfit. “Okay, ouch?”

			I give Nora a once-over as we shuffle forward in line. Last time I saw her, her glasses had clear frames. Today’s are black-rimmed and play nicely with her dark hair.

			Holy shit, do these suit her. Or maybe they just suit my interests, same way her red lipstick and tight jeans do. They’re the kind of jeans that make a man want to say spin around and show me the back.

			I remove my head from the gutter and glance back at her eyes. They’re a soft green. The color is the same as the wind chime I hung for Nella on the porch over her favorite wicker chair. 

			Sea glass, she’d called it. Makes our porch feel like Cape Cod, doesn’t it?

			From where I’m standing, Nora’s got all the necessary features to be almost anyone’s type. 

			“Not physically, Nora. I’m talking personality,” says Benjamino—or Benji, apparently. “And anyway, they’re going to be paying way too close attention for us to fool them. Especially my mom.”

			Alessia looks up from her phone, which features a selfie of Eloise blowing a kiss. It disappears when she clicks the side button. “If you keep yelling about how fake your situation is, yeah, you’ll probably have some issues.” Her gaze moves from Benji to Nora and back again. “And my family is off their rockers, too. Join the club. My advice for surviving the week? Just laugh at each other’s jokes and occasionally touch each other when people are looking. That’s our plan for the week, anyway.”

			“Alessia,” I nearly stumble over her name. “What are you doing?”

			Her gaze is pointed. “You’re the one who poked the bear and called them out. I’m just trying to help.”

			In her eagerness to help, Alessia is on the brink of disclosing our secret, and I’m fairly sure it’s my job to help prevent that and protect my friend. “Right, but you don’t have to say anything about…anything to do with that.” 

			“It’s fine, Sebastian.” Alessia gestures at the four of us. “This is the circle of trust now.”

			Nora lifts a finger, her voice almost a whisper. “Uh, more like the triangle of suspicion. You’re saying you two aren’t really—”

			“Nah.” Alessia catches her eye. “We aren’t. And I’m sure we can count on you to keep that under wraps.”

			Nora’s mouth hangs open for a few seconds.

			If I looked up “wary” in the dictionary, I think I’d find the face Benji is making. “Then why did you tell us?”

			Alessia shrugs. “Misery loves company, right? And obviously we can relate on our ridiculous families. All the more reason for us to be allies.”

			Nora looks between my fake girlfriend and me, perhaps still trapped in the triangle of suspicion. 

			“Solidarity?” Alessia offers her closed fist.

			Benji eyes it like it’s a contagion for a few seconds before he figures out he’s supposed to bump it. He finally does. Kinship, sealed with knuckles.  

			Nora follows suit, one of her rings clinking against one of Alessia’s. 

			It’s finally almost my turn to check in at the counter. 

			“It’s about time,” says Alessia. “We’ve got cocktail hour and then dinner soon. Enzo and Ro scheduled more group activities than a sorority during rush.” Alessia gestures at the two of them. “How are you related to the bride, anyway?” 

			Benji scans the lobby. “Rosalina is my sister.”

			Alessia’s eyes widen and she points at him. “Oh shit. Your sister is marrying my brother?”

			Benji points back at her. “Enzo has a sister?”

			“A twin sister, no less. But I’m a half inch taller, be sure to rub that in when you see him.”

			“I know nothing about the guy or your family other than that we hate you,” he says firmly. “I keep to myself.”

			“And I know nothing about your family other than that our dads once beat the daylights out of each other.” Alessia cackles and grabs the handle of her suitcase. “God, I hope your dad landed a few good punches. My dad could use them. Anyway, see you tonight? You’re definitely staying?”

			Nora turns her doe eyes Benji’s way. “Are we?”

			Benji takes a long look at her and blows out enough air to power a small windmill. “Fine. If we’re going to do this—which, apparently, we are—at least we’ll have allies, as you said.”

			Nora squeezes his elbow. “Great. It’s settled.”

			With that, it should feel settled. 

			But an uncomfortable buzzing beneath my skin screams loose end. 

			“Can I talk to you for a second about Boys and Girls Club stuff?” I blurt at Nora. “Confidential stuff about one of my mentees you’ll need to know when you’re facilitating their event?”

			That was as smooth as a jagged blade, but what’s done is done. 

			She scratches the side of her neck. “Uh—now?”

			Alessia has already busied herself with her phone, and I’m not sure when else I’ll be alone with Nora. “Yes. It has to be now.” 

			“Sure thing.”

			I guide us out of earshot, keeping my eye on the line so she doesn’t miss her turn. “Listen, we have maybe a minute, so I’ll keep this brief. I’m not sure if you were picking up what I was putting down back at the bookstore…”

			I trail off and wait for some understanding to dawn on her face. 

			Instead, her stare is blank. “What?”

			“I was going to ask you out,” I say, my neck heating. Was I too subtle, or is she too innocent to tell when a man is checking her out? 

			“You were?” Her eyes… Damn it all, they light up like the July fourth sky. “I wasn’t sure. I mean, I’d hoped you were.”

			I groan internally, pressure increasing between my ribs. She wants me to ask her out. Or wanted, before we both waltzed into fake relationships that neither of us can jeopardize. 

			So much for clearing my head of this girl. 

			Knowing she was fully interested is going to haunt me, but I’m going to have to force myself to forget that interest if I have any hope of making it through the week. I’m talking Men-in-Black level of mind erasure. 

			“Obviously none of that can happen now,” I clarify. “We are both in iron-clad situations that require our full attention while we’re here. And in your case, maybe longer?”

			I don’t mean it to sound like a question, but it comes out that way regardless. 

			“I don’t know how long Benji needs me to keep this up,” she admits, peering over her shoulder. “Even if we’re ‘done’ at the end of the week, it still may take a little while to relay that message to his family.” 

			“Right. So, this”—I gesture between us—”is not a thing we can entertain. Agreed?”

			A blush colors her cheeks. “Agreed.”

			Benji glances our way with an air of impatience.

			“Last thing,” I say. “Can we not tell our respective partners that I almost asked you out? I think that would just complicate things further.”

			Alessia would try to release me from the arrangement out of guilt—her default emotion for needing anything, ever, is guilt—and I don’t want to risk Benji’s ire. 

			Nora nods, chewing her lip. “Okay. Because you didn’t, technically.”

			If she wants to get technical, her Redwood tree of a “boyfriend” cock-blocked me at the bookstore, but there’s no point in splitting hairs. 

			She makes her way back to Benji’s side. I trail behind her, forcing myself not to pay close attention to how she walks.

			Commence with the mind erasing. 

			“Good timing,” Benji says as we file in beside our partners. “It’s our turn to check in. And not a minute too soon, because I need to get out of this damn lobby before Tairn gets lonely.”

			Alessia looks at me sidelong. “Who the hell is Tairn?”

		


		
			Chapter Five

			Sebastian

			Cocktail hour—or as the itinerary called it, “Mingle till you Tingle”—is in full swing by the time Alessia and I arrive at The Malted Moose, the restaurant that takes up much of the first floor of the main resort tower. 

			The restaurant has its own designated bar and lounge space where the families have gathered. I don’t think the management, who staffed one bartender and one cocktail waitress this evening, was prepared for the onslaught of drink orders that would result from these two families getting tanked in the name of hello. I’m inching toward Medicare age by the time Alessia and I get our drinks. Gin and tonic never tasted so good. 

			Alessia leans her back against the edge of the wooden bar, crossing one ankle over the other, and I follow her lead. 

			I take a long sip. “The pour is strong. I may even be tingling.”

			She lifts her glass to mine. “Tingling is fine. It’s the mingling you gotta watch out for.”

			We pre-gamed in “our” (my) room for the night’s festivities, so this is already my third drink of the evening. I’m pleasantly warm and loose as I take in the lounge. There’s a divide down the middle, an empty sliver of floor space that no one seems inclined to cross unless they are going to and from the bar. Alessia’s family is clustered on the far side of the room near a huge stone fireplace, keeping their drinks close to their chests. The bride’s side—Benji’s side—is hobnobbing around the high tables. Dirty looks are thrown from both directions. 

			“We’ll make the rounds as soon as Nonna Gloria arrives. No need to rush it.” Alessia decides aloud. 

			My focus stutters as Nora and Benji enter the lounge. I lean back against the bar and count my ice cubes as I try not to stare. 

			But it’s hard not to.

			Nora looks damn good tonight. Her dark hair is piled high on her head with a few pieces loose, showing off the slope of her neck. She’s back in those clear-rimmed glasses, and her dress hugs her body tight, hitting just above her knee. It’s an alluring red that draws the eye like dancing flames. Her strappy high heels are the same color as her legs, making them appear even longer. Overall, though, she can’t be more than five three, maybe five four. 

			Dynamite comes in small packages. 

			Alessia snorts. “You’re even more obvious when you’re drunk.”  

			My spine stiffens. “What are you talking about?” 

			She nods toward the lounge’s entry. “Oh, just that you want to bend our new friend over there into a pretzel and take a bite.” 

			That very specific image twists at my gut until it’s uncomfortably tight. I take a swig before replying. “That’s a vivid metaphor. Also, you’re wrong.” 

			Her laugh, a raspy and unrestrained thing, cuts loose. I much prefer it when it’s aimed at, say, an episode of Family Guy instead of me. “Please, Sebastian. You kept looking at each other back in the lobby.”

			“I wasn’t doing that. At all.”

			“Then why were you so intent on blowing their cover? To figure out if she’s single, that’s why.” She quirks a brow. “You really want to pretend you’re not attracted to her? She’s a nice brunette with a killer body and a pretty face.”

			“A lot of people are into hot brunettes,” I grouse. “Including you. Doesn’t mean I’m paying her any attention.”

			“Sure you aren’t.” 

			Alessia studies Nora from across the room. The urge to look—simply because Alessia is—pesters me until I give in. Nora’s whole body shakes as she laughs at something one of the older Italian ladies swarming her must’ve said. 

			Another lock of hair slips out of her updo. She tucks it behind her ear. My gaze dips down her neck. That dress was made for her. The neckline dips lower at her cleavage like the top of a heart—

			That’s enough looking. 

			My elbow bumps the edge of the bar hard as I try to match Alessia’s casual posture. “She’s cute, I guess.” 

			Alessia’s eyes dance with amusement as Nora and Benji get corralled into a different conversation about twenty feet away. Nora grabs his hand and lifts it high, like she’s declaring him the winner of a boxing match. “Whatever the opposite of physical chemistry is, that’s what they have. I bet you a hundred bucks they don’t kiss once this week.”

			I pivot away from the mental image of those two kissing as my foot taps impatiently. “I’m starving. Drinking really makes me—”

			“She’s a big fan of all this, by the way.” Alessia gestures at my chest and arms. “She kept checking you out back in the lobby.”

			A slow exhale leaks out of my mouth. “So, you’re saying I should ask her out?”

			“Yeah. But not here. When we get home.” She chews her bottom lip. “It’d be embarrassing for me if my boyfriend was caught…you know. With someone else.”

			I sigh and nudge her with my shoulder. “Relax, Mazzelli. I didn’t come to this wedding to seduce another woman while my fake girlfriend stands idly by.”

			I tied up that particular loose end for a reason. 

			She flashes me a sneaky smile. “But after the wedding and our very tragic breakup—”

			“I’ll be enjoying my last weeks in Great River before I move, getting drunk with you and my grandmother,” I finish. 

			Her voice is almost a whisper as the room fills up. “But you said Nora is cute. She’s bubbly. You ate that shit up in college, and I just want you to give yourself permission to have fun once in a while like you used to before that menace Kelcey crushed you into a sad little man pulp.”

			“Wow,” I grumble. “Tell me how you really feel.”

			“I feel like she used you, and therefore I’d like to hurt her. I still cannot fathom how she went crawling back to that shitty ex of hers when you were willing to give her everything.” 

			“Everything” isn’t all that much. Yes, I wanted to marry her, but what do I have to offer? I move across the country for a living. It’s not all that shocking that she left me for another man who could give her the lifestyle she wanted. Though it would’ve been nice if she’d told me before moving out her stuff while I was at work. 

			In my periphery, Nora and Benji break away from a middle-aged couple across the room. Nora does a double take our way, and her face lights up.

			Alessia lifts her hand to beckon them over. “Might as well invite them over for a drink, right? I’ve got to tell them their handholding looks unnatural. She’s holding his wrist, really. They need to interlace fingers or at least clasp hands.” 

			“Aw, you’re like the opinionated sister they never asked for.”

			“Hello, fellow minglers!” Nora exclaims, guiding Benji toward us. 

			Alessia flicks her wrist, gesturing at the two of them. “Love the clothes. How are we feeling?”

			“There are a lot of people here.” Nora releases Benji’s hand and scans the space. “Ro and Enzo are so popular. Meanwhile, I think my entire wedding roster would fit inside a stretch limo.”

			Benji’s eyes are glazed, and he’s more visibly relaxed than he was a few hours ago. Seems we aren’t the only ones who pre-gamed. 

			“You saw my side of the family tree,” he reminds Nora as he tugs at the lapels of his sport coat. “Almost a hundred people, and that’s just our side. Far too many people.”

			“It looks like an Olive Garden commercial in here,” she replies with a giggle. 

			Benji sucks in a scandalized breath. “Don’t let anyone hear you say that. Especially my grandfather. Santino’s Place is Olive Garden’s biggest competitor in Long Island.”

			“Sorry.” Nora taps her lips with her finger, shushing herself.

			Yep, she’s had plenty to drink this evening. 

			I’m mulling over what her drink of choice might be when Alessia links her arm with mine. Tension radiates from her body as she scans the crowd.

			“Relax.” I angle her toward me like we’re sharing a private lovebird moment. “I’m sure no one is paying attention to us.”

			Benji fixes his studious gaze on Alessia and me. His drunken cogs appear to be turning. “Should we stand like them, Nora? Do you want my face near your hair?” 

			Nora pats him on the shoulder. “They’re competing in the Olympics. We’re just trying to survive in the game.”

			Alessia’s eyes widen, and her gaze snaps from the crowd to me. “You know what? Forget cocktail hour. We’ve got perfectly good liquor in the room, and we’re still an hour out from dinner. Let’s take an intermission.” 

			I do a double take. “Huh? You want to bail?”

			“The bartender is swamped, and I want drinks.” She casts a nervous look over her shoulder, and then gestures at Benji and Nora. “Do you two want to come?”

			Nora looks to Benji. “What do you think?” 

			Benji’s sights are already set on the door. “I think I’d rather be anywhere than here.” 

			Alessia grabs my hand. “Jailbreak it is.”

			Benji and Nora stick close to our side as we move toward a set of double doors. As we exit, we’re greeted by a quiet stretch of lobby and a large trickling fountain with a stone fox in the center of a round basin. 

			Alessia eagerly shoots toward the elevators, dragging me along. 

			I use our handholding to my advantage and force her to slow down. “Not that I’m complaining, but why the sudden urgency—”

			A familiar scratchy voice chases us out the door. “Rossi, what the hell?” 

		


		
			Chapter Six

			Sebastian

			“Alessia, same question.”

			All four of us come to an abrupt halt and turn around. 

			The copy-paste male version of Alessia stares back at us, arms crossed. 

			Enzo Mazzelli, perplexed-looking groom. 

			He’s trimmed his facial hair and styled his short black hair with product. His charcoal suit is well-tailored, his shoes are Gucci, and his demeanor screams man of the hour. 

			All this from the dude who used to wear mismatched clothes to school and Sharpie drawn “tattoos” of Manga characters on his skin when we were kids. 

			We haven’t spent much time together since I got back to Great River last year—he’s been completely off the radar dating Rosalina in secret so their families didn’t find out—but he’s still like family to me. 

			“Hey Z,” Alessia all but squeaks, releasing my hand. “Didn’t see you in there.”

			“What are you talking about? We made eye contact, and then you took off.”

			“We did? Huh.” She jabs a thumb over her shoulder. “Anyway, love the suit. We were just running a quick group errand.”

			She resumes her march toward the elevator. 

			Enzo jumps in front of her to cut her off. 

			Alessia attempts to sidestep him, and he sidesteps her right back. The two of them start circling each other as if they might start throwing blows or wrestling at any second like they have a million times before.

			“Stop trying to run away before I throw you in the fountain,” Enzo gripes, arms outstretched like a human wall. “You know I’ll do it.”

			Alessia ducks beneath his arm and lunges for the elevator, pressing the call button. 

			Visibly exasperated, he gives up on Alessia and turns his what the fuck expression on me. “Why were you holding hands with my sister? And I saw you in the lounge hugging each other. Are you trying to get your dinner poisoned by her girlfriend?”

			Wait. He doesn’t know? I turn to Alessia. “Mazzelli. What’s going on?”

			She’s staring hard at the illuminated arrow above the elevator door, cracking her fingers one at a time at her side. With a sigh, she makes a painstakingly slow turn to face us.

			“Oh, right.” She drags out the i which makes her look like she’s grimacing. “I forgot to tell Enzo.”

			“You forgot to tell him?” I echo. “You couldn’t shoot him a text on our long drive in, or maybe tell him ahead of time?”

			Alessia’s sheepishness fades in a flash. “Okay, fine. I knew he wouldn’t like my plan so I wanted to wait until he had no choice but to accept it. Sue me.”

			Enzo lifts his hands. “Accept what?” 

			“Sebastian is my date, okay?” She lifts her chin and appraises our surroundings with a careful eye. “We’re in love and shit. Don’t worry, the caterer is well aware of this plan and she’s on board, so if we could move on to other topics—”

			“You’re throupling with Sebastian and Eloise now? You don’t even like men.”

			The elevator arrives, and the doors open with a swoosh. 

			Alessia steps halfway inside to block it from closing. She casts a longing look toward its empty interior. 

			I cross my arms. “Do not get in that elevator.”

			Benji struts past me and Alessia. “If you’ll all excuse me.”

			Nora fists his suit jacket and drags him back out. “Uh-uh. We’re not going anywhere.” Her curious gaze bounces to mine. “I’ve got unanswered questions.”

			“Jesus Christ,” I mutter. “It’s not what you think.”

			“Fine.” Alessia steps back out. “No one is throupling. This is your standard, run-of-the-mill fake date. I don’t want our relatives to know about me and Eloise yet, and I don’t want drama during your big week, okay? We know how Dad is, and he’s just one person. Imagine if a hundred of them started on their bullshit.”

			Enzo’s face falls. “Less…”

			“You didn’t tell our family about dating Rosalina for a year. You can hardly blame me for keeping my private life under wraps, can you?”

			A frown wrinkles his forehead. “Well, I don’t want you to lie for me. Ever. And I hate that you have to lie for yourself. I’ll kick anyone out on their asses if they so much as—”

			“Nope, nope, nope,” Alessia chants. “That’s why Sebastian and I are doing this. So we can avoid any repercussions that will interfere with what is already a dramatic week. The unhinged Ferraros will keep you plenty—” She cuts off abruptly and shoots Benji an apologetic smile. “Sorry. I forgot you were one of them.”

			Benji shrugs. “My family is unhinged. That’s why Nora and I are faking it, too.”

			Nora elbows him. “Dude. Literally no one asked and you’re volunteering this information? No more tequila for you.”

			Enzo turns to Benji and Nora, as if clocking them for the first time. “So, you’re Rosalina’s brother. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

			“Nice to meet you,” Benji says. “I’ve heard nothing about you. I just found out you were dating my sister a few weeks ago.”

			I stifle a laugh. This guy is blunt even when he’s drunk. 

			“We kept it very quiet,” Enzo says with a shrug. “You go by Benji?”

			Benji’s lips pull in a line as he peers down at Nora. “Apparently I do now, thanks to this one.”

			Enzo turns to Nora with a curious smirk. “And you’re…?”

			“Nora.” She shakes his hand with a bright smile. “Thanks for allowing me to come to your wedding!”

			“Any ‘date’”—he uses air quotes—“of my fiancée’s brother is a friend of mine.” 

			Alessia fiddles with her earring. “Okay well, now that we’ve all aired our laundry, can we agree to not say anything to anyone else?”

			Enzo attempts to mess up Alessia’s meticulously styled hair and she swats his hand. “I’m going to tell Rosalina, obviously. But that’s it.”

			Benji and Nora both start talking at the same time. 

			“My sister cannot find out this week,” he says. “She’ll tell my mother and none of us want that.” He shudders. 

			Enzo scrubs a hand down his face. “You all want me to lie to my fiancée?”

			“Not a lie,” Alessia clarifies. “Just don’t bring it up until after the wedding. You’re doing her a favor, I promise you.”

			He groans, but it reeks of defeat. “Fine. I won’t say anything. I’ll omit—but not outright lie. And you all have to do your parts. Keep your side of the road clean. Now, if my sister is done avoiding me at my own cocktail party—”

			“I wasn’t avoiding you. I was saving our conversation for later.”

			“Keep telling yourself that.” Enzo beckons for everyone to follow. “C’mon. I’ll get us a round.”

			Alessia throws me a remorseful smile and trails her twin like a baby duckling. 

			Nora puts her hands on Benji’s lower back and shoves him after Alessia. “You heard the groom. Hi ho, hi ho, it’s back to work we go.”

			I massage my temples as I fall into line. So much for our group jailbreak.

			Back inside the bustling lounge—where not one person seems at ease—Enzo flags the bartender as we file in beside him. As soon as eye contact between the pair is established, the bartender drops what he’s doing to greet Enzo by name. 

			“Groom privileges,” Enzo tells us with a smug smile before turning back to the man. “Five shots of Patron, good sir. Actually, make it six. My sister could stand to double up.”

			Alessia rolls her eyes but doesn’t disagree.

			The drinks arrive. We clink glasses and throw back our shots. Nora’s elbow bumps mine, sending a tiny jolt of awareness through me.

			“Oh crap, Nonna Gloria, twelve o’clock.” Alessia downs her second shot and sets her glass on the bar. She winds her arm through mine. “Look at me like I hung the fucking moon.”

			“I’m not drunk enough for Nonna Gloria,” says Enzo. He points at his sister. “Hate you for making me lie. Love you for everything else.” He winks at the group as he gets out of Dodge. 

			Benji and Nora try to make their own escape, but they aren’t fast enough. 

			Gloria comes to a halt at the edge of our loose circle, trapping us all. “Alessia, there you are!”

			Even if Alessia hadn’t informed me, I might’ve gleaned that Dr. Gloria Mazzelli was well off by her St. John pantsuit and diamond necklace. It’s like a disco ball hanging off her neck. Her swoop of white-blond hair is short enough to show off the matching earrings. 

			But Alessia, for all her eat the rich sensibilities, still respects and values the opinion of her grandmother, which means I will, too.

			The air seems to grow thinner as Gloria’s gaze meanders across the four of us, like we’ve stepped off a plane at a high altitude.

			The tipsy fun dissolves in the air. Even Nora’s tiny smile falls off as Alessia’s hand slides up my arm.   

			Gloria extends two hands and Alessia takes them as they air-kiss each other’s cheeks. “I was hoping to meet your Sebastian before I got pulled into conversation.”

			Showtime.  

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			Nora

			Nonna Gloria looks like Meryl Streep without the laugh lines. 

			Not Mamma Mia Meryl. Devil Wears Prada Meryl. 

			And, since Benji and I are now blocked between the bar and this woman, all I can do is stand here and listen to her conversation with Alessia and Sebastian. It’d be rude not to. 

			Alessia slides a hand across Sebastian’s lower back. “Sebastian, this is my grandmother, Dr. Gloria Mazzelli.” 

			“You make me sound so stuffy, darling. Gloria is just fine. He’s practically family.” 

			Practically family. Here I thought Mamma V was ruthless about setting Benji up, but Gloria is trying to bag a BOGO wedding deal for Alessia and Sebastian with that kind of language. 

			Sebastian extends his hand. Hello, forearms. “It’s wonderful to meet you. Alessia has told me so much about you and your work. Great River is so lucky to have such an esteemed practitioner in the community.”

			“Oh my. Aren’t you sweet?” Gloria gives Alessia a polished smile and a nod of affirmation. A big well done from grandma, it would seem. “And you’re in the nonprofit world, correct?”

			“I am.” 

			Alessia rests her head on his shoulder. “His organization supports children, and he’s opening branches all over the country. I hope I’m more like him when I grow up.”

			Sebastian lets out a dismissive sound. “Don’t be modest, babe. You built your audiology clinic from the ground up.” The fond, dazzling smile he gives her nearly takes me out at the knees. “I’m proud of you.”

			God, he’s good at this. That babe was so smooth it slid down my back. 

			Gloria’s tone is fond. “I agree with Sebastian. You should never be modest with the business you’ve started. You’re a Mazzelli, darling, keep your head high.”

			Alessia and Sebastian exchange a tense smile as Gloria’s focus moves to me and Benji. “And you two are with our wedding as well? The Mazzelli side, I assume?”

			We should really all have color-coded name tags to specify which family we’re aligned with. Introducing ourselves feels risky, like simply standing on the wrong side of this room may stoke the embers of the feud.

			Alessia is quick to jump in. “This is my friend Nora and her boyfriend, Benji.”

			I wave hello, but Benji’s attention has been stolen by a man with a mustache cutting through the crowd. Or, rather, a mustache accessorizing itself with a man. Either way, Colonel Mustard has nothing on this guy. 

			“Nonno!” Benji smiles so hard the apples of his cheeks nearly touch his eyes. I’ve seen that look of unadulterated joy on his face only once before, and it was when SUNY offered him an adjunct position. 

			“There’s my boy.” Santino’s polo is emblazoned with flamingos doing yoga. 

			Benji side-steps me to get to him. “Didn’t think I’d see you until dinner!”

			“Thought I’d be fashionably on time.” Santino’s frame is small, but his smile is mighty. “Your hair helped me find you in the crowd—never cut it, nipote, you’ll miss it when it’s gone. I got a cue ball under this hat.”

			All his hair migrated south to that mustache, then. 

			The two share a quick hug that requires Benji to curl his body like an apostrophe to accommodate Santino’s height. 

			“And hello to the rest.” Santino enthusiastically shakes hands with both Alessia and Sebastian. He tucks that hand in his pocket before bidding Gloria a tiny nod. “Evening, Gloria.”

			“Santino.” Gloria’s timbre is ice cold. 

			“Nonno, I’d like you to meet Nora,” Benji continues, oblivious as ever to the hostility thickening the air.

			Benji’s vague introduction leaves a little something to be uncovered. “Hi there! I’m the girlfriend.”

			Santino wraps me in a warm embrace. “Oh, I know who you are, dearie. Benji’s girl, Nora D’Amato. Born on New Year’s Eve, your mother is Lulu.” 

			The specificity of his answer is both concerning and nice, if that’s possible. “Wow, yes. How did you know?”

			“My daughter Veronica ran a full background check the day after she met you.” Santino claps my back twice before releasing me. 

			Benji’s voice is strained. “Are you joking?” 

			“Relax, Benjamino. She just did an internet search. You know how she gets excited. Anyway, Nora, you’ve made quite an impression already.”

			My throat is dry as I swallow. When Benji and I phase this relationship out of existence, I’ll miss that look of fondness in Santino’s eyes. And maybe the dearie. I’ve never had a nickname before. “Thank you.” 

			“Is there a problem, Gloria?” Santino says, startling me out of my sentimental moment. “You’re staring awfully hard.”

			“Am I?” Gloria’s voice cuts across the circle like a bird swooping in, talons out. “I guess I’m just surprised. I thought surely you’d dropped dead when you didn’t return any of my wedding planning emails.”

			Santino’s neck elongates as he regards her, like he might well stretch to match her height. That’d be a feat, since she’s got half a foot on the guy. “Those weren’t rhetorical emails?”

			“Is there such a thing?”

			Santino, proving his love of all things rhetorical, ignores her question. “My granddaughter did a great job planning all this, didn’t she? Glad you were able to make it.”

			“To the event I’m paying for?” She cracks a sharp smile, a slant of a thing. “Wonders never cease.”

			“Surely you don’t mean this open bar, paid for by the Ferraros?”

			“I mean the rest of the week, paid for by us—the groom’s family, despite tradition.”

			“Tradition.” His laugh is a hot burst of air. “What does your ‘tradition’ have to say about a week-long wedding at a venue Rosalina didn’t even want?” 

			Gloria’s cadence slows and her volume drops, forcing us to hang on her every word. “You expect our hundreds of collective relatives to fly to Miami or Vegas so Rosalina can have the event at a venue of her choosing? With no regard for what’s best for the elderly?”

			Santino wags a finger in concession. “You know, you’re right. I should’ve entrusted you to know what’s best for the elderly.” 

			Her stare is lethal. “You’re older than me.”

			“Who said otherwise?” He steps up to the bar and signals the employee. “Good evening. Could I have a Glenlivet neat, and a vodka martini for my co-host this week? It’s a special occasion, after all.”

			“What kind of vodka?”

			“That’ll be well liquor, the lowest shelf you’ve got. We’re not snobs here.” He spares a fleeting glance sideways. “Unless?”

			Gloria lifts her chin. “Always a pleasure, Santino. I’m going to change for dinner. Alessia, mind coming with me? I need help zipping my gown.”

			Alessia is quick to step out of the circle. “Of course, Nonna. Let’s go.”

			Sebastian moves when Alessia moves, like he’s motion-activated by her decisions. “I’ll escort you to the elevator.”

			As soon as the drinks Santino ordered are ready, he takes his Scotch and hands me the spare martini, grandfatherly charm etched in his smile lines. “Welcome to the fun house, dearie. Has my grandson introduced you to my sister and her wing of the family yet?”

			Benji takes the martini from me and throws back a sip. “Not yet. We haven’t been here that long.”

			Santino extends an elbow. “Well, let’s get down to business, then.”

			I take his arm, fighting my nerves. I’ve never had to impress a family before. The relationship may not be real, but it’s still the real me I’m putting on display. 

			I can only hope it’s enough to earn my keep at Benji’s side.

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			Nora

			A girl could get used to state-of-the-art resort amenities. After a long and stressful day, an empty gym and a fancy shower replete with luxurious soaps are just what the doctor ordered. 

			Fluffy white towel wrapped around my squeaky-clean body, I practically skip to The Sapling Spa’s steam room and hold up my key to the card reader. An audible sigh of joy slips from my mouth as I step inside the wooden door. Wet heat clings to my skin. 

			“Great minds think alike.”

			Startling, I glance sideways. Sebastian is about four feet away, sitting on the bench that wraps around the whole room. The towel wrapped around his waist seems small, even though it’s the same kind I’m wearing, branded with the Foxfire Lodge logo. His chestnut hair appears finger-raked and falls in a thick wave. Sweat glistens on his face, the mountain scene inked on his strong arm, and the skin of his bare torso. 

			“Great minds indeed.” I squeeze the handle of my small plastic pool bag. I can’t just turn around and leave. That would be even more awkward than sitting here half naked. 

			And I can’t sit on the other side of the room. The steam isn’t thick enough to obscure the space yet, so we’d just be staring at each other. 

			Resolved, I walk in his direction. We’ll say our hellos and then I’ll read until he leaves. Hallelujah for my waterproof Kindle.

			My heels click against the stone floor. “Is this bench taken?”

			He straightens in his seat, caramel eyes boring into me. “Is it okay to be alone in a steam room with someone other than our dates?”

			I purse my lips. What’s “okay” in our situation is a mystery fit for queen Agatha Christie to solve. “It’s a ghost town out there this late, so I doubt anyone is coming in.” I take a step back toward the door. “But if you’d rather be alone—”

			“I don’t,” he says firmly. “Stay if you want.”

			Electricity zips up my spine as I perch beside him, leaving a respectable three feet or so. The hot bench bites at the back of my knees. The only sound is steam pouring out of wall nozzles in a quiet hiss. 

			The heat intensifies as my muscles begin to loosen up. I retrieve my Kindle from my zippered bag and scoot back to get comfortable. I don’t want Sebastian to think he needs to entertain me. My fairy fantasy book can do that job for now. 

			I’m not sure if it’s been five seconds or five minutes when he interrupts the silence. “I guess you can’t wear your glasses in here.”

			I peer sideways in time to catch his dark eyes perusing me. My stomach flips at the careful way his gaze lingers on my face. “I use contacts for workouts, which is usually the only time I can stand to wear them. They dry my eyes out.”

			“Are you sure this heat isn’t bad for contacts?”

			I raise my brows and lower the Kindle to my lap. “Is that your gentle way of telling me to get lost? I thought we settled this.”

			The sound from his mouth is almost a laugh. “What? No. I don’t know how they work, so I was worried.” His tone takes a gruff turn. “Forget I mentioned it.”

			His concern flicks open the latch on whatever was containing my butterflies. 

			I know he’s paying attention only because he’s got nothing else to do, but I can’t help the fluttering in my chest. It’s nice to be fretted over, even in this small way. “That was nice of you. Worrying about me.”

			He crosses his arms. “What are you reading, anyway?”

			Something tells me Lethally Bound, book four in the Fae Shadow Daddies series, won’t ring any bells for him. “Oh, just War and Peace.” 

			A dimple carves itself in his cheek as he scoots closer an inch. “Really? My dad loves that book. I store a few of his special editions on my shelf.”

			I chuckle under my breath. “I’m not really reading War and Peace, Sebastian. But I love that you guys collect special editions.” I gather my legs under me and angle to face him so I can see him better. “Now that I’m settled in my apartment, I’ve started building a collection of favorites. It’s an addicting hobby.” 

			“That feels right, given what you do for a living.” He runs his hand through his hair. The thick mess sticks straight up in this humidity. “It’s odd that our paths didn’t cross sooner back home. Did you go to Islip High? Wait— How old are you?”

			“Twenty-seven. You?”

			“Thirty. Where are you from?”

			A reluctant smile tugs at my lips. “My mom and I moved a lot.” 

			He perks up with interest. “Oh yeah? Why?” 

			“She loves an adventure.”

			I don’t add that she’s also restless, or that her inability to stay still has been a thorn in my side and an impediment to her career, or that I became numb to goodbyes from all our moves.

			“What kind of adventures?” Sebastian props his elbows on his thighs and watches me intently. “Did you live in the jungle or something? Compete on The Amazing Race as a mother-daughter team?”

			“Lower your bar, sir. Nothing that interesting.” The only place we were racing to was the grocery store with her food stamps card at the top of every month. 

			“How about I be the judge of that?” The steam is getting thicker the longer we sit here. It’s becoming harder to see the details of his face, so I slide closer. He does the same as he arcs his hand in the air. “Paint me a mental picture.”

			At this, my brain conjures up the inside of a 1982 Mercedes and about fourteen different childhood bedrooms with astounding, visceral clarity. My life is a long, winding, inconclusive story. 

			But he actually seems like he wants to hear about it. He’s got those tell me eyes.   

			Growing up, my natural inclination was to talk people’s ears off, share my feelings, extend eight octopus arms of offering, and give as much of myself as possible to everyone I met. I believed that’s how lifelong friendships were forged. If I wanted a friend, or the attention of a boy, I was Little Miss Open Book. It was the only way I could think to make up for lost time with my classmates who had their whole lives to get to know one another. 

			Turns out it never mattered how much I gave. When you have only a year or two somewhere, sometimes less, and you never know when the time will be up, true relationships are tough to make and almost impossible to keep. I could never be as important to people as they quickly became to me. Being forgotten by everyone you’ve ever cared about after you move, or being inconsequential to the people you wanted to care about you, makes you wonder if you’re even worth holding on to. 

			Which is why you’d think I’d have learned my lesson and stopped opening up to strangers or fellow fake daters in steam rooms. That I’d stop trying. But as ever, I can’t seem to keep my mouth shut. It’s not in my DNA. 

			“Gosh, let me think.” I study my blush-pink wedding nails, keenly aware of his leg as his foot softly taps the ground like a metronome keeping our time. “Which of my amazing race anecdotes should I share first? There are so many.”

			He hums thoughtfully. “Are we talking The Simpsons back catalog or Netflix releasing six episodes and calling it a ‘series?’”

			“Simpsons, for sure.” I spin the gold ring on my pointer finger. “Okay. Indiana was fun. Oklahoma was horrific. Key West was my favorite. My mom moved us there when she thought she found The One. It was her sixth or seventh One, to be clear. But it was the coolest place I’ve lived. Every house looks like it was painted by a kindergartener with access to any color their heart could ever want. We had a little dock—or rather, my mom’s boyfriend at the time did—and I made it my entire personality.” My skin tingles as if I’m back in our sun-soaked backyard. “Imagine my disappointment when we moved to Vegas after that. The opposite of having a dock is living in Vegas.”

			I feel wholly examined as his gaze traces my face. “I can imagine that was a mighty blow.”

			We’ve inched close enough that I can admire the smooth skin of his neck and the scent of his soap clinging to his body. The smell of him alone could get me drunk. I’m weak for the soap-shampoo-pheromone cocktail of a man, but it’s never hit me quite this hard before. Maybe if I sit here long enough, I’ll be inoculated through exposure. 

			Or maybe I’ll get delirious and let myself imagine what it’d feel like to slide my palm over his chest. 

			His gaze moves over me once in a slow lick. I’d think it was an accident if it didn’t happen a second time, stalling on the hem of my towel before bouncing up to my eyes. “Why was Oklahoma terrible?” 

			I shake my inappropriate thoughts away. “Eh, boring reasons.”

			“C’mon,” he says, voice deep and rumbly. “Had we gone on that date I never technically asked you on, I’d expect you to tell me the boring stuff, too.”

			Red-freaking-alert, this guy is human quicksand. I’m sinking in the warmth of his attention. “If we were on that date you never asked me on, I’d tell you the people at my high school were rude, but I did have one friend, who became my first friend-boy.”

			“What the hell is that?”

			“I liked him, and I’m pretty sure he liked me—he kissed me a lot, at least. But never asked me out.”

			Sebastian chuffs out a laugh. “I guess I can see why you’d hate the whole state over that.”

			“It was mostly the mean people, but there was this one particularly terrible day. He and I were in his room kissing and a tornado came through. Like during the kiss, right as things were getting good. Or at least getting horizontal. His mother rushed into his bedroom and we had to go into a small storm shelter in their garage. It was so cramped I was trapped between him and his mom, and his parents were— You are not laughing right now.”

			Sebastian lifts a hand as he gasps to take a breath. “I’m sorry.”

			“This is my pain, Sebastian! My trauma!”

			“What about his trauma? The guy had to wait out a raging hard-on while trapped in a standing coffin with his family and friend-girl.”

			“He wasn’t…” I lose the nerve to say “hard” as he meets my eye. “That.” 

			He shakes his head. “Trust me, Nora. He was.”

			His eyes meet mine, and he doesn’t look away. The soft smile falls off his face and we’re both just…looking. Allowing each other to look. Something shapeless and dangerous pulses in my chest as I visually trace a bead of sweat over his cheek, down past where his dimple comes and goes. Curiosity is like a third person sitting beside me, nudging me closer to him.  

			The door opens in a slow slide. Two older people shuffle in wearing rubber shoes, but it’s too steamy to make out anything above their knees. 

			But I recognize a voice. Santino. He’s chatting with a relative. 

			Sebastian hops to his feet. I didn’t realize just how close we’d gotten until we were no longer alone. Head dipped low, he disappears through the door without a backward glance. Or if he does glance back, I can’t see it through the haze. 

			I slowly take my hair out of its bun as an excuse to cover my face with my arm as I sprint to the exit, heart in my throat. Sebastian is gone by the time I emerge.

			Whatever that was, it cannot happen again. 

		


		
			Chapter Nine

			Sebastian

			“You know pickleball is a physical activity, right?” I gesture at Alessia’s platform boots and jeans as we crest a hill on the resort’s grounds.

			“And?”

			“And you’re going to roll your ankle in those shoes.”

			Her bottom lip juts out. “Huh. Would be a real shame if I had to hole up in my hotel room with an injury. Wouldn’t be able to socialize at all.”

			“Oh, so this is self-destructive pickleball. Noted.”

			“All sports are self-destructive, Sebastian. Or others-destructive.”

			Four courts wait at the bottom of the steep sidewalk, two tennis and two pickleball. They aren’t my favorite games, but I’m down for any sport, any time. 

			After letting myself spend too much time with Nora last night in that steam room, damn near hypnotized by her voice and her stories and that tiny white towel riding up her legs, I’m grateful for the opportunity to be a good fake boyfriend this morning to correct the guilt at getting caught—almost caught—alone together by other wedding guests. 

			Benji’s grandfather. I recognized the voice from the bar and his back-and-forth with Gloria. It’s just my luck that Benji’s relatives would walk in when I’m in there with “his girl.” 

			We slow our pace as we come up to the large group. Plenty of newly familiar faces, but even more that I don’t recognize. I try to do a quick count of the crowd and give up when I hit twenty. The entire cast of The Sopranos could slip into any one of these Ferraro-Mazzelli events and go unnoticed.

			I notch my Ray-Bans back into their proper place as the sun peeks out from behind a cloud. The warmth feels great on my arms. “Unexpectedly large turnout.” 

			“Is it, Sebastian?” Alessia asks flatly. “Is it unexpected?”

			“You signed us up for this,” I remind her with a pleasant smack on the back. “Judging by the turnout, we’ll need to convert those tennis courts, too. You think someone already requested cones to mark the non-volley zone?”

			“What does that mean?”

			“Pickleball terms.”

			She bids me a mistrustful look. “You’re an expert now? This is news to me.”

			“I’ve YouTubed the rules. I wanted to be sure we knew what we were doing.”

			“Sadly I think your research will go to waste,” she continues. “With all these people who showed up and only a few courts, odds are we won’t be able to play. Which is fine because we’re just here to show our faces in support of Enzo.” She nods indiscreetly toward two people squared off ten or so feet away, Enzo and the curvy black-haired girl who harassed Benji at the bookstore, the two of them wearing matching white Puma tracksuits. 

			Rosalina, the bride. 

			“I wonder what they’re arguing about.”

			She shrugs. “It’s nine a.m. and they’re about to pickle some balls. I’d be picking a fight, too.”

			“Please don’t say that ever again.” 

			The crowd shifts and Nora and Benji come into view.  

			Nora is embracing an older woman who I assume is related to Benji. The two chat and laugh as Benji sits on the court with his legs sprawled in front of him, wearing an expression that suggests he feels similarly to Alessia about sports and/or mornings.

			Nora, in contrast, is wearing a soft smile, cutoff jean shorts that show off her legs, and an oversized yellow shirt tied at her hip and emblazoned with her store’s name and logo. A sliver of skin shows above the waistband of her shorts. String-tied bows on each hip poke out of her shorts. 

			My attention falters there. 

			Those black strings have got to belong to a bathing suit. Can’t be anything else. 

			I double-check this bathing suit theory by scanning her neck for a matching black string—

			Someone with a bullhorn knocks a few years off my lifespan by pressing the siren button. “Good morning! I’m the recreation manager here at the Foxfire Lodge Resort, and I’ll be helping coordinate this morning’s games!”

			Nora all but drags Benji to his feet as the crowd comes to attention. 

			“First, if everyone will come grab a colored vest—bride’s side red, groom’s side blue—we’re going to mix and match teams. One blue player and one red player for each duo.”

			“Mixed teams?” An older man in gray shorts and a differently gray T-shirt groans loudly in disapproval. He’s short and beefy with oily hair, a thin mustache, and a grating New York accent. If LaGuardia airport were a person, I’m pretty sure it’d be this guy. “Why would we do that?”

			“Because I asked for this, Dad!” Rosalina barks. “In the spirit of unity.”

			Dad. How did a man that short produce Benji and Rosalina?

			“What’s the problem, Giuseppe?”

			I stiffen at Dr. Mazzelli’s voice. 

			He sticks out his Lacoste polo-clad chest with overwrought bravado. “Scared to stand beside a Mazzelli on the court? Afraid your lack of physical prowess will show? Real men fear nothing.”

			“He’s such a tool,” Alessia mutters under her breath. 

			That’s putting it mildly. Where my parents were kind about my not getting into medical school, her cardiologist father was vocally disappointed. As if the rejections weren’t crushing enough without his constant commentary.

			Any person who makes her feel like shit about her accomplishments can take a pickleball paddle to the face, as far as I’m concerned. 

			“I won’t be standing next to you, mixed teams or not,” Giuseppe gripes. “I’ll be across the court, teamed up with one of your own family members to pummel your ass.”

			“Hey, where’s your sister?” Vinny crosses his arms, a smarmy smile fixed in place. “Does she need a partner?”

			Guiseppe thrusts his arm in the air. “You will not go near my sister! Or any female Ferraro, ti ucciderò—”

			“Dad, stop,” Rosalina snaps at Giuseppe. “You know he’s joking.”

			“I was merely offering to partner with his sister.” Vinny flashes his palms. “I don’t understand the hostility.”

			“You knew exactly what you were implying,” Giuseppe grumbles. 

			Rosalina looks to her future husband and mouths help. 

			“Dad, enough jokes,” Enzo says. “Let’s keep this fun and light, okay?”

			Vinny pretends to put a halo on his head. “You got it. I’ll take the higher ground.”

			Rosalina puts on what must be a very fake smile for the activities coordinator. “Let’s get on with this game, please.”

			Alessia and I are waiting our turn to get a vest when her phone rings. 

			Her brows pull together as she stares at the caller. “Eloise knows what I’m doing this morning. She wouldn’t be calling me unless it’s some kind of emergency. I’ll be back.” 

			“I’ll come with you.”

			“No, it’s okay. Go play until I’m done.” When I start to follow her anyway, she twists her wrist to mime turn around. “Go! You live for this shit.”

			She jogs back to the steep sidewalk, phone pressed to her ear. 

			Despite her command, I still debate following her. Not a soul on these courts would miss me. 

			But I’m already down here. Frankly, pickleball on a nice summer morning sounds better than anything else I could be doing right now, even with the risk of Vinny and Giuseppe paddle-slapping each other to death before we even begin. 

			I head over to the containers and pluck a musty blue vest from the collection, then shuffle sideways and settle within earshot of Nora and Benji. 

			She pulls a red vest over the generous swell of her chest. Benji’s vest is too short. He tries to pinch the fabric and pull it lower, but it doesn’t budge. 

			“Why do I need to wear this?” Benji asks. “Wait, better question: do you want to go back to the room and order room service instead of playing a sport neither of us cares about?”

			“The vests are fun!” Nora smooths her hands down her stomach. “We’ll play and then we’ll get room service later. Or we’ll go down to The Malted Moose and socialize.”

			They titter back and forth, but his storm cloud demeanor does nothing to dim her brightness. She’s like a little sunbeam, especially in that yellow shirt.

			She does a double take and catches me staring. 

			Busted.

			I move closer and lift a hand. “Hey there.”

			The green of her eyes is washed light in the sun. Her lips lift in a tiny smile. “Good morning, Sebastian. Ready to rumble?” She hooks her thumbs through two of her belt loops, drawing my eye down. With a jolt that feels like waking up from a deep sleep, I discover that I’m a huge fan of cut-off denim. And tied-up T-shirts. 

			And those damn strings. 

			My hands find my pockets. “I was born ready.”

			She grabs Benji’s hand and once again does not lace their fingers together. Even still, the easy contact makes the hair on my arms prickle. “Good luck. We’re off to pick court assignments.”

			Benji massages his cheek with his free hand. “We aren’t even playing on the same team, Nora. What’s the point of staying here?”

			“The point is we love exercise, and your sister is right over there. Buck up, buttercup. Wait, what’s wrong with your face?”

			“I forgot my allergy meds and my sinuses hurt,” Benji grouses. “The Adirondacks are lethal in June. It’ll be death by grass if I stay out here too long.” 

			She tugs him along like a tired kid at Disney World. “There are worse ways to go than grass. C’mon, let’s get our blood pumping.”

			I absently rub my chest as the coordinator explains the rules. Grunts and we got this, they’re-going-down-style trash talk ripple through the thirty or so of us scattered over the courts. When she finishes her spiel, she fills out court one with four players—Rosalina and Enzo, playing against their cranky dads. The dads look like they are turning blue from the restraint of not clobbering each other, despite being on the same team. Carnage in the making. 

			Benji and Nora gather at the edge of court two. 

			“I need two blue players over here!” the coordinator yells. When she looks up from her clipboard, her eyes meet mine. “You ready, Mets hat?”

			I swallow down my knee-jerk panic. There is no good reason to say no, even though something in me screams bad idea at the idea of spending prolonged time with her. Not when that’s all I currently want to do. “Sure.”

			Still, those two can’t play on the same team in their matching red jerseys. I’ll have to pick a partner. I’m halfway to Benji’s side when Alessia’s grandmother strides forth in a crisp white tennis dress and blue vest. “I’ll play on the shaggy-haired gentleman’s team. Benjamino, was it?”

			Benji adjusts his sunglasses as he shifts into position on his court. “That’s me. Sebastian can play with Nora.”

			Gloria looks my way. “Where’s my granddaughter?” 

			Unease churns in my gut. I check my phone for a text from Alessia before discarding my stuff on a bench. If Alessia is truly dealing with an emergency, I’ll just have to uphold the duties of an imitation boyfriend without her. 

			I point over my shoulder, nerves spiking. “Oh, uh…needed to take a work call.”

			Her thin lips pull in a line. “I thought she was on vacation.”

			“Audiology never sleeps.” I scratch the back of my neck as I toss the coordinator a desperate sort of look. “Are we okay to start?”

			“Yes, court two is good to go.” The coordinator holds her clipboard aloft. “Report your scores at the end of the match and we’ll rotate so new duos can compete until we have an ultimate winner.”

			“Whoever has fun is the ultimate winner,” Rosalina calls from court one, eyes trained on her father and future father-in-law. “Even a morsel of fun.”

			I yank a paddle from the box and cross my court. 

			Fun. I can do that. 

			Nora files into player one position. “I’ll serve first.”

			“You got it, partner.”

			The sun plays off her shiny chestnut hair. “Have you played before?”

			“Not much.” Never, really. “Are you any good?”

			She lets out a noncommittal noise and sets up her serve. If my research is to be trusted, her legs and arms perfectly positioned. “I guess we’ll see.”

			The first few minutes of play, we feel each other out, both our partners and our opponents. With long legs and a great sprint, Benji is surprisingly athletic, though he keeps rubbing his face like he’s in pain. Death by sinuses, indeed. 

			Meanwhile, Gloria is spry, holding her own next to him. She has a natural ease on the court, like this may not be her first pickleball rodeo. It could very well be something she does with her friends or coworkers back in Great River. Those two are a strangely good team; she tells him what to do, and he follows orders. If anyone is a ringer on this court, it’s her. 

			Nora and I struggle to find a rhythm through our first few plays. After a lifetime of playing sports, I recognize performance nerves. She’s as stiff as a board.

			When Gloria sends the ball sailing between us, Nora lets out a frustrated huff. It hits just inside the back line of our court, scoring them a point. 

			“Dang it,” she says in dismay. “We can’t both stay forward. Someone has to run the back of the court. Think you can handle it?”

			“Sure.”

			I drop back on our court, getting in position. 

			We settle into our new roles quickly; from back court, I easily thwart Benji’s and Gloria’s attempts to score. Nora chants yes or nice under her breath whenever I successfully block or volley the ball over the net. Her celebratory sounds are going to burrow into my brain before long, because I can just as easily imagine her saying them under…different circumstances. But they continue to bring the heat, and I swear Gloria has an extra set of eyes trained on me at all times. She’s got the surveillance skills of a Ring camera in the suburbs. 

			Nora loosens up the longer we play and watching her… It’s addicting. Her bright smile, her enthusiasm, her competitive spirit are like air to my fire. Then there’s how, every time she hinges at the waist or plucks the ball off the ground, her already short shorts ride up a little more. I force myself to keep my sights set high. I am successful about 98 percent of the time. 

			Two percent is all it takes to memorize the perfect shape of her ass, though. 

			I take a deep, slow breath. Nora D’Amato is an occupational hazard to fake dating. 

			With a nice, easy swing, Nora scores her first point. 

			“Finally!” She beams at me, her now messy hair flying in the breeze. 

			“Atta girl.” I pump a fist in the air, but then the impulse to gather her hair in my fist to get it out of her face hits me. 

			I catch a look at Gloria and Benji from the corner of my eye and guilt floods me in a rush. I need to turn my excess adrenaline into fuel so we can win this thing and be done. 

			Miraculously, we take the first of three games. The sheen of sweat on her skin matches my own as she claps in celebration.

			I salute her. “Well played.”

			She salutes back. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

			There was nothing bad about it. Her fun-loving attitude makes her a great teammate. “Not at all.” 

			Gloria’s voice floats through the air. “Good work, you two.”

			I shuffle sideways, putting as much distance between me and Nora as humanly possible. “Thank you, Dr. Mazzelli. Sorry—you said you prefer Gloria. Thank you, Gloria.”

			Smooth.

			“Do you need a break before we start the next match to check on Alessia?” she asks. 

			“Of course. I was just going to suggest that.” I jog toward the bench and grab my phone. 

			A text message from Alessia waits for me.

			Catering emergency, carry on without me. Tell them I’m sick, I don’t want Enzo and Rosalina to think there’s a dinner problem.

			I almost ask if there is a dinner problem—an unfortunate visual of an octopus comes to mind—but shoot her a thumbs-up emoji instead and share a very convincing lie about her stomach ache with the group. 

			As long as 33 percent of them believe it, I’ve done my job. 

			“Hazards of a buffet breakfast,” Gloria says. “Let’s keep going.”

			Nora and I win the next game, which secures us the win for the entire match.

			I lift my hand to high-five her and drop it just as fast, overthinking the simple touch. Would Gloria find it disrespectful?

			Jesus, I’m stressing about a damn high five. My chances of getting through this week when Nora is around are looking worse by the minute.

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			Nora

			The sun funnels heat into the back of my neck as Benji and I migrate toward the chipper activities coordinator to inform her of our finished match. 

			Sebastian and Gloria follow a foot behind as she chatters about her residency experience. Sebastian seems enamored by all things doctor and asks a lot of good questions. 

			I’m definitely not still eavesdropping when Benji grabs me above the elbow and pulls me out of earshot, settling near the wooden bench holding our stuff. “I’m going to go back to the room, drug myself into a stupor, and nap until I’m supposed to meet my grandfather. He asked me to ride with him to the airport to pick up one of his brothers. Did you want to tag along?”

			I wave this off. “No, no. I don’t want to intrude. I’m happy you two are getting quality time.”

			“You wouldn’t be intruding.”

			“Not to you, maybe. But Santino may want to catch up with you without me there.” I cut him off as he tries to protest. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll just stay here and finish the tournament. It’d probably mess things up if I bailed, since my team won.”

			My team, also known as me and the walking Adidas ad who has officially turned pickleball into a hot dude sport. His muscles bunch and flex in the most alluring way as he works the court. If the ladies out here saw him shirtless like I did in the steam room last night, they’d fall all over themselves— 

			“My dad is about three seconds away from shanking Enzo’s dad,” Benji notes. “Look at them.”

			We turn toward the men who are elbowing each other as they wait for their next game to start. Giuseppe’s face is beet red. Whether that’s from the sun or the restraint of not putting Vinny in a sleeper hold is anyone’s guess. 

			“So yeah,” he continues, “I’d say this tournament has bigger threats than your departure.” He wipes his brow with the back of his hand. “Unless you want to stay?”

			I chew the inside of my cheek. If I’m honest, the idea of going back to our room alone sounds depressing. The weather is the kind of beautiful that illuminates why rich doctors and businesspeople have dragged their kids and extended families out of the city to vacation here every summer for decades. There’s an elemental magic in the air, the sway of the trees an ancient song. 

			Or maybe it’s just my blood singing thanks to all the caffeine I’ve had today. I inhaled my iced coffee so fast this morning the cubes didn’t even have time to sweat. 

			Either way, I can’t bring myself to quit. My partner has Big Competitor Energy and I don’t want to let him down. 

			“I think I’ll keep playing.” I scuff the toe of my sneaker against the ground. “Should you check in with Gloria about leaving, since she’ll have to find a new teammate?”

			“Yeah, I’ll— Wait, where is she going?”

			Gloria’s form grows smaller as she waltzes down a path in the direction of The Sapling Spa.  

			I use my hand as a sun shield. “Huh. I guess she’s a one-and-done kind of gal when it comes to pickleball.”

			“Well, we lost, so she’s probably over it.” Benji yawns, visibly done with this conversation. “You might as well see how far you get in the quest for ultimate domination. Text me later.”

			I shoot him two enthusiastic thumbs-ups. “All right, Sugar Cheeks. If you’re sure.”

			He scowls. “I told you no—”

			“—nicknames, other than Benji. That’s right. I’d forgotten you hate them.”

			“You knew damn well.”

			I fluff my hair in his sunglasses. “Bye, Benji.”

			“Bye, Sugar Hair.” His face screws up in a painful grimace. 

			Time halts as I roll back the tapes on what he just said. “Did you just—”

			“No.”

			“Benjamino Tobleroni Ferraro.” I place my hand over my heart. “Did you just nickname me?”

			“Speak of this again and you’re fired. And ‘Tobleroni’ is neither of my middle names.”

			“You have two middle names? What are they?”

			“Sorry, can’t hear you over my pounding headache.” He stalks off. If he had a cape, it’d be billowing in the mountain breeze. 

			I’m still laughing when I catch Rosalina watching me from the side of court one, a goofy smile on her face. My stomach turns over at how happy it makes her to see Benji interact with me. 

			And that’s as far as I’ll allow that thought to go before it boards the guilt turnpike.  

			Sebastian and Enzo, meanwhile, are wielding their paddles like lightsabers, battling and laughing without a care in the world, yelling bro, bro, bro back and forth every time one of them lands a hit. It’d be adorable if I wasn’t worried about Ro’s safety. 

			Sebastian turns toward me as I jog over, allowing Enzo to get in one last hit on the back of his head.

			Sebastian smacks him back with an open palm. “Jackass.” 

			I swallow a laugh. “Sorry to interrupt the duel. Or maybe you’re welcome. Anyway, Benji isn’t feeling good. Had to say goodbye before he went back to the room.”

			Ro’s eyes widen. “Didn’t you say Alessia was sick, Sebastian? Wait, you don’t think there’s a bug going around, do you? Because if a bug takes out the guests at this wedding, I will go scorched Earth. We’ve got enough problems with our families as it is.”

			“Alessia’s stomach ache is, uh…different,” Sebastian says uncomfortably. “Cramps. Not an illness.” 

			“And Benji just has a headache because of his allergies,” I add. “Nothing contagious.” 

			“Poor guy.” Ro turns to her husband-to-be. “I guess you’ll have to spend time with him later. I need you and my brother to get along. Like, do some actual bonding. I have a hard time getting Benjamino to answer my texts as it is. If you guys aren’t at least friends, he’ll probably ghost me permanently.”

			“Why wouldn’t we get along?” Enzo moves a lock of black hair out of her eyes. “Babe. Let’s take a few days off worrying about what people think. We decided this week is about us, yeah?”

			She wrings her hands. “That sounds great in theory, but now that we’re all here at this resort with no escape and forced to deal—”

			Enzo covers her mouth with his, trapping whatever she was about to say with a heated kiss. Sebastian and I look away at the same time, our gazes accidentally colliding. 

			Eye contact with Sebastian while those two make out is worse than just staring directly at the kiss. 

			When Enzo finally pulls back, he cradles her face in his hands like he’s afraid she might fire off like a bottle rocket if he doesn’t make his point. “It’ll be over soon, okay? Then we’ll go back to our normal lives ignoring them.”

			A beat of sadness passes through me. It’ll be over soon is not how I’d like to feel about my wedding week, nor would I want to ignore family if I had one. As stressful as it is for Benji to attend this wedding, it must be access-to-the-nuclear-codes stressful being the bride and groom when your family trees are trying to snuff one another out. 

			Seemingly mollified, Ro points her paddle toward the court. The kiss must’ve worked. “We’ll see. Just please try with my family, okay? Especially my brother. Now, let’s take our aggression out on the court.”

			I side-eye Sebastian. If Ro’s taking out her wedding week aggression on this game, we’re not only going to lose, but possibly risk bodily harm. 

			Enzo sprints past her to get in position. “Now, not to alarm anyone, but my fiancée and I take this game very seriously. And, Rossi? You may have beaten my ass in soccer, basketball, baseball—basically all the sports—when we were young, but pickleball is my game now.”

			Sebastian just laughs. “To be fair, you always had me at video games.” His voice takes on a gruff edge as he turns my way. “You ready to show them how it’s done, Nora?” 

			I mirror his posture. “Let’s do this thing.”

			… 

			My dream of winning the whole tournament lasted the length of three intense games. 

			Ro and Enzo won the first, we dominated the second, and they narrowly defeated us in the third, which means the match—and my erstwhile Olympic ambitions—are over.

			But despite the loss, it was fun. Almost too fun. Enough that I forgot everything and laughed my butt off. Enzo and Sebastian are hilarious together. They quickly fell into an easy, comfortable rhythm, lobbing jokes back and forth much more gently than the wiffle ball. 

			 I shake my fist at the future Mr. and Mrs. Mazzelli. “You guys are too good at this. I chalk it up to fiancé telepathy. That last play was pure witchcraft.”

			Ro’s hair flops forward as she doubles over to catch her breath, both from exertion and laughter. “I gotta say, I never would have pegged you for a trash-talker, Nora. I’m impressed with what you did on that court.”

			“The trash-talk was the only impressive thing I did on the court.” 

			“Hey, we did our best.” Sebastian lifts his hand and waits until I give him an air-five, which has quickly become our go-to celebration move. “And our best was to let the bride and groom win as an early wedding present.”

			I’m punch-drunk on endorphins. That’s the only excuse for the giddy laugh that slips out of my mouth. “You were supposed to take that to the grave!” 

			He holds my eye as we grin at each other, the moment sticky like city air in summer. I clear my throat and shift my focus to the sky. 

			I’m supposed to be pining for Benji. 

			We wander closer to the net, gathering in a loose group. It’s cool to get the attention of the bride and groom at an event this size. They’re like mini-celebrities this week. 

			Enzo’s grin is good-natured. “Rossi, I expected better. Your game needs work if you want to go pro. We should play when we’re back home so I can teach you a thing or two.”

			Ro shoots a look at her fiancé. “Please, Enzo. You’ve been playing only a few months.”

			Enzo gives his chest a halfhearted gorilla pound. “And now I eat and breathe the sport.”

			“Oh no, this is going to be like bowling all over again, isn’t it? You’re going to have shirts made.”

			His shoulders slump at this. “Man, I miss the Gutter Boys.”

			Ro extends her hand and wiggles her fingers until he takes it. “C’mon. Shall we find our next victims?” 

			He nods once, his expression very much you say jump, I say how high.

			Ro aims her blindingly white grin at me. “Nora, my brother told you about my bachelorette outing tomorrow night, right?”

			My eyes widen. “He did not.”

			She lets out a frustrated groan. “Why is he the worst at acknowledging a schedule of events? Or maybe he’s just gatekeeping you, which is also something he’d do. Anyway, you have to come. It’s nothing fancy, we’re just escaping to a dingy bar in town where the locals get down. But I really want you to meet my maid of honor, Gia.”

			“I’d love to! Thanks for thinking of me.”

			A smile lights her up. “Fabulous. And Benjamino will join the boys for the bachelor party, right Enzo? That can be your chance to bond.”

			Enzo shrugs. “Sure, if he wants to. I can’t promise it’ll be fun. Sergio was supposed to plan something but we both know he’s useless.”

			“Oh Lord. Cousin Sergio is your best man?” Sebastian shakes his head and adjusts the brim of his cap. “Good luck.” 

			“Yeah. I wanted Alessia, but…” He shoots Ro a look.

			“But,” she continues, “we knew Benji would never want the pressure of a title, and it felt wrong to include only one sibling. So we wound up with my best friend as maid of honor, and some cousin Enzo barely likes as best man.”

			“More like Nonna Gloria thrust Sergio on me,” Enzo grumbles. “It was weirdly important to her that I include him.”

			Sebastian’s laugh is dark. “Well, he hasn’t reached out to Alessia or me, so odds are he hasn’t invited anyone to whatever bachelor party he’s planned. I’ll check in with him. You deserve a good celebration.”

			“I’m depending on you,” Enzo says sternly. “Don’t make me party with Sergio alone.”

			“Don’t forget my brother,” Ro adds. “Nora will convince him to join you. She’ll use her girlfriendly wiles”—she gestures directly at my boobs—“to get him to agree.”

			I swallow a laugh. The last thing my boobs can do is make Benji agree to anything. I make a mental note to punch him in the arm next time he complains about his sister, though. She may insert herself in his business more than he likes, but she clearly loves the crap out of him. “I will do my very best.”

			Enzo throws the wiffle in the air and catches it again. “Sounds good. Alessia will go with the bachelorette crew so you can bond with her, too.”

			Rosalina squeals and claps. “Yay. Nora, I hope you’re ready for a wild night with the girls. God knows Gia will be down to party, and she’s in charge.”

			“Totally. I’m ready.”

			Truth be told, I can’t remember the last time I had a “wild night” with any sort of group. Probably early college, when I briefly rushed a sorority until I figured out how much it all costs and dropped out. There seems to be a natural order when it comes to lifelong relationships. You make friends young, party down in high school, expand your horizons in college, burn bright like a dying star in your early-to-mid-twenties with friend trips and bachelorette parties, and then watch your friend group fall into easy but trusting neglect when you get married and life gets busy. 

			I should be well on my way to lovingly ignoring my robust friend group by this stage in life, but it wasn’t in the cards for me. Not with so many moves. And the odds of Ro remaining my friend after Benji and I “break up” are below sea level, so I shouldn’t get attached to this group, either. 

			But I’d never turn down her offer. She’s the bride, after all. It’s my job this week to support Benji so that he can support her, ergo, I’m here for her. 

			“We’re off,” Ro says with a wave. “See you at dinner. Can’t wait to see your costumes!”

			Right. Those dress-up dinners I didn’t know about until we showed up here. Tonight’s is nineties themed.

			Speaking of supporting Benji, I’ll be buying him the most absurd nineties outfit from the nearest store as punishment for not telling me about the itinerary much sooner so I could pack ahead of time. 

			And he will be wearing it, no matter what it is. 

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			Sebastian

			As soon as Enzo and Rosalina are out of earshot, I turn to Nora. “What do you think— should we play or should we go?”

			She shakes out her legs and arms. “Let’s walk back. My enthusiasm is fading fast, and I have to go hit up a store to buy nineties clothes. I have no idea how long that will take in this mountain town.”

			“Really?” My stare is pointed. “The girl who wore a fuzzy party hat in her workplace didn’t bring stuff to dress up?”

			“Oh I would’ve, believe me. But Benji neglected to tell me about the themed nights. And yes, he will be punished.” 

			We deposit our paddles and start walking until we reach a fork in the path. 

			Left leads us straight up the hill to the resort. Right takes us on a scenic route. The cracked sidewalk loops around a thicket of pine trees and slopes down to follow the lake’s edge. 

			Her smile is tentative. “Should we?”

			Probably not.

			But what comes out of my mouth is, “I want to see the lake.”

			Pine needles crunch underfoot as we walk. She kicks a pinecone off the path as we stroll. “It’s too bad Benji and Ro aren’t as close as Enzo and Alessia.”

			It doesn’t surprise me at all that she’s worried about Benji and Rosalina. She was willing to body block him from pulling an Irish goodbye at his own sister’s wedding back in that lobby, so she clearly cares something fierce. 

			I will the warmth that spurs in my chest to get lost. 

			“Well Enzo and Alessia are twins,” I remind her. “Close is in the job description.”

			“I’m a card-carrying member of the Only Child Club,” she says. “I’m not sure what’s normal when it comes to sibling stuff.” 

			“So am I.” I nudge her with my elbow. “Haven’t seen you at the meetings.”

			“Ha. I’ll have to drop by sometime. Did you ever ask Santa for a sibling or are you normal?”

			I chew it over. “I guess I was never bored enough to consider it. I lived with my parents and grandparents. Lots of personalities under one roof.” 

			She lights up at this. “You all shared a house? How fun!”

			“More like necessary. My parents work for Doctors Without Borders and always intended to return to service, even after I came along. They took off eleven years to raise me full time, then my dad went back to the field. I could tell my mother was miserable without him, and jealous he was doing the thing they both loved, so around the time I turned thirteen, I all but begged Mom to get back out there. She left me with my grandparents.”

			Her lips form a circle. “Whoa. And they’re still in the field now?”

			“Yup. My dad’s a pediatrician, and my mom is an infectious disease specialist.”

			“They sound like saints. And your grandparents, too, for taking care of you when they left.”

			I chuckle. “Yeah. Anyway, my grandparents always had friends in and out of our house, big loud parties with the worst music you ever heard blasting through their crappy sound system. My whole life, I was always surrounded by people.”

			A group of three women come into view far ahead of us on the sidewalk, too far away to easily identify yet. 

			Walking toward us. 

			“Shit.” I tug off my hat and place it on her head. “Here, shove your hair up into this in case it’s another Ferraro. This place is crawling with them. Keep your gaze low.”

			“Sebastian,” she laughs. “I think we’re probably fine on this sunny path in the middle of the day.”

			“You say that, but did Benji’s grandpa get a good look at you last night? I’m not trying to draw more suspicion by being seen with you twice in a row.”

			“I don’t think he did, though I was lightheaded by the time I rolled out of there. From all the heat, I mean.” 

			She and I both. 

			“And what if it’s a Mazzelli?” she asks. “Without your hat, your face is in even clearer view, and here you are with someone much shorter than your gazelle of a girlfriend.” 

			“Then I guess we’re shit out of luck, shorty.” 

			She peeks up from beneath the brim of my hat, gaze gently probing. “Two friends can walk together outside, right?”

			I force my attention forward. “Theoretically.”

			“And we aren’t in towels this time.” 

			“Right.” I stall on the visual of her in that tiny scrap of fabric for longer than I’m proud of. “What were we talking about, again?”

			A weak laugh escapes her as she cups the back of her neck. “Full houses, I think? I always wanted a sibling. My mom was in her own world a lot, and I would’ve loved someone else to coexist with. It got lonely at times. And worse: I had no one to prank.” 

			“And now you’re making up for it by pranking over a hundred Italians about your relationship status.”

			“That’s not the same!” She pauses. “It’s kind of the same.”

			“Thought so.” I smile, my thoughts wandering back in time. “After my grandpa died, it would’ve been nice to have someone who understood. It was rough, especially with my parents having just left the country. But Alessia walked up to me the day after his funeral at school and told me she wasn’t letting me out of her sight until I smiled again, so I guess you could say I gained a sister that day. We were always friends, but that sealed the deal.”

			“You found yourself a winner of a friend, Seb.” She pauses. “I have no idea why I just nicknamed you. I’ve been nicknaming the crap out of Benji and it just slipped out. Please disregard.”

			And that marks the first time I’ve ever liked being called Seb. 

			“You can call me whatever you want, Nor.”

			She grins. “Bash it is. Or maybe Tian.”

			“Okay, maybe not those.” 

			Her smile falls away as she slows her gait. “I’m sorry about your grandfather, by the way. That must’ve been hard on the family. Especially your grandma.” 

			“Thanks. Don’t worry, Nella—sorry, Nonna Stella—is back to blasting music on her crappy sound system. Mostly Daft Punk. She’s okay.” 

			“Your grandmother is named Stella?” She grabs my elbow, her warm grasp sending a current of energy up my sweaty arm. “There’s an older woman with salt-and-pepper hair that comes to the YMCA named Stella. She’s really short and funny. We take the same water dan—uh, swim aerobics class on Tuesday nights. Could that be her?”

			I shake my head. “You take swim aerobics with my grandmother?”

			Her nose crinkles. 

			A laugh rockets from my mouth. “You’re young and fit! Challenge yourself!”

			She scoffs at this. “I take all the classes that place offers from HIIT to spin to water aerobics; it’s part of my set routine. But that’s not the point here. Your grandma is a local legend. I always try to be near her because she knows all the gossip and tells the best stories.”

			“That’s Nella all right.” I shake my head, scratching my chin. “I can’t believe you two know each other. Generally speaking, when Nella hangs out with someone even remotely near my age, she tells me all about it.”

			And had I taken Nora on a date before all this, and Nella caught wind of the connection, not twenty-four hours would’ve passed before Nella cornered her in the pool and invited her over for a meal. 

			I dodged a major complication. That fact should make me happier than it does. 

			“I haven’t actually talked to your grandmother, for the record,” she says. “I wouldn’t just approach her. I hang back and listen to her and her friends.”

			I side-eye her. “Why do you sound like you are scared of my four-foot-nine grandmother?”

			“I’m not! I just don’t want to intrude on their time.”

			I exhale and level her with a look. “You do not have to worry about intruding on her swim circle time, I assure you. Most of why she goes to the Y is to stay up to date on everyone’s business. Say hello. She will love it. Though you may want to proceed with caution unless you want an eighty-year-old best friend.”

			As she laughs, I discern the faces of our approaching friends more clearly. 

			Mazzellis. 

			Shit. 

			I veer sideways and step off the path. “Wow, what a lake.”

			She leaves a foot between us as she matches my stance. “Great Home Depot dad posture, Seb. Really selling this.”

			Alessia’s relatives wander past our backs with no urgency whatsoever. We remain silent enough to hear their footfalls fade away. 

			Nora is first to let out a sound. “Okay, maybe that was a little stressful. Who were they?”

			“Those were Alessia’s aunts,” I inform her. “Vinny’s sisters, who she claims are about as charming as he is. So not at all.”

			“Delightful. Good thing we didn’t face them head on.”

			She leads us back to the sidewalk. “So, will you and Enzo play pickleball at the Y? Maybe my new eighty-year-old best friend and I can stop by and watch.”

			I grin at the thought. “Actually, I’m kind of in a time crunch through the end of summer, getting ready to move. I won’t be able to play much, depending on his schedule.”

			Her pace slows. “Move?”

			“Yeah.” Something in me deflates. I grab a pinecone, toss it in the air, and catch it with the top of my foot to distract myself. “I’m starting a new Boys and Girls Club.”

			The breeze off the lake gusts as she looks at me. “Wait a second. I thought you were a mentor now.”

			I juggle the cone between my feet and knees like a soccer ball. “I’m a director of development for the organization. Or I was until I took a small break this last year to help Nella fix up her house. My job is to do everything to get clubs off the ground in new areas. I scout markets and write up proposals for approval from the board of directors. Once it’s approved and I’m awarded the contract, I hit the ground running.”

			Her attention moves between my legs and my face. “What do you do after it’s approved?”

			“I secure the buildings, fix them up so they’re what we need them to be for the kids, get buses and organize their routes, recruit volunteer mentors and staff, train those people, network with schools and local businesses—like your store, for example—and some other stuff. After I get the facilities in order and expand as much as the area can sustain, I hire a manager to run it day to day, and it’s off to the next place.”

			She shakes her head as if shocked. “Whoa. That’s really something.”

			“Honestly, a lot of it is dealing with facilities, manual labor, and grunt work. It takes a lot of that to get any organization off the ground. It doesn’t sound like much, I’m sure.”

			“It does, first of all. But if you don’t enjoy it, why do you do it?”

			“I never said I didn’t enjoy it.” My brows knit together. Enjoying my job was never really the point—though I genuinely do. 

			When it became clear medical school wasn’t happening, I spent a good while trying to decide what else I could do. I thought about why my parents chose the paths they did. When people asked them how they ended up in their line of work, they’d answer the same way every time. Just doing our part! I started asking myself what’s my part? What can I do that would have even a fraction of the impact that their careers have had on the world? What would I be proud to update them on when they fly home after eighteen months of saving lives in the field? 

			No choice I came up with seemed remotely good enough, so I channeled my shame and disappointment into hitting baseballs. 

			“I had this coach,” I begin. “In high school. Leo Fischer was his name.”

			The month after my grandfather’s death, when my parents had to leave again and life was supposed to get back to normal but didn’t, Coach Fischer stopped by my house every morning and we ran in silence. Mile after brutal mile, rubber pounding the pavement. He made sure my ass went to school immediately after, and he didn’t stop showing up until I was myself again.

			When my parents couldn’t be there for me, and my grandmother was too deep in mourning to be available, he was there. 

			Remembering that time in my life feels like zippering a tight jacket around my heart, the teeth digging in where it hurts. 

			“He made a huge impact on my life,” I tell her. “I lucked out when it came to the adults in my life with two superhuman parents, two superhuman grandparents, and a coach on top of that. I’ve had teammates and friends who had no one to turn to when things got rough. I don’t take for granted that I’ve had people to look up to and trust who were there for me in different ways throughout my life. I decided I wanted to create situations where kids and teenagers, not just athletes, had access to people who cared. Or as Coach would’ve said, gave two twiddly shits about them. That’s why I do what I do—for the kids who have no one. But enough about me.” 

			Her expression is so tender it’s almost pained. But as fast as the softness came, it’s gone as she shakes her finger at me. “Not so fast, mister. How many of these clubs have you opened?”

			I attempt a soccer trick with the cone and fail. “This will be my third.” 

			“Three? Already? And you’re only thirty?”

			I let out a dismissive grunt. “That’s old. In the immortal words of McLovin, old enough to party. My parents had finished med school by my age, and my grandfather was already well on his way to becoming an Air Force flight surgeon. My life is measured by the distance between me and the people I’ll never live up to.” 

			“Does it have to be a competition?” she asks. “What they did is great, and what you do is great.” 

			Her tone is way too generous considering it really is mostly renovating buildings and going out of my mind trying to figure out after-school bus routes. 

			I lob the cone toward the trees and fall into step beside her. “Eh. It’s great that I’m able to help those kids, but small in the grand scheme of things. I’m not out there creating new vaccines or anything.”

			“Listen, the world is a dumpster fire, and no one can fix it all. You’re throwing your portion of water on it by working with a cool organization. Take the compliment. Where’s the next club?”

			My gaze wanders to the view beyond the lake. We’re surrounded by mountains, which makes this whole place feel like it’s nestled in a bowl. The natural beauty and the smell of pine seeping into my skin makes it difficult to think about where I’m going. 

			And almost…disappointing. 

			It’s an unfamiliar feeling, as I’ve never cared where I’m going before. 

			“Nebraska. About an hour outside of Omaha.”

			Her exhale is like a balloon losing air in a gust. “Wow. Nebraska. That’s far.” 

			“So says my map app. Did any of your adventures ever take you near there?”

			“I’ve driven through Nebraska plenty of times. Not to overstep, but are you sure that’s a prime spot for what you’re trying to do? It’s pretty rural outside of Omaha, if I recall. And boring, unless you’re really into farmers’ daughters. Age-appropriate ones, of course.” 

			I don’t miss her sideways glance. 

			There’s a question somewhere in there. 

			“I’m not out there shopping for farmers’ daughters,” I say, biting back a grin. “I’ve got a job to do.”

			“People can have social lives even when they work. Allegedly.”

			I laugh. “Allegedly. Did you just dunk on yourself?” 

			A flush creeps up her neck. “I’m just saying, you should at least aim to live in the city itself.”

			“It’s still close to Omaha for day trips, which is important because I get antsy when there isn’t a city nearby. Doesn’t have to be perfect. No place is. It just has to be tolerable for a year or so until it’s time to go.”

			“Talk about living my nightmare,” she says. “Not even enough time to find a decent person to cut your hair and it’s time to move again? Sounds awful.”

			“My bar for a decent haircut must be lower than yours.” 

			She tugs off my hat, removes the elastic from her low ponytail, and shakes out her thick, shiny hair in a most distracting way. Without warning, she frisbees the hat back to me. “It took me months to find a salon I liked in Great River. You wouldn’t understand.”

			“Why wouldn’t I?”

			“Because look at you. You could strut into a bar with a mohawk or a mullet and any number of gorgeous women would hang on you like those plastic monkey-in-a-barrel toys with the hook arms.”

			I’ve opened my mouth to challenge this when she tugs the hem of her shirt up over her head. 

			“What are you doing?” Heat grips my body as my gaze falls to her perfect chest, barely covered by two triangles of black fabric. And then lower, to her bare stomach. Tiny cursive words I can’t quite make out are written on her ribs.  

			“It’s hot. There’s a lake. I was going to swim. Is that bad?” Her eyes and tone are pure innocence, which makes her outrageous body all the more devilish. 

			“I guess not.” I clutch my hat in my hands. It’s still warm from her. 

			She nudges off her shoes one at a time and bends over to take off her socks. “Wait, you don’t think there are eels or something weird in there, right?”

			I swallow, throat tight. “Trust me, if there were eels, the caterer would be sourcing them for dinner by now. We’re probably fine.” 

			She freezes. “What?”

			“Nothing. Never mind.”

			“No, you are going to have to explain that one if I have any hope of eating this week.”

			Considering Nora overheard Alessia and Enzo discussing her relationship with Eloise during our attempted cocktail hour jailbreak, it’s probably safe to spell it out for her. “Alessia is in a relationship with Eloise, the caterer, so I know too much about the menu this week. Spoiler: it’s a lot of seafood.”

			“So, Eloise is both the caterer and Alessia’s girlfriend. Got it.” She unbuttons her shorts. Her fingers pinch her zipper and drag it down. The fabric of her shiny swimsuit bottoms comes into view centimeters at a time. “That’s a bummer about the menu, though. I hate all seafood. Except for lobster bisque from Lou’s Tavern, which is my favorite food.”

			My pulse is alarmingly fast as I try to keep up with what she’s saying. “That makes no sense. Lobster is the epitome of seafood, so how can you say you hate all seafood?”

			She slips her thumbs into her shorts and drags them down, shimmying her hips. “I don’t know, but the soup is delicious. I eat it every Thursday. When I don’t, I swear I have bad luck the whole following week.”

			As if that settles things, she saunters off the path in pursuit of the sandy shore. Her bikini bottoms fit her better than a glove. It’s like they’re painted on her perky ass. 

			My attention lands on the tattoo just above her elbow. It’s also in loopy cursive that matches the style on her ribs.

			She peeks over her shoulder and catches me staring. Her lips tip into an almost teasing smile. I can’t decide if she’s a flirt or completely unaware of her power. The way she’s looking back at me with so much of her tantalizing body on display goes straight to my cock. 

			She lifts her hair off her neck. “You coming?”

			I glance behind me. The path is clear of people, and the lake is empty as far as I can see in any direction. We won’t be seen.

			But this still feels like a dangerous move. 

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			Nora

			The sand is warm beneath my feet as I turn and walk backward, waiting for Sebastian to make up his mind. 

			“One quick swim,” he decides aloud, pulling off his sunglasses. “Only to cool off, because it’s hot outside and I’m sweating.” 

			“Whereas I’m swimming for an Olympic medal. Pride of the States.”

			“Careful, Nora.” He removes his shirt in one smooth move and tosses it on the sand. “Eels love a smart-ass.” 

			A firework detonates dead center in my chest at the way he says my name. It’s not nearly as powerful as the one I felt when he put his hat on my head, though. That one lit up my whole body.

			My gaze skims the tattoo on his arm. The mountain scene spans his broad shoulder. The ink is bold, the jagged mountain peaks begging to be traced with a gentle finger.

			Somebody else’s.

			Not mine. 

			His stomach is the tightest I’ve ever seen. He’s so toned I want to poke his muscles to see if there’s any give. Or maybe I want to congratulate each of his abs on having their own abs, which are situated off to the side. Obliques. And those arms. Baseball left its mark on Sebastian Rossi. 

			It’s really ridiculous that this guy hit the genetic lottery and then decided to be an upstanding citizen and start nonprofits for his career. I think I’d prefer it if he were a felon. Or a used car salesman. 

			Maybe then I wouldn’t be thinking about wrapping myself around his body like a human-sized dryer sheet. 

			I spin to face the water. As soon as my feet break the surface, the freezing water clings to my calves, the sensation bleeding up my legs. It’s as effective as a cold shower at rerouting my thoughts. 

			“Whoa, it’s frigid.” I cross my arms, regretting taking out the padding of this swim top. My nipples ache instantly. “It’s annoying-coworker-in-charge-of-the-thermostat cold.”

			“You have to jump off the dock. All or nothing.” 

			My chin brushes my shoulder as I glance backward. “Wading in is easier, thank you very much.” 

			“Sure, because you’re clearly enjoying yourself.” He removes his phone from his pocket and kicks off his sneakers, and then peels off his black socks. “Rule number one of swimming: always jump in. You should know that, given you are a professional swim dancer.”

			I groan. “You’re going to make me regret telling you that, aren’t you?”

			“All signs point to yes.” 

			I roll my eyes. “You do it your way, I’ll do it mine, and we’ll both cool off.”

			“Deal.” He passes me by and steps onto the floating dock. “Now watch and learn.”

			He springs into action, tearing down the floating platform, steps thudding as he flies past the tiny boats tied to hitching posts. His big body curls into a ball as he catapults off the edge and does a front flip right into the water. 

			Show-off. 

			He breaks the surface seconds later with a bursting exhale. His chocolate hair is waterlogged, and his mouth is wide open. “Holy fuck that’s cold!”

			“Mm.” I cup my hand to my ear. “What was that?”

			“You heard me.”

			“Because it sounds like ‘you were right, Nora.’”

			He dips almost entirely underwater as he moves my way. As he hits the part where it’s too shallow for him to keep swimming, he rises to his feet. 

			His smile is suspiciously wide.

			I eye him warily. “What are you doing?”

			Water sluices down his body. His basketball shorts are so heavy they’re struggling to stay high on his hips. I can see the entire waistband of his boxer briefs. “I can’t help but notice you’re not wading.”

			“I am!” I take a tiny step deeper and wince. 

			He moves a foot closer. 

			My nerve endings misfire, confused between the contrast of the cold water and his heated gaze. 

			“You made a deal,” he says evenly. “I jumped.”

			“I never specified how deep I had to wade.” 

			“You have to be fully submerged. Equal exposure to the water.” His face tilts an inch sideways, appraising me from a slightly different angle as he circles me. “I’ll wait.”

			I splash water at him. 

			He laughs. He’s close enough to reach out and grab me and large enough to toss me over his shoulder like a sack of flour. “If you’re scared—”

			I lift my chin to meet his eye. “I’m not scared.”

			“My mistake.” 

			He steps closer, which crowds me one foot deeper into the water. 

			The soles of my feet slide against the ground. My legs vehemently protest the cold, but I force myself to take another step. 

			“How’s it feeling?” he asks, brows aloft. 

			“It feels…refreshing.” My butt hits the water. Goose bumps ripple across my skin. “This is much easier than jumping off a dock.”

			“That’s great.” He reaches down, dips his hand in the water, and splashes my stomach with the smallest bit of water. “All the way, then.”

			I narrow my eyes and lunge for his arm. As soon as I close my grip, I let myself fall backward. We topple into the water in a clumsy heap. His cool skin slides across mine, his hand grazing my waist as he breaks free. 

			Danger, danger!

			Sucking in a sharp breath, I swim sideways, putting distance between us and the delicious way our limbs slid together. I don’t stop kicking until I can no longer conceive of how deep it is, twenty or thirty feet out. The water is clear enough that I can see my body beneath the surface, but not in great detail. 

			Sebastian swims close by. Eventually, we stop to catch our breath. He runs a hand down his face as he floats closer to me. “Was it really necessary to drag me with you?” 

			“You were toying with me.” My tone is breezy as the part of my brain responsible for temperature regulation works overtime. I kick a steady rhythm beneath the water to hold myself up. “Couldn’t let you get away with that.”

			A relaxed smile settles on his face as he flips on his back, the portrait of ease. “It got you in, didn’t it?”

			I shoot him a smile. “Got us both in.”

			My body slowly relaxes into the gentle push and pull of the water. I take a moment to admire the view of the shore from this broad vantage point. 

			On the other side of the gazebo sits a wooden shack with a tin roof and a huge driftwood sign advertising all the options for rent in colorful, messy scrawl. 

			PADDLE BOATS, CANOES, PADDLE BOARDS, AND KAYAKS. 

			And at the bottom of the sign, in a different font:

			SNO CONES FOR SALE.

			Far down the shore, a weathered building with missing shingles looms over the water. It’s surrounded by a huge wooden deck on stilts with outdoor seating. The words on the sign are written inside the outline of a sailboat. The Hideaway. It reminds me of late afternoon lake storms, cable-knit sweaters, and old oil lanterns with threaded wicks. 

			“This place is grander than I expected,” I muse. “The resort itself, the lake, the mountain trails for people who actually enjoy hiking, all the amenities. Color me impressed.”

			“Don’t forget the S-N-O cones. We have to try one and see if we can taste the missing W,” he says. “Maybe some other day when we aren’t sopping wet.”

			A lightness buoys my chest. “Deal. What’s your favorite flavor?”

			“I don’t have a favorite.”

			“How is that possible? What do you order, then?”

			“I get something different every time. I’m guessing you have a favorite, though, judging by your sassy tone.”

			“Mango. That’s my flavor. It is superior.”

			He runs his hands through his hair to smooth it back. “You really get the same one every time? You’re not just messing with me?”

			“I get the best one every time.”

			His brown eyes shine like honey in the sun as he looks at me. They toe the line between light and dark. Mood ring eyes. “And if by some tragic occurrence they don’t have mango—which is not really a typical flavor, I might add—which one would you get?”

			“I probably wouldn’t get one.”

			“That’s ridiculous.” He drifts close enough that I can see the water clinging to his lashes. “You’d skip out on a snow cone on the off chance you might not enjoy it as much as mango? No one is that committed to a flavor.”

			I lift my chin, a defiant smile tugging at my lips. “I like what I like.”

			“What about ice cream?”

			The sunlight dapples the water around us. “I like strawberry gelato.”

			“And nothing else?”

			I force myself not to smile at the naked exasperation in his tone. “You’re going to tell me you don’t have favorites of everything?”

			“Not really, no. I like too many things to pick favorites.” He pauses. The water ripples around him as he gently moves his arms underwater. “I may regret asking this, but what are some of your other favorite things?”

			“Let’s see. Great River is my favorite place—”

			“Hold it right there.” Confusion wrinkles his forehead. “You’ve been to Vegas, Key West, and lots of other places. That can’t be your answer.”

			“Yes. I’ve lived in forty-nine cities and been to countless others, and Great River wins.” 

			“Out of all the places on David Attenborough’s planet Earth, that’s your pick? Why?”

			“Because I love it. And because I chose to live there.”

			His laugh crests and falls. The deep, unselfconscious sound soothes something visceral inside me. It’s like he’s pressed a pressure point just enough to release it. “They should really use you in a commercial for the tourism board. You’d be the best advertisement there is.”

			Sebastian makes talking feel like a game, like we’re volleying the pickleball. I get the sense I could tell him I’m a touch-starved Capricorn who hasn’t ever been someone’s real wedding date as easily as I tell him my mother is a paradoxical mix of hopeless romantic and commitment-phobe who forgets to call me for months at a time when she’s in a new relationship, and he’d know what to say to keep the conversation going. 

			“What specifically makes it the best?” he presses. “I think I’m too close to it to see it clearly, having grown up there.”

			“Best and favorite are not always the same thing. But it’s my favorite because it has a fantastic walking path along the Connetquot River, an idyllic downtown, and friendly people. I can picture raising my future kids there. And I’ve got my places in town now. Took me a while, but I’ve got a lobster bisque place, a grocery place, a Thai place, a coffee place—you get the idea.” 

			“Wow.” He looks both impressed and baffled, his pouty lips twisted as he thinks this over. “That’s a lot of places.”

			“I grew up watching reruns of really old shows. Cheers was my favorite. Not sure if you’ve seen it, but it’s about a bar ‘where everybody knows your name.’ I wanted that more than anything. To walk into my favorite place and feel instantly comfortable and recognized.” That admission should have nudged me into oversharing territory. But strangely I don’t feel the hot flush of embarrassment that usually follows sharing something intensely personal.

			His gaze meets mine. The water hugs me like a blanket, but it’s his nearness that feels like it’s pressing in. 

			“I like that,” he finally says. “The only place where people know my name is the Home Depot near Nella’s house. I buy paint there at least once a week for my side gig painting houses. Really, it’s been more of my whole gig, since I’m between contracts. Anyway, the guy Seamus always greets me.”

			“It’s nice, isn’t it? Getting that hey Sebastian when you walk in the door?”

			“It’d be nicer if they served bisque. Tomato, that is. Or any of the other superior bisques.”

			 “Don’t knock my favorite soup. It’s delicious and you know it.” I give him a playful shove. My hands slide off his chest slower than they should. His foot brushes my leg under the water. A jolt of visceral awareness moves through me. 

			“I’ll have to take your word for it,” he murmurs. His gaze flickers between my eyes like he’s reading them, then moves lower, grazing my nose, my mouth, my neck. Heat funnels from the crown of my head to the tips of my toes, and my gaze shifts lower, too. “Nora…”

			“Mmm?” My eyes drift back up. I want to catch the water dripping down his cheek with my thumb. My lips.

			It’s so quiet as the water stills around us that I can hear the breath leave his mouth. I’ve forgotten to kick my feet, but I’m still floating. 

			His voice is so quiet it’s loud. “We should go.” 

			The sun slips behind a cloud as he lifts his arms and backstrokes toward shore. 

			I’m already out of breath as I start paddling after him.

			He’s first out of the water, shaking off as he jogs toward our pile of stuff. My limbs are heavy as I trudge out of the water and maneuver into my shirt and shorts, soaking them both. Since the idea of putting sneakers on wet feet sounds terrible, I scoop those up to carry.  

			A long exhale leaves his mouth as he examines his phone. “Shit. Three missed calls from Alessia.”

			My cheeks flush hot. I stole him away to swim in the lake when he has better things to do. “You better call her back. Happy wife, happy life.”

			He puts on his shirt before lifting his phone to his ear. “Hey, hello, how’s it hanging?” After he’s effectively robbed Merriam-Webster of every synonym for “hi,” he blinks toward the lake. “Wait, what?”

			I try to shape his side of the conversation into something logical. They’re talking about cheese, wrists, and trucks. That’s all I’ve got. 

			“Okay. I’ll be right there. Give me ten minutes.” He ends the call and nods toward the resort. “I’ve got to run. There’s a catering crisis. Apparently, the refrigerator in the prep kitchen in Hickory Hall—sorry, the event hall that we’re using all week for dinners and stuff—is full of food from The Malted Moose restaurant, because The Malted Moose is waiting for their own refrigerator to get fixed. So now the caterer’s truck is filled with food for the week that they aren’t sure they’re going to be able to fit.”

			“Oh no! What are they going to do?”

			“I’m going to help them play Tetris with a shit ton of food and try to fit it high up in the walk-in. They can’t lift hotel pans full of prepared sauces that high on their own, and Alessia hurt her wrist trying to lift an eighty-pound block of Parmigiano-Reggiano.”

			 “You know, I thought the most Italian thing about this wedding was the hundreds of Umbrian soldiers waiting for their chance to battle for their namesakes. But I was wrong. It’s an eighty-pound block of Parmigiano-Reggiano. What happens if you can’t fit it all?”

			He grimaces. “Here’s hoping we don’t have to find out.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Nora

			Hickory Hall is a massive event space with a wall of windows overlooking the lake, a vaulted ceiling, and a beer and wine bar operated by a member of the resort service staff. It’s a gorgeous space to party like it’s 1995. 

			A cluster of black, neon green, and neon pink balloons has been tied to the back of one chair at each of twenty round tables. Near the entrance, there’s a photo area set up, complete with a tripod and a cheesy backdrop that says Welcome Back to the 90s decorated with animated pictures of roller blades, cassette tapes, fanny packs, and Polaroid cameras. Someone added #RoZo in black marker at the top. 

			The place is crawling with people by the time Benji and I approach the head table to take our seats. 

			Ro, dressed as Kelly Kapowski in a Bayside Tigers cheerleading costume, lights up when she sees us coming. “You dressed up!”

			Benji pulls out my chair for me. “Why wouldn’t we? It’s required.”

			“And we wanted to,” I add. 

			“Well, the Mazzellis sure didn’t,” she grumbles. 

			I scan the hall. It appears that the Ferraros have somewhat responded to the call, but I cannot find a single Mazzelli dressed in anything other than black or white. 

			“Maybe that’s just how my family dressed in the”—Enzo freezes at the look on Ro’s face—“anyway, welcome. Grunge, eh?”

			Benji’s bitter eyes turn on me. “Yes. Her idea.”

			I choose not to look at his expression to avoid bursting into laughter. Benji’s costume consists of ripped jeans, a ratty band tee, and an unbuttoned flannel shirt that swallows his already large frame. 

			He’ll never forget to give me a schedule of events again. 

			He’ll also never agree to go with me anywhere ever again, but still. 

			Meanwhile, I’m paying homage to Clueless in my Cher Horowitz costume: plaid mini skirt, preppy collared shirt, choker necklace, and knee-high white socks. 

			Ro gestures next to her. “Nora, this is my maid of honor, Gia. She just got in this afternoon.”

			Gia is arrestingly hot with a milky complexion and pinup girl curves shown off by a paisley dress. Her gingery red hair is teased to perfection and her lips are painted a dark shade of pink. “Nice to meet you, Nora. And long time no see, Brother Bear. Glad you got your head out of your ass and decided to make your sister’s wedding a priority.” 

			“Hello, Gia.” Benji looks and sounds wholly unbothered by her verbal lashing, like this is normal for them. “Participate in any hit-and-runs lately?”

			“That was one time like ten years ago, and I went back after I finished crying.” Her gaze turns to me. “Don’t worry, it wasn’t a person.”

			Sebastian and Alessia close in on the table. They’re wearing normal dinner outfits for this decade other than the white piece of printer paper taped to each of their shirts. He gets her chair for her and proceeds to take the seat directly next to me. His cologne smells like wood and spice and everything nice. 

			“What’s with the papers on your chests?” Enzo asks in lieu of hello. 

			Sebastian gestures at his shirt. “We’re the Teletubbies.”

			Enzo snorts. “No, you’re two people wearing Office Max’s finest bright white copy paper taped to your front.”

			Alessia tuts. “Have you no vision? I’m Po. Sebastian is also Po because we both had red shirts. We are the epitome of nineties culture.” Her gaze turns to a tan man with tight curls and a gold chain seated next to Enzo. “Hello, Sergio. I see you’re…here.”

			Sergio looks like a dramatized version of Saved by the Bell’s AC Slater, right down to his hairstyle. The muscles displayed by his tight white T-shirt are a lot, giving him the sort of blown-up look that makes me inherently anxious. I worry he may deflate if he catches a sharp corner. 

			Enzo points at the man seated next to him. “For anyone who doesn’t know, this is my cousin Sergio. The best man.” 

			“Everyone calls me Serge,” he corrects. “Like an adrenaline surge.”

			Enzo tents his hands beneath his chin, regarding him with a flat stare. “Who calls you Serge?”

			Sergio gestures at nothing and no one. “Most people.”

			“Really? Even at work?” Benji asks with the levity of a court stenographer who missed half of someone’s testimony. 

			“Nah.” His teeth are a bright white. “They mostly call me a miracle worker.”

			Gia crosses her arms. “Oh yeah? Are you in the medical field?” 

			“I’m building a wellness empire—”

			“He’s a personal trainer,” Enzo completes.

			Sergio points at the man by my side. “Rossi, is that you? Where the hell have you been all these years? I never see you around.”

			“Busy.” Sebastian’s voice is butter smooth as he pulls a carafe of table wine toward the space between our empty glasses. 

			“You coming to the bachelor party?” 

			Sebastian’s brows lift as he pours wine in Alessia’s glass, his glass, and then slides it wordlessly toward me. “If you planned one, I will be there.” 

			“It’s in the works. Leave tomorrow night open. If I can’t find a club, I’ll work something else out.” He drapes an arm over Enzo’s shoulder. “This town is small but I’m sure there’s plenty of ways to give our boy a memorable night.”

			Gia shoots Sergio a lethal look. “Not that memorable. He’s about to be a married man.”

			“He is.” Sergio lifts his glass. “On Sunday. And it’s my job to ensure he enjoys himself beforehand, isn’t it? We’ll have fun.”

			Sergio’s chuckle fades as he clocks all the murderous glances aimed his way. “I’m kidding! Tough crowd. We’ll probably just hit downtown. The bride has nothing to worry about.”

			Ro has a death grip on her drink. “I wasn’t worried. Enzo can do what he wants. I want him to have a good time.”

			“Wait.” Sergio pulls out his phone. “So, you are okay with a strip club?” 

			“No.” Benji twirls his short butter knife between his fingers. “My sister doesn’t want her fiancé at a strip club. And this isn’t really dinner table conversation, so let’s move on.”

			Benji can always be counted on to shut down a conversation, and I’ve never loved him more for it. A smile touches Ro’s lips. 

			Gia grins at me and Alessia. “You two should come by my room tomorrow after dinner to get ready. I’ve got matching tops we can wear if you’re game.”

			Alessia is busy texting on her phone, so I jump in to match Gia’s enthusiasm. “I cannot wait. I’m game for anything.”

			Ro’s smile is sly. “Don’t tell Gia that. My party girl will corrupt you.” 

			“Oh, who are we corrupting? I can help with that.” Sergio’s head turns as though he’s a floodlight turned on by the words party girl and corrupt. His gaze lands on me. “Remind me your name, sweetheart—”

			“She’s a taken woman, Serge,” Sebastian says evenly. “Don’t call her sweetheart.”

			The table goes quiet.

			Something pulls tight behind my belly button as my skin flushes hot. Sebastian is not the one I’m taken by, but my body didn’t get the memo.

			“Uh, yeah.” Benji crosses his arms. He can look menacing when he wants to, even in a ridiculous costume. “What he said.” 

			Get the guy an Oscar, honestly. 

			Sergio shrugs. “Cool, happy for you two. No disrespect intended.”

			Dinner service begins, and not a moment too soon. 

			Since there’s no ordering involved, we’re free to sit here as the food is brought out by a team of three servers in Foxfire Lodge uniforms. As the table gets distracted chatting about other things, Sebastian leans over. “You okay?”

			I do my best not to let my gaze linger on his face. “Sure. Never better!”

			“Okay. You just seem a little off, is all.”

			Maybe I am. Maybe I’m too aware of him at my side, just like I was too aware of him in the lake, and on the pickleball court, and in the steam room. 

			And I’m starting to feel really crappy about that, given what I’m doing here. 

			Working his way clockwise around the table, a server drops off Sebastian’s dish. The tangy smell of seafood hits me full force. 

			“Thank you, sir.” Sebastian moves his napkin to his lap. 

			My own dish appears seconds later, ceramic clinking against the table as the server sets it down. 

			I thank him as the smell overpowers me. 

			“Thank you. And what is this?” Benji asks as his dish is delivered, somehow making the inquiry sound polite. 

			“Capelonghe veneziane,” Ro says. “Razor clams. One of Mom’s favorite appetizers, so this is to appease her. But the main course is one of my favorites!”

			Benji grits his teeth. “It’s salmon, isn’t it.” 

			“You know me well.”

			 Clams. Salmon. Unfortunately, the mere idea of both makes me queasy. But I would never in a million years say that, so I take to poking my appetizer with my fork until it’s time to poke my main dish with my fork.

			The table is chatty, especially after the clams are cleared. The conversation is rapid fire from there, and I’m left wondering which inevitably will play out first between Gia killing Sergio or Ro killing Sergio. 

			Alessia stands shortly after the main course is delivered and takes her fanny pack with her, whispers something in Sebastian’s ear, and scoots out of the building.  

			“She’s got a sensitive stomach,” Sebastian explains. 

			I’m glad I’m not the only one. 

			Twenty minutes after the salmon touches down, Mamma V materializes behind Ro and Enzo’s seats. Nineties attire looks very natural on her, because nothing I’ve ever seen her wear has been from this decade. She has a precarious grasp on her wineglass. “Hello puppets. Having fun?”

			Ro looks up and backward. “Yes, Ma. We’re all good over here.”

			“Okay. I just wanted to be sure. I know how disappointed you must be that the Mazzellis ignored your theme.”

			“It’s fine.” Ro’s face flushes red as she takes a long drag of her wine. “Just wanted everyone to look the same and not be so divided, but it is what it is. I can’t control what people do.”

			Mamma V bids Enzo a scathing look as he forks salmon into his mouth, seemingly oblivious. “Nor should you have to. You say the word and I’ll talk to each and every last one of them—”

			“No thank you.” Ro pushes up from her chair. “It’s about time to start the fire outside, I’m going to go make sure the s’mores station is set up. Excuse me.”

			Mamma V watches her daughter disappear before dropping her gaze to Enzo. Her tone is conspiratorial. “Since I have you alone with your friends, what time can we expect ‘La Serenata?’ I know we’re breaking tradition, since Rosalina isn’t sleeping at our home tonight, but close enough!” 

			Enzo’s face goes blank. “What is that?”

			An entire Shakespearean tragedy plays out on Mamma V’s face. “You…don’t already know? You don’t have a plan for serenading her in front of my family as generations of prospective grooms have done before you?”

			“Oh, the singing thing.” He tugs nervously on his neon shirt, panic streaking across his face like a comet. “Respectfully, we won’t be doing that, Mrs. Ferraro.”

			Several people have taken out their phones, including Sebastian. I’m almost certain everyone is searching for the phrase “La Serenata.” 

			“Oh.” Mamma V fans herself. “But you know how important tradition is to Rosalina. Doesn’t that mean something to you?”

			Enzo’s thick brows furrow like he’s not sure that’s true of his future wife. “She’s never mentioned it to me, and it’s not really our style. I think I have a good pulse on what Rosalina likes.”

			Mamma V opens and closes her mouth twice before forcing her lips to turn up. “I see. Well, I’ll just tell all my family that the tradition dies with you two. I’m sure they’ll understand.”

			Eagle-Eye Cherry’s “Save Tonight” wails through the hall as Enzo blinks up at the immovable chess piece that is Mamma V’s body. “Great.” He pauses as she glares at him expectantly. “Um. Thank you?”

			“My pleasure.”

			Gia clears her throat. “You sure you don’t even want to try, Enzo? I can help you.”

			“Oh, don’t worry about it, Gia. You just take care of my girl this week.” Enzo stands up. “I need some air. I’m going to take a walk outside.” 

			A fork clatters against ceramic as Sergio makes haste to follow him. 

			The table shudders as Gia pushes back. “I’m going to check on the bride.”

			Mamma V can clear a table, that’s for sure. It’s just Benji, Sebastian, and I left. 

			Her eagle eye moves to her son next. “You’re looking festive tonight, Benjamino. I love seeing you get into the spirit of things.”

			He bids her a brief, tight smile. “Nora’s handiwork.”

			She watches him devour the rest of his dinner in three bites. “What’s the rush?”

			“There’s a documentary premiering at nine that I have to watch,” Benji says around a mouthful. He swallows. “I’m discussing it tomorrow during my live online lecture or else I’d catch it later.”

			“Can’t you just use the computer”—she mimes typing—“and have it tell you what the documentary is about?”

			Benji wipes the corner of his mouth with a napkin. “No.”

			“And your lecture tomorrow—”

			“—is bright and early so as not to interfere with any wedding events. Lucky, isn’t it?”

			She lays a hand on her chest. “So lucky. I’m glad you have such flexible work. Gives you plenty of time to study for the bar exam.”

			I choke on my sip of wine. The bar exam, and the lawyer path Benji is no longer on, is number one on the Do Not Discuss list. 

			I rise to my feet, mentally preparing myself for a night of reading in the chair in our room while he watches a documentary about methane gas or some such topic. Maybe I can at least con him into snapping a selfie in front of the cool backdrop before we exit. 

			“Nora, you don’t have to run off, too. Benjamino can work on his own. Stay and mingle with the family. There will be those marshmallow sandwiches by the fire pit.”

			“They’re just called s’mores, Ma.” Benji looks down at me. “And yeah, you should hang out if you want.”

			I hold his eye, suspicious. He holds mine right back. 

			“Stay,” he finally says. “Find my sister. There’s a marshmallow sandwich in your future. I’ll see you later?”

			“I’ll walk you to the door.”

			“No need.” He gestures at my plate. “You’ve still got your salmon.”

			What a terrible time for my friend to forget how much I hate seafood. 

			I glance at my largely untouched dinner. “Right. Of course. I love all this.”

			“It’s one of our favorite family dishes,” Mamma V says. “You’ll be enjoying it at our house for many Sunday dinners to come.” 

			I stew in my own regret as she follows Benji toward the exit, no doubt chatting his ear off. 

			And then there were two. 

			Sebastian taps the edge of my plate. “A future full of salmon and clams. You must be so excited about all the seafood.” 

			“My joy is immeasurable.” I peer sideways. A dangerous thrill skitters down my spine. “You remembered.”

			He reaches for his wineglass. “We talked about it less than eight hours ago. If I’d already forgotten your weird diet specifications it would be cause for concern. So, what are you going to do about dinner?” 

			“Nothing. I’ve got a granola bar in my suitcase, and the promise of a marshmallow sandwich. I’m fine.”

			“You’re not fine. You need something substantial to eat. More than one food group, preferably. What have you had today?” His thigh falls flush with mine under the table.

			My heartbeat picks up to a canter. “I had a bagel I snuck back to my room after continental breakfast for lunch. Bagels constitute several pieces of the food pyramid.”

			“Whatever you say.” He drops his attention to his phone.

			He’s not in a skirt that exposes the skin of his thigh, so he may not even feel where we’re touching. But I sure do. 

			On the other side of the room, a staff member throws open two large glass doors, bringing the cool outside breeze and the smell of fire inside. A huge wave of people migrate in that direction, drawn to the flame dancing in a silver pit. Or to the promise of dessert. 

			Sebastian looks up from his phone. “Okay, we’re set. There’s a door on the back wall that leads to the service kitchen. Meet me in five minutes.”

			“What?” I sit up straighter. “Why?”

			“I’ve got friends in high places. You’re eating tonight.”

			“You didn’t have to do that. Really, I’m not that hungry.”

			My stomach grumbles. 

			He laughs as he balls up his linen napkin and tosses it on the table. “You almost had me, until your body gave you away.”

			As he rises from his chair, I can’t help but wish my body would also keep its opinions about Sebastian to itself, too. 

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Sebastian

			Alessia is seated at the island when I walk into the service kitchen. Eloise, spray bottle and rag in hand, cleans the stainless steel surface around her.

			“She won’t let me help,” Alessia insists. “I tried.”

			“But did you try not sitting directly in her way?” I ask.

			“Is that a sense of humor I detect?” She nods as if impressed. “Looks like vacation has served you well.”

			“Nora’s a few minutes behind me,” I say, ignoring her commentary. “I wanted a buffer when we exited the table, in case any hawk-eyed Italians are paying attention.”

			“They are. And not just because of how tight your pants are.” She chuckles into the back of her hand. “Euro-snazzy.”

			“You picked the chinos. This is how chinos fit.” I note the bags beneath her eyes. “You’ve reached slap-happy tired, haven’t you?”

			“Yes I have.” 

			“I’m sorry I worked you both so hard today,” Eloise interjects. “I thought the heavy lifting in the fridge would be the end of it. But the resort promised me more servers, plus one was out sick, so I had to serve while Alessia rushed back here to help me plate the last fifty dinners. It was a mess.”

			“It was no big deal,” Alessia says. “I was bored listening to Sergio talk about how well he thinks he’d fare on Survivor, so I was thrilled to escape.” 

			I gesture at the clean kitchen. “I would’ve helped back here, too.”

			“Absolutely not, you’ve done enough.” Eloise points at a silver bowl near the stove. “Now, on to your SOS text. There’s the spaghetti. Handy that I made more than Alessia could ever eat.”

			“Thanks. That’s great. Nora isn’t a seafood girl, but I think she’ll like that.”

			“If you two want to hang out here, the dishwasher works from ten to midnight and the busboy will be in and out, so the doors will be open. If anyone gives you any trouble, just say you’re with the catering team.”

			“Okay. I’ll wait with her while she eats and make sure the bowl gets washed. And I’ll toss you a couple of bucks to double whatever non-seafood stuff you make Alessia this week to give to Nora.”

			Alessia’s brows lift. She proceeds to stare at me as if burning a hole in my soul. “Oh wow.”

			“What?”

			“You’re setting up Nora with the special girlfriend menu?” 

			I recoil. “What? That’s not—”

			“You really are into her.” She shakes her head. “It really happened fast, huh? Didn’t it take you two months of knowing Kelcey to start something?”

			Panic claws up the back of my neck. “That’s not happening with me and Nora. I’m just watching out for her.”

			“Between the girlfriend menu and you jumping to her defense at the table against Sergio, I’m wondering just how closely you’re watching.”

			My blood and skin turn cold. “The girl’s got to eat. That’s all this is. And she doesn’t know anyone here except Benji. She could use another buffer in the lion’s den when he’s busy doing…whatever it is he does. She’s not used to big families like this.”

			“You’re protective of her. I know what that means, Sebastian,” Alessia says. “I’m afraid my favor is coinciding with you actually liking someone for a change, and it’s giving me that hives-y feeling I get when I feel like I’m asking someone for too much—”

			“Please don’t get hives over this. Whatever you think is going on, you’re wrong.” 

			She lowers her voice a notch, leveling me with a knowing stare. “Am I?”

			In a vivid burst, I feel the slide of Nora’s hands on my chest in the lake, how close she let herself get. She looks at me with this intoxicating mix of guarded but curious. 

			Maybe I’m attracted to her. 

			All right, I’m massively attracted to her. Her pretty eyes and her legs and her bikini are in my head in an irrepressible way. 

			But that’s all it is. 

			Nora is the wrong girl to get ideas about. And not just because of this week. She’s obsessed with our sleepy suburb. Never mind that she’s twenty-seven and the median age of Great River is fifty-five. Her routine includes swim aerobics with my grandmother and going to her highly specific places. If there’s one thing I’m learning about Nora, it’s that she loves her routine and her job and her life—exactly as it is. 

			And I’m not staying there. I was never supposed to be back there in the first place. 

			Alessia’s gaze is searching as it holds mine. My heart pounds at an unnaturally fast pace.

			“Okay.” She drops my gaze and exhales. “If that changes, you’ll tell me, right? Because I’d rather just fake-breakup now than look like a schmuck if you and Nora get caught canoodling or something.”

			“You and I are not breaking—” 

			The door from the hall swings open. 

			I clear my throat and turn around. 

			Nora timidly steps forward, her red plaid skirt at odds with all the gray in here. It’s like a coil burner being flipped on. “Hi. Am I interrupting?”

			“Not at all!” Alessia says cheerfully. “We have spaghetti for you. The normal kind, without clams or anything.” She gestures to her right. “Nora, this is my girlfriend Eloise. She’s catering this week. Eloise, this is Nora, a fellow fake dater like Sebastian.”

			“Hi there!” Nora steps forward and offers Eloise a hand but pauses to examine her own palm. “Is it weird that I’m going for the handshake? Do people shake hands outside of an office? I’m more of a hugger, but you never know who truly wants one.” 

			I rub the space above my brow. Once this girl gets going, she is a talking tornado. 

			And why the hell is that so endearing? 

			Eloise takes Nora in her arms. “Hugs are my favorite.” 

			They move on to complimenting each other’s outfits in earnest. Nora lavishes praise on Eloise’s work overalls and hair scarf, Eloise compliments Nora’s hair and shoes, I think maybe they form a friendship blood pact—the whole thing goes on for a full minute.

			This girl, I’m learning, can fit in anywhere. And where I come from, that skill is worth its weight in gold. 

			Alessia stifles a yawn. “I’m ready to pass out. Sebastian, come by our room at 8:30 tomorrow. We’ll order room service breakfast and get ready for the day. And talk.”

			Talk sounds like a threat, somehow. 

			Before I can say a word, she and Eloise slip out the back door. 

			Nora walks toward the island. She’s wearing her black frames tonight with her hair in two French braids, and as pretty as she is, I can’t take my eyes off her legs—

			“Something wrong?” She looks down and smooths her hands over the front of her skirt. 

			Busted. “Nah. Let me get your food.”

			“They are so nice. I hope they didn’t make this just for me.”

			I grab the bowl from near the stove. “No, Eloise made it special for Alessia, who is a picky eater. Like someone else I know.”

			“At least I’m not the only one.” 

			When I finally track down a fork, I twirl it in her noodles and slide the meal across the island. “Mangia.”

			“Italian for stuff your face.” She stares at me for the length of two slow breaths. “Thank you for arranging this.”

			I lean forward on my elbows. “It’s no big deal.” 

			She twists her fork, but her eyes stay on me. “It is to me.” 

			I ignore the stirring between my ribs. Her gaze is wide open and earnest, and it makes me want to punch every person she’s ever known for making her believe something as small as a leftover dinner is a big deal. 

			As I wait for that swell of irritation to pass, I focus my attention on her makeup: the glittery silver shadow on her eyes, the blush on her cheeks, the way her lips seem fuller and softer than before. That is a feat, as they were already a taunting sort of plush. 

			“I’ll try to make it up to you,” she says. “I don’t know how, yet. But I’ll think of a way. What’s something you need but don’t have?” 

			Loaded question. “I don’t know. I’ve never really thought about it.”

			She takes a huge bite and chews for a long while. It’s refreshing to see a woman eat like a normal person and not a demure squirrel. 

			“I needed food, you got me food,” she says after a swallow. “What’s something you need, Seb?”

			The self-control to avoid you. “Nothing.”

			Her probing gaze meets mine. “Okay. Something you want, then?”

			That’s an even worse question, because what I want is for her to hop up on this stainless-steel island so I can drink my fill of her face up close as she wraps those legs around my waist. I want to know if her lips are as soft as they look. 

			That’s just the beginning of the list. 

			She is too many of my personal temptations, physically and otherwise, wrapped up in one pretty package. She’s sweet and friendly and cares so fucking much about Benji and everyone else at this wedding and what they think, even though she really doesn’t have to. 

			I let out a sigh. “For you to eat, woman.”

			Nora looks down, but I can still see it: a smile so big the apples of her cheeks almost touch her eyes. “All right.”

			I’m so caught between exasperation and physical pain that it puts a grin on her face. 

			She takes another big bite and lets out a contented sigh. “This is so good. Come here.”

			“I’m fine. That’s all for you.”

			With an eye roll, she grabs the bowl and circles the island. “Come on.” She twists the noodles around the fork as she nestles right in front of me, close enough to smell. Her perfume is deeply, enticingly floral. “You barely ate dinner, either. Open.”

			I have no fight in me. My thumb lands on the underside of her wrist as I guide her fork-wielding hand to my mouth.  

			A smile blooms on her face as I chew. “What’s the verdict?”

			“That”—I tap the edge of the bowl—“is a damn good vodka sauce.”

			“Told you.” Her gaze flits from the bowl to my mouth, and then settles on my eyes. “Want to finish it off?” 

			The question lingers in the air between us as hunger rolls through me. But I don’t want to eat. It’s just a vague ache I feel everywhere.  

			“No thanks,” I finally say. 

			She lifts a cluster of noodles without spinning the fork. Her eyes dance with mischief. “Your loss.”

			I should put enough distance between us that the toes of our shoes aren’t touching, but I’m too curious what the hell she intends to do with that heap of food. “You’re not going to eat all that in one bite, are you?”

			“What, this? Child’s play.” She tilts her head and slowly lowers the hanging mess into her mouth.  

			Somehow, she manages to fit it all.

			“I don’t know whether to be impressed or horrified.” 

			Or turned on, not that I’d admit it out loud. 

			Her gaze flicks to mine as she chews and then swallows. “It’s a very useful skill at dinner parties, though I’m sure my face is a mess.”

			Without a single thought in my head, I swipe the corner of her mouth with my thumb. Her soft, warm lip relaxes as I brush it in one single stroke.

			I shouldn’t have touched her. 

			My blood is lava beneath my skin, cut with white-hot regret. Words rearrange themselves in my brain as I try to salvage the moment. I show her the pad of my thumb. “You’re good.”

			Other than her batting lashes, she seems to be frozen in place as she stares at my hand. 

			A busboy muscles his way through the door, snapping me out of my trance. Nora takes a step back, blinking toward the ceiling.  

			“We’re with the caterers.” I turn toward the busboy. “Just on our way out.”

			“Cool,” he says, visibly disinterested as he hangs a right to enter the dish pit. 

			“I’ll take care of this.” I remove the empty bowl from Nora’s hand. “You can head to the fire pit. Or wherever you want.”

			She lifts her hand in a halfhearted wave, which I believe is sign language for way to make it weird. “I think I’ll just head to my room.”

			I clutch the bowl harder. “Good.”

			Her gaze rakes me up and down once. “Good night, Sebastian.”

			It was. 

			For a while, anyway. 

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Nora

			Rosalina peers over her shoulder from the passenger seat of Gia’s massive SUV. “I really thought there’d be at least one Uber in this town.”

			“I’m not sure I’d trust it, even if there were,” Alessia says with a shrug. “Really, I prefer not to drink so I can drive us back later. I’m more of a drink-at-home kind of gal, anyway. So you three should have the most possible fun.”

			Ro started having the “most possible fun” when she took three shots of tequila in a row before we even got in the car. Something tells me Gia will be right behind her as soon as we get inside and she’s done driving for the night. 

			The parking lot is nearly full as we pull into our destination. The GPS congratulates us on our arrival as Gia searches for a spot to park her beast. Located about thirty minutes away from the Foxfire Lodge, Eight Seconds Saloon is allegedly the place to be on a Wednesday night in the Adirondacks. I couldn’t be happier that this place seems like it’s hopping with people. I’ve been trapped in my own head all day and could use a little fun in the form of liquor and line dancing. 

			Because I cannot stop thinking about what happened with Sebastian in the kitchen last night.

			Or what didn’t happen, because I don’t think he’s aware of what he’s doing. That his touch set me on fire, even though it was innocent to him. 

			But the way his thumb slid against my lip didn’t feel innocent to me. Nor did my impulse to lean into his touch. Maybe bite him.

			I stare hard at the fringe of my denim shorts as I battle the memory. It’s so strong I’m not sure I’ll win, but I have to at least try. This is not the week to develop an attraction.

			Correction: there’s no good week when it comes to a guy like Sebastian. 

			It’s not only that he’s a studly turn-on of a man—whereas the best I’ve been called is cute—but also that he’s about to open a nonprofit in another state.  

			It’d be great if the first guy to stroke my lip like that in, oh, forever, was a banker or a teacher or something that kept him in one place. But no. It sounds like a life on the move runs in his family.

			He’d be a great candidate for no-strings-attached sex. If the attraction were mutual, that is. And I think it might be.

			But I think I could actually like him. 

			After the failed relationships and stalled situationships I’ve experienced, I should know better than to open the door for someone who can’t walk through it. I have to look out for my own heart, because no one else will. No one else ever has. 

			Sebastian was up front that he was leaving Great River soon. He all but hired a skywriter to emblazon don’t get any ideas over my head. 

			It’s now my job to heed the warning and not get any ideas.

			Alessia says my name in a way that suggests it isn’t the first time she’s tried to get my attention. 

			“Hmm?” I shift in my seat to face her. 

			Winged eyeliner accentuates her probing stare. “Are you okay? You’re being very quiet.”

			“I’m great. Really glad to be here,” I say. And that part is true, even if I’m a little distracted thinking about her fake boyfriend. Wondering how he’d react if he knew what his touch did to me.  

			I internally slap myself upside the head. Not even three seconds have passed and here I am, getting ideas.  

			We climb out of the car, and the four of us approach the saloon’s entrance in the same order we drove in: Gia and Ro in the front, Alessia and I bringing up the rear. All four of us have on cowboy boots and jean shorts. Rosalina is in a green corset top beneath her white bridal sash, as Italians claim green brings good fortune to a bride. Alessia has a white blazer over a black tube top—effortlessly cool as ever.

			The instant Gia laid eyes on me when we’d met up to leave the lodge, she’d pointed at my bedazzled, long sleeve thrift-store shirt and said we can do better than that, pretty girl.

			Now we are matching in white tank tops with the phrase Cowboy Pillows emblazoned across each of our chests.

			Is this better? Who knows. But I’ll be damned if I’m going to turn down her kindness.

			On the beat-up saloon doors, the silhouette of a man riding a bull is etched in the center, half on each side so that when they open, it gives the illusion that the man is being thrown off. 

			They creak as we pass through into a huge space with high ceilings, a big bar, and a roped-off dance floor where many people are line dancing. The rhythmic scuffing of boots is like a beating heart. It’s dark and smells wooded and sweet, like pine and hickory mingled with liquor. A mechanical bull draws a crowd on the far side of the bar. 

			It’s packed in here. It must be the only real game in town for going out. 

			We hit the ground running, meaning Rosalina and Gia run ahead to the bar to procure the first round of shots as Alessia and I trail behind. 

			Once we have our tiny glasses in hand, Gia lifts hers first. “To the most beautiful bride there ever was. I know this isn’t the tropical destination wedding you two had in mind, but we’re honored to celebrate with you anywhere, anytime. I’m grateful every day that of all the houses in the world, my family moved in next to yours, securing me a best friend for my entire life.”

			A fierce swell of emotion twists up my throat as I match everyone else’s smile. I never think about my future kids—just in case that’s not the direction my life goes—but if I have one, I want to give them exactly that. What Ro and Gia have. The time to build something lifelong. 

			“Gia! That’s so sweet!” Ro cries, eyes soft. “Who are you and what have you done with my best friend?”

			Gia thrusts her hand forward. “Cheers to beers and legs behind your ears!”

			Ro is the last to clink her cup. “And she’s back.” 

			It doesn’t take long, just a few shots for those of us drinking, before we’re loose enough to hit the dance floor. But we never make it more than a few minutes before Gia is dragging us back for one more round. I am a walking lemon drop, floating on air before long. 

			Gia convinces a few cowboy types to teach us the basics of line dancing.  We get better as a group, two-stepping like we belong, only minorly tripping over ourselves. It gets easier and easier, or maybe we just relax into it. Gia makes very good friends with a guy in a tan Stetson who says he’ll teach her how to work a lasso. Ro informs her that a man who’s good with rope is a bonus. 

			It’s not long until there are more locals swarming us, because apparently bachelorette parties are quite a draw. I’ve never been given so many one syllable names in my life. 

			I’m Chet.

			Brad. 

			Rick. 

			Roy. 

			Alessia sticks close to my side, side-eying the overly friendly ones. 

			I’m dancing with my first two-syllable name of the night when Alessia pipes up beside me. “Well, if it isn’t the yees to our haws.”

			I track her line of sight as Jessie—I think it was Jessie—lifts me from a dip. 

			Sergio blasts through the saloon doors, hot on Enzo’s tail. A ruddy-faced Benji enters next with Sebastian close behind. 

			My stomach drops to the ground. 

			Sebastian is in masterfully crafted jeans—thank you Levi or Wrangler or whoever did this—cuffed over a style of boot that toes the line between utilitarian and suave. His thick hair is a little wild. A green button-up hangs open over a white undershirt, the sleeves rolled up tight around his biceps. 

			My foot is two-stepped on by a boot. 

			Alessia’s hands fly out to steady me and steal me away from the cowboy whose name I’ve already forgotten. 

			“You can’t stop moving on the dance floor, silly. You’ll wind up like Mufasa.” She drags me to the edge of the scuffed floor out of the way of dance traffic. “I guess there weren’t many other options for bars in this small town.”

			Enzo’s lassoing the air and yelling something I can’t hear from here. Sergio smacks him on the back and points at something. Benji leans an elbow on Sebastian’s shoulder, which for him is like third base in a friendship. 

			I clap a hand to my face. “Oh my God. Is Benji drunk?” 

			“I don’t know, but my brother sure is.” 

			They attack this place like bats out of hell, nearly skipping as they close in on the bar, drawing the attention of every woman in spitting distance. 

			I can’t take my eyes off Sebastian, who seems considerably more composed than the rest of the boys as he swaggers behind. “Let’s go say hi!” I chirp, lightheaded. “You know, to check on Benji.”

			“Yeah, let’s go give them shit.” She cups her hands. “Oye, Ro, Gia—the guys are here!” 

			Ro drops her cowboys like a hot potato. Gia waves us on as the guy in the Stetson swings her around like she’s weightless.

			Alessia steps over the rope that delineates the dance floor from the bar area. Ro and I are right on her heels. Alessia’s hair toes the line between red and purple in this light, and I keep my eyes on it as we follow. 

			The crowd jostles as the bartender rings the tip bell, and we slip in the hole it creates. 

			“Shit, that’s my phone.” Alessia wheels around and scrounges it from her pocket. “It’s louder than a cat in heat in here, I gotta take this outside.”

			She jogs off, boots clanking against the ground. 

			“Hey Mazzelli!” Ro hollers. Her words are lightly slurred.

			Enzo, whose elbows are planted on the bar, looks over his broad shoulder. “Baby? Is that you?” His face lights up like he’s seeing Ro for the first time following a harrowing separation. They must not have known we’d be here. “Make way for my beautiful bride, everyone!”

			Ro squeals as she moves toward him. He extends one arm and scoops her up, driving her lower back into the bar. He wraps a possessive hand around her chin as his mouth covers hers. People whoop and holler as she throws her arm around his neck, and the bartender rings the tip bell above the cash register to add to the fanfare. Even Benji cheers with one hearty clap. 

			I muscle my way between Benji and Sebastian. Benji faces me, but every cell in my body is overly aware that Sebastian is an inch from my back. “Are you drunk, Sugar Cheeks?”

			Benji lifts an arm to get the bartender’s attention. “Good news, Nora! I like whiskey now.”

			Sebastian swoops his head a little lower, closer to my ear as Blake Shelton yells at us from an overhead speaker. “He’s plastered. They all are.”

			I nod, adrenaline coursing through me at his nearness and the warmth of his voice. 

			The bartender slings a rag over his shoulder as he stops in front of us. “What can I get you, brother?”

			Benji swivels toward the bar, almost hip checking me. I lurch backward to accommodate his width. 

			A hand steadies me. Warm fingers grip the sliver of skin between my jeans and my tank, sending a shiver up my back. 

			Sebastian’s touch is gone as fast as it came. “You good?”

			“Yes.” My skin prickles everywhere as I steal a look over my shoulder, my gaze colliding with his jaw. He’s right there, looming behind me. 

			I take a breath. Everyone is jammed into the bar like sardines. It is what it is. 

			Even still, it feels wrong. 

			Seb’s voice hits my ear again. “Where are you on the drunk scale of one to ten?”

			I hum in consideration. “Maybe a six. You?”

			“One. Someone’s got to drive.”

			“So, you’re their party dad tonight. Bummer.” I hug my chest. “Alessia’s our driver.”

			“Good.” He doesn’t get any closer, but his voice lowers like a caress. “They’re having fun. You should, too, Nor. I’ll keep an eye on everyone.”

			I peer up and back to catch his gaze. “What about you? You don’t get to participate?”

			His gaze dips lower on my face. “I’m happy to watch.”

			Benji rears back from the bar with two plastic glasses of honey-colored liquid and a broad smile on his face. He hands one to me. “Who wants to ride the bull?”

			I take a sideways step away from Sebastian. From both men. “Sure.”

			“Where’s Sergio?” Sebastian asks. “This seems right up his alley.”

			Sergio pokes his head around Enzo and Ro, who are now doing something even worse than kissing—making intense eye contact at very close range. Foreplay range. 

			“I’m here. ’Scuse me.” Sergio shoves past Ro and Enzo. “What’s the play?”

			“It’s bull time,” Benji declares.

			Enzo de-suctions his gaze from Ro’s face. “Did someone say bull?”

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Sebastian

			Nora’s hips move in a rhythmic sway as we move toward the mechanical bull ring. She’s in those damn jean cutoffs again, but this time, she’s wearing them with a body-hugging, nearly see-through tank top that begs to be stared at.

			How the hell is a shirt that says cowboy pillows doing it for me in such a major way? It makes me want to throw a sweater over her and lug her back to the lodge before an actual cowboy gets any ideas. 

			I pull up beside her so I don’t have to watch her walk anymore.

			Ro waves us on and jogs to the dance floor to rescue Gia—or maybe forcibly remove her from the cowboy’s arms. 

			Alessia surfaces, no doubt fresh from hiding to say goodnight to El. She gathers with the rest of us near the entrance gate of the corral, next to a group of three women.

			Behind where the operator is posted up on a stool, a sign that says Feisty Little Bucker hangs next to a digital clock. A hanging pendulum light casts a bright glow on the tiny, raised stage that acts as a podium for the mechanical bull. 

			A curvy girl with long platinum locks in a hot pink cowboy hat—who is completely falling out of her top—takes her turn as her friends cheer her on. Sergio and Benji are both openly gawking at her. 

			“I imagine this is what the strip club would’ve felt like,” Alessia deadpans. 

			Enzo turns around and faces the opposite direction like a good boy. 

			Nora subtly peeks over at me, mouth fastened to the rim of her cup. And because I’m looking right back at her, she is busted for checking. 

			“Not my type.” I lower my voice so only she can hear. “I prefer brunettes.”

			Her cheeks flush a pretty peach color as she takes a long sip to cover the smile on her face. And I’m the jackass who really likes putting it there. 

			The blonde’s turn concludes. She and her friends take off, leaving the bull open for our group. 

			“Next up!” the operator calls.

			Sergio—who I half expected to chase after the group of women who just left, given the naked lust in his eyes—bounds through the gate. “Let’s ride.”

			Ro scrutinizes his four-second turn with a crinkled nose. “That looks hard. I think I’m too that for drunk.”

			“You mean too drunk for that?” Gia asks, in no better shape herself as she sways. She leans on Ro for balance. 

			Gia goes after Sergio, lasting so long the operator had to crank it up to high gear to get her to fall off. 

			On Ro’s turn, she holds on for dear life, melting gracefully off the side in about three seconds. Enzo does it with no hands and a cocky smile, which is impressive until the operator tests his smug ass by kicking it straight into high gear. He falls off and jogs to the gate with a wave to his nonexistent adoring fans. 

			Nora’s next. 

			She steps on the podium and swings her leg over the bull. Her white cowboy boots dangle as she shimmies her body into place. 

			It whirs to life. Her back arches and her knees hug the sides as the operator eases her into the ride. She grips the lone strap with one hand and the other sticks straight up. 

			As the bull lurches and she hinges forward to hold on, her shorts ride up so high I can see the crease where her legs end and her ass begins. I lose a year of my life from the stress of trying not to look at her lithe body as she moves. 

			Speaking of types, she’s mine to a T—and the T stands for tempting.

			When she starts to slip at the end, she throws herself off and ambles confidently toward the gate. We cheer, and Alessia gives her a wolf whistle. Her giggle at the attention bleeds into a full-blown laugh.

			She exits through the gate and Benji offers her a high five. “Crushed it, Nora.”

			“What is this, gym class?” Ro says with a laugh. “Give your girl a kiss, Benji!”

			My stomach twists into a violent knot. 

			Benji’s steely gaze flits between Nora and his sister, and I cannot for the life of me figure out how he’s going to get out of this. My pulse rages in my ears. 

			Nora’s eyes are wide and fearful. For a split second, I’m sure they’re going to blow their cover by refusing to kiss. 

			And for a different second, I’m sure he’s going to kiss her. 

			Alessia grabs my arm like we’re watching a scary movie and leans close to my ear. “Remember when I bet you a hundred bucks he wouldn’t? I’m about to collect.”

			I don’t care about the money. I’d give a thousand for him to keep his hands off her.

			“Dude, do you need me to kiss your girl for you?” Sergio asks. 

			Alessia pinches Enzo’s elbow and whispers something in his ear. 

			I’m not even sure I’m breathing when Enzo dips down and throws Rosalina over his shoulder. “If you want to watch two people get weird, let’s find a mirror.” He smacks her ass so loud she screeches. “C’mon you filthy voyeurs. Next round’s on me!”

			“Bridal body shots?” Gia yells. 

			“Hell yeah.” Sergio squats and circles his arms around her thighs. “Need me to be your pickup truck?”

			“Fine, but I’m not going to your room tonight.” She holds on to his shoulders. “I just really like free rides.”

			“And that’s exactly what you’d find in my room.”

			She hits his back. “Andale!”

			They jog behind Enzo and his bride. 

			Nora’s shoulders sag in relief. “Saved by the Enzo.”

			But for how long?

			Alessia fixes whatever is wrong with my hair. “If anyone tries to get us to kiss, you have my consent to throw me over your shoulder and haul me into traffic.”

			“Very romantic.” I nod toward the busy bar. “Come on, I’d hate to miss watching Sergio take a body shot off his cousin’s bride.”

			Benji’s face morphs with disgust. “Have fun with that. I’ll stay here with the bull.”

			Amusement dances in Alessia’s eyes. “You and Nora go ahead. I’m going to hang back and get to know my future sort of brother-in-law.”

			…  

			As Gia lifts a shot glass from Ro’s cleavage with her teeth and throws it back hands-free, Ro pats her pocket. “Who’s texting me? All my people are here.”

			“And your people can party,” Nora notes, her voice drowned out by the house music and the tip bell jangling.

			“This is just a regular Friday for us.” Enzo hooks a finger around Ro’s sash and pulls her away from Gia. “I just don’t usually invite people when I take shots from her tits.”

			“Enzo. Hush.” Ro lifts her phone high to read it. “Why is my mother texting me about Italian wedding tradition?”

			“No Mamma V tonight!” Gia snatches her phone and fumbles it, sending it sailing to the ground. Enzo hurries to pick it up and pocket it. When he stands back up, he sways like a house of cards. 

			They’re going to pass out if I don’t step in. What did Nora call me? Party dad?

			Time to parent. 

			“We’re all well on our way to wasted,” I tell the group. “Maybe we should take a thirty-minute break—”

			“No resting!” Sergio cries. “This is a bachelor party. We’re supposed to shut this place down. Gia, what’re we drinking?”

			No one is listening, but I answer anyway. “Water would be my recommendation.” 

			Nora tugs me a step backward by the elbow. We stand side by side as we watch the madness. “Nice try. There’s no fighting this. Just let it happen.”

			“But if I don’t hydrate them, no one will. They’ll wake up hungover as hell.”

			Her eyes twinkle as she smirks. “What happened to let them have their fun?”

			It’s too loud not to get closer to her for this conversation. Our arms fall flush. “I underestimated how much fun they were physically capable of having on this side of thirty.”

			“Thirty is the new twenty.” She hip bumps me. “I bet you partied your butt off at twenty. Slutty baseball boy style.” 

			“Slutty baseball boy?”

			“At every school I’ve ever been in, especially in the south where we spent a lot of time, the baseball boys were secretly the sluttiest ones of all. Football players? Nah, there were too many eyes on them. Basketball and soccer? They had their fun. But baseball? They acted like goody-two-shoes with their yes ma’ams and hats and innocent demeanor. But they got more action than a John Wick movie.”

			She’s not wrong, though I’d argue it’s just a horny athlete thing, not a baseball player-specific thing. “And how would you know?”

			Her shrug is coy. “Maybe I was paying extra close attention.”

			I shove down my irrational jealousy that her attention was directed at those other assholes as I turn to face her. My heart pounds against my ribcage. Her gaze flits between my eyes, and I fight the urge to look at her mouth. 

			And then I lose that fight. Her pretty lips lift at the corners. I bet they taste as good as they look. 

			Gia steps up on the running board of the bar and hails the bartender. “’Scuse me sir, do you sell champagne?”

			His stare is appraising. “I have the stuff you cut with OJ for mimosas. Andre.” 

			“I’ll take a bottle.”

			The grizzled bartender, who looks like he could kill a man with his bare hands, retrieves the Andre, aims it at the wall, and uncorks it before surrendering the bottle. White bubbles fizz from the top. “How many cups?” 

			Sergio cuts in. “None, thanks.” He takes it and whirls around as Poison’s “Nothin’ But A Good Time” pumps the air full of energy. “Line up!”

			“Wedding parties,” the bartender grumbles, shaking his head as he lumbers off. 

			Enzo drops his ass into a stool and pulls Ro on his lap. Gia perches on the stool beside them and pats her thigh. “Nora, get over here.”

			She trots over and hops in Gia’s lap. 

			Sergio hovers over Ro and Enzo first. “Open up.”

			Enzo, who has reached senior prom after-party levels of drunk, wraps his fingers around Ro’s mouth to pop it open. Sergio lifts the champagne and drips it in. She wipes the excess off her lips as she swallows.

			“Feed me, Seymour.” Enzo steals the bottle from Sergio’s hand and takes his own swig. 

			Sergio steals it back and moves down the line. His shit-eating grin fixes itself in place as Gia lifts her chin. 

			His forearm flexes as he jerks the bottle upward, giving her way more than Ro. 

			Liquid bursts out of her mouth and sprays his white shirt. She punches him with one arm and holds Nora to her lap with the other so she doesn’t fall out. “Don’t drown me, jackass.”

			“Whoops.” His innocent expression fools no one as his attention moves to Nora. “All right, Benji’s girl—open wide.”

			That saying makes my skin crawl, coming out of his mouth. And I don’t like the way he looks at her.

			She opens her mouth. He rests the glass edge of the bottle on her tongue and places a hand beneath her chin, for no fucking reason.

			I want to smack that bottle out of his hand. 

			Nora’s eyes meet mine as he tips the bottle, heat swirling in their depths. 

			Her throat works as she swallows but she doesn’t even blink, watching me like there’s not another human on Earth, let alone in this bar. 

			Good. I want her eyes on me. I want all her attention. I don’t want her to touch Benji or anyone else. 

			And it’s driving me up the wall. 

			Bubbly liquid spills out of her mouth, pouring down her neck, down her chest until it soaks her shirt. She pushes the bottle away. “Too much!” 

			“Whoops.” Sergio attempts a chagrined smile. “You were taking it so well I forgot to stop.”

			“Jesus Christ, Sergio.” I lunge forward and snatch the bottle from his hand. 

			Everyone’s eyes are on me, but I feel Ro’s like a brand pressed into the side of my face. 

			Panicked, I take a swig. One won’t kill me. “Share the wealth.”

			They break out into cheers for me. All except Nora, who’s busy procuring bar napkins to wipe her chest.

			Everyone resumes competing for the Most Drunk Human award, where the points don’t matter and nobody wins. 

			I resume keeping my eyes off the off-limits woman who has thoroughly gotten under my skin. 

			… 

			At last call, Nora and I take one of Benji’s arms each and hoist them over our shoulders. I don’t need her help, but I let her do it anyway.

			“You’re going to regret mixing your liquors tomorrow, boyfriend,” Nora informs him. “Long Island Iced Teas are hangovers in a glass.”

			“Nah. You know, this wedding isn’t so bad.” Benji looks at Nora. “Thanks for forcing me to come. You’re a good friend.”

			Nora grins as we push through the double doors into the unseasonably warm night. The air is humid and smells like rain. “I’m going to quote you on that.”

			“And Sebastian”—his almost black eyes meet mine—“you’re A-okay in my book.”

			“Thanks, man.” Nora and I lead him toward the back of the parking lot. “Same to you.”

			“If you ever want to play Risk or something, Nora and I have a weekly game night. Usually lasts about four hours.”

			Nora lets out a nervous titter of a laugh. “He’s moving soon after we get back, Benji. I’m sure he doesn’t want to waste his time playing a long board game with us.”

			I catch her eye as fireflies strobe in the dark woods behind her. “I don’t?”

			She gets that deer-in-the-headlights look, and I regret saying it. It’s not a good idea to spend more time with her when I’m struggling to keep my interest platonic. 

			A slap on the back of my head disrupts the moment at a perfect time. It also stings. 

			“It’s a love slap,” Enzo slurs. He puts one clumsy foot in front of the other as he trails behind us. His nose is Rudolph red, just like Alessia’s gets when she’s had too much. He squints one eye as if to bring me into focus. “Thanks for coming this week. Miss hanging out with you, brother.”

			The feeling is mutual. I can’t remember the last time we’ve really spent time together. Sure, he’s been busy with a secret relationship, but when will we get this time again? 

			I wish there was more of it—time and opportunity. But I push the thought aside and focus on my current task before I let those thoughts catch hold. 

			“There’s nowhere else I’d rather be than your wedding. Now come here before you eat gravel.” I drag him into our human red-rover chain. He leans on me for support, which means we’re now three large men and Nora. 

			Gia and Ro dart past us like two drunk roombas zigzagging to home base. Alessia tries to keep up with them, hands lifted like she’s going to catch them when they inevitably fall. 

			Ro’s singing is indistinguishable. Could be a country song. Could be the contents of her grocery list. 

			“That’s my girl,” Enzo says, but it sounds like one word. Thasmygirl.

			It’s nice to see him so damn happy. Him and Alessia both. “Happy for you, bud.”

			“Me too. I’m a lucky motherfucker.”

			“I’m glad my sister found you,” Benji adds. 

			I get the sense that for him, this is a glowing endorsement. 

			We reach our parking spot. I unlock my car with the click of a button. “All right men, you’re with me.”

			Alessia shoots finger guns at a Ford Explorer SUV parked three spaces away. “And everyone who likes me better than Sebastian, let’s roll.”

			We break into the two vehicles. At the fifteen-minute mark of our drive home, the boisterous troops lose steam. Enzo passes out with his mouth wide open. Benji starts to complain of motion sickness, so I have to slow down on the mountain turns. A thirty-minute drive becomes a forty-five minute drive, and everyone is miserably restless or nauseous by the time we pull up to The Foxfire Lodge.

			I park next to the side entrance to our tower. Alessia’s vehicle pulls in beside mine. 

			It’s like a clown car opening up as everyone falls out, whatever jackets or purses or bridal sashes people remember to take draped over their bodies. Thunder rumbles the sky. It sounds like it’s going to pour any minute.

			Alessia emerges from the SUV, lips flat-lined. “These girls are a wreck.”

			“Yeah? Well, Enzo is passed out in my back seat. Sergio is close to that point, too.”

			Gia’s arm cradles her stomach. “I need a bathroom.”

			Ro’s eyes are closed. “I need our bed.”

			Thanks to the strict rules set in place by the parents paying for this thing, Ro and Enzo weren’t “allowed” to share. Enzo’s stuck bunking with Sergio, and Ro and Gia share a room. I had to listen to Enzo loudly complain about this very topic at dinner.

			“Take the rest of these drunkards upstairs, Rossi.” Alessia shoos us along. “I’ve got my brother and Sergio.”

			I hold her eye. “You sure?”

			“Yes. I know how to handle them drunk. And it’s better Z embarrasses himself in front of his twin and not his bride or friends.”

			I’ve never been more grateful to be DD in my life, watching this trainwreck unfold. 

			As soon as we cram into the elevator, Ro’s head thuds against the mirrored wall. “I think I should’ve kept drinking, because now it’s wearing off, and I feel all wrong.” She clutches the space above her stomach, almost like she was aiming for her heart. 

			“What do you need?” Nora asks softly. 

			Gia answers for her. “Death.” 

			The elevator encourages our exit with a sharp ding. 

			Benji hugs the wall as he walks, his key card still aloft from when he let us into the resort tower. That is a man ready to get into his room and end the day.  

			“610,” he announces, hovering his card at his door handle. “Nora, you coming?”

			“Go ahead. I’m going to make sure the girls are okay.”

			“We’re 612,” Ro manages, placing two hands on the wall to brace herself. “Gia babe, where’s the room key?”

			Gia’s eyes are firmly shut. “Check my boobs.”

			I stare at the ceiling while Nora goes fishing for the plastic card. 

			“There’s nothing here,” Nora says. “I mean, there’s boob, but nothing else. It must’ve fallen out when you were doing flips on the dance floor.”

			Gia’s voice is a warning of impending danger. “I really need a bathroom. Or a trash can.”

			I whip a key from my back pocket and usher Gia forward. “My room’s right here. 614.”

			She slaps her hand over her mouth. As soon as the door is open she darts for the bathroom and doesn’t even have time to shut the door before she’s on her knees in front of the toilet. Nora rushes in behind her and grabs her hair. 

			“That will make me sick,” Ro says wearily. “I can’t watch people throw up.”

			“Go lie down,” I tell her. “We can’t have two people getting sick.”

			I pace the foyer space, plaid carpet beneath my feet, as Ro lies facedown on my bed, fingers clutching sheets like she’s holding on for dear life. Nora gets comfortable beside Gia, cooing quiet words I can’t hear and rubbing her back. 

			When it’s clear that these will be the battle stations for the foreseeable future, I take an extra blanket from the closet and spread it on the floor in front of the television. I turn it on to drown out the sound of Gia’s performance. An old sitcom with a laugh track drones on as I stare at the screen and wait for Nora. 

			Minutes—or maybe hours, who knows—later, Nora tiptoes out from the bathroom. I never bothered to turn on the overhead light, so she’s backlit by the bathroom light and barely front lit by the pulsing television. 

			“Are you feeling okay?” 

			“Yes. Other than that champagne, I haven’t finished a drink in hours.” She drops to her knees at the very edge of my new floor bed near my feet, exhaustion painted in her eyes. “Gia’s asleep curled up on the bathroom floor. I begged her to at least sleep in the bed, but she refused to leave. I created a little towel bed for her, though.”

			The visual of that makes my chest hurt, her doting on a drunk person. “You did your best.”

			She fights a smile. Her gaze falls. “Should I go? I don’t know if you want to be alone with them, in case one of them needs girl help.”

			“Don’t go.” A second wind blows through my tired body. “In case one of them needs help, or they get scared waking up in a dude’s room.”

			She chews her lip and peers over her shoulder. “Okay.” 

			I pat the floor beside me. “This is all I have to offer.” 

			She crawls forward on the blanket, eyes still pinned to me. 

			Every pure thought I ever had about her incinerates in an instant. I’m possessed by a vivid fantasy of her crawling right up to me and swinging her leg over my hips. My hands climbing her thighs. The way she’d look from that angle, poised to wreck me. I’d make her leave that stupid tank top on and wrap it in my fist—

			The hallucination disappears with a poof when she lies down on the sliver of blanket between me and the TV stand. “Mike and Molly. Great show.”

			I massage my tense face, because there’s not one relaxed inch of me right now. “I have no idea what this show is. Not a big TV guy.” 

			She rolls on her side to face the TV, placing the smooth expanse of her neck and bare shoulder half a foot away from my face. “Give it a chance.”

			I take a steadying breath. “I will.” 

			Every inch between us feels electrically charged as we watch the show. Or more accurately, I watch her watching the show because everything about her is distracting: the way her fingers absently toy with the hem of her shorts, the way her legs slide together when she slightly shifts positions, the sound of her breathing. 

			How good it feels not to be alone. To be with her. 

			My interest shifts between her and the show until my eyes grow heavy. I drift into that first stage of sleep, not restful but not conscious, so much so that when she rolls over to face me, I’m not sure if I’m awake or dreaming. 

			Lips parted, her finger taps the tattoo on my biceps. My skin registers the sensation of my cotton shirt, then the warmth of her fingertips against my bare skin. 

			“What is the significance?” she nearly whispers. 

			I twist my arm. My muscles flex. “I scaled Everest a few times.”

			Her smile is almost reluctant. “The fact that I’m not sure you’re kidding is why you are a danger to all women under the age of sixty.”

			“That’s a nice way to compliment my lung capacity.” I pause. “I got it to remember the only real family trip we ever took. We spent a week in a cabin in the Appalachian Mountains. My parents, grandparents, and I.”

			“That’s a great reason to get one,” she murmurs, a dash of awe in her tone. She nudges my sleeve higher to see more. Her touch is impossibly soft.  “It looks good on you.”

			I think I could break a sheet of plywood clean in half right now. Maybe with my teeth. 

			Her skin against mine makes me reckless. “I want to see yours.” 

			She shifts onto her side like we’re watching TV again, her entire body parallel with mine, almost no space between us. So close. In this position, the ink above her right elbow is perfectly visible as her arm rests on her side. 

			My mouth drifts closer to her ear. The television has settled into a grittier show that takes place at night, so the light is scarce. Dark enough for trouble. “What does it mean?” 

			With every deep, shaky breath she takes, her back lightly bumps my chest. “One day is a lyric. My mom has the other half—to believe in you. It’s from her favorite song.” 

			I drag my thumb across the letters. My face moves to the hollow behind her ear as if magnetized. She smells as good as I know she’d taste if I kissed her there, sweet with a dash of salt. “But what’s your favorite song?”

			Her mouth falls slack and a tiny sound escapes. I want to collect it on my tongue and feel her lips against mine with an urgency that borders on desperate. The distance between us is swallowed up as she arches into me. 

			“That one’s written on my ribs.” Her tone is tinged with smoke and suggestion as she reaches blindly for my hand. Clasping my fingers, she guides them to the hem of her tank top. “Want to see?”

			I press my molars together and breathe through my nose to try to hold on to my self-control so I don’t flip her over and pin her to the ground. 

			As gently as I can manage, I smooth a palm over the sliver of bare skin between her shorts and her tank top. Fire coils up my arm as I nudge the hem of her shirt higher. 

			Her skin glows in the low light. I brush my thumb over the tattoo back and forth in two slow strokes. Her next exhale is sharp as she traps my hand against her skin before I can retract it. 

			I pull her against me as her breathing picks up. She guides my hand higher over her lacy bra. 

			This is so fucking wrong, but I can’t stop my fingers from sneaking inside. Her nipples are hard, begging to be stroked. 

			I pinch one between my fingers and roll it lightly. 

			The quietest whine escapes her mouth as her hips start to move, driving her perfect ass against where I’m hard for her. It feels so good to have her in my arms. My mouth finds her neck. Her pulse rages beneath my lips as I drift sideways, latching on to the warm skin behind her ear.

			She tilts her head as if to look at me. I brush my lips over her jaw. 

			And then I plant one little kiss on the corner of her mouth. I have to. 

			“Seb.” It’s barely more than a breath as she twists to lie on her back. I trace her lips with my thumb.

			She traps my finger in her mouth. 

			And then she lightly sucks. 

			Fuck it. 

			I bat her hand aside and my mouth closes over hers so fast I don’t have time to think. Her soft lips yield to mine. 

			She opens wider and gives me her tongue, pure sweetness in a languid stroke. She tastes like champagne—sweet with a hint of citrus. Like she’ll make me drunk and reckless. I tease her lips apart and deepen the kiss as her body melts into mine. 

			My other hand finds her hair. It’s soft and messy from the wild night. It slips through my fingers as her tongue slides against mine slowly. Too slowly.

			She pulls back and gasps a breath. 

			My body nearly vibrates with restraint. I feel like a wind-up car cranked all the way with nowhere to go. But if she wants to stop, I’ll respect—

			Her lips meet mine again, harder this time, and I groan into her mouth. Her hand sneaks up my shirt, her touch eager enough to make me want to do something stupid like reach my hand in her shorts to see if she’s as wet as I am hard. The scratch of her nails sends a shiver down my spine—

			The metal bed frame beside us creaks. 

			Shit.

			I ease off her. A blaring siren in my head deafens all other thoughts. 

			This is bad. At this angle, nestled close to the foot of the bed, Ro couldn’t see us unless she sat up, right?

			We stay completely still on our backs as we wait for Ro to say something or show she’s awake. Her motionless silence persists for a minute, and then another as my heart rate regulates. 

			I got so caught up in Nora I forgot there were other people in this room—passed out, but still. I forgot everything except her. 

			What if she’d caught us? What the hell was I thinking?

			Everything about Nora is off-limits right now and moving forward. Obviously, I can’t trust myself not to take things too far, and more than one person is implicated if this thing goes sideways. Time to cut the power on whatever switch she’s flipped in me. That starts with us never being alone again. 

			Not that we were even alone this time. 

			When I’m certain Ro is asleep, I attempt to stand, but Nora’s warm hand closes around mine to stop me. 

			“This is your room,” she whispers. “I’ll go.”

			And despite it all, I’m disappointed when the door shuts quietly behind her. 

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Nora

			Sweaty and giggling, I climb on top of Sebastian’s hard body the same way I’d mounted the bull.

			—and roll off my cot in real life, landing face-first on the cold floor next to Tairn’s empty travel crate. 

			“Morning,” Benji intones. He’s sitting with Tairn snoozing on his shoulder like someone slipped a yardstick down the back of his shirt. All traces of last night’s drunk levity are gone as he sips from the paper cup that comes with the tiny coffeemaker in our room. “There are no more pods left. We’ll have to outsource for yours. It’s for the best, because this tastes like tar.”

			There’s the Benji I know and love. 

			I shove up from the floor and force myself to stand. I’m still in last night’s clothes after crawling into this dark room late last night with my tail between my legs. I didn’t want to wake Benji by turning on the lights or rustling through my suitcase.

			So I slept in a tank that smells like champagne, a bra that digs into my rib cage, and shorts that feel one size too small in the light of day. 

			And now I feel like I’m walk-of-shaming around this hotel room. 

			Guilt roils in my stomach. I smooth my hair, which probably looks like it’s been electrocuted. “What are you doing?” 

			“I’m grading essays about the sociopolitical ramifications of transitioning to geothermal energy.” 

			I blink twice. “Uh…neat!” I clap my hands together, summoning energy I do not possess from the great beyond. “Okay, so why don’t I have a quick rinse”—scalding shower to wash off the smell of Sebastian—“and then we can go on a walk before breakfast or something? Hit the gym? Or we can invite your family to lunch and do the boyfriend-girlfriend thing. Whatever you want.”

			It’s his turn to blink twice. “You know you don’t have to be in girlfriend mode every second we’re here, right?”

			Nor have I been. Not even close. I was so distracted by Sebastian I forgot my priorities last night. Being a good friend is the top one, because when the wedding ends and Sebastian is gone, Benji will still be there. 

			“I know I don’t. I just want to do a good job for you.”

			“Nora. I appreciate what you’ve done for me. I’m having a fine time.” He closes his computer. His almost black eyes nearly glow in the bright light streaming in from the window. “I know I’m not always the most…effusive person.”

			I snort-laugh. 

			“Okay, point taken. I’m never effusive. But I want you to know that I appreciate you. Not just for this week, but always. I don’t feel like I have to pretend to be anyone other than me when we’re together. Ironic, I know, since the point of this trip is to pretend. I guess what I’m saying is I’m grateful I’ve found a friend who just lets me be me.”

			“Back atcha, brother.” I cross my arms. “That’s what you are to me, you know. Like a brother.”

			“Good. I’m glad to be.” He stares at me long and hard, wearing a smile in his eyes. “You fit right in with my family. I can tell my sister likes you.” 

			Throat tight, I nod. “You think they’ll hate me when this is all over?”

			“I won’t let that happen. I’m going to tell them I was in the wrong in the breakup. They would’ve assumed as much, anyway, since nothing I do is right in their eyes.”

			My heart hurts that he’d feel that way. “Benji, no. The whole point of this was so they’d go easy on you for once. Tell them I’m an evil wench.”

			His lips twitch. “No one would believe that, Nora. Not even for a second.”

			Fondness wells in my chest. “You must be hungover or getting soft in your old age. We can worry about the breakup later. We’ll keep this up as long as you want. Maybe until you do change your mind about dating and meet someone right for you. Do you think you’ll finally come around on setting up a dating profile when we get home?”

			“I’d rather take a joyride inside a centrifuge than go on a date with a stranger from an app. I can’t endure the small talk required for that. It erodes my soul. And if I liked a woman, I wouldn’t force her to make small talk with me, because it would be an outrageous waste of her valuable time. Therein lies the dilemma. The right woman for me, if she exists, won’t be found on an app.”

			“And where do you think you’ll find her, Benji? Under the couch with your lost socks?”

			His lips pull into a line. “You’re worrying about me. Cut that out. I’m happy on my own.”

			“I will always worry about you,” I admit. 

			“You’re no better than my sister and mother,” he grouses, but his lips lift up as he turns back to his computer screen. 

			“I’m different because you can fire me or ignore my calls without me getting mad at you. Okay, new plan: why don’t you do whatever you want this morning, but we take a brief break for breakfast after my shower?”

			He nods appreciatively. “Now we’re talking.”

			… 

			That shower was the reset I needed to face the day. 

			Goodbye, Cowboy Pillows, Daisy Dukes, and smoky eyes. Hello clean jeans, clean white peasant top, and a bare face. 

			With my hair styled in two French braids, Benji and I head to the elevator. 

			I press the down button. “I’m getting excited about August at the store. I already have some idea for fall displays.” 

			“I bet they’re needlessly elaborate.”

			“They are.”

			The door opens and the smile falls off my face. 

			Sebastian stands alone inside, his head tipped down as he reads a book called Grand Strategy. His hair is wet and he’s in glasses. 

			Reading glasses and actual books? Really? As if I needed to find one more thing sexy about this man.

			“Are you going to walk?” Benji asks. 

			Sebastian’s gaze snaps up at the sound of Benji’s voice. He removes the glasses from his face and tucks the earpiece into his collar. “Morning.”

			I force my legs to move. “Hi.”

			Moving as far away from Sebastian as possible in the tiny space, I cross my arms and hug the wall. He seems to have the same impulse, shifting to the opposite side. 

			Benji stands between us, hands clasped in front of him in a loose fist. 

			Sebastian clears his throat. “How are you feeling this morning? Any regrets?”

			My gaze cuts to his as my pulse trips over itself. 

			“All those Long Island Iced Teas,” Sebastian continues, gaze firmly fixed on Benji. “Figured you’d be hungover.”

			Right. 

			“I’m fine. Nora bought me vitamins last month, so I took a few of those. Hoping for the best as the morning progresses.”

			“Vitamins, eh?” Sebastian rubs his neck with the same fingers that were inside my bra last night. I remember exactly how they felt. “That was thoughtful.” 

			I spend the rest of our descent analyzing the tops of our heads in the mirrored ceiling. 

			Maybe the spa has deep tissue massage appointments available, because this much tension in my body can’t be healthy.

			We’re not even over the threshold of The Dawdling Deer lounge when the fighting hits my ear. It spills into the hallway, a tangled mess of voices. 

			“Please tell me that’s not my dad yelling,” Benji mutters. 

			I go first and the men slowly follow, as if unsure whether breakfast is worth it.

			Ro and Enzo are squared off with their dads, Giuseppe and Vinny. Pointer fingers are flying. The dads are pointing at each other, Ro is pointing at Enzo, and Enzo is pointing at himself. 

			This clarifies nothing.

			And at least forty people are enjoying their continental breakfasts, watching the fight like a show.  

			I just wanted a nice, quiet breakfast with Benji, dang it.

			Alessia swoops in out of nowhere, face pale. She nearly bowls us over, guiding us out of earshot. “Oh good, you’re all here. We have a problem.”

			Sebastian’s brows knit together. “We do?” 

			She gestures at the Ferraro-Mazzelli Fight Square, and then at Eloise, who is standing off to the side with something like remorse etched in her features.

			“The florists came late last night and left the delivery out back of the event hall. They texted the wedding planner, who of course doesn’t live at this resort. Since she knew El had a key to the service kitchen and fridge, the planner texted El at midnight to put the flowers in the fridge”—she lowers her voice, which has been steadily getting louder—“and she didn’t get the text until we woke up. And by the time we got to the flowers, it had poured in the night and drowned them.”

			Sebastian curses. “Were you able to salvage any of them?” 

			“Nope. And it doesn’t matter because they weren’t even supposed to drop the flowers off until Saturday at the earliest. Today is Thursday. They had the wrong wedding date.”

			“It seems like the resort should have set delivery hours,” Benji says, ever practical. “Why did they drop them off in the middle of the night?”

			“The Adirondacks are a lawless frontier.” Alessia’s eyes flash concern as she looks toward her girlfriend. “Now El is trying to apologize but Ro and Enzo are fighting about what to do about the flowers, while their dads fight about money.”

			“El, short for Eloise, correct?” Benji asks.

			I turn on him. “Wait, how do you know about Eloise?”

			He nods at Alessia. “We hung out and enjoyed ourselves last night while you people went wild.”

			Benji doesn’t enjoy “hanging out” with anyone. But he hung out with Sebastian’s best friend who he is about to be related to (sort of)? This is the six-degrees-of-Kevin-Bacon stuff I need to think about before I find myself alone with Sebastian ever again.

			A muscle in Sebastian’s jaw jumps. “It’s not her fault the florist left a ton of flowers outside. They should be held accountable.”

			“Oh, agreed. But try telling her that.” Alessia wipes her forehead as she sighs. “She feels that if she’d woken up from a dead sleep to her phone when they texted none of this would’ve happened.”

			“Come on,” Sebastian nods sideways. “Let’s talk to Ro and Enzo and we can be their sounding board of reason. Or at least we can be buffers. It’s just flowers, and there’s always a fix.”

			Alessia and I wince in unison. 

			“Maybe don’t say ‘just’ flowers to them when we’re over there,” Alessia offers, plucking the words right out of my head. “Ro has probably had her mind set on specific wedding flowers since she was a pageant tween. Flowers are massively important to an aesthetic.”

			A loud clattering rings through the lounge as a plastic bowl strikes the ground. Cereal scatters everywhere. 

			“Vinny,” Mamma V gasps, scrambling to her knees. “That was my breakfast!”

			“Oh Christ,” Benji groans. “Here we go.”

			Benji and Sebastian rush forward just as Benji’s dad, Giuseppe, squares up on Vinny.  “Did you just strike my wife?” 

			Vinny, despite his height advantage, seems to shrink. “I was gesturing! She walked past my elbow!”

			“I was walking my food back to my table and wanted to check on my daughter,” Mamma V whimpers, plucking Frosted Flakes off the floor one at a time. 

			“Dad, relax. It was an honest mistake.” Ro rubs her temples, paler than I’ve seen her. After last night, it’s a miracle she made it to breakfast at all. “Mom’s fine.”

			“That’s right. An honest mistake.” Vinny squares up right back, as if emboldened by Ro’s attempt to settle them down. “You should listen to your daughter, because I’m getting tired of always being your bad guy, Giuseppe.”

			“What am I supposed to think, when my wife falls to the ground at your elbow—”

			“You give me the benefit of the doubt. You can’t solve all your problems with violence, like you did back in high school. You do understand that your daughter will soon be my daughter, too, right?”

			“In law,” Giuseppe hisses. “She will be your daughter-in-law only. But I will always be her father first and foremost, you manipulative—”

			“Please!” Ro cries. “Give it a rest!” 

			The chattering in the room goes quiet at once, all eyes on her. 

			“I am facing a real crisis here and you aren’t helping in the slightest. I have dreamed about my flowers since I was a little girl. They are ruined. Which means my photos are now ruined. And you two are bickering like you’re two kids on a playground.”

			“Rosalina, don’t speak to your father like that.” Pushing up from the ground, Mamma V looks to Giuseppe as though she barely recognizes him, the respect oozing right off her. “He was defending my honor. And don’t you think I’m upset? I paid good money not only for your photographer, but to have your photos featured in The Knot. I wrote the most compelling story about love persevering despite all odds! The odds of course being the groom’s unwelcoming family standing in the way—”

			Ro’s mouth falls open in shock. “Are you kidding me right now?” 

			“Watch your tone, young lady!” Giuseppe insists. “Wedding or not, you will respect your mother.”

			I think Ro’s head may roll right off her shoulders. “Oh, now you two are on the same side? Now you respect each other? Where was this energy the last thirty years?”

			“Trouble in paradise?” Vinny asks coolly.

			Enzo lifts a silencing hand. His face is pale, and he’s holding Ro’s shoulder as if she’s the only thing keeping him upright. 

			He may or may not puke at any moment. “Dad, stop.” 

			Vinny whirls on his son. “I’ll say what I want. I don’t care about a frivolous magazine spread, but those flowers cost me thousands of dollars. And negligence has ruined them. I want to know exactly who is at fault for this, and I want it in writing.”

			Eloise has backed so far away she’s almost flush with a far wall. 

			Alessia cracks her neck and strides closer as though prepared for battle. “The florist is at fault for dropping off on the wrong date at an unreasonable hour, Dad. And they will be held accountable. The contract should have had a drop-off window indicated, and the wedding planner should’ve verified that.”

			“You did sign a contract, right?” Vinny asks his son. 

			Enzo swivels to Ro. “We did, right?”

			Black mascara streams down Ro’s cheeks. She shakes her head as if too overcome to speak. Veronica descends on her with arms outstretched, knocking Enzo out of the way in her haste to hug her. 

			For a long moment, Ro’s crying trumps the fighting. 

			Alessia claps her hands, all business. “We can and will fix this. We’ll raid every florist within driving distance. I’ll talk to the caterer and help them make room for proper storage in the Hickory Hall walk-in fridge so they can stay safe.”

			“Okay, but Rosalina and I are supposed to meet with the officiant at one, which was the only time he was able to drive out here prior to the ceremony,” Enzo says. “Sergio, can you take care of this?”

			Sergio—who is sitting at a table next to Gia and wearing a pair of heart-shaped sunglasses no doubt to obscure his hangover—sucks air through his teeth. “Sorry. I’ve got virtual clients to train all afternoon.”

			“Benji and I will do it!” I blurt. This is a great opportunity to make ourselves useful. “We’ll hit all the stores and bring back as much as we can.”

			“Nope, sorry. Not happening.” Benji points at his face. “I can’t even be outside without risking an allergy attack. Those flower stores are murderous.”

			“Right, your aching sinuses. Of course.” I want to glare at him—not for his very real concern, but for ruining my plan. “I’ll handle it on my own. No problem.”

			“Sebastian, ride with Nora.” Enzo’s no-nonsense look yells not up for debate. “She might need muscle.”

			I glance around the room. Surely someone else in this room wants to track down flowers with me. Heck, I’ll even take one of the non-English speaking great aunties if it means not facing Sebastian in the light of day. 

			Mamma V’s eyes linger on me. “I wonder if it’s too late to rearrange my spa appointments—”

			“It’s no problem,” Sebastian cuts in. He peers my way and gives a curt nod. “Right? We can take care of it?”

			Rock, meet hard place. 

			I force myself to perk up. “Yup. We’ve got this. No need to reschedule any appointments, Mamma V.”

			Ro swipes tears off her cheeks. “Thanks guys. This could work. At the very least I’ll get a bouquet out of this. Right?”

			“Yes,” I assure her. “As many bouquets as you want.”

			The rubbernecking breakfast guests quickly lose interest when there’s no further fight to watch. No one is paying attention to us anymore. Alessia rushes off, no doubt to meet Eloise. Benji excuses himself to make a plate. 

			Sebastian and I follow Ro to her table. She drops into a chair next to Gia, who is sitting corpse still. 

			I take out my phone and open the Notes app. “Any preference on flowers, Ro?” 

			“Just no red roses. I don’t want my wedding to feel like The Bachelor.”

			“You got it. And your absolute favorite?” 

			“I like whites and pinks. And any greenery for filler. Gia, you got my wedding credit card?”

			Gia flinches as if Ro’s voice is way too loud before reaching into her cleavage. 

			“Maybe we crowdfund a purse for Gia?” Sebastian offers.

			Ignoring this, Gia tosses the card my way. 

			“Don’t spend more than three thousand, please,” Ro requests. 

			Three thousand? My broke inner child just dropped dead from sticker shock. That would’ve been six months’ rent for our Oklahoma studio apartment. 

			Sighing, I turn to face the man I did not intend to spend more quality time with. Sebastian’s gaze is cryptic as he stares back at me. 

			How my morning plan of “doing whatever Benji wants” morphed into “holding my breath every time Sebastian so much as looks at me” is the eighth great wonder of my world. Emphasis on the wonder.

			“Come on,” I say, resigned. “We need to get that girl some flowers.” 

			He nods. “I’ll take control of the GPS.”

			Awkward or not, here we come.

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Sebastian

			Nora lets out a thoughtful hum as she turns down the music. “These tiny little thumbtack towns look like vintage postcards.”

			“Sure.” 

			Not that I’m paying attention to the towns. I’m too distracted watching her drive. More specifically, watching for potholes, speed limit signs, deer gathered on the shoulders of the back country roads. 

			“If only they had actual flower shops,” she continues. “They’d be perfect.”

			The first two towns we passed through didn’t have any, or even the kind of grocery stores that might carry small emergency arrangements for dudes who forget their wives’ birthdays, but if my maps app is to be trusted, the next town does. 

			As we pass a Welcome to Ladagalley sign, Nora pulls a Fast and the Furious maneuver and swerves off the cracked gray road to catch the entrance to a coffee shop. I grab the oh-shit bar and hold on for dear life. “Easy, killer.”

			“What? I took the turn at five miles per hour.” She slows down to funnel into the drive-through line. “I need coffee.”

			My body lights up like a firework in anticipation of caffeine. “Great. I want to be really alert so I can hear the rest of your chaotic playlist.” 

			She shoves my arm. “You sang along to half the songs. Mezza voce.”

			“One does not hear ‘All Night Long’ or ‘Sweet Emotion’ and not sing along.”

			She pulls up beside the ordering speaker, and we’re greeted by a perky voice. “Top of the mornin’, I’ll be with you in a moment.” 

			I attempt to read the menu through her window, but I can barely make out the words. I unbuckle my belt and use the center console for leverage so I can lean closer. 

			Which also means I’m forced to thrust myself into her space. 

			The car rocks as she jabs the brake. 

			“Sorry, foot slipped,” she mutters. “Should I just read you the menu so you can sit back down?”

			“This is much faster.” I scan the Lass and Lad’s Irish-themed offerings, looking for the normal coffee orders amid all the leprechaun shit.

			But the longer I hover here, the more I breathe in the delicate, sweet smell of her that’s slowly becoming a comfort and a vice. Sunlight streams through her windshield, illuminating her glowing skin.

			We both got carried away last night, and I know it can’t happen again, but that doesn’t dull the impulse to get close to her. 

			Which is exactly why we shouldn’t spend time together. 

			My brain tunes in to the sound of her sigh instead of the words I’m trying to read. 

			“Can you please pick something?” Annoyance has crept into her tone. 

			I get it. I’m annoyed with me too, for wanting what I can’t have.

			“I don’t have a go-to order at these kinds of places.” I tilt my head her way, and fuck, do I instantly regret that. 

			She’s right there. It’s a clear-frames glasses day, and her hair is in two cute braids. 

			Her full lips are bare. No gloss, no lipstick, just a shade of naked pink that makes it hard for me to remember why I said no more of this.

			“Get any closer and we could Lady and the Tramp a stick of gum.” She tries to sass me with that, but her eyes are on my mouth and her voice has lost its heat. 

			It’s been less than an hour and I’m already tempted to do something stupid. 

			I should clear the air right now, before that happens. “Last night was…”

			Those sea glass eyes snap up. “It was what?”

			Risky.

			A bad idea.

			Like I was finally awake after years of being asleep.

			My fingers find one of her soft, thick braids. I stroke it with my thumb as I lean in and steal her mouth. 

			The car lurches forward again, and she stomps the brake. 

			I rear back, dazed. “I’m sorry.”

			She shifts into park and winds her fingers in my hair, her gaze flitting between my eyes and lips. I cup her cheek and close the distance between us again. 

			There aren’t enough words for her lips. She uses only enough tongue to tease me, a tentative swirl. Her thumb lightly massages my cheek in a way that’s both soothing and sexy, a suggestion of how she’d dig in if she got her hands on me. We tilt our heads just right to take it deeper, and shit, I’d give anything to unbuckle us both right now so I could pull her closer. Maybe all the way across the center console. 

			“Sorry for the delay. Ready when you are!” says the disembodied purveyor of coffee.

			I pull back panting. 

			“Go ahead and order first,” she murmurs, wild eyed.

			“One large triple espresso, plain!” I yell before forcing myself to drop back into my seat. 

			“Plain espresso, huh?” Her voice holds a determined edge, like she’s willing things to feel normal on the heels of that kiss. “You studied the menu for that long only to order it plain?”

			I refasten my seatbelt. “Had to read the menu to be sure I wanted it plain.”

			Or maybe I had to be in her space. Had to have my mouth on hers. I’m not sure what’s true anymore. 

			She leans an arm on the window to order hers. “One large oat milk cappuccino with brown sugar please.”

			As soon as we leave the line, she turns up the music as if to thwart any potential conversations. 

			I turn it back down. “We need to talk.”

			She lets out a panicked sound that’s almost feline. “Do we?”

			My head feels like it’s turning in slow motion toward her. Never in my life have I met a woman who didn’t want to talk about things like this. She clutches the wheel until her knuckles are white, her jaw tight like she’s bracing for something. 

			It makes me wonder how many guys have kissed her and blew her off afterward. “I keep finding my mouth on yours, so yeah, that warrants a conversation. Preferably before I trip and fall and find my hands on you, too. What are your thoughts?”

			Her exhale is sharp. “I don’t know. Friends kiss all the time, right?”

			My eyes narrow. “They do? Are you regularly kissing Benji?”

			She shudders. “God no! Never.”

			“Then what friends are you kissing?”

			“None of them. I don’t know why I said that, okay? I haven’t kissed anyone in a very long time.” She turns out of the coffee shop and immediately surpasses the speed limit. “I don’t know why I said that either. Unhear that, please.”

			She’s blushing like she’s embarrassed, but all that does is confirm to me that every man in Long Island or wherever else she’s lived is a dumbass. “Nora—”

			“We need to focus on flowers.” She grips the wheel tighter. “I’m trying to be a good friend to Benji and his family. You’re doing the same thing. Can we table this?”

			“The kissing, or the talking about it?”

			She takes a very long time to answer, and when she does, it’s just, “I don’t know, Seb.”

			“Excellent. That makes two of us.” I lift my coffee from the center console, no closer to understanding what we’re doing here.

			Many songs on her playlist later, the map on her phone leads us to Heart of Hudson Street. The buildings are weathered white brick, most with colorful scalloped awnings. Lights strung across the road create a fake ceiling to the cobblestone street.

			I look up from the map on my phone. “Lily’s Lilies and More, up there on the right with the yellow door. Do you know how to parallel park?”

			She cuts a look my way. “Why wouldn’t I be able to?”

			And I found a new way to put my foot in my mouth, it seems. “Sorry. My bad. Of course you can.”

			But she butchers her attempt, cursing under her breath until she gives up altogether and finds a spot down the block. One that allows her to pull in without parallel parking. 

			“All right, let’s fix Flower Gate, shall we?”

			I nod. Obtaining flowers is a tangible objective. It gives me something to do with the excess energy coursing through me. 

			I usher Nora inside with a hand on the small of her back. Relief floods me as I clock the sheer amount of flowers on display. Pinks, purples, soft whites, and creams. Plenty to make Ro happy. “Jackpot.”

			It smells like late spring in this place, with moisture in the air to match. A cluster of low-hanging wisteria dangles from a false lattice roof. 

			I plant my hands on my hips. “What do you want, boss?”

			She points to a display of white flowers. “What do you think of these?”

			I shrug. “They look fine.”

			“Just fine?” Her eye roll seems playful enough. “Do you know what they are?”

			I lace my hands behind my neck. “If they don’t grow in Nella’s garden, I don’t know what they are.”

			If she’s going for subtle as her gaze roams my body, she fails miserably. Adrenaline flows through me hard and fast. 

			She swallows and checks out the ceiling instead. “Of course you garden for your grandmother.” 

			“I mean…yeah. I mow her lawn, maintain the rose bushes, that sort of thing. She sits on the porch and drinks and orders me around. It’s fun for her.”

			Her attention slides back to the blooms. “These are hydrangeas, also known as Blair Waldorf’s favorite flower. May that fact serve you well in trivia someday.”

			“Noted. Ro said she likes white, so I say we grab them.” 

			“We’ve got the budget for them, that’s for sure.”

			“Honestly, I think flowers are the least essential part of a wedding. I’d rather drop three grand on a trip, myself. Don’t worry, I’ll never let the bride hear me say that, since I value my extremities.”

			“Wise.” She leans forward to smell another flower I don’t outright recognize. This view of her, surrounded by color as she holds her braids from falling forward with a soft smile on her face, would make a pretty picture. “And what, in your opinion, is the most essential part of the wedding?”

			“The vows. I’d spend weeks making sure those are just right. When the wedding ends, that’s what’s left.” 

			Her thoughtful pause is long. “Oh.”

			“What does that mean?”

			She looks up at me, cheeks rosy. “It means I bet you interview very well, because that’s a great answer.”

			I can’t help but grin at the indignation in her tone. “I don’t interview well. I’m more of a prove-it-with-hard-work kind of guy.”

			Her body leans closer to mine, but she doesn’t touch me. “I can see that, too.”

			I want to thread my finger through her beltloop and tug her closer. But I muddied the waters enough with that kiss, so I tuck my hands in my pockets instead. “What’s your answer? Most important wedding thing?”

			“Hmm.” She fiddles with her braid. “I always imagined eloping, since I have a family of one and all. But if my husband wants a proper wedding, that’d be fine. I’d want the important people in our lives there. I don’t care where it is or what season or what color anything is. I want people dancing until their feet hurt and arguing with the DJ for just one more song. Lots of laughter. At the end of the night, I want one last dance with my man when the room has emptied out. I don’t want to be a bride who makes all the demands and he’s just along for the ride, I want it to be equally ours.” 

			“But you’d want to elope? Where?” 

			“A beach.” She smiles softly. “Somewhere tropical so I can wear a cheap cotton dress and a white bikini. A wedding and honeymoon in one. Spending a ton of money on a wedding doesn’t appeal to me. I’d rather save that money for a house.” 

			Something tells me Nora in a simple dress would outshine even the fanciest bride. 

			I clear my throat. “You’ll need just one flower, then.” I lift a yellow bloom from the display and offer it to her. “A bright one for behind your ear.”

			Her lips twist into a shy sort of smile as her lashes flutter. She takes the stem, her fingers brushing mine. “Good choice.”

			I want to give her more things just so she’ll make that face again. 

			“Do you want a family?” she asks. 

			Honestly, I haven’t thought about anything like that for a long time, since Kelcey told me it’d be unfair to my kids to make them move schools all the time for my job. 

			But do I want them? 

			“Yes, I’d like a family. If I could ever figure out how to pull that off with my life. Which I probably can’t, so it’s a moot point.” I swallow, heat creeping up my neck. “What do you say we get these flowers? We’re on a time crunch.”

			“I’ll get a cart.” She scurries off, leaving me with a shit ton of flowers and no one around to steal them. 

			A minute later, she returns with a cart and a determined expression. “The lady at the counter said anything on the main floor is fair game.” 

			I drop the flowers I’m holding into the cart and stroke my chin. “Should we search the internet for what types go together? For her bouquet?”

			“They’re all pretty. Pretty things go together. Let’s grab everything.”

			“But what are the rules? I’ll research it.” I take my phone from my pocket. This is what I should’ve been doing in the car on our drive over, but I was too distracted by her and her playlist. “I don’t want to show up with a bunch of bad flowers.” 

			“Bad flowers?” An airy laugh slips out of her mouth. “Is there such a thing?”

			“Yes. You heard her mom going on about magazine spreads and whatever the hell. I know how these rich people operate. Like when people want me to paint their houses, they have picked out contrasting colors that complement each other. The right blue to go with the right coral that both play nicely with eggshell or whatever the hell shade of white for the trim. All the same paint finishes. That’s the kind of perfection the Ferraro mom will be expecting. If we drop three thousand on flowers that aren’t good enough—”

			She pinches my cheeks to shut me up. “They don’t have to be perfect to be good enough, Sebastian. Watch this.”

			I let my phone hang at my side as she flits about, brow furrowed in concentration. 

			“A sunflower,” she murmurs, taking the bloom from the metal trough-like vase. She whirls around, eyes wide as she appraises the options. “An orange rose.” Pluck. “A white hydrangea.” Snag. “A yellow tulip.” Grab. She spins again, a pretty tornado in this tiny shop. “And these pale daffodils! Yes.” 

			She gathers them all in her fist and holds it up for my inspection. “Voila. I’ll call this one sun kissed. You wouldn’t think they’d make sense together, but they work. And if it’s ugly, hey, at least it was made with love.”

			She’s so proud of the thing, with all its mismatched stem lengths and sizes. 

			“It does look sunny,” I admit.

			“Thank you.” She places it in the cart and sets to work picking more from the display. 

			“I don’t like getting things wrong,” I blurt. “It’s not that I want to be perfect. I’ve just spent a lot of time feeling like I’m not”—I shake my head, dislodging the words smart enough and good enough—“like I’m going to disappoint people.”

			She blinks at me. “You really believe that you could?”

			“I don’t know what I believe.”

			She drifts closer, taking my hand to spin the ring on my finger, the way I’ve seen her spin her own when she’s thinking. “I can’t imagine you disappointing anyone.” Her eyes gleam. “Not Ro with flowers, not your friends who you are doing this elaborate favor for, not your family who probably think you’re God’s gift to humanity, not your mentees who I’m sure idolize you. So, who? Who are you disappointing, exactly?”

			Myself. Constantly. 

			She drops my hand. “Your best is good enough.” 

			When I don’t immediately say something, she pokes me in the ribs, and then again until I laugh. “You hear me? Even if your best is mismatched flowers, it’s more than fine.”

			I tuck her words away, hyperaware that she’s studying me. She was having a good time putting flowers together, and I derailed her with thirty years of baggage. 

			So, I angle her toward the flowers with a hand to her waist. “Let’s get back to it. If it’s for sale, we’re taking it.”

			She opens her arms as if to gather the whole store into her embrace. “That’s the spirit. Let’s Supermarket Sweep this thing.” 

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Nora

			I blow a chunk of my savings and all of Friday afternoon on a pomegranate sugar scrub and pedicure at the spa. 

			Did I need a pedicure? No. I groomed, waxed, and polished my whole body within an inch of my life before coming on this trip. 

			But was it great to avoid the world for a while and clear my head? 

			A resounding yes, though Sebastian hovered just on the edge of my mind all the while. 

			Shopping with him was too good. It was the kind of day that makes me dream of day dates and long lunches on patios and other impossibilities. I now know which pocket he keeps his wallet in, his vocal range, how quickly he drinks his coffee, and how he watches the road while I drive while most people watch their phones. That sticky trap brain of mine has already stored those intimate details.

			Dinner is seventies disco themed. I rock my favorite sequined short romper I was planning to wear un-thematically with my favorite boots (I decided they match everything, even though they don’t.) Benji makes me a plate at tonight’s buffet-style setup as Sergio talks all our ears off about his favorite bars in all five New York Boroughs. 

			It doesn’t escape my notice that Sebastian and Alessia are absent. 

			It does make it easier to focus on being girlfriend of the year, though. Just thinking about him showing up makes my insides twist with hope, so I try not to. 

			Benji’s social battery dies when Gia forces the whole table to play Never Have I Ever, us included. We do not make it even half a round before we bail so he can turn in for the night. 

			And frankly, I’m tired of always winning Never Have I Ever. 

			I curl up in the bed and force myself to try to unwind with a few episodes of my comfort show Cheers on my laptop as Benji watches something in his chair, headphones on. But it turns out the ever-charming Sam Malone can’t solve my restlessness tonight. 

			Maybe a walk would do me good. I need to recapture the fun I’m on vacation energy I once had before Sebastian confused my senses, and the rain seems to have stopped. 

			Abandoning everything but my key card, I pull my door shut behind me and set off for the one place I am least likely to run into anyone from this wedding at ten p.m.: a resort amenity geared for kids. 

			I cut across the grounds, my path lit by the full moon. 

			The game room is on the far side of the tennis courts and unlocks with a swipe of my room key. The smell of stale popcorn lingers in the air. Ping-pong, pinball, pool, air hockey—this is the perfect place to take out my energy on various sized balls and pucks. Luckily, I’m a professional at turning a two-player game into a solo act. 

			A muted sound hits my ear. The hairs on my arm rise up as I look left and right.

			I’m not alone. 

			I pass the pool table to check out the rest of the L-shaped room. As I turn the corner, my gaze lands on a flexed back and a delicious arm poised to shoot a dart.

			I can’t escape this man. And I hate that my insides warm at the sight of him, that I feel instantly safer knowing he’s here. 

			Subtle retraction. Wrist flick. 

			Thud. 

			His dart strikes the double-point ring on the twenty. 

			I slide my fingers into the shallow pockets of my romper. “Forty points.”

			He freezes in place for a beat. “There are libraries louder than you, Nor. Give a guy a warning when you’re watching.” 

			“I wasn’t watching you.”

			“You can.” He throws another dart and turns around to face me. “I just like knowing it’s happening.”

			A blush burns my cheeks. “I figured no one would be in here.”

			“It’s the steam room all over again.”

			Static heat gathers in the air between us. I try not to look at his mouth now that I know how it feels against mine. “I can go.” My voice betrays the nerves lodged in my throat. “I wouldn’t want to intrude—”

			“Or”—he nods past me—“you can let me destroy you in air hockey. Since you’re already here.”

			I shift my weight. Staying in here feels like a mistake in the making, but I can’t bring myself to leave just yet. “You weren’t at dinner. You or Alessia, I mean.”

			“Had to help Eloise. Turns out buffets are also a pain in the ass, just like every other part of catering.” A tiny smile lifts the corners of his lips. “Missed us?”

			“I’ve gotten used to having you both in the Thunderdome for meals. Purely selfish, since you’ve been hooking me up with great dinners. But there was chicken tonight, so I didn’t need you.”

			His brows lift. “Mm-hmm. And you think that the chicken Benji brought you came from the buffet?” 

			The surprise must show on my face. “I—well, yeah. I did.”

			He chuckles under his breath as he shifts past me. “C’mon. One game. Then if you want to go, I’ll walk you back. I don’t like you near the lake alone at night.”

			A small dam bursts somewhere in my body, flooding me with heat. “Because of potential resort criminals?”

			“Resort criminals, bears—”

			“Bears?”

			“You are so easy to rile up.” His laugh is delicious, even if it’s at my expense. “Don’t worry, the bears are higher up in the mountains. They don’t like us much, either.” 

			I eye the door. “How sure are we about that?”

			He moves toward the air hockey table. “Guess you’ll have to take my word for it. Come grab your striker. Promise I’ll go easy on you.”

			My heartbeat is a raging rhythm in my ears. Somehow, I don’t believe he will. 

			And I don’t think I want him to.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty

			Sebastian

			One of us has to be the brakes tonight, and since I already lost control in her car, it’ll have to be me. Not that my body agrees.

			It’d be easier if she’d stop staring at me across the table with those siren eyes and sexy black frames, biting her lip as she concentrates, and playing like this simple game is of Olympic importance. It’s a little too cute how seriously she’s taking this. 

			She leans forward to reach for the puck, and for the umpteenth time since we started this game, I spot the red lace of her bra. That image is going to be burned into my subconscious. 

			Tonight, if she’s merciful enough to visit me in my dreams, I’m not letting myself wake up. 

			“Whoops,” I say blandly as I let her sink another goal. 

			She points an accusatory finger. “You barely moved to block it.”

			“Must’ve been distracted.”

			“Relatable.” Her smoky gaze holds mine across the table. “It’s kind of surprising our paths never crossed before all this. Before you came into my work, I’d never even seen you at a grocery store. Where do you shop?”

			Before she can so much as blink, I sink a goal. “Instacart is a hell of a drug.”

			Her laugh is incredulous. “Fine. Keep your secrets.”

			“I shop at North Shore Farms once a week because Nella likes a certain kind of produce. I live with her in Spruce Heights. Her house needed a lot of work, and I wanted to take care of it. Plus, since Great River was always a short-term plan, I wanted to enjoy my time with her.”

			“I get that.” The loud, obnoxious sound of the puck ricocheting off the wall feels at odds with the tone of her voice. “I don’t know how you do it. All that starting over.”

			“Kinda nice to know so many people in so many different places.” I work to keep the defensive edge out of my voice. “Like if I’m ever in the swamplands of Florida and don’t want to eat at Mr. Bell’s Biscuits alone, I’ll have friends to drag along with me. And fresh starts are fun. Why do you think so many people make New Year’s Resolutions?”

			“The allure of change and very good marketing by Peloton and 24 Hour Fitness?”

			I spit out a laugh. “Fair enough.”

			Her smile is good-natured. “I bet you two have a great time as roomies.”

			“We’ve got our things. Poker once a week with Alessia and whoever else we can wrangle. I keep her company while she watches the worst hour-long dramas you’ve ever seen in your life. She’s a fantastic cook, so I exploit that. Her red sauce kept my teammates on my good side in high school. Seriously, I think they liked me only because I had them over once a week for dinner and she spoiled the crap out of them with baked ziti, spaghetti, you name it.”

			“I wish my cooking had that kind of power. I’d love to be able to impress people. Think she’ll teach me what’s in her sauce if I befriend her at the pool?”

			I grip my striker harder as the image of her and Nella cooking together bursts to life in my mind with alarming clarity. “Good luck. Nella won’t even teach me.” 

			I barely try to block her winning shot. Game over. 

			It’s for the best; any more of her red lace peep show will wreck me when I’m already fighting several consecutive days of pure, unresolved need when it comes to her.

			“I win!” she squeals. “I never win.”

			The hockey table powers down, the noise of the air jets falling away. But a loud steady sound persists. We blink toward the roof in unison.

			I scratch the stubble forming on my chin from exactly nine hours of not shaving. “Rain.”

			That weather phenomenon shouldn’t thrill me as much as it does. But if Nora wants to go back to her room, I want her to go. 

			There’s no disappointment in her eyes as she takes a step backward. “Guess we’re trapped here a little while longer. Want to let me win at darts next?”

			My body moves forward, keeping the distance between us small but safe. “I didn’t let you win.”

			“Nah, you just did everything in your power to lose.”

			“History is always written by the victors.” I take a few large strides to retrieve my red darts from the board. “How’s your darts game?”

			She removes a set of blue from the caddy on an adjacent wall. “Let’s just say I’m worried for the structural integrity of the board and everything within a ten-foot radius.” The fabric of her cute one-piece whatever it is shimmies as she gets in position. She lifts her arm and hurls a dart at the wall without even pausing to line up her throw. 

			Terrible. “Ah. I see the problem.”

			“My aim?” Her giggle is melodic. “Yes, I’m aware.”

			The dull ache that pounds inside me every time she’s near grows sharper. “May I?”

			Her chin lifts as she transfers another dart into her right hand. “You may.”

			I close the distance between us. Her back is an inch from my chest, our bodies two parallel lines that will continue forever without crossing, if I leave well enough alone. 

			And yet I cup the elbow of her throwing arm anyway. My palm glides up over her forearm as if powered by its own motor. Fuck, her skin is soft. “You have to take your time. You barely even looked at the target before you threw.”

			Goose bumps skate down her arm. “How long am I supposed to look at it? Until it hops off the wall and gets closer?” 

			“Smart ass.” It takes everything in me not to bury my face in her neck. I lift her elbow higher and cock her forearm back before tapping the her heel with the tip of my shoe. “Slide this back so your stance is diagonal to the board.”

			She obliges, stopping only when our bodies are flush. 

			A tornado of wanting tears me up from the inside. I’m fighting for my life even as I move my mouth closer to her ear. “Now throw.”

			The dart flies through the air, sinking its metal tip into black cork. 

			A quiet yes slips from her mouth, but she doesn’t move. Doesn’t put distance between us.  

			“Eighteen points.” My mouth finds its way back to her ear, my nose tucking in behind it. She smells so good I can’t stand it. “Not bad. Try again. You’ve got one more.”

			Her head turns, and her gaze searches mine. Those eyes are cut with lust. 

			We stand for several audible breaths, touching without touching. 

			Eyes on my mouth, she murmurs, “Show me again.”

			Her request takes a hammer to my resolve. What’s left is dust slipping through my fingers as I squeeze the curve of her hip and guide her into the same position she was in before, diagonal for throwing. 

			This time I hold her there with my hand on her stomach. “Ready?”

			Her ass pushes back, putting pressure against where I already hurt for her. Gritting my teeth, I count to five, warring with myself. 

			She lifts her shooting arm and holds it there. 

			Just like last time, I slide my palm over her shoulder, down her biceps, greedy to feel as much of her as I can on my way to her hand. When I reach it, my fingers close around her tiny wrist. 

			I cock her arm back. 

			She releases the dart. Her head tips sideways, exposing more of her neck, letting out a quiet hum of contentment as it strikes the board. 

			Temptress. 

			My mouth moves toward the curve of her shoulder. Heat radiates from her body. With her throwing hand now free, her fingers find my hair, threading and tugging as I tease a path toward her ear with my lips, never fully kissing her. Never pressing. We fit together so well, like our bodies were shaped to stand together, just like this.

			“I promised myself I wouldn’t make another move and get in the way of what you’re here to do this week.” I pull back. “If you want this here and now, you need to show me.”

			She exhales in a shaky gust. “I thought I was.” Her hand moves to where I’m still holding her hip, digging in her fingers so I’ll grip her harder. “How could I be any clearer?”

			“Put your mouth on me, for starters.”

			In a fluid motion, she spins to face me. Her big bottomless eyes meet mine, reeling me in hard and fast as she places her palms on my chest. “Put it where?”

			“Christ. With a question like that?” I stroke her bottom lip. “Kiss me before I get any other ideas.”

			Her breaths come fast and shallow as she pushes on to her toes. I duck my head to meet her halfway, catching her mouth with mine. The frantic hum of my thoughts settles until it’s just her in my head. My hands palm the backs of her thighs, and I lift her in one rough motion. Her ankles lock behind my back.

			The kiss is intense and probing from the jump, like we’re picking up in the middle of the heated conversation we started back in her car. Her lips are soft but possessive as her hands move to cradle my neck tight. I’m starving for depth, for her sounds. 

			Her eager tongue circles mine. I give mine back, tasting her. 

			“I’ve been thinking about this since the minute we stopped yesterday. I wanted to beat down your bedroom door and kiss you again.” I plunge my hand into her hair. “I’m so fucking tired of holding back.”

			“Stop holding back.” Her plea is heated. “Please?”

			I walk us toward the nearest flat surface. “I’ve had dreams about you. This.”

			“Really?”

			I lick the surprise right out of her mouth as I deposit her on the edge of the pool table. She braces her hands behind her on the green felt as I hitch her legs open. I step between them, my palms sliding slowly up her thighs. I grit out a sound of need as my hands tuck under her ass, tilting her up. “You have the greatest legs I’ve ever seen. And your skin is so damn soft.”

			Her eyes are hungry as she watches me handle her. “I had a sugar scrub today.”

			My fingers dig into her flesh. “What the actual fuck is that?”

			“It’s a spa thing. A woman rubs you down with exfoliants.”

			“Got it. Give me a name so I can tip them extra for taking good care of you.” I take a fistful of fabric in my hand. “And what is this thing you’re wearing called?”

			“It’s a romper.” Her lashes flutter as she blinks up at me. “Do you like it?”

			“Do I like it?” I jerk her by the hips against where I strain against my jeans, and a shocked sound leaves her pretty mouth. “In case you’re confused about how much I like every part of you, here’s your proof.”

			After an awestruck oh, she lunges for my lips, as though my slow appraisal of her body has gone on long enough for her liking. Her tongue and teeth and lips are messy against mine, her sounds fevered as I move my hand to the top of her leg, teasing her inner thigh with light up and down strokes of my thumb. 

			She detaches from my mouth with a tiny, frustrated groan. “We’ve got to get out of here. Too risky.”

			“Okay. Let’s go.” 

			But her hand tightens on my hair, guiding me lower. I move to the hot skin at the base of her neck and suck the sweet remnants of her “sugar scrub” right off her. Her back arches, pressing her chest into mine. 

			When I pull away, her neck is damp and shiny from me. I wish this room was private and locked down. I’d make her damp everywhere with my tongue. “Leaving now?”

			Her head tips back and her eyes close. “Uh-huh.”

			I kiss a path across her collarbone, lower over the swell of her tits.

			“Just a peek.” I nudge both her romper straps over her shoulders, tugging down until her fancy bra is on display. She’s a perfect handful, and I’ve got big hands. 

			I lower as if to take one in my mouth, stopping just shy of where her nipple presses against lace. My gaze flicks up to meet hers. “Can’t ruin your pretty bra, can I? You probably wouldn’t appreciate me ripping it off.”

			Her chest heaves harder, and she lets out a sound that suggests she might want it torn, after all. 

			I give the top of her exposed cleavage a teasing lick and kiss on each side. It takes everything in me not to play more, strip her of this bra and suck her until she can’t stand it.

			She dusts her hand over my abs, moving lower until she reaches the outline of my cock. Her palm rubs against my jeans. I groan her name into her mouth, plundering her with my tongue as she keeps contact with me any way she can, her hips lifting off the table and her hands inside my shirt scratching and grabbing. 

			I guide her backward with a hand to her chest until her elbows hit the table. I haven’t even touched her and she lets out a breathy moan as if I’ve thrust two fingers inside her. She’s hurting for it as much as I am and all I want to do is give it to her. I want to make her forget that her first instinct when I told her I dream about her was to question it.

			Her hooded stare is incendiary. “The underwear matches the bra, in case you were curious.”

			I tip my head back to gather myself, though the gathering is brief because I can’t keep my eyes off of her for more than three seconds.  

			I slide her romper aside. Big fucking mistake. She’s barely covered by the red lace.  

			“You are so fucking tempting,” I grind out. “Tell me to stop before I get us caught.”

			Her voice is shot and her pupils are blown. “Kiss me. Touch me. Something, quick.”

			I move my mouth an inch from hers. “You want it quick?” I drag her ass all the way to the very edge of the pool table in a rough jerk and spread her wider. 

			She gasps. “Please.”

			My knees bite the hard floor as I drop down. I press my thumbs into the groove at the inner apex of her thighs. Her hips lift as she pants. I drag my lips up the insides of her thighs. The light over the pool table makes her look like she’s on display for me.

			Nudging the lace aside with my fingers, I pause to appreciate how she looks in the low light—perfect, wet, and ready to be worshipped. She whimpers as I trace her soaked entrance with one finger, applying pressure without sliding inside. This is not the time or place to tease her when every second could be our last, but her stuttering breaths are turning me into an animal. “If I’d taken you on a proper first date, would you have spread your legs for me that night? Or would you have made me wait?”

			“This.” The word is a moan on her lips. “I would’ve wanted this.”

			I drive two fingers inside as I drag my tongue over her clit. She cries out full volume, discretion forgotten. If she wants it quick and risky, she can have it.

			Nora can have whatever she wants, and I will be the one to give it to her. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Nora

			My heart pounds as Sebastian works me over with delicious, relentless pressure. I’m so close I’m frozen, my muscles wound tighter than a spool of thread.

			“Fuck.” Sebastian jumps to his feet, lunges for my waist, and flips me in one clean jerk so I’m bent over the table. He grabs a pool cue and positions me like a marionette, bracing me from behind as if teaching me how to hold it. 

			His chest presses into my back as the door across the game room opens. Somehow Sebastian heard whoever was coming just in time. 

			His breathing is loud in my ear. “Fix your clothes. We have to go.”

			Hand shaking, I reach down and slide everything into place between my legs. My thong against my throbbing clit is almost too much. 

			I exhale sharply, regaining my sensibilities. 

			He hovers close to my ear. “Ready?” 

			I’m ready, all right. 

			We step into the night as rain pummels the ground. Maybe Mother Earth wanted to offer me a cold shower so I could think this through. 

			But I’m not interested in thinking. I want Sebastian’s commanding hands back on me, guiding my legs apart. Even if it’s just once, even if we know our days are numbered, I want one reckless night where tomorrow or goodbye just don’t matter. 

			The roof juts out just enough to shield us, but the path back to the main resort is uncovered. 

			Sebastian slaps his back, his voice a roar in the rain. “Hop on.”

			“What? No, that’s okay. I’ll slow you down.”

			“Would you rather get your boots wet in that giant puddle?” Without waiting for my answer, he guides my arms over his shoulder and squats, leaving me no choice. I launch myself onto his back and wrap my legs around his waist. 

			He takes off in a jog as I hug his warm body with all I’ve got. 

			The cold deluge slaps me in the face, and I can do nothing but bury my face in the cradle of his neck. I shriek into his skin as he picks up the pace, his steps quick and powerful as he tackles the incline past the courts, his shoes splashing water everywhere. I want to joke that my boots are still getting wet with the downpour, but instead I nibble his neck, because who cares about clothes or rain or anything else when Sebastian Rossi is the chauffeur of your mortal coil? Who cares when he’s so solid and alive in my arms? 

			He holds my legs to his stomach with one strong arm, but I tighten them to get a better hold. I am adrenaline and need funneled into a body, clinging to him like he might wash out with the storm if I loosen my grip.

			The closer we get to the main resort, the more I feel him tense. He deposits me a ways off from the door. 

			“My room,” he yells. “You take the elevator. I’ll take the stairs.”

			I let myself into the lobby as he disappears, presumably to use a side entrance. We can’t be too careful in this place. 

			My concern proves to be founded the minute I hit the lobby. There are people milling about; none I overtly recognize, but enough that I come back into my anxious brain with a rough landing. I dip into the bathroom just long enough to grab a paper towel to wipe off my glasses. 

			Dripping wet, I race for the elevator. 

			Please, no more people. I send up the silent plea as I press the button for our floor. My breathing regulates slightly when the doors shut, trapping me alone in the metal box.  

			When I step off on our floor, it is blissfully empty. 

			Sebastian blasts through the door at the other end of the hall, his shirt clinging to his body and his waterlogged jeans a shade darker than they were. My heart is a thunderous stampede in my ears as we move toward his door, each step on the carpet charging my body with electricity. I’m prepared to swerve if needed, to zigzag back to my room and hide away should anyone materialize, but I can’t fathom waiting any stretch of time to get my hands back on him. 

			He gets to his door first, eyes still on me as he lifts his key card to the reader.  

			With one last look over his shoulder, he guides me inside with a hand on my hip. The door latches shut behind us, cloaking us in darkness. We fumble for each other. The only light in the room comes from bursts of lightning outside his window and the lamp on his end table.

			His hands cup my face as his mouth eviscerates mine in a brutally hot kiss. 

			Our tongues tangle as he struggles to get words out. “I’m glad you’re here.” 

			His words slide into my mouth, down my throat, lodging in my heart. It is so hard not to get ideas about what it could all mean.

			Calm down, feelings monster. 

			My hands seek something to hold on to, settling on his arms. “I like these.”

			“Yeah? I like these”—he tugs my lip with his teeth—“and these”—he cups my breast outside my clothes, sending a firebolt of need through my body—“these…” His thumb brushes the skin right next to the corner of my eye, where my smile lines will etch deeper if he keeps talking like this. “You have intoxicating eyes.”

			My heart stutters. Mercy, he’s good. He’s so good it scares me. 

			“And these really do it for me, too.” He taps the rim of my glasses. “You have no fucking idea.”

			The sweetness gives way to something headier as he pulls back and looks me up and down. A grunt of appreciation rumbles from the depths of his throat. “Let’s get out of these wet clothes.” 

			He slides the straps over my shoulders. The romper falls in a heap at my feet with very little coaxing, leaving me in my skimpiest red underwear set. I wrestle his wet shirt over his head. The air changes between us as I move to his jeans. 

			“You’re sure?” His voice is tender but urgent.

			“Yes.” Rain pelts the window like a drum. “Very sure.”

			I fumble with his button and drag his pants down. His body is a fusion of art and athleticism. His tattoo stretches over his broad shoulder, spanning his pec, a beautiful ink tapestry of mountains, birds, and trees. It’s a moment and place in time memorialized as he remembered it, so in that way, it’s like glimpsing into his brain.  

			I unclasp my bra and toss it aside. 

			His eyes are on fire as he kneads my breasts with impatient hands, backing me into the wall next to the bathroom door, strumming my hard nipples with his thumbs. 

			I try to drop to my knees, but he pins both my wrists overhead with one hand as the other explores my body. Heat pools between my legs under the heavy weight of his inspection. He takes his time, igniting flames everywhere he touches. He starts with my lips, pinching the bottom one between his fingers and moves to brush my jaw in a light stroke. 

			He tilts my face and moves my hair off my neck. His mouth teases a path down my neck. “So fucking pretty,” he murmurs into my skin. “Every part of you.”

			I’ve never felt desired like this. It emboldens me and makes me want to touch and taste him until the phrase holding back isn’t even in his vocabulary. I want to make him feel so good I’m crawling out of my skin with it. 

			He drags his fingers down my ribs, across my stomach, up between the valley of my breasts. 

			He releases my wrists and cradles my face in both his hands. The devilish hunger in his eyes softens when they meet mine. For a second, he’s just the guy who secured me spaghetti and stuck close to me all week when it would’ve been easier not to. 

			The guy I can’t seem to stay away from.

			The need coursing through my body concentrates to a single sharp point in my chest. My heart flutters in a dangerous, dizzying way. 

			I push off the wall and let my gaze fall to his abs. Emotionally uncomplicated, delicious abs. I remove his boxers and wrap a hand around his thick length. He is so solid in my palm. 

			The lust returns with venom and fangs.

			“Not yet.” His eyes blaze with heat as he hooks his finger into the strap of my underwear and drags them down my leg until I kick them aside. “You were ready to make a mess on that pool table before we got interrupted, weren’t you? I could feel that you were close.” He runs his thumb over where I’m soaked for him. With his gaze intently on my face, he thrusts two fingers inside, a quick and dirty plunge. A moan escapes my mouth. He slowly retracts, only to give them to me harder. “Let’s finish what we started.”

			He slides in and out, unrelenting, goal-oriented, precise. His thumb circles my clit as I scramble to hold onto his shoulders so my wobbly legs don’t fall out from under me. My body diverts all its blood, energy, life force to where he’s touching me. Sensations stack one on top of another, my nipples pulling tight as the need blooms to an unsustainable height. 

			My limbs grow tense. I’m suspended in the almost, the moment just before I fall into bliss. 

			He adds a third finger. I cry out as he changes the angle, pushing just hard enough. “It’s just you and me now. Let me hear you.”

			The back of my head hits the wall with a thud as my orgasm plows into me. Sensation bursts from deep inside and radiates out in every direction, further and further until it lights up all of me. I swear the air around me can feel it, too. He draws out the rippling heat, slowing his hand as I ride the wave of pleasure. 

			As soon as he pulls his hand away, I turn greedy all over again, stroking him. He’s hot and hard and his hips jut forward as I tighten my hold. I want him to be as wild with need as I was.

			His breaths are sharp daggers thrown at random. He plants his arms on the wall on either side of me, caging me in. Keeping me close. 

			He toys his lips against mine, kissing when I quicken my hand, giving me his tongue when I stroke him harder. I think if this hotel fell into a sinkhole or launched itself into space, I wouldn’t notice for how lost I am in him. 

			“Will you tell me what feels good?” I murmur. “I want to get it right.”

			His brown eyes are molten. “Let’s get one thing straight: there is nothing you could do to me that wouldn’t feel good. Stare at me with that eager look in your eyes long enough and I’d come for you. What gets me off is you, not some trick of your hand. Being the lucky asshole who gets to have you. Watching you even pretend to belong to someone else drives me up the wall. Is that fucked up?”

			My skin and need grow feverish. Something rearranges in me on the cellular level at his possessive words. “I want you. Only you.”

			He growls out a good as his rough hands land on my waist. “Bed.” 

			With that declaration, he throws me on his mattress and tears open his suitcase to find a black foil square. He tosses it somewhere nearby and kisses a path up the center of my stomach, between my breasts, landing on my mouth as my nipples beg him to circle back. 

			“These have taunted me since the lake,” he rumbles against my breast. “Skimpy black bikini, hard nipples begging to be sucked.” He pinches the taut bud and dips his head to take it in his mouth. Long luxurious pulls of his mouth until I arch off the bed. 

			I let out a sharp cry as he bites and pull his gorgeous hair until he sucks for mercy. 

			Thunder crashes through the night sky outside. When he finally releases me, my body is one raw muscle begging to be spent. 

			Taking his shaft in my palm, I move him lower and tease myself with him. 

			“Nora…” My name sounds both like a warning and a question. 

			If I move my wrist the wrong way, he’d slip inside me. Excitement shivers up my spine. “Want me to stop?”

			His molten gaze is fused to where we’re touching. “No.” 

			“When you flipped me around and bent me over the pool table, I thought…” I play his broad tip over my clit. “I thought you couldn’t wait anymore. I was ready for you to take me right then and there. With nothing between us.”

			He hisses out a breath. “You’re killing me. We shouldn’t, right?”

			I slowly circle my entrance with his cock. “Definitely not. I’m not on birth control.” 

			His eyes flare with heat. Reaching down, his fingers ghost mine, gently guiding my hand round and round like he can’t help himself, ever closer to where I want him. I let out a moan at the tease of his now-slick skin against mine when we reach my center. 

			“You’re dripping wet.” His tone is filthy. “You like the thing we can’t do.”

			I do. Too much. I arch up. “Just me?”

			He slips inside an inch.

			“Fuck. No, not just you.” The word—his need—rumbles through me. Just the tip of him has my insides fluttering. He slips in another inch. “How bad do you want it? Tell me.”

			“Bad.” So bad I’m an aching mess between my legs, fantasizing that he’ll lose control. Trusting he’ll hang on to it for the both of us. Hoping he doesn’t. 

			He grips his cock. “You feel so good I wouldn’t be able to stop.”

			“I wouldn’t want you to.”

			He curses long and low, his muscles trembling as he stares down the valley between our bodies where we’re just barely connected. I drop my knees open, letting him look his fill. 

			With a groan, he pulls away and snatches the condom off the comforter. “Someday I’ll give you what we both want, but this will feel damn good, too.” He bites into the foil and rolls the condom on in one stroke. He shoves my legs apart and spears me in a powerful thrust. 

			I cry out and slap my hand to my mouth. The walls are too thin for how good he feels, and I don’t want to announce it to the neighbors. I’m almost unbearably filled, pressure radiating through my core. The air evacuates my lungs with his second full thrust.

			He halts abruptly. “Good?”

			“Great.”

			His third, fourth, fifth, sixth drives me up the mattress. He snaps his hips over and over again as I surrender fully, letting him set the pace. 

			“Fucking perfect”—he scoops his hand beneath the fullest part of my ass and lifts my hips off the bed, hitting me even deeper—“better than I could’ve dreamed.”

			“You’re—” 

			Whatever else I was going to say melts into a quiet whimper as his finger lands on my throbbing center. He plays my body like an instrument, strumming and stroking. I’m consumed by sensation. I want him to crush me into this mattress; to make sure this night counts. His pace quickens and I wear out the word “yes,” chanting it between breaths. My need spills past the edges like color bleeding outside the lines. 

			I don’t know how I’m supposed to go back to pretending tonight hasn’t broken me open. I’m afraid I’ll walk out that door a branded woman after this. It’ll be written all over my face that I belong to Sebastian. 

			He drapes my leg over his shoulder and pushes to his knees, driving impossibly deeper. I’m so full, clawing frantically at his chest and stomach, desperate for release. His moan is throaty as he handles me, giving and taking in perfect balance. 

			His dark, glittering eyes hold mine and all thoughts in my head fall away in a whoosh. I’m a thoughtless, wordless, wanting mess. This is so much more intense than I was expecting, but like the orgasm threatening me, I’m too far gone to stop it.

			“I’m there.” His warning morphs into a groan when he looks down at where we’re joined again. He pumps in and out at a breakneck pace. “Come for me, Nora.”

			The intimacy of my name on his tongue is my final straw, sending me over the edge alongside him. 

			I bet this is how jumping off that dock felt. Exhilarating. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Sebastian

			That was like nothing I’ve ever experienced. 

			Yes, I knew I wanted Nora. From pretty much the second I laid eyes on her at the bookstore. 

			But I didn’t expect to want her like that, damn near feral and greedy and completely out of my head with it. 

			I toss her my softest white T-shirt. It matches the boxers I’m wearing right down to the brand label. “Your romper and everything else are hanging to dry in the bathroom. You do not need to put on wet, cold clothes.”

			“Thanks. I love that the word romper is now in your vocabulary.” She slips on the shirt and pulls her hair over her shoulder. “I’ll give them time to dry and then I’ll sneak back to my room.” 

			“We’ve still got a few hours before anyone is awake. We can watch a movie.”

			She lies on her side, watching me as I close the blinds. Her laugh floats across the room. “In case anyone from this wedding is planning to fly a drone or scale the walls in the middle of the rainy night, we’re safe.”

			She looks freshly fucked and highly cute sprawled out in my clothes with her hair ruffled. “Exactly.”

			I yawn as I slide under the blanket beside her. 

			“Are you sure I shouldn’t go?” she offers, moving the hair off my forehead. The gentle touch sends a shiver through my scalp. “You’re tired.”

			“Not tired at all.” And more to the point, I don’t want her to go. 

			“Liar.”

			“The TV will keep us awake,” I say.

			“The TV is how I fall asleep at home,” she counters. “I put on The Weather Channel. It soothes me.”

			My laugh scrapes out. 

			She pinches my chin and tilts my face her way. “What?”

			“Oh, nothing. Just didn’t realize you were a suburban father planning your morning commute.” 

			Her eye roll is one for the books. “I think you have it on good authority that I’m nobody’s father.”

			“Or are you every Floridian the week leading up to a hurricane?” I drag her body over the top of mine like a blanket. She’s warm and inviting as her chin rests on my sternum. “Wait, I know. You have a weatherman fetish. Oh, Nor, you have a thing for Jim Cantore, don’t you? Damn. Well, I’ve never role-played before, but I’m down to try anything once.”

			She laughs. “You must be stopped.”

			My gaze drops to her mouth. “Make me stop.”

			She plants one kiss on my lips. Her head falls back to my chest. “It must be tiring being so funny.”

			“Exhausting.” I stroke her hair as the sounds of the rain lulls me into a hypnotic trance. I feel her heartbeat against my own. Her breathing slows as my eyes drift shut. 

			You’re beautiful. 

			I don’t know if I say it out loud, if I’m awake or asleep. But I hope she feels it. 

			… 

			The clock on my end table blinks 3:59. It’s almost pitch black in here. 

			Nora and I haven’t moved at all, our bodies sweaty and pressed together. My AC unit isn’t making noise, but I’d rather hack off a finger than get out of bed when she is sleeping on top of me. I want her right here. 

			Damn it.

			Sometimes the truth is really fucking inconvenient. And the truth is I didn’t think I was lonely. I didn’t believe it, even when Alessia made her comments. Even when I looked at other couples and felt a stirring of something, a melancholy that isn’t jealousy because I know my relationships won’t look like that. 

			I didn’t know I was lonely until right now, waking up…not alone.

			Nora makes me want things I didn’t know I wanted. 

			Awareness floods me as I stretch, careful to not jostle us. I’m hard, situated between her thighs, and don’t want to make it her problem. 

			She moves in one lithe motion, rubbing against me like she’s trying to get comfortable. 

			I thread my hand behind her neck. Her pulse is racing. “Are you awake?”

			“Mmhmm.”

			I pull her higher on my chest to see her face. It’s not even bright enough to make out her features. We’re operating on feeling and sensation only. “How awake?”

			“Very.” Her hand weaves into my hair. “I need to go.”

			“Right.” I clear my throat, dreading the loss of her weight on me. “Don’t want to risk some early riser seeing you come out of my room.”

			She pauses. The dark thrums with anticipation. 

			I should let her roll off me and go about her day. I should get very comfortable with the idea of letting her go. 

			Instead, I ignore all the damn shoulds. “Come here.” 

			Her warm lips play against mine, lazy and sweet. Our foreheads fall together. 

			 Her hand wraps around where I’m hard for her. 

			She makes goodbyes very challenging. 

			“Five more minutes?” I ask gruffly. 

			Her lips land on mine in invitation, hard and hungry. No pretense, no sleep-addled follow-up questions, just need. 

			It would seem our needs are aligned. 

			My hands roam her body in the dark, tunneling in her shirt, stroking two very hard nipples, sliding down her ribs, passing over the two tiny dimples of her back to get to her ass. 

			She kisses and licks her way to my ear and takes it between her teeth, tugging lightly. “Hi.”

			That little “hi” screams I’m ready to pounce. 

			She sits up, straddling my torso with her knees pinned to the bed. In a flash, she strips off her shirt—my shirt—and tosses it aside. “Do you have another condom?”

			“Getting right down to business, are we?” I lean up and take half her breast in my mouth, too greedy to stop at just a nipple, sucking and flicking my tongue until she bucks against me. 

			Her voice is all breath. “I plan to use our time wisely.”

			Gripping her hips, I fall back against the pillow and guide her up my body. My eyes are adjusting enough to make out her features. “So do I. Come here.”

			A shocked cry leaves her mouth as she falls forward, bracing on the headboard. I position her just how I want her and tease her with a few blown breaths, letting her settle over my face.

			She looks down, lips parted in anticipation, and I think it’s shocking there aren’t more famous statues and photographs created from this vantage point. This woman is art. “Are you sure?”

			I answer with a thick drag of my tongue, and then another. Her exhale is a burst as I set to work, testing what she likes. When her hips start to move, I encourage her with a few words pressed right against her center. Her legs tense as I talk—shit, I like that she likes that—and I do it again, adding a finger. I gauge the exact moment she loses herself to the sensations, because now she’s making noise. Desperate, coaxing cries that make me ache to bury myself inside her. 

			“Wait! Let me—” She turns herself around, still positioned over my face as she kisses down my stomach. Moving lower. Before I can so much as breathe, one single lick up my shaft has my hips off the bed. That alone sends a cascade of heat up my spine. 

			This will be brief.

			I bury my tongue inside her to distract myself from her teasing. She gives me an inch of her hot mouth. It’s already so good, even when she’s being slow and delicate. It takes everything I’ve got not to thrust into her. 

			I pour all my energy into fucking her with my tongue and fingers, so hard and fast she falters, gasping against the fevered skin of my cock. She will come first if it kills me. I’m learning just how she likes it, what angle drives her wild. Her legs start to shake and she spasms around my fingers. My shaft falls out of her mouth just long enough for her to cry my name in the dark. 

			Her urgency rebounds and she takes me all the way to the back of her throat, closing her hand over what’s left. Every inch of me, consumed in some way by her.  

			And then she sucks. Hard. Nothing, nothing could feel better than her.

			“If you don’t stop—” I choke out as I try to roll us sideways so I can pull out, even though all I want is exactly this sensation for the rest of fucking time. “I’m going to come. Now.” 

			She hums. I’m too close, and then it’s too late. She seals her lips, holds me captive, takes it as I pulse into her mouth. Down her throat. 

			It feels better than the best fucking day of my life. 

			I struggle to catch my breath, to gather the composure she siphoned straight from my body. She slides off me and rubs a palm up and down my leg, bringing me back to reality. 

			I crawl so we’re facing the same direction and collapse in a heap beside her. I intend to kiss her, but when I pull her against me, we hug instead. All I want to do is hold her and bury my face in her hair. 

			She’s left me speechless, but one singular thought plays in my head. Don’t let go. The words feel like they are being carved into my skin one jagged letter at a time. 

			“Tonight,” I say. “Your room or mine?”

			I hope she heard me loud and clear: I want her again. We both want to do this again, right? We’ve already broken the touching barrier and so long as we’re careful, we can spend another night together. Several nights.

			“Here,” she says. “It’d be awfully awkward in my room with Benji there.” 

			Her gaze meets mine and my breathing calms at her joke. I can see in her eyes that we’re on the same page. 

			She rises to her feet. “I should change. I didn’t bring my phone and even though I doubt my mom or anyone else tried to reach me, I need to get back and check.”

			I smack her bare ass. “Get moving, then.”

			She meanders to the bathroom with a smile on her face. I track down my own clothing and throw it on—because it’s weird to stay naked if she’s not—and wait for her by the door. 

			Her romper is wrinkled and her hair is a mess when she emerges into the hall. She tucks into her short white boots one at a time.

			 “See you soon. Family fun awaits, I’m sure.” She halts next to the door and pushes up on her toes. That is her kiss-me command. 

			I move in and press my lips to hers. “Thanks for a fantastic wake-up call.”

			I grab the door and hold it open, arm bracing high enough for her to slip past. She backs into the hall slowly, wearing a dazed look that matches how I feel. 

			It’s early. We’re spent. 

			I’m in trouble. 

			Her eyes are bright. “You know, you’re quickly becoming a favorite of mine.”   

			“Me and mango and lobster bisque.” I tug her by the wrist and pull her against me, turning her sideways to press her against the doorframe. “Which one tastes the best?” My hands hold her warm cheeks and her breath hitches as I move in for one last soft, easy kiss. 

			“You,” she whispers. 

			I asked for it, and still the word knocks the wind out of me. 

			I release her and step back into my room before I fuck her against the hallway wall. The last thing I see is her mile-wide grin as I shut the door.

			And I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t considering dragging her back inside. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Nora

			I cover my embarrassingly large smile with my hand as I turn away from Sebastian’s room.

			And then I stop dead in my tracks. 

			Mamma V’s eyes hold mine across the hall. 

			Every good feeling, every spark of joy, every bit of hope drains from my body in an instant. 

			Her name is on my tongue, but I’m too frozen to speak or move toward her. 

			She looks crushed. 

			What would I say? It’s not what you think? That’s a lie. It’s worse than what she thinks, isn’t it? Benji and I are both lying to her. 

			Or maybe it’s worse that she thinks I’m cheating on the same hall where Benji sleeps. 

			It’s all bad. Hot bile rises in my throat as she turns on her heel without a word. 

			Beyond her, a window lets in the bright light of…morning? My brain scrambles to make sense of it. Sebastian’s alarm clock said four something when I left, didn’t it?

			I race down the hall—the opposite direction of Mamma V—toward my room. 

			Benji is going to be so upset. Fuck, what was I thinking? 

			It’s very inconvenient that my stomach is trying to exit my body when all I want to do is run to my room and hide. 

			I release my hold on my belly to whip my key card out of my bra. My throat burns as I picture Mamma V’s face. 

			No. I’m not going to make it.  

			Veering sideways, I stumble into an alcove, praying for a trash can—

			And crash into a couple locked in a heated embrace against an ice machine. 

			“Nora!” Santino jumps sideways, releasing— Gloria? 

			Benji’s grandpa and Alessia’s grandma, sworn enemies, kissing? I can’t even begin to process that right now. 

			My fingers land on the clear plastic liner of a trash can as Gloria moves past me and whips around the corner. I dry heave. There’s no food in my stomach because I haven’t eaten. I’ve been too busy forgetting my priorities.

			My eyes shut as Santino’s hand lands on my back. He rubs a soothing circle with his palm. “That’s okay, you’re okay.”

			The pain and panic is so much worse with him here to witness it. I wish he wouldn’t be nice to me. 

			In the span of one kiss, I’ve made an enemy out of the most interesting, welcoming family I’ve ever met. 

			Remember they drive Benji up the wall. 

			Remember they make him feel less-than for his life choices. 

			These reminders feel flimsy. They feel like only half the point. His family cares deeply for him, and now I care for them. 

			But this was never going to be a forever relationship, and I was always going to lose them. I never get to keep the people I want. 

			But I could’ve maybe preserved their respect, had I stayed away from Sebastian. 

			I dry heave again. Santino just stands there, patient, with a hand on my back. “Should I call Benjamino?”

			“No!” I release the trash can and straighten up. “No thank you. Sorry.”

			“It’s okay, dearie. Are you okay to get where you’re going?”

			“I’m fine.” My words skate down the razor-sharp edge of fine and unhinged. “What time is it?”

			He checks his watch. “Nine forty. Rehearsal brunch at ten.”

			I suck in a breath. That’s late. Sebastian’s clock was wrong. But how? 

			It was blinking. 

			The storm. 

			The power must’ve gone out for a few hours while we were sleeping. The room was hot. I thought maybe it was just waking up on top of his warm body, but no. The AC would’ve needed to be switched back on, too. And, since he closed the curtains before we lay down, it would’ve been dark in the room no matter what time we woke up. 

			Santino squeezes my shoulder. “See you down there. And if you wouldn’t mind keeping what you saw between Gloria and me to yourself, I’d appreciate it. We’re usually more careful than that.”

			Usually? As in, this has happened before? I kind of hoped I hallucinated that kiss. Telling anyone I saw it is the last thing on my mind. “Uh— Sure. Yes.”

			I move to my room in a fog. Benji isn’t here. I’m not sure if that’s a good or bad thing. 

			When I find my phone on the end table, I’ve missed a few texts from Benji.

			I don’t know what to say to him. Not only am I screwed if—when—Mamma V tells people, he and Alessia will be screwed, too. 

			I pull on clean jeans and a T-shirt, and then strip them off when I recall Santino’s voice. 

			Rehearsal brunch. 

			The whole of this wedding is scheduled to enjoy a big happy meal before the bridal party scoots down to the lake gazebo to rehearse their procession. 

			Maybe I’ve got a little time to figure this out. Mamma V won’t want to mess up the rehearsal for her daughter. But then, would she find it disrespectful that I’m there?

			My brain is a wild animal on a treadmill. I shouldn’t go to brunch. 

			The stuck zipper on my floral fancy brunch dress almost brings me to tears.

			Yeah, I definitely shouldn’t go. 

			This is Benji’s family. He should be the one who decides what we do, which means I have to talk to him. 

			Now. 

			I dial his phone.

			It rings from his travel charging port next to the bed. 

			Teeth clenched, I slip into the heels I chose for this dress and set out to intercept him before brunch. If his mother has already pulled him aside—

			Nope. Not trying to make myself sick again. No use future-casting this nightmare. 

			The elevator takes a biblical length of time to reach me. When the doors slide open, a gaggle of wedding guests fill the space.

			I step inside and count my breaths. 

			Benji is already in the event hall, along with, oh, two hundred other people. He’s seated at the massive bridal party table, black hair combed over like he’s actually trying today. 

			I try to catch his eye without drawing undue attention to myself, but he’s not checking the doorway. 

			This is the one time he’s not eying his escape—when I need him to. 

			Rosalina and Enzo are already seated on the other side of our big table, heads bowed together like they’re praying.

			Rosalina does not look pleased. 

			That can’t be about us, can it? 

			I hover in the doorway for an unreasonable length of time as people pass me by on their way in. Speaking of praying, I send one up to the patron saint of lost causes that Benji will glance my way so I don’t have to go inside. He’s not making it easy to pull him away for a chat. 

			“Hey Nora!” Alessia slaps me on the back as she and Sebastian materialize to my right. They’re dressed like they are about to board a yacht, right down to the silk sash wrapped around Alessia’s hair. 

			“Morning,” I mumble. I can’t even look at Sebastian. He has no idea what we’ve done. Without looking left or right, I stride toward Benji as fast as my heels will let me. 

			I wish we weren’t seated with the bridal party. Everyone is here, present, accounted for. 

			My hand lands sharply on Benji’s shoulder. “Hey, can we talk?”

			“There you are.” He keeps his voice low. “Couldn’t find you this morning. Jeez, loosen your grip.”

			My throat is sandpaper. “Now, please? Outside?”

			Mamma V rises from her seat one table over, metal chair legs scraping the floor. 

			Our eyes lock. My insides ice over. 

			“Why would you come here?” she asks. 

			A hush falls over the bridal party. 

			I take a step back. “Mamma”—I switch to her proper name, given the way she’s glaring at me—“Veronica, please.”

			Benji looks between me and his mother. “What’s going on?”

			Veronica looks from Benji to me, jaw setting in resolve. “I don’t relish telling you this, I really don’t, Benjamino. Especially today—this is supposed to be a celebration. But you have to know. Your girlfriend is cheating on you.” She flails her arm toward Sebastian, who has just landed in his seat across the table. “With him. A taken man.”

			Each word lashes into me harder than the last. Her eyes flash more hurt than anger, but there’s enough anger to spare. 

			“What are you talking about, Ma?” Ro asks. “That’s a huge accusation to make.”

			We have everyone’s attention in the room now. Benji might smother to death under the weight of it; another thing that is my fault. 

			I hazard a look at Sebastian, but he’s whispering frantically in Alessia’s ear.  

			Benji meets my eye, confusion drawing his brows up. “Huh?”

			I shake my head no even though, well—yeah. I was with Sebastian. That is true. And now Benji and I will both pay for it at the hands of his family. 

			My chest is so tight I can barely breathe. I’m hurtling into a deep, dark well.

			This will be the way I lose my first best friend. By doing him a favor and messing it up so spectacularly he’ll be dealing with the fallout for who knows how long. 

			My voice is weak. “I don’t know what to say.” 

			Benji’s gaze, ever studious, roams my face. 

			And then he rises to full, intimidating height, shoulders drawn back. “It’s not true. Nora isn’t cheating on me. In fact, we’re engaged.”

			An uproar of voices drown each other out. 

			“Engaged?” Veronica yells, as Giuseppe yells something about nonsense, as Santino says settle down—

			I choke on a breath. “What? No! That’s not—Benji, can we please talk outside?”

			“We are!” He waves his arm with gusto. “So whatever you think you know, forget about it. Let’s eat brunch and rehearse this damn wedding, shall we?”

			“I saw her, Benjamino,” Veronica blusters, huffing and puffing like she’s about to blow this house down. “I saw her with him. Coming out of that man’s room this morning, kissing in the doorway.”

			Benji finally spares a look at Sebastian. I can pinpoint the exact moment he connects the dots and realizes it’s true by the side-eye he gives me.  

			Sebastian runs a hand down his face as Alessia massages her temples, mumbling under her breath. 

			Gia whispers something in Ro’s ear, and Ro leans over to say something to Enzo, and it’s official: this is the world’s most fucked-up game of telephone. 

			Benji seems to realize all at once how many people are staring at him. “This is ridiculous. Everyone, mind your own business. Mom, there are things I need to tell you, and I sure as hell don’t want to do it here and now. Do not worry about me or my relationship to Nora.”

			To Nora. Not with Nora. I breathe a little easier. He’s going to tell her the truth in private, as is his right. I wouldn’t want to yell “I’m faking it!” in front of a room full of my extended relatives, either. 

			“That’s not a relationship, Benjamino! If you won’t stand up for yourself, I’ll do it for you. That—that woman disrespected you. Disrespected our family, sneaking around with one of theirs. And is no one from the Mazzelli side at all perturbed, or are affairs just standard fare for you?” 

			Alessia shoves up from the table. “None of us are married. Why don’t you mind your business and leave my family out of this?”

			Veronica blinks in shock. “I would say your family is very much in this, young lady. And how are you so okay with your boyfriend sleeping around?” 

			“Because he’s not my boyfriend!” Alessia all but growls. “Fuck, this was so not worth it. Sebastian isn’t my date, he’s my friend.”

			Benji clears his throat. “While we’re on the topic, might as well—”

			“Alessia.” Nonna Gloria lifts her hand as if to silence the classroom. “Don’t feel pressured to give into the Ferraro flair for the dramatics. You don’t owe anyone anything, especially in public.”

			“No, I do,” Alessia cries. “I owe this to myself. And while we’re at it—I owe it to that woman serving food over there. Oye, Eloise, turn around!”

			Across the room, Eloise pivots on her toes, a serving tray in her hands, looking utterly terrified. 

			“You see her? The cute one with the bangs? That’s the love of my life. I’m going to marry her. She doesn’t know it yet because I was going to ask her on the fourth of July, but yeah. Sebastian was here as my date because I didn’t want to upstage Enzo’s big day by bringing a person I wasn’t sure some of you people would approve of. But I don’t give a fuck anymore, because what I’m not going to do is spend another second keeping a secret for the convenience of everyone else. Nor will I listen to you harass my best friend, who did nothing wrong by me. And a bit of advice? Leave your grown ass children alone to make their own choices.”

			Gloria shakes her head as if incredulous. “Darling, you did not need to go to all that trouble to hide your girlfriend. Why would you do such a thing?”

			Alessia’s rage subsides a little when she looks at her nonna. “Because none of you know I’m gay, except Enzo, and this room is more Catholic than Vatican City. I wasn’t about to tell all of you this week.”

			“I knew.” Gloria says with a wave. “You’ve had girlfriends for the last decade. The whole town reports on you to me when they come into my office. You think someone who loves you as much as I would even bat an eye? I just wanted you to tell me when you wanted to tell me, if at all. It never needed to be a ceremony.”

			Alessia looks left and right, gobsmacked. “But…you always talk about how much you hoped I’d marry someone like Nonno Joseph.”

			“Someone who loves you as much as Joseph loved me. That’s all I’ve wanted for my family. We all deserve that kind of love.” She also rises to her feet, her eyes scanning the next table over. “And by golly, I think I’ve found it again. Santi, it’s time to come clean.”

			Alessia’s jaw falls open, closes, and then opens again. “Sorry, I think I missed a step. What was that last part?”

			Santino lets out a low chuckle and leans back in his chair, as if utterly amused by this whole thing. “We doing this for real, Gloria?”

			“We have to.” Gloria points at me. “Nora now knows about us. It’s only a matter of time before the truth gets out.”

			Oh, fuck my entire earthside life. Why are they bringing me into this? “I know nothing!”

			Gloria nods fervently. “It’s okay, Nora. There’s no need to cover for us.”

			“What’s this, now?” Veronica pins me with another glare. “What does Nora know about my father?”

			Benji’s head cocks sideways. “Yeah, what do you know about my grandpa?” 

			“I don’t know what she’s talking about,” I say, a manic edge to my voice. “I’m not keeping any secrets.”

			Just the small one Santino asked me to keep. 

			“Other than your cheating, you mean?” snipes Veronica. 

			Benji throws his napkin on the table. “Jesus Christ. Mom, we were never—”

			“Lies and deceit may come naturally to you,” she continues, clearly not even hearing her son. “But they aren’t acceptable—”

			“That’s enough.” Sebastian’s voice booms as he rises to his full imposing height, almost flipping the table in his haste. “You will not continue to speak to Nora that way.”

			“Don’t you dare cut off my wife when she’s speaking,” Giuseppe bellows. “She has every right to say what—”

			“The hell she does.” Sebastian turns to face him. Whatever shred of respect he was holding on to when speaking to Veronica morphs to unfiltered rage when he addresses Giuseppe. “No one will disparage Nora, or make assumptions, or speak one word against her. If anyone has a problem, they can direct it at me. And that goes for everyone in this hall, understood?”

			The room goes completely silent. 

			I stand stock-still as my heartbeat rages in my ears. 

			Sebastian finally meets my eye, and thunder claps in my chest. The ground beneath me grows unsteady. 

			No one has ever defended me like that.

			His chest rises and falls as Alessia murmurs wow beside him. 

			Ro looks directly at me. “I want to know what the truth is. Were you ever interested in my brother? Were you dating Sebastian the whole time? Whatever it is, why wouldn’t you just tell me?” 

			And there’s the nausea again. How do I tell her that I wanted to protect Benji but that I started to care for her like a friend, too, and it made it hard to lie? Can I do that here and now, without admitting why he felt the need to lie in the first place?

			Enzo rakes his hand through his hair as red splotches that look like stress hives creep across his neck. “We— They were trying to keep your week as stress-free as possible, baby. It came from a good place.”

			She cuts a look at him. “Wait. You knew about this? And you also lied to me?”

			Alessia winces. “That’s my fault—”

			“Don’t act so surprised, Rosalina,” Veronica intones. “He’s a Mazzelli. I warned you about his character.” 

			“I said it’s my fault,” Alessia repeats louder.

			Veronica sweeps a hand. “A Mazzelli is a Mazzelli.”

			“Whoa, wait a second—your son lied, too, Veronica. This isn’t a last-name specific thing.”

			“Hey,” Benji gripes. “I thought we were cool?”

			“We are cool. I like you. I’m just trying to get my future mother-in-law to regard me with the barest amount of respect and not constantly assassinate my character. That’s all I want.”

			Benji lifts his hands as if to say fair enough. 

			Ro’s head falls into her hands. 

			“Enzo, we’ll discuss this later. You’re upsetting Rosalina.” Veronica resumes her default stance—staring daggers at me with her arms crossed. “Now, I want to know what’s the secret you’re keeping about my father. Can you at least speak to that, Nora?”

			Sebastian’s disapproving glare returns with a vengeance. He opens his mouth to take her on, but Santino pushes his chair back and lifts his hand in a call for silence. “Allow me to speak to it myself. This is long overdue.” Santino scoots between the Ferraro and Mazzelli immediate family tables as every single set of eyes in this place tracks him.  He takes Gloria’s face between his palms, fondness shining in his eyes. “Come here, you royal pain in my ass.”

			And then the kissing starts. 

			The entire hall erupts in shouts and Italian expletives, gold digger this and traitor that, and way too many people yell about sheep thieves. 

			“Since we’re all confessing shit, yes, Nora and I were faking it the whole time,” Benji yells, too little too late. At the look on my face, he adds, “I tried to do it sooner but these people never shut the fuck up, even for a second.”

			Ro lifts her fork as if to javelin-toss it at Benji. “Why would you lie to me about this, let alone the week of my wedding? You don’t trust me with your secrets?”

			Exasperated, Benji yanks at his hair. “I lied to everyone, not just you!”

			Vinny whistles in a failed attempt to quiet the room. “Take a seat, children. The adults are talking. You have got to be kidding me, Mother. You’re with Santino Ferraro? Are you turning senile? Wait, is he blackmailing—”

			“We aren’t kids, Dad,” Alessia says. “And Nonna’s relationship is none of your business. For once in your life, recognize that you don’t know everything.”

			“I know what’s best for my family.” Vinny stands up and cracks his neck as if he intends to throw his mother over his shoulder and cart her out of there. “My mother has clearly lost her mind. It’s bad enough my son is shackling himself to that family. One marriage is all we can stand.” 

			“How dare you speak about them that way?” Alessia says, pure venom in her tone. “Rosalina is your future daughter-in-law. That’s her family. Show some respect.”

			“I’m not talking about her, specifically,” he blusters, incapable or unwilling to say Rosalina’s name. “It’s just the rest of them.”

			Mortification flashes in Ro’s eyes.

			Alessia nods in furious dispute. “I think you should get the hell out before you make the bride cry.”

			“You will not speak to me that way, young lady,” Vinny growls. “I raised you to respect your elders.”

			“You’re not an elder, Dad,” Alessia says, suddenly sounding exhausted. “You’re just an asshole.”

			Shock flashes in Vinny’s eyes. 

			Enzo presses his temples. “Dad, watch your tone when you’re talking about Rosalina, okay? And Alessia, please, save your energy. Let them all kill one another. This isn’t our problem.”

			Alessia’s brows raise to her hairline. “It is our problem, Enzo. Yours, specifically, because these bickering people are about to be your family for the rest of your life. This fighting is about to follow you into your marriage.”

			The tap-tap-tap of a knife against glass fails to calm anyone down. 

			The sound grows louder until the glass shatters in Rosalina’s hand, sending shards flying all over the table. 

			“Enough! Enough. I’m done. This is officially a circus, and I’m tired of playing ringleader. This isn’t right. This isn’t how getting married is supposed to feel.” Her voice breaks on the last word, her pain echoing through the room. 

			Gia grabs for her hand and Ro shakes her head, stepping away from the table. “I can’t. It’s off. The wedding is off. This was a mistake.”

			Veronica’s hand moves to her heart. “You don’t mean that.”

			“I do.” She throws a pleading look at Enzo, who is staring back at her with utter betrayal in his eyes. “We can’t start the rest of our lives this way, Enzo. Our relationship was perfect in secret, but now the secret is out and look around! It’s falling apart at the seams. You’ll never love my family as your own. Your family will never love me.”

			“You’re just having a bridal moment!” Veronica argues. “That’s natural. But you can’t just call it off. Think of your family, all of us who have sacrificed so much to get you to this moment.” 

			“All she’s done is think of you,” Benji growls. He looks at Ro across the table with the fierce protectiveness of a brother before turning back to his mother. “All any of us have done is think of you. And it’s because of you that she’s losing her shit. Don’t you get it?”

			“I can’t do it.” Ro’s voice is a whimper. “Not like this.” 

			She rushes for the exit with Gia trailing. 

			“This is a disaster,” Veronica mutters. “The week is absolutely ruined. Hope you kids are happy.”

			I’ve never been less happy a day in my life.

			I chance a look at Sebastian, but he and Alessia are already halfway to the exit.

			My stomach plummets. I know our night together was reckless, but I didn’t think it’d undo an entire wedding. Their relationship just imploded before our very eyes.

			One single moment, one decision, started a cascade of chaos that ruined everything.  

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Sebastian

			That was a shit show. 

			Alessia and I come to a stop in front of the elevators. Her tone is all business as she presses the call button. “I’ll need to pack El’s and my things, then go down to the kitchen and figure out the plan for the food. Shit, what’s she going to do with all the food? No one wants those damn clams.” She presses the heel of her hand into her forehead. “Thank God my dad already paid in full. Is that terrible of me to say when my brother’s life is falling apart?”

			Guilt roils in my gut. As if she needs to feel bad about anything, ever, when I caused this mess. “Alessia…” 

			The door to Hickory Hall swings open. Nora rushes into the lobby, hugging her chest. Her usual soft smile is nowhere in sight. Right now, her lips are turned down. 

			Ill-timed pride rolls through me in a wave. She held it together like a fucking champ as those people went in on her. She didn’t deserve it. 

			And then my jaw clenches as I replay Veronica’s harsh words. 

			Nora wouldn’t have had to hold it together if it wasn’t for me. I need to tell her I’m sorry for kissing her in my doorway where anyone could’ve seen—did see. And then I need to do something to make this better for her. 

			My gaze bounces back to Alessia, who I also need to talk to and make amends with. There are so many people to apologize to I don’t even know where to start. 

			Alessia’s smile is sympathetic as she steps into the elevator. She gestures behind me. “Talk to your girl. I’ll be in my room.”

			My girl. 

			What a shitty time to discover that phrase lights me up inside. 

			Nora’s eyes meet mine as she closes the distance between us. “Hi.”

			“Hey.” I nod toward an external exit about ten feet off. “Can we talk? Outside, maybe?”

			She casts a look at the door. “Yes. I need to get out of this building.”

			The feeling is mutual. The stuffy air in this place is choking me.

			Birdsong and sunshine, oblivious to the stormy atmosphere inside, greet us as we step into the day. Nora gravitates toward the same spot where all the wine-drunk wedding guests gorged themselves on s’mores by a campfire just a few nights ago.

			A lifetime ago, it feels like. 

			Nora lifts her gaze to the bright blue sky, fiddling with her hoop earring as golden daylight paints her face. Something between my ribs aches as my gaze traces her long lashes, high cheeks, and the slope of her jaw. Her face has become so familiar to me. 

			“Well, that was something,” she finally says. 

			It takes serious restraint not to take her in my arms. But she may not want that from me right now, considering I’m the reason she just got yelled at in front of all those people. “I’m sorry, Nora.”

			She does a double take. “What?”

			“I put you in a terrible position. I should never have let that happen.” A blip of disgust encroaches on my tone. “I was careless.”

			Her gaze is assessing. A gust of wind lifts her hair off her neck as those green eyes rake me over. “We were both there. I was very much a part of the decision-making.”

			Decision-making that led to perhaps the best night, and morning, of my life. 

			Our eyes lock, and heat spreads through my chest. The worst has happened in terms of this week, and I’ll be sorting through the guilt for a long time. But it does nothing to dim the fire she kindles in me every time she’s close. It doesn’t change the way I feel. “I’ll talk to Alessia and Enzo and take full responsibility for us.” 

			Her gaze flits between my eyes. “Us?”

			The word expands in the air like a bubble about to burst. 

			“On our behalf,” I clarify. 

			Something raw passes across her delicate features. “Gotcha. I thought you meant…” She shakes her head. “Never mind.”

			I’ve been so consumed by my interest in her I didn’t let myself think about what it all means or what would happen next. And now that the week is over—sooner than any of us planned, thanks to what just went down—we’re forced to confront this now. 

			She knows I’m moving. Worse: I know, and I pursued her anyway, because I like her too damn much.

			I want to tell her I’m not ready for this to be over, but it’d be selfish to expect her to waste her time with me for the next few weeks when nothing could come of it. Even if more time together is exactly what I want. Every free day and night until I have to go, preferably. 

			Which is why having this conversation at all is a total mind fuck.

			“We’re heading home today,” I finally force myself to say. 

			She rubs the space above her eyebrow. “And you’re moving soon.” 

			Hearing it from her mouth lands like a blow, even though I was already thinking it. “Yeah. I am.”

			Her gaze lingers on mine. In case I needed more proof that I should distance myself from her, there’s an electric charge in the air between us, even at the worst possible time. It’s the way I want to kiss away the disappointment in her eyes that I put there in the first place. 

			She tucks her hair behind her ears, her tone devoid of its usual pep. “I’ve got to head inside and start packing. Benji will want to clear out fast. I don’t want to keep him waiting.”

			“In fairness, he wanted to clear out the minute he got here.”

			My attempt to lighten the mood to distract myself from the way my stomach is twisting into a painful knot, falls flat. 

			A drumbeat of panic echoes in my head. This does not feel like the right way to end things. We were tangled up in each other less than three hours ago, making plans for tonight. 

			“Have a good drive home.” 

			I wince at my own statement. It’s not enough. 

			She tips her frown toward the ground and fumbles in her pocket for the key card that’ll let her back in the building. “Bye, Sebastian.” 

			I shove my hands in my pockets to keep from hauling her into my arms to erase the last hour and bring us back to where we were this morning. But there’s no going back. 

			We’re over before we even began. 

			… 

			Alessia wedged a shoe in her door to keep it open, presumably so I could let myself in.

			I wish she was a little less thoughtful sometimes. It’d help with this next part.

			She’s meticulously folding a shirt when I skulk into the room, determined to stop reeling from my conversation with Nora long enough to give this chat my full attention. 

			“Need help?” I perch on the foot of her bed in the one square foot not covered in clothing. 

			“Nah. I have a system.” Her eyes briefly meet mine. “And you’re a horrible folder.”

			“You fold like you still work at Abercrombie.”

			She lets out an unholy sound. “Don’t remind me. I still smell that place in my nightmares.” 

			I squeeze my knees as she makes quick work of a pair of overalls. Silence falls between us. If she’s truly angry at me—which she has every right to be—I don’t know how I’ll stand it. We don’t fight. She and Enzo? They tussle all the time and make up minutes later. It’s what they do. 

			But she and I? We haven’t fought in years. I truly hope this won’t be one of those times.

			Her lips turn down. “I think you may need to take Nella’s massage chair for a spin when you get home and recover from this week. You have Hulky-Smashy face.”

			“I don’t fit in that thing. Brookstone chairs are a racket.” I force myself to meet her eye again. Looking at a friend when you’ve hurt them is worse than a bodily injury. “I fucked up big time. Alessia, I’m so sorry for risking your secret. More than you can ever know.” 

			She sighs. “I do know. Because I know you.”

			“I am the worst.”

			“Debatable. Billionaires still exist.”

			I hang my head. “What can I do to make this right?” 

			“Easy.” She balls up a Celebrations by El shirt and throws it at my face. “Win the lottery and give me half. If billionaires have to exist, I want to be one of them.”

			My heart rate settles only slightly at the humor in her voice. I throw the shirt back.

			She clutches it to her chest. “It was a horribly kept secret in the first place. Eloise and I share an address, Rossi. I brought her here as the caterer. You didn’t out me. I could’ve claimed you cheated and called it a day, but I outed me because I wanted to. Do not spend your time agonizing over this, okay?”

			“But agonizing is so easy when you ruin a wedding,” I grumble. 

			Her sigh is gently scolding. “If you’re going to just sit there like a sad sack, then maybe you should help me pack.” She throws me a small, zippered bag. “Go round up our soaps and makeup and put them in here. Make sure the bottles are shut— Wait.” Her catlike eyes turn eager. “What happened downstairs with Nora? What’s going on with you two? Spill the beans.” 

			I squeeze the bag in my hand to offset the sharp pain that shoots through me. “Nothing. And after the talk she and I had, it’s clear nothing ever will.”

			“Oh no. After all that, you’re done? That’s…” She trails off as she examines my face. I can’t imagine what she sees there. Her eyes flash with pity. “Do you want to talk about it?”

			And tell her it hurts more than it should? That does no one any good. The sooner I stop talking about it, the sooner I’ll stop thinking about her. 

			“You know what I really want to do?” I shove off the bed, which is a carbon copy of the one Nora and I shared last night. “Bag my best friend’s toiletries.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Nora

			The Boys and Girls Club mentor-mentee groups left the store about a half hour ago. 

			Sebastian wasn’t with them. 

			I’ve done everything I can think of to keep him off my mind since our last conversation—the one where he made it clear we aren’t an us, and we both agreed we can never be. But he’s been there, waiting for any invitation to waltz back in. And like a waltz, I am slow to forget him and quick-quick to drag every memory out of storage at the slightest provocation.

			My foolish, clingy heart had hoped he’d come today so we could at least pretend things aren’t going to be weird forever. To salvage a possible friendship before he moves. 

			But he didn’t show up today. 

			Benji’s footfalls on the store’s creaky wooden floors grow louder. I shift in my cushy chair, dragging my gaze off the black iron light poles out the window.

			“Legally I still have three more minutes on my break,” I inform him.

			He leans over the back of my chair and deposits Tairn on my lap. 

			I stiffen for about two seconds before giving up on any sort of resistance. “Hey bud.”

			Benji slinks around to block my view of the window. His stare pokes me right in the face. “There’s something very wrong with you.”

			I stroke Tairn’s back. “Wow, flattery will get you everywhere.”

			“I’m serious. You have never held Tairn without gloves, and definitely not while sitting down where you can’t easily run him back to his crate.”

			“You deposited him on my lap,” I say. “Were you hoping I’d fling him across the store?”

			“I was hoping you’d act like yourself again.” He scoops Tairn back into his arms, now that he thinks he’s proven some kind of point. “You’ve been in a funk for the last two weeks.”

			I push up from the chair and migrate toward the register. “No I haven’t.”

			“You haven’t talked my ear off about what you’re reading, you’re not bringing any food to work in your ridiculous color-coded Tupperware, we haven’t been to Chili’s, and you’ve been posting exclusively horror on the store’s Instagram.”

			“That’s my job,” I grumble. “I’m supposed to post books.”

			“It’s summer. People like beach reads, cheerful shit like that.”

			I gesture at his entirely black ensemble. “Tell me more about cheerful, Kylo Ren.”

			He exhales in exasperation. “I’m worried about you.” 

			It occurs to me that life would’ve been easier if I’d just fallen for him when I moved here. This attractive, enigmatic, thoughtful man. If he could’ve fallen for me, too. 

			I wouldn’t be lying in bed at night so deeply alone, regretting my choices. Regretting the people who got hurt because of me. Falling asleep to dreams of untouchable men.

			In a perfect world, we pick who we want and they want us back. 

			His voice is stern. “I know you’ve been sending my mother weekly flower arrangements. Anonymously.”

			Busted. If I were a cat, all my hair would be standing straight up. Benji was not supposed to find out about the flowers. That’s between me and my conscience. “How do you know that?”

			“Because she thinks they’re from me, even though I keep sending thumbs-down emojis every time she sends me a picture of them. But I’m not going to tell her they’re from you, since you clearly want it to stay anonymous.” He lifts an admonishing finger. “After the way she treated you, you do not have to do that. I would’ve yanked her out of that dining hall much sooner had I known it was going to take such a quick turn. I won’t forgive myself for that. But I won’t have you miserable and pandering to her.”

			“It’s fine, Benji.”

			“It’s not fine. Now stop spending your money on wasted flowers, hear me?”

			“I need to feel like I’m making it up to her in some way that doesn’t feel like I’m outright asking her forgiveness.” I spin my ring. “It’s the least I can do. For all her anger, she was upset because she thought I hurt you. I betrayed her trust. I ruined her daughter’s wedding.”

			Benji huffs. “Rosalina didn’t want that wedding. It was clear from the start. I know my sister, and the only part of that wedding she would’ve chosen is her bridal party. But the rest of it was clearly all the family’s doing.”

			“It’s not just the wedding.” I approach the checkout counter and slide my hand over the cold countertop. “It’s her relationship. Maybe she just needed to get to the other side of that week so she and Enzo could get some space from the family and move forward. It’s like I took her cold feet and submerged them in ice water, and now she’s done something she might regret.”

			He sets Tairn on the perch near the checkout counter and leans against the end of a bookcase, arms crossed. “It’s not your fault that they have family issues. Now, I don’t know them as a couple. I don’t know what else might be going on. But I know you. You’re carrying guilt that doesn’t belong to you.”

			The front door opens with gusto. “Knock knock!”

			In strolls Gia. Even if I didn’t know it was Gia, I’d still know, courtesy of the name tag pinned to her tied-up flannel shirt. She’s rocking a uniform for The Huntress, a sports bar down the street. Skimpy shorts, winter boots, and blood red lips complete the bartender ensemble.

			She meets my eye and smiles. “Oh good, you’re both here. I was worried it’d just be Mr. Storm Cloud over there.”

			Benji’s gaze follows her as she struts across the store. “I’ll be in my office.”

			“Not so fast,” Gia says. She comes to a stop next to the perch and lifts Tairn into her arms. “I want to talk to you, Benjamino.” 

			Benji’s eyes widen. “What are you doing? Why are you touching him?”

			“I’m greeting one of the other living things in this room?” Her face is the visual representation of the word duh. “Be rude not to, wouldn’t it?”

			Horror and indifference look exactly the same on Benji, so I’m not sure what we’re working with. He merely stares.

			“What do you want, Gia?” he asks. 

			“As you probably don’t know because you surely haven’t asked, Rosalina is now sleeping on my couch.” 

			A weight lodges itself in my stomach. 

			“And while I can’t solve her relationship woes—because she won’t talk to me and has been picking up twelve-hour shifts at the theme park to avoid any opportunity where we might talk—I do know this family stuff is out of hand. You lied to her. Lying to your mom? Sure, I get that. But why not tell Rosalina the truth? It’s like one day you woke up and forgot who she is to you. Maybe you’re busy, or you just don’t care anymore—”

			“I care,” Benji says, hurt creeping into his tone. “And I get that you’re going to defend her, but you don’t understand. She tries to set me up. Constantly. Almost as much as my mother. I couldn’t take it anymore.”

			“It’s my fault,” I say. “I offered to be his date, I encouraged him to keep it a secret, and I’m the one who messed it all up.”

			Gia eyes me. “I appreciate that. You were being a good friend.” She turns her critical gaze back to Benji. “Yes, Rosalina is intense when it comes to the people she loves. This isn’t news. And it can be too much at times. But I still think you owe her an apology.”

			Benji takes his phone out of his pocket, shoots Gia one inscrutable look, and stalks toward his office. 

			She pops her fist on her hip and yells at his back. “Yes, Gia! I agree, Gia! How hard is it to use your words?”

			He wheels around, walks back, lifts Tairn off her shoulder, and disappears down the hall. 

			“Well then.” Gia turns her gaze to me. “At least I fixed one issue.”

			I have it on good authority that he already wanted to apologize to Ro and was waiting for the right time, but I don’t say anything. 

			“So, Rosalina really left Enzo?” My face is going to get frown lines at the rate I’m going. 

			“I don’t know what her plan is. All I know is one week makes sense to wallow after a big fight. But two weeks? Something has to give.”

			“They love each other so much. Anyone can see it. Are they really going to let their families stand in the way?”

			“I couldn’t tell you. I just know she’s constantly, unsubtly rereading their old text messages but is too stubborn to admit she misses him. What she needs from me is a couch and a friend who will try to keep up the illusion of normalcy, I think.” She rubs her temple. “But that’s why I’m here. I’m leaving town for a few days, and I’m worried about leaving her alone. I’m off to another mutual friend’s wedding that Rosalina is rightfully skipping because, well, ouch—but I’m wondering if I should just cancel. I was hoping her brother would step up to the plate and spend some time with her.”

			“He may, once they get that initial conversation out of the way.” I stroke my chin, my wheels turning. “Where did you say she works?”

			“Adventureland Theme Park. She’s a manager. Why?”

			“I’ve wanted to apologize to her in person for everything that happened but haven’t known where to find her. Maybe I could go see her, and then check in with her a few times after, if that goes well? What do you think?”

			God, why does this feel like I’m asking a dude out? 

			Her eyes glimmer with hope. “Yes. That’d be great. I don’t know where in Adventureland you’d find her, but you should definitely try. And here”—she takes my phone out of my pocket and starts typing—“is my address and phone number. I’m texting myself so I have yours. Once I figure out Rosalina’s next day off, I’ll text you that, too.” She looks up as she hands it back. “Is this an ambush? Do we even care if it is?”

			“Don’t worry, I’ll tread lightly.” I sigh. “It kills me that she’s upset.”

			“I’m with you, girl.” She twirls a red curl around her finger, expression distant. “But all we can do is support her however she’ll let us.”

			One way I could’ve supported her was by not wrecking her wedding.

			But maybe I can fix this. Unlike Gia or Benji, I have nothing to lose if I interfere and it doesn’t pay off. Maybe Ro gets even more mad at me if I involve myself in her business, but she probably already hates me for lying to her. 

			If I can help salvage her relationship—her marriage—it’ll be well worth it. 

			As Gia heads back to work, I glance at my phone. 

			A sense of purpose swirls in my stomach as I open my texts. Sebastian and I may be done, but Enzo is his friend. He may know something Gia and I don’t. His help would be useful.

			I fire off a text. 

			You should check on Enzo if you haven’t already. 

			I worry my bottom lip as I stare at the screen. Before I can talk myself out of it, I send one more. 

			And after you do, maybe you can stop by my store so we can talk? 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Sebastian

			The matching coffee cups leach heat into my hands. I got decaf for myself because even an ounce of caffeine would slay me dead right now. 

			I’m on edge enough. 

			But for Nora, I got something very caffeinated. Nothing says I know we’ve seen each other naked, but that’s not why I’m here like a girl’s favorite coffee, right? 

			Nora asked me to come by her store after I check on Enzo. I asked her what time to come. She told me noon. 

			Here I am. 

			The way we left things back at the resort felt so sudden and wrong. I probably should’ve just called her to get the initial awkwardness out of the way. 

			But then I wouldn’t be able to see her, and I’m a weak son of a bitch when it comes to Nora. 

			I take a steadying breath as I move past the tall windows of the old bookstore. The Paper Trail is busy today. Good. I don’t need to be alone with her. We just need to have a quick, cut-and-dried conversation about Enzo.

			A cool current of air greets me as I finagle my way inside, hands full. 

			Nora immediately stands out, chatting with a woman near a colorful book table. She makes eye contact with her and nods in earnest, like she’s really listening hard, laughing and squeezing her arm like they’re old pals. 

			I know how that woman must be feeling; Nora has a way of making people feel seen and heard. Valued. Her undivided attention is like a warm hug and a charging port. When she talked to me about my work and my life, she made me feel like I could conquer the damn world—like I was already halfway down that path simply because I opened a few clubs. 

			That’s not a feeling I’m accustomed to. Women look at my job like it’s a liability, and my friends and family look at it like an extension of who I’ve always been: a person trying way too hard to do just enough.

			Two people walk in the door behind me, forcing me to step sideways out of their path. Nora does a double take at the flurry of motion, and her eyes meet mine. 

			It’s like someone took a wrench to my chest and cranked. Twice. 

			She’s so beautiful it sets my nerve endings on fire. 

			Yeah, I probably should’ve gone for a phone call. 

			I clutch the cups a little tighter, and then lift them in offering. 

			These are my friendly coffees, and this is my friendly face, and if I say it enough times, maybe seeing her will feel safe. Sterile. 

			Nora bids her customers a big smile and gestures for me to follow her toward the café area. I can’t drag my eyes off her as we walk; her shoulders are freckled like she’s been in the sun—the only freckles on her body that I know of, though admittedly I didn’t get a lot of time with her naked in the light of day—and her hair is different. Maybe shorter.

			Nothing else has changed. Not her legs, or her eyes, or her boots, or the way I long to touch her. 

			She comes to a stop near a tiny table. Her expression is guarded, but a smile fights to break through. “Hi.”

			Not long ago, she pressed that word against my ear, an invitation in the dark.  

			“Sorry,” she continues, “I thought I’d have a break so we could talk in the office or outside, but Benji had to step out for an unexpected errand. We’ll have to chat here.”

			I clear my throat and extend my hand. “No problem. This is for you.” 

			Her fingers brush mine as she takes it. She has on a bracelet I’ve never seen before. “What’s this?”

			“A large oat milk cappuccino with brown sugar. I went out on a limb and assumed your usual coffee place was the one that was walkable from here, and that you’d want something you couldn’t make for yourself.”

			A beat of silence passes as she stares a hole in the cup. 

			“That’s your drink, isn’t it?” Heat prickles my skin as I recall the drive-through coffee shop. “Did I get it wrong?”

			“No, you were right.” She brings it to her chest, almost like she’s cradling it. “This is definitely my drink. And I haven’t had coffee yet today.” Her gaze flits up. “Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome. I’m glad those oats weren’t milked in vain.”

			Her laugh is like that first plunge in the lake on a searing hot day. For a second, we’re back there in the cool water, our bodies a breath apart as we tread water. “We wouldn’t want that.”

			The only sound between us is the hum of the store patrons as I take a sip, watching her over the rim of my cup. After two weeks of thinking about her nonstop, it’s hard to stand here and act casual.

			And if there’s one thing I learned at the wedding, it’s that I’m terrible at faking shit. 

			She watches back, her chest gently rising and falling. “How’s Enzo feeling?”

			I pause with my drink halfway to my mouth. “He’s not responding to me or Alessia beyond one-word answers to let us know he’s alive. So, not well, I’d say.”

			Her eyes flicker with something I don’t recognize. “That’s terrible.”

			“Yes. Big time. Rosalina hasn’t been staying at their house. What’s that look for?”

			She peers sideways, flashing her delicate profile. “Gia was here two days ago. Ro is miserable, too. I’ve just been trying to figure out what I can do to help. I am going to visit her at her work soon, at Adventureland.” Hope paints her eyes a pretty shade. “It helps to know Enzo is upset, too. I feel terrible for him, but I’m glad to know there’s still a chance he wants to be with her.”

			“Yeah, he’s struggling. Alessia says he’d rather not stay with any of us because he doesn’t like people fussing over him. So instead, he’s just hiding away. She says leave him alone and let him cope the way he needs to, but I disagree.”

			“Their friends and family don’t want to push them.” She pinches her mouth shut for a second. “But their family is the problem, which means they are too close to the issue to help. There’s a lot of weird, ancient hurt there. But we can’t just do nothing. Enzo and Ro were going to get married. That love doesn’t just go away.”

			Relief and determination band together inside me, twining through my limbs. “I completely agree. There’s got to be something we can do to fix this.”

			She cranes her head to look past me. “Shoot. I’ve got to take care of the register. Give me a sec.”

			“Take your time.” 

			I take a seat in the café to wait for her, but when a group of women swarms the place for a weekly book club meeting, I’m back on my feet to give them room to sit. The store grows even busier when a young family with four kids comes barreling in. 

			Perhaps this wasn’t the best time to try and talk to Miss Manager. 

			She greets the book club with a promise to come back and chat in a few and continues ringing people up on the register. The crystal blue skies must’ve inspired a lot of people to flood downtown Great River, because the store is swamped. 

			I slide out the front door. 

			Only because she’s busy now, and because we do need to talk more about Enzo and Ro, do I consider inviting Nora to hang out. 

			Specifically, at a place where there will be zero chance we’ll be left unsupervised for even a second. 

			Poker night.

			She and I will work together to get Ro and Enzo back on track again, not just to appease the guilt inside me, but because it’s the right thing to do. 

			Really, I have no choice. Not even Alessia believes an Enzo intervention is the best idea at this point, but Nora does. 

			I find our text thread and type out a message. 

			Any chance you’re free on Friday?  

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			Sebastian

			“Get up and change, Z.” Alessia tosses jeans and a clean shirt on Enzo’s horizontal form. “When one twin looks bad, it brings down our combined average.” 

			Enzo glares at her from his couch. His dark hair is disheveled, and his gray sweatpants are torn. He reaches forward for a glass of wine, which sits on his coffee table next to the entire box of Barefoot Merlot and an untouched deli sandwich.

			The Italian equivalent of a cry for help. 

			“Is there a purpose to this surprise visit other than to pass judgment on my clothing?” He does a crunch to take a sip. 

			“We’re playing poker tonight at Sebastian’s grandma’s house.” Alessia looks at her watch. “She’s preparing a feast. You have five minutes to change before you make us late.”

			He sits up. “I didn’t— I don’t— Wait, what?”

			“You know better than to keep an Italian grandmother waiting. Let’s go.”

			“Since when does your grandmother play poker?” he asks me, as if that’s the point.

			“Since Truman was in office, if I had to guess. I invited you multiple times. You were busy.”

			This gives me a nice segue into but you were mysteriously busy due to a secret relationship with Ro, and speaking of, how are you feeling about all that?

			He chews the inside of his cheek. “I guess that’s accurate.”

			Alessia and I stand there waiting.

			“Will there be booze?” he asks.

			“An abundance,” I assure him.

			“Fine.” He sighs and strips off his shirt. “Are you going to watch me take my pants off, too, pervs?” 

			“Ew, you aren’t wearing underwear, are you?” Alessia stalks across his living room toward his bedroom. “Stand by, Man Child. I’ll help you get dressed like an adult human.”

			“Do not go into our dresser unless you want to see a lot of Rosalina’s stuff,” he yells after her.

			Her voice gets quieter as she moves deeper into their bedroom. “Please, we’ve all got— oh wow. That’s a lot of stuff. So many colors.”

			Enzo’s expression shifts from smug to distant. 

			I clasp a hand on the back of my neck. I’ve apologized no less than five times in text but doing it in person seems like the next step. “Listen bud, I’m sorry—”

			“Don’t, Rossi. I’m fine. And I’m about to be even better after I rob you silly in poker.” He rises to his feet. “Now excuse me while I put on some underwear hand-picked by my twin sister because that’s totally fucking normal.”

			… 

			Nora’s car pulls up to my curb right as I park in the driveway. The distraction of adult-napping Enzo from his couch and then picking up Eloise almost allowed me to forget that I’m breaking my own rule and inviting a woman to Nella’s house. 

			A woman who, historically, I have difficulty not looking at, talking to, or touching.

			Nella buzzed around the kitchen like a worker bee all afternoon, treating the meal more like Thanksgiving than poker night. Manicotti, cucumber salad, three apple pies. I told her it was just two extra people compared to usual, but she was not deterred. 

			Nora is new to us! We have to show her our best so she feels very welcome in our home. 

			Did I tell Nella what happened between me and Nora at the wedding? No way.

			Did she find out anyway when Alessia came over and blurted the whole story to her while I was mowing the grass, unaware that I hadn’t mentioned it myself?

			You bet.

			Nella is living her best life, knowing I invited a woman over and gleefully misinterpreting what it means. 

			I am in hell. This won’t end well. 

			“Nora’s here!” Alessia shoots me a shit-eating grin before turning her baseball hat backward, which she deems the appropriate way to wear hats in the house. “Can’t wait to watch you stare at her like a lovesick teenager.”

			“Shut up,” I utter miserably. “That’s not what this is.”

			But I can’t come right out and say what it actually is—an intervention in which we get Enzo drunk and make him talk about where he stands with Ro so we can figure out how to fix things—with Enzo present.

			Alessia is first out of the car, followed closely by El and Enzo. They bound toward the front door, stopping to clap Nora on the shoulder or give her cheek a kiss as they pass. “No man left behind” doesn’t apply to my friends, obviously, since they left me in the dust in their haste to get inside. 

			Nora waits for me on the paved walkway. I feel like I’m moving in slow motion as I come to a stop beside her.

			There’s something about nighttime, warm summer air, and this woman that makes it hard to string together a coherent greeting. Her summer dress is short and clingy. But it’s seeing her bright lipstick and the clear effort she made to curl her hair that twists the wrench she puts on my heart even harder. 

			I want her to get dressed up like that for a date with me. I want to pretend she’s here for me.

			“Hey.” I put on a polite smile. “Glad you could make it.”

			“Thanks for having me. Hopefully this goes well.” She offers me the dish in her hands. “This is for you.” 

			There’s a joke on the tip of my tongue about how we now will have enough food to feed two armies thanks to Nella’s prep, but it dissolves at how excited she looks to give it to me. “Great. Come on in.”

			The foyer feels smaller than usual as she trails me. I walk fast toward the kitchen so she’s not tempted to slow down and look at any photos on the wall. 

			Her jaw drops. “Holy moly. Look at all these—”

			“No thank you.” I usher her into the kitchen as she giggles. 

			“Party don’t start till they walk in,” Eloise sings as she flounces around the kitchen with a frozie already in hand.

			Let the games begin. 

			Alessia grabs one of the pre-poured frozen drinks and hands it to Enzo. “Nella, you remember my brother, Enzo.”

			“Enzo. It’s been a long time, good to see you.” Nella gives an affirming nod. “How’s your poker game?” 

			He scratches his neck, eying the unconscionable amount of fake greenery decorating the top of Nella’s cabinets. “It’s decent. I guess I’m about to find out, competing with all of you.”

			“He’s bluffing already,” Alessia says with a wink. 

			“Nella, this is Nora,” I say. 

			Nella, apparently, has already prepared an overflowing plate of food for Nora.

			 “Hello.” Nella slides the plate across the island. “I made this for you.”

			I try to step in. “Nella, she doesn’t need ten pounds of manicotti—”

			“Wow! Thank you so much.” Nora slides past me. “I’m starving.”

			“That’s great news,” Nella says, nearly cooing. “And plenty more where that came from.”

			Frankly I can’t imagine there being any more left, given the quantity on Nora’s plate.

			Nella overtly studies her. “Has anyone ever told you that you look like a celebrity? There’s one I’m thinking of but for the life of me I can’t think of her name. Sebastian, what’s that show I like?”

			I sigh. “You like a lot of shows. Can you narrow it down?”

			“The one with the beautiful woman, I think she’s shipwrecked on an island? It’ll come to me.” She keeps studying Nora with naked curiosity. “Hmm. This is going to bother me.”

			Someone needs to put her out of her misery. “You’ve seen her at the Y,” I say. “Nora swims there, too. That’s probably why she looks familiar.”

			Nella’s expression screams betrayal. “Why didn’t you tell me, Sebastian?” She turns to Nora. “My grandson never told me or I would’ve said hello.”

			I’ll be paying for that one later. 

			Nora waves this off with an amicable smile. “I’ll be sure to come say hello next time.”

			Time to move this thing along. “Do you like margaritas, Nor?”

			“I love them.”

			I move toward my grandmother and pull her in for a side-hug, guiding her away from Nora. “You know I’m no good at making frozies. Mind showing me how it’s done?”

			Nella’s eyes light up. “Of course! I’ll whip up another batch. Everyone, make a plate! Eat, eat!”

			We take our full dinner plates to the kitchen table, which will serve as our poker table as soon as everyone is finished stuffing their faces. The six of us fit around the rectangle with little room to spare. If there were one more player, we’d have to take it to the formal dining room, where everything feels untouched by time and the chairs are less comfortable. 

			Nora and Nella become fast friends through dinner, chatting so much I have to remind Nora to eat. I’m not sure what to make of the two of them, so I shove forkfuls of food into my mouth and keep my ears peeled for any conversational turns that require my intervention. 

			Alessia, Eloise, and Enzo nurse their frozen drinks but pound a few straight shots of tequila. Nella, not to be left out, takes one shot and starts telling inappropriate stories about her wedding anniversaries that make me want to evacuate this homestead. 

			Alessia goads Nella on as usual, asking about “Mr. Georgie’s best attributes” and—spoiler alert—it was all of them. Nonno was a chiseled god, a man who was begging to be painted, the only man who made Nella’s heart race.  

			The table gets progressively drunker, trading out our plates for poker chips and starting the game. Nella deals the first hand, as is our tradition. 

			As the night moves along, Enzo keeps offering everyone shots. Nora and I take them, since I’m pretty sure it’s established that we’re doing whatever Enzo wants tonight. 

			Whatever gets him talking. 

			Beside me, Nora’s chair almost touches mine. Our knees knock under the table every time we have to move, and all we do is move, it seems, lunging for poker chips, reaching for cards, passing the deck. At one point I swear I feel something slide against my ankle, and I accidentally bet too much on a risky hand. 

			When Eloise wins her fourth (or maybe seventh?) hand of the night, I realize my plays are getting sloppy. Should’ve folded on that one sooner. 

			“That’s my girl.” Alessia plants a loud, sloppy kiss on her cheek. 

			“Your nose is looking awfully red, Alessia,” I call across the table. “You trying to outdrink the rest of us tonight?”

			“That is not a competition you want to have, my dude.” Alessia looks at Nora, an evil glint in her eye. “I don’t know if you’re aware of this, but our guy Sebastian here thinks he’s king of the world when he drinks tequila. You’ll have to cut him off.”

			“I don’t need tequila to think I’m the king of the world, Alessia.” I extend my arms. “Behold my palace.”

			“Aw, Sebastian can’t handle his tequila?” Nora rests her cheek on her fist to look at me as Eloise deals the next hand. 

			I fucking love it when she looks at me in a room full of people. 

			“Should I tell everyone about the summer after senior year of high school?” Alessia tosses back the melted remains of her frozie. “The first time Sebastian drank tequila, he went off the rails. We were working at North Hills Country Club and—do you want to tell it or should I?”

			I whip my gaze her way. “No one is going to tell it.” 

			“Wait, I don’t remember this story. What’d you do?” Enzo chimes in, arms crossed. “Can’t be worse than anything Alessia ever did.”

			Alessia kicks him under the table and he whimpers. 

			Nora pokes me in the biceps. “I want to know.”

			I tilt my head toward her. She’s so damn close. She looks good tonight, skin flushed and tan, hair wilder than usual as if she was at the beach today. 

			“Well, Nora”—Alessia leans all her weight forward on the table, incapable of sitting on her ass like a normal person—“what had happened was—”

			“I will slash your tires.” I follow this threat with a tiny sip of water, because I am the responsible adult at this table. 

			And then I follow it with a shot, because Enzo slid it in front of me. 

			Nora shifts in her seat as the liquor works through me. The heat of her body is tangible. I grip my knee under the table so I don’t put my hand on her in some way, because there’s no crying in baseball and no touching in poker. 

			“What is so scandalous that it’s worth slashing tires over?” she asks, and I’m fairly confident her eyes are on my mouth.

			No. That’s just the liquor talking.

			“Let’s just say Sebastian’s favorite animal back then was a cougar,” Alessia says. 

			The table erupts in laughter as I consider the financial ramifications of a retaliation, should I key her car.

			Nella shakes with laughter. “That’s the Rossi men for you. Charmers, the lot of them. Your grandfather would be proud.”

			I groan. “Please stop.” 

			“I’m going to run to the restroom. Then I’ll top off our glasses,” Nella says, her house shoes dragging on the tile. 

			I throw a poker chip at Alessia. “Really? In front of my grandmother?”

			She shrugs a bony shoulder. “You’re thirty years old, Sebastian. It’s not like she thinks you’re a virgin. Plus, she lives for my stories about you.”

			“What makes you think I won’t start spilling your secrets, eh?”

			“Because I don’t have anything to hide. El already knows everything about me, and Enzo couldn’t care less.”

			Enzo nods, hands steepled. “That is correct.”

			“Wait.” Nora gives me an urgent look I can’t decipher before she subtly nods past me at Enzo. “I’m the newcomer here, I want to know more about everyone. We should all take turns telling a story or something. Maybe how we met the people we’re with?”

			Yes.

			She’s a pretty genius. This is the conversational segue we need to get Enzo talking about his relationship, and I almost missed it. 

			No more shots. I need to be sharp.

			“How’d you two meet?” Nora points between Eloise and Alessia, wading into the topic slowly.  

			“Eloise catered an event in the building where my clinic is located.” Alessia picks up the cards Eloise just dealt her. “She was very good at her job, and that’s very hot.”

			El—a notoriously sentimental drunk—sighs happily in her seat. “And I wanted to kiss the hot girl pacing in the lobby. Then I wanted to date her. Now I get to marry her.”

			Nora gets cartoon-eyed over this. “That’s so sweet.” She turns back toward me, an innocent smile on her face. “And Sebastian, how’d you meet your cougar?”

			Alessia laughs so hard it turns into a hacking cough, which makes Enzo and Eloise laugh even harder. 

			“Clever girl.” I nudge her leg under the table with mine, just to see her react. 

			She nudges back, tipping her head sideways. “Go on, then.” 

			“I was the server to her private cabana. She was a twenty-nine-year-old divorcee whose husband cheated on her.” I shoot Alessia a look. “Hardly a cougar. And she was nice enough, I guess.”

			“Wow, what a glowing review,” Alessia deadpans. “You should look her up.”

			Nora’s mouth pulls into a line. 

			She does not like that. 

			I smile in spite of myself. My fingers drift over the hem of her dress and settle on her thigh. “Something wrong, Nor?”

			“Nope.” A blush lights up her cheeks as she shifts to look past me, her chest practically lying on my arm, to drop the bomb we’ve been waiting for. “Enzo, how are things going with Rosalina? You two talking again? Heading toward reconciliation?”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Nora

			Intent on not noticing Sebastian’s dizzying proximity or his rough palm on my thigh, I set my sights on Enzo as I wait for his answer. 

			“We aren’t talking.”  He swallows, his throat working. “She’s staying at Gia’s.”

			Alessia’s brow furrows. “For good?” 

			He loops a finger through his gold chain as he leans back in his seat. “I don’t know. I hope not.”

			My lips tip into a frown. “I’m sorry. That’s hard. What happened after Rosalina walked out of brunch?”

			He lets out a balloon-deflating noise. “Man, where to even begin.”

			Sebastian takes the liquor bottle that Enzo has been manning all night, pours a shot, and slides it toward Enzo. “We’ve got time.”

			 Alessia slowly deals another hand as Sebastian’s thumb absently strokes my leg. I want to take his hand in mine, but there’s the small issue of me having no idea what’s going on between us and wondering if this whole night is a figment of my tipsy imagination. 

			Enzo’s fingers drum the table. “I found her right after brunch. She said I need to try harder to get my family to like her, because she doesn’t want to spend the next however many years feeling like the bane of her in-laws’ existence. And I said she needs to try harder with my family too, then.” He shrugs. “She left with Gia. Then I went and packed my stuff and drove our car back alone.”

			Alessia grimaces. “Yikes.”

			Sebastian’s grandmother reenters the room. “What did I miss?”

			“Just wedding chatter,” Sebastian says, stealing the blender so she can sit down. “Relax, I’ve got this. You’ve done enough.”

			“These old arms can still pour.”

			“I have no doubt. Now let your freeloading grandson handle it, please.” He shoots her a wink.

			She guffaws. “Freeloader my tuchus. You pay more of my mortgage than I do.”

			My stomach does a cartwheel off a cliff. I was today years old when I discovered how unbearably hot it is when men dote on their grandmothers.

			I force my attention back to Enzo. “I’m hearing you both wish the other person would try harder with your respective families.”

			“Rosalina tried to be friends with me, if that helps,” Alessia offers. “She was friendly at the bachelorette party and always tried to make me feel welcome at the wedding. Did you try with Benji, Z?”

			“I thought Benji and I were cool,” Enzo replies. His forehead creases in consideration. “I kept his secret, didn’t I?”

			“You did keep all the secrets.” I say. “And we appreciate you so much for that. Benji is just a tough guy to get close to. But he likes you, and that’s more than he can say about most people.”

			“I like the guy, too. But according to Rosalina, I haven’t tried hard enough with her family, so I’m at a loss.”

			“It’s probably her parents she wants you to make an effort with,” Alessia says with a shrug. “Not everyone has issues with their dad like we do. She’ll want them to approve of you.”

			His sigh is mighty. “You’d think having a good job and taking care of their daughter would be enough to earn this mythical ‘approval.’ I am not optimistic when it comes to them. But it’d be great if our relationship was enough for her. It used to be, before we told people about us. Oh well. Life’s a bitch and then you die, you know?” He peeks at his dealt hand and leaves the cards facedown on the table, expression neutral. “This has been a good night, though. A nice distraction. We should do this again sometime.”

			“You’re welcome here every Friday,” Sebastian reminds him. “This isn’t a one-time deal.”

			Alessia nods. “Yeah, Sebastian’ll be gone soon, but Nella and the rest of us will still play. Nora, you’ll keep coming too, right?” She looks at Enzo, then me.

			Sebastian’s hand squeezes my thigh under the table. Maybe it’s meant to be reassuring, or even friendly, but the contact shoots up and settles between my legs. 

			“You should,” he says firmly. His hand drifts just high enough to make my breath catch. “They get wild sometimes. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

			Alessia snorts. “Don’t worry about what we do when you’re not around, Rossi.”

			Not around. 

			I can’t help but think how different it will feel without him here. The muscles around my heart pull tight, imagining his empty seat. But I force my gaze off him and smile at Alessia. “I would love that. Count me in.”

			Alessia’s mouth quirks up as she examines her cards. “And, since we now know Enzo has a good hand—or else he wouldn’t have asked to play again—I suggest keeping your bets light, everyone.”

			Enzo chuckles under his breath. “You little shit.”

			At the end of the hand, Eloise puts her forehead on the table. “I’m crashing hard.”

			Alessia strokes her back and squints at her phone with one eye. “I’m going to get us an Uber.”

			The rest of the table continues chatting as Sebastian stands. His forearms flex as he gathers a few glasses. I pick up my own and follow him across the kitchen. This side overlooks the cozy living room.

			He sets his down in the sink. “You aren’t driving either.” The pitch of his voice is no-nonsense and leaves no room for arguing. “At least until you sober up.”

			“No, sir. Or maybe yes, sir. Whichever one means I’m not driving yet.” I take the rubber stopper off the back of the sink, plug the drain, and turn on the water. Two squirts of lemon-scented dish soap has the basin frothing in no time. I stack all the dirty plates in the soapy water. 

			Sebastian turns off the water. “What are you doing?”

			I turn it back on. “My taxes.”

			“You aren’t washing my dishes.”

			“I need to kill time while I sober up, don’t I?”

			And I need to feel useful and do something with my hands that doesn’t involve Sebastian’s body. 

			“I’ll load the dishwasher.”

			I scoff. “The dishwasher? These plates are too nice for that! They’re fancy-pants plates.”

			“Hardly. They’re a hundred years old.”

			“Nora’s right.” Nella passes us as she shuffles through the kitchen toward the connected living room. “They’re over one hundred five years old, from my mother’s collection.”

			I beam at having correctly ceramic-dated the old plates. “Exactly. Which means they need TLC.”

			Sebastian squints at me, impossibly cute with his face screwed up like that. “TLC?”

			“Tender loving care.” I nudge him with my hip. “I’m a guest. Let me help.”

			“I’m not leaving you alone with this chore even for a second.” He forces me to switch places with him with two rough hands on my hips. The memory of those same hands digging into my ass as he lifted me off a mattress hits me like a freight train. “If you insist on helping, you can rinse and stack. I’m doing the dirty work.”

			I dry swallow, still entangled in my thoughts. “Okay.”

			“Our Uber is here. We’re going,” Alessia calls over her shoulder as she passes. “I’d offer to help, but I think I’d break a plate in my condition.”

			“She breaks plates even when she’s sober,” Eloise stage-whispers. 

			“Thanks for dragging me off my couch, Rossi,” Enzo lifts a hand. “Later, Nora.”

			Sebastian and I wave as they disappear into the hall. As soon as the door clicks shut, I elbow him. “That went well! We’re getting puzzle pieces. Enzo and Ro are both hung up on this ‘making an effort with the parents’ thing. That’s good intel.”

			He lets out a hmm. “But we already knew it had a lot to do with their families. What do we do with that information?”

			“I don’t know.” My optimism flounders quickly. “We still need Ro’s perspective. Women always provide way more details. I want to make sure we aren’t missing something.”

			“You kids overcomplicate things,” Nella says through a yawn as she reclines farther in her chair. “Get Enzo and the girl alone in a room and see what shakes out. They just need to remember why they fell in love and the rest of the noise will fall away.”

			Sebastian and I exchange a look. 

			“Honestly, that’s not a bad idea,” he says. 

			I set to work on my next plate. “We can lock them in a closet House Arrest style until they work it out.”

			“House arrest like they committed a crime?”

			“House Arrest like that Jamie Lee Curtis movie where the kids lock their soon-to-be-divorced parents in a basement with a few of their classmates’ fighting parents and tell them they can’t come out until they cancel their divorce. They install a metal door and everything. It’s a favorite of mine.”

			“You have alarming taste.” He rolls his shoulders back and stretches his neck side to side. What we’re doing is so mundane, yet it’s a first for me. I’ve never done a chore with a guy before. 

			He has a very methodical approach to each dish, and I find myself distracted by his hands and veiny forearms more than once. 

			After a few minutes, he elbows me and nods straight ahead. 

			Nella’s eyelids are drifting shut. 

			I slow down my movements, more careful and gentle as I place the next plate in the drying rack. He turns the water lower.

			“Roommates, am I right?” he murmurs. “Do you have any?” 

			“Nah. I live alone. For the first time ever, actually. It’s been nice having my own space, figuring out what I like and don’t like, finding my own routine. I finally feel totally happy with my situation.”

			“That’s great. I guess I just expected someone like you”—he gestures a hand at me, flinging water droplets in the air—“who loves book clubs and exercise classes filled with people would prefer having a roommate around.”

			I fling a few drops his way in retaliation. “I’d only live with the right person. Alessia, Eloise, Nella, Enzo…you have all these awesome, trustworthy people in your lives. I’ve always wanted that. Alas, I’ve only ever lived with Craigslist matches who steal my stuff or fling open the bathroom door when I’m taking showers, pretending they couldn’t hear the water running.” 

			He looks at me a beat too long. “Wow. I hate that.”

			“’Tis in the past. Like I said: I’m good where I am and don’t plan to change it by adding any randos to the mix. Anyway”—I lower my voice further as my gaze bounces back to the living room—“We know you don’t live alone. How’s that been for you, Seb?”

			His shoulders lift. “Fine. Fun, to be honest. I live alone everywhere else I go.”

			I hip bump him. “Hasn’t cramped your style at all?”

			“Nope.”

			Curiosity rears its ugly head. “So, I guess when you go on dates—”

			“Nora.”

			“It’s fine. I don’t imagine you’re some kind of hermit.”

			“I’m not dating other women. And I have not dated in Great River,” he says firmly. “Not at all in the last year.”

			My pulse thrums. “I see. I just assumed—”

			“Stop assuming anything before I spray you with the faucet.”

			I throw him my best side-eye. “What am I, a cat on the counter?”

			He hovers his hand near the spray nozzle. “I will soak you.”

			“Not in your grandmother’s house you won’t.”

			“You’re right. I won’t do anything to you in my grandmother’s house.” He tugs it out of its holder. “I’ll only think long and hard about it.”

			The air between us changes on a dime as my skin flushes hot. 

			I run my hand under the faucet and get it good and wet before smearing it down his arm. 

			Like a silent assassin, he aims the sprayer at me. 

			“Don’t you dare,” I whisper with venom.

			“If you run away, it’ll spray Nella’s floor.” He’s beautiful and menacing as he aims it lower. “Do you want to make a mess of her house?”

			I lift my chin. “You won’t.”

			His eyes are dangerous as he presses the button once. A small blast hits beneath my collarbone and drips down to soak the top of my dress. 

			I narrow my eyes as his body shakes from containing his laughter. His eyes crinkle at the corners as he watches me tear a paper towel off the roll and blot my chest.

			So he likes games, does he? 

			Batting my lashes, I trail my fingers inside the neckline of my dress as I step up to whisper in his ear. “You don’t need a sink to get me wet, Sebastian.”

			The playfulness falls off his face in an almost audible whoosh. He fumbles the sprayer back into the sink, his heavy gaze glued to me. “What did you say?”

			“You heard me.”

			His gaze rakes over me. “You’re fucking with me, aren’t you?”

			“Men are so easy.” Feigning coolness I don’t really feel, I dry my hands on his shirt. “How about a tour of your hallway of fame?”

			He gapes at me for a few seconds, looks back at the sink, and then toward the hallway. “I— Is that really necessary?”

			I pretend to think this over. “Yeah. It is.”

			“Fine. Give me a second.”

			I stand by, hugging my chest as he moves into the living room. He removes a blanket from inside the brown wicker trunk that serves as a coffee table and gently drapes it over his grandmother, taking care to cover her feet. 

			Then he stretches his arms overhead as he approaches, exposing a sliver of torso.

			The urge to swoon is strong. Watching Sebastian Rossi on his home turf is like experiencing Disney magic, first day of school jitters, and the moment before a first kiss all at once. 

			He returns to me with a lopsided grin. “Yeah, she’s out like a light. Let’s get this picture thing over with.”

			I wave for him to lead the way. 

			The hallway floor creaks underfoot as he moves into the hall and flips a switch. The small old chandelier casts warm light over the space. 

			There are so many photos in dusty frames I don’t know where to feast my eyes first. 

			Our shadows paint the walls and floor as we move. “Give me the lay of the land. Are they chronologically organized?” 

			He keeps his voice low to match mine. “Somewhat.”

			I home in on a gangly but still cute version of the man in front of me posing next to a Ford Bronco. I’d put him at middle-school age, maybe thirteen. 

			He tries to stand between me and the wall. I force him sideways with brute force, gratuitously gripping his biceps in the process. 

			“You had braces,” I note, tipping my head up to see another photo higher on the wall. “For quite a few years, it looks like.”

			“C’mon, Nor.” He crosses his arms as his dimples make an appearance. “You think this smile was free?” 

			“Can you move along to high school, at least?” he requests, pointing down the hall. “I was way hotter then.”

			“And miss out on you as a tween? Nah.” I point at a whitewashed wooden frame. “Is this some kind of homecoming dance, and if so, why are you in shorts?”

			“I thought I was cool, and you weren’t around to humble me.”

			I bite my lip to trap my laugh. “But Alessia tried to, right?”

			“She did. I just didn’t listen.” 

			It strikes me that of all the things that make this house feel cozy and homey, this permanent picture wall that serves as a family shrine is my favorite. We never went through the trouble of hanging photos anywhere we lived, because there was no point. I visualize Nella adding photos over the years, the scene playing out like a stop-motion animation in my brain. 

			He leans against the wall to steal my attention and swipes his thumb down my cheek. A shudder rolls through me. If it’s meant to serve as a distraction, it’s working. “Did you ever have braces?” 

			I momentarily lose my words at his cashmere-soft touch. “I did. I went through quite a few orthodontists too, because it coincided with Mom dating a musician who was chasing his big break. Bob Dylan he was not.”

			His hand falls away. “You didn’t like the guy?”

			“Eh, he was fine compared to some of the others. Now show me prom.”

			He guides me down the hallway with a hand dangerously low on my back. He stops in front of a photo of him, Alessia, Enzo, and their assorted friends or dates. 

			“Damn it all,” I mumble. 

			“What’s wrong?” He shifts behind me, banding a hand across my stomach. I fall against him as if falling into his orbit. 

			What’s wrong is he was so damn cute, even then. He probably knew it, too. I would’ve been stuck on him like a flagpole in winter. There would have been journals with his name etched inside, because yeah, I actually did that. 

			I let out an embarrassing sharp breath as he nuzzles my hair. “You were, um…so unfortunate looking.”

			He lets out a dark laugh and turns me around. His hand slips lower over the swell of my ass. “Be nice. I already know I wouldn’t have had a shot with you.” 

			His touch turns me hot and sloppy. “Sebastian, please. You were a god among mortals then and now. You wouldn’t have known my name. I was a nerd before nerds were celebrated.”

			His tone is gently scolding as he swats me. I blush as I imagine how it’d feel against my bare skin. “Hardly. I would’ve asked you to tutor me and done everything in my power to make you think I was smart.”

			The words catch me off guard. I turn around and search his eyes, finding a shyness so unlike him. “I would’ve known that after spending any amount of time with you.” 

			His gaze dips lower and my heart takes off in a nervous canter. But he doesn’t lean in. 

			I move on to a picture of him with what must be his parents. He looks just like his father with the same thick, almost luscious wave to his hair and blessed bone structure. “Is this the famed Mom and Dad?” 

			“Yes. Nadine and Carlo.”

			“The doctors Rossi,” I muse. “I don’t know how to tell you this, but your dad is—

			“Don’t say it.” He groans. “Don’t even think it.”

			“Hot as heck.” My mischievous gaze meets his. “I’m sorry, I had to confess it to you or I couldn’t go on. And Nadine is even hotter. Wowza, this gene pool explains a lot.”

			“Sorry, Enzo and Alessia both laid claim to my mother a long time ago. They both plan to make their move, should anything happen to my dad, and see who wins, which is very morbid if you think about it.”

			“Your dad must feel left out, then. Can I lay a claim—”

			“Nope.” He crowds me against the wall. A frame rattles behind my back. “Not happening.”

			Hot blood courses through my veins as his blazing eyes hold mine. My voice sounds breathless. “Why not?”

			“You know why.” His hands find my ass again like they’re magnetized. He squeezes as if that answers the question. The sting of his fingertips is too much and not enough. 

			After more than two weeks of not talking about anything that happened between us, I’m going a little bit out of my mind. I would love to hear him say something to the effect of because we were real so I can stop wondering if the Adirondacks were a fever dream.

			Or he could kiss me. Actions speak louder than words. 

			But he doesn’t. Neither of us moves until it feels almost like a standoff. If one of us doesn’t do something, I’m going to need a pillow to scream into.

			So I smile, the portrait of innocence. “How about a tour of your room?”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			Sebastian

			My room.

			I’m already hanging on by a thread, and now she’ll be near my bed.

			“That depends.” My hand is so firmly latched on her perfect ass as hers roam my chest I can barely concentrate on the words coming out of my mouth. “Can we behave ourselves so I don’t break my own rule?”

			“What’s the rule, exactly?”

			“I won’t touch you under my grandmother’s roof. It’s my rule, not hers. Our bedrooms share a wall.”

			Not that she’s in her bedroom…

			I grit my teeth as she places her hand over my heart and pushes me back a step. “You got it. Lead the way.”

			I take her hand and lead her to my bedroom, wrestling with the decision to close the door. 

			If I’m basing it on how much I trust myself, I should leave it wide open. 

			But I pull it closed, mostly so her inevitable laughter at whatever she finds in my room doesn’t carry across the house. 

			She lifts her hands to her cheeks as soon as we step inside. I try to see the room through her eyes—plaid wallpaper, a queen-sized bed, my favorite reading chair in the corner. Everything in here is a collection of what I deemed important enough not to stick in my storage unit when I moved in. 

			She takes a small lap around the space. Her summer dress hangs so nicely off her body, loose enough to be suggestive but tight enough to drive me up the wall. 

			“Oh, lookee here.” She gravitates toward the hooks on the wall near my closet. 

			With a cheeky grin lobbed my way, she removes my favorite Mets cap from the wall and puts it over her glossy hair. 

			Goddamn, she’s sexy, beautiful, and cute all rolled into one tempting tease of a package. Especially now that she’s sauntering around the place where I’ve abused my cock imagining her the last few weeks. 

			She’s looking at me like she’s fully aware she’s pushing me to the brink. Her eyes could lure a sailor to land.

			I should really open that door. Instead, I exhale, shifting past her in pursuit of my reading chair so I can sit on my hands. 

			As I make myself comfortable—as much as I can with her dancing on my restraint—she moves toward the opposite wall, home to two bookcases. 

			“Should’ve known you’d gravitate toward the books,” I say. 

			“I like what I like.” She hinges at the waist to read the spines on a low shelf. 

			I don’t bother looking away. If she wants to bend over for me, I’m not going to stop her. 

			She peers back to look at me. “War and Peace. I should’ve known.”

			“Uh-huh.” I grip the armrest as she finishes her inspection. 

			“You’ve got a lot of good stuff.” She rises to full height and whirls around slowly, taunting me with eye contact as she approaches. 

			Apparently, we’re bored of looking at my things. 

			The hair on my arms stands up as she comes to a stop in front of my legs. “You’re a quiet tour guide.” 

			I let my head rest on the tall chairback as I meet her eye. “I’m more of a Q and A kind of guy. Ask me whatever you want to know.”

			Her brows lift. “About the room?”

			My gaze falls to her chest, which I am now eye-level with. “Sure.”

			“Hmm.” She steps between my legs, forcing them apart. “You’ve really never brought a woman in here before?”

			“Nope. What with my rule and all.” 

			“I see.” Eyes swirling with heat beneath the brim of my cap, she straddles me, canting her hips forward so I can’t peek at what’s under her dress. This also centers her right over my lap. Her hands clasp the back of my chair. “So, I’m the first?”

			“You are.” My forehead falls against the warm crook of her neck. She’s the first and only one I want in this space. The thought sends a terrifying bolt of pleasure and fear through me. “Did you dress up for me tonight?”

			“Maybe.” Her nails rake my scalp, sending goose bumps down my neck. “I wasn’t sure how you felt about dresses.”

			I tease my mouth across her collarbone. She squirms as I nip her with my teeth. “You knew exactly how I’d feel about this dress.”

			“Tell me anyway.”

			“It clings to you just right and shows off your curves. It’s so thin I can see the way your perfect ass jiggles when you walk.” I swat her hard with one hand. “I could flip it up and fuck you in less than a second if we were anywhere else.” 

			“Like this?” She hitches the cotton over her hips, revealing sheer black panties with thin, breakable straps. Everything is visible through the mesh fabric. 

			“You enjoy teasing me within an inch of my sanity.” I flip my hat on her head backward and steal her mouth, greedy for her lips. Plush, soft lips I’ve fantasized about the same way I have the rest of her. She moans into my mouth as I anchor one hand on her jaw to control the depth and pressure, taking what I need. 

			My pulse jackhammers through my body as her tongue moves in demanding strokes against mine. I grow sloppier and looser and so does she, both of us opening our mouths wide and provoking each other with filthy licks and bites. She’s moving up and down, the same way she would if she were riding me.

			I rip my mouth away and exhale. If there’s a point of no return, we’re nearing it. 

			In more ways than one, if the ache in my chest is to be trusted. 

			“You said you wouldn’t touch me under this roof.” She lifts to her knees, hovering over me as she dusts her hand across her inner thigh. The smooth expanse of skin begs for my tongue. “Are we allowed to touch ourselves?”

			“Fuck.” My hips move beneath her. “Lose the underwear and let me see you.” 

			She shimmies them down her thighs, never breaking eye contact. I hold her steady with a hand on her waist as she removes them completely and closes them in my fist.

			And then she straddles me again, this time draping her legs over the arms of the chair. Gloriously bare and spread for me. 

			Her fingers slide through her slick skin. She’s already so worked up one touch gets her panting. “Aren’t you going to let me see you, too?”

			My hands roam the contours of her back and shoulders as my attention remains glued to where she strums herself. “I don’t trust myself not to fuck you.” 

			She slides one finger inside herself and lets out a ragged breath. “Please?”

			This woman loves playing with fire and apparently, I’m more than happy to fall into the flames. I unbutton my jeans and take myself in hand. She lets out a sound that makes me feel like the most wanted man alive. I stroke myself once, slow and hard. It’d take ten seconds of that tops and I’d be done. “Distract me so I don’t put my cock right where we both want it. Give me a show.” 

			She uses her free hand to tease the top of her dress down before unclasping her bra. Her tits bounce free, ready to be handled.

			I break away from watching her finger disappear in and out to nudge her bra aside and give her perfect tits the attention they deserve. Her stiff, rosy nipples pebble fully under my inspection. “Can I touch those at least?” 

			“Nope. They’re a part of me. Can’t touch.” Her gaze falls back to where I’m stroking myself in lazy pulls. “Can you do it faster?” Her voice is breathy and a little shy, which is adorable considering she’s fucking her fingers on my lap. “Please, I’ve always wanted to”—her voice hitches on the last word as she adds another finger—“watch.”

			I jerk my hand up and down for her as she moans my name, working herself even faster. 

			“Fuck,” I rumble. “Look at you. Taking your own fingers almost as good as you take mine.”

			Her hooded gaze stays on my hand as a deep blush colors her cheeks. “I wish it was you.” 

			I wish it was me, too. “Let me feel how wet you are from taunting me. I’ll barely touch you.”

			Conflict and desire war in her eyes. But then she shifts closer, leaning back with her hands on my knees. 

			I rub myself over her swollen clit, and then a little lower. I keep my promise, mostly. I barely let myself make contact, just enough to steal some of her wetness. Her warm heat instantly scrambles my brain.

			She shifts back, denying me anything at all, and returns to working herself. “Keep going.”

			“It’s not enough,” I groan, fisting my cock. This pales in comparison to the mere hint of her. She’s created a monster. Or maybe I have. “I need to be inside you. Let me get a condom out of my nightstand.”

			“Uh-uh.” Her breaths are beautifully stuttered as she watches my hand fly up and down my slick shaft. Dusky nipples drawn tight, flushed cheeks, parted lips, so wet I can hear what she’s doing to herself—she’s as close as I am. “We’re not breaking your rule.”

			“Fuck the rule.” Pressure draws at the base of my spine as I grip myself tighter, too lust-drunk to decide if I’m speeding up or slowing down. “I’ve lain in that bed and thought about nothing but you for two weeks. Only you. You want something to watch? Watch me fill you better than your fingers ever could.” 

			A moan escapes her mouth. She shifts her hips forward. Just another few inches and I’d sink right in. Right into that tight, hot place I want to be. Where her damn hand gets to be instead of me. 

			Her legs start to tremble. I pump furiously, all restraint gone. “I’m close.”

			“Come on me,” she moans as her legs start to tremble. 

			“You want a hell of a lot more than that, don’t you, needy girl?” I grit out each word as I barrel toward my finish. “You want me so deep you can feel me in your throat when I come in you. Tell me I’m wrong.”

			Her lips part on a gasp. “You know I do.” 

			“Where will you settle for it?” 

			She stutters out the words my clit and I snap.

			With her name on my lips, I coat her busy hand with two weeks’ worth of wanting. She feverishly swirls it around and down, dangerously close to her entrance, eyes on fire like this is what she’s been waiting for. 

			“Christ,” I rasp. “Keep going.” I didn’t know I was waiting for this too until I saw it—the sight of her covered in me, her lithe fingers working it all around, seconds away from unraveling after getting what she begged for. 

			Then, holding my gaze, she dips a finger inside. 

			The image of her carrying my child flashes through my mind and I’m fucking gone. 

			Her mouth opens and she expels a sharp cry as she breaks. Clearly, she’s forgotten where we are. And it’s so damn hot, how overcome she is. I rear up and smother her lips with mine, trapping the sound. Her body goes taut as she slows her hand, drawing it out. 

			And then, we’re both still. 

			She’s flushed red and panting as I pull back to glimpse her face.

			The sound of our breathing mingles in the air. Normal blood flow returns to my limbs in slow motion. I lean over the side of my chair and grab yesterday’s shirt off the ground. 

			“May I?”

			She nods. 

			I clean her with the shirt, ball it up, and throw it toward the laundry basket, sinking the shot. Then I pull her dress and bra back into place. Rewrapping her is as satisfying as unwrapping her, but in a different way. She feels even more like mine when I put her back together. “What are you thinking?”

			There’s a pause, like she’s not sure if she’ll tell me. “That you bring out something in me no one ever has.” She turns my hat around and pulls it low. “And I clearly like it. A lot.” Worry creeps into her eyes.

			“Hey.” I lift the brim of the hat higher to see her eyes. “Stop hiding your pretty face. I want eye contact as I tell you that was the second hottest moment of my life, and you’re also responsible for the first back at that hotel.” I pause, thinking of her finger, covered in me, slipping inside only moments ago. “Actually, it’s a tie. But Nora…I know exactly what we did, okay? I fucking loved it.” 

			Her eyes sparkle like the sun off water. “Good.”

			I stroke her bottom lip, searching her eyes. I’m in such fucking trouble when it comes to her. I can’t get enough of what we’re doing, but we’re both playing with fire now. If she asks again, we’re going to have to have a serious conversation because I’m going to give it to her. 

			She shifts until she’s sitting across my lap and lets out a sated sigh. “At least your rule is still intact. You’re welcome.”

			I lean in, stopping just shy of her lips. “You are a pretty little tease.” 

			She threads her hands through my hair and closes the distance between our mouths. Her teeth tugging at my bottom lip starts giving me ideas about a round two. 

			“Good night, kids!”

			Both our gazes snap toward the closed—thank fuck it’s closed­—door. 

			The faint shuffling of Nella’s slippers on the hardwood floor grows even fainter as Nora claps a hand over her mouth. 

			Concern flares in my gut until I realize she’s laughing. 

			“And that’s my cue,” she murmurs as she climbs off my lap. “I think we’ve caused enough trouble here for one night.”

			I kiss her goodbye so I don’t pull her into my bed. 

		


		
			Chapter Thirty 

			Nora

			Adventureland Amusement Park on Long Island is like a carnival that doesn’t travel; not the highest of quality attractions but flashy enough to draw a crowd. 

			Rosalina, I learned through a few cursory texts, manages employment, and can take a short lunch break on the premises so long as most of her staff shows up and nothing is on fire. 

			I drop her name at the entrance and the attendant gives me a map with The Sweet Shop circled. The park is bright and bold, a shock of color that lifts my spirits. The ground vibrates from rumbling roller coasters as I maneuver through families, gaggles of loud teenagers, and people clearly on dates.

			A complicated mix of emotion flows through me.

			Since poker night more than a week ago, all I’ve wanted to do is see Sebastian. We may not have defined our status, but it doesn’t stop me from wanting to stroll this theme park with him, fingers intertwined, sunshine warming our skin. 

			I want couple-y things, even if we aren’t officially that. 

			We’ve been texting, but it’s not the same as spending time together. I miss him.

			And if I miss him now while he still lives here, imagine how badly I’ll—

			Nope. 

			Not going there right now. The man hasn’t even said if he wants a relationship. I have to at least try to be smart about this whole thing. 

			When I find The Sweet Shop, Ro is waiting for me at a table outside with two coffees and a chunk of fudge. Her black hair is wild with waves and thrown up in a ponytail, not straight and glossy down her back like it was for most of wedding week. She’s in a sequined tank top, black shorts, and teal Converse sneakers, notably different from the stylish dresses, blazers, and stilettos she wore that week. All her fancy gold jewelry has been traded out for colorful beaded bracelets, a leather corded necklace with a single seashell, and—yup, that’s definitely a nose ring.

			Maybe managers of theme parks are required to look like cool land mermaids. Or maybe Benji and I weren’t the only ones putting on an act to impress the Ferraros. 

			She lifts her left hand to wave. 

			Still wearing her engagement ring.

			My fingers itch to text Sebastian immediately to let him know this. He’s going to be so excited.  

			“Hi.” I move quickly to the table and drop into the seat across from her. “Thanks so much for meeting me. Or letting me meet you, I guess.”

			“No problem. It’s a nice change of pace. I rarely get visitors at work, believe it or not.”

			I free my phone from my pocket. “What’s your Venmo? I want to pay you for this stuff.”

			“It’s okay. It’s free for me. Manager perks.”

			“Oh! That’s nice. Thank you.” My voice holds a nervous edge as I lay my phone on the table. “So. I’ll cut right to the chase because I’m sure you’re busy. I know Benji already apologized to you, but I wanted my chance. I’m so sorry for all the drama. For lying to you with Benji, for getting caught by your mother with Sebastian, for contributing to the stress of your week. For hurting you.” I shake my head in disgust. “I hate hearing all that out loud.”

			Her smile is sad. She picks up a plastic knife and cuts into the fudge. “Thanks. I really appreciate that. I was angry at my brother for lying to me, but I wasn’t holding a grudge against you. And he apologized, which I appreciate. The week was just a mess in the end. Whether or not my mom found out about you and Sebastian and made a huge scene, I think it still would’ve ended this way. When your families are mortal enemies, what hope is there for a marriage?”

			I sip my coffee as I contemplate whether or not that question was rhetorical. 

			My phone lights up on the table.

			Sebastian Rossi 

			I clock the extra thump in my chest that always seems to come when I think of him after not thinking of him for a little while. It’s an extra heartbeat of mine that belongs to him. His text is on the screen for both of us to see. 

			How’s coffee going? 

			“Is that Sebastian?”

			I blink and find Ro’s gaze fixed on me. A swell of tangled emotion twists in my gut. I’m sure she doesn’t want to see the smile Sebastian puts on my face when she’s dealing with this break that I refuse to think of as a breakup. “Sorry, I’ll text him later.” 

			Her laugh is rich. “It’s okay. I’m glad someone found love at my wedding, even if it wasn’t me.”

			My heart lurches. “Ro—”

			“I’m fine. Honestly, I could use a girl chat that isn’t focused on me and people feeling sorry for me. Gia keeps looking at me like I might collapse any second. Tell me everything about what’s going on with you two. Leave no detail out. I want to know all about his big, fat—

			“People can hear!”

			“—personality.” She beams. “And his dick.”

			A laugh escapes me. The sun warms my skin as a few birds fly overhead. 

			Girl chat. How long have I wanted exactly that? And maybe it’ll help me make sense of things. It’s not like I can talk to Benji about Sebastian. He’d just say huh, wow, did you want to talk about it? after I’d already been talking about it for several straight minutes.  

			“We aren’t in love, first of all,” I say, swirling my coffee cup as my heart flutters.  

			“Okay, so no love. Yet. I guess it must be pretty new if it started at the wedding? You’re still in the talking phase?”

			“We talk.” 

			“Right, but are you talking?”

			I cock my head to the side. “What does that mean?”

			“Talking is post-hookup and pre-exclusive where everyone is really coy about their feelings.”

			“What are the other categories?” I ask. “Besides talking?”

			“I think they’re called ‘levels,’ not categories. There’s pre-hookup, talking, exclusive, and then in a relationship. That’s when you’re boyfriend/girlfriend/partner.”

			“What’s the difference between exclusive and in a relationship?”

			Her brows knit. “I’m not sure, actually. Meeting the family, maybe?”

			“Ah.” My limbs vibrate, and not just from the roller coaster thundering in the distance. If that’s a level, Sebastian and I skipped a few by accident when I met Nella. 

			I shake this off. I didn’t “meet his family.” It was just poker night. 

			And then all the things that happened after poker. 

			My face warms from more than just the sun. 

			“So, what level are you and Sebastian?” she asks with an eager twist of her hand. “Spill.”

			The ice in my coffee is quickly melting. I take a sip. Is there a “level” where we give all of ourselves behind closed doors, but we’ve never even been on a real date? Where I want to be with him so badly that I have to force my heart not to get ahead of itself, but I’m also brutally aware that he’s leaving and try to avoid thinking about it? “I’m not sure we fit a level.”

			“How is that possible?”

			“Well, we— I really like him, but—”

			“Look at you blushing.” She waves her hand, her iridescent nail polish glinting in the sun. “You are obviously still banging.”

			My phone lights up again as my stomach flip-flops. 

			What’d you wear to this meetup? Important for context. Feel free to send a picture. 

			If eyebrows can be smug, hers are. 

			“Okay, there are feelings there,” I blurt, turning over my phone. “But he’s scheduled to move soon, and that makes me want to keep my heart distance.”

			Not that I’m doing a great job at that.

			“Oh crap, really? That sucks. But that doesn’t have to be the kiss of death.” Her nose scrunches up. “What’s heart distance?” 

			“Where you let yourself be mentally and physically present but keep your heart where no one can reach it. My mom used to tell me to keep my heart distance from boys so I wouldn’t get hurt, which was ironic because she flung herself headfirst into every relationship she ever had. Then they’d implode.” 

			Out come my octopus sharing arms. I’m saying a lot of things out loud. But it feels so easy to open up to Ro, and it’s a relief to lay it all out there so plainly. “Anyway, last night I thought about talking to him about our situation, but then we…you know.”

			She nods sagely. “And then you forgot all about talking. Unless there was the not-safe-for-work kind.”

			I fan my now-sweaty neck. “There was some talking…”

			“Good job, Sebastian.” A smile touches her lips. “Gosh, I miss the early days with Enzo. When we started dating it was twice daily. I couldn’t get enough. I was like a rabid animal.” Her face falls as a breeze ruffles her ponytail. “I miss him. I wish I could go back in time for just one more night with him.”

			I sense my opening and pounce. “How would you spend it?” 

			“Probably a fun date night at the bowling alley, then a night spent breaking the bed. We have so much fun together. I think that’s part of why I fell for him. And he’s really good at the stuff, if you catch my drift.”

			“Consider it caught.” I take the knife and hack off a piece of fudge. I try to keep my tone light so she doesn’t think I’m steamrolling her. “I could talk to him, you know. I really want to help you, if I can. I know he really loves you, and you clearly love him, too.”

			“I don’t know. I don’t want to make you a messenger.” She exhales. “I mean, we’ll have to see each other eventually. We still live together, even though I haven’t been there.”

			“And if I arranged a situation where we were all in the same place at the same time so you can talk with no pressure, what then?”

			She laughs. “Why, are you throwing a house party or something?”

			“Listen, I’m here to help and make amends for the wedding. If a house party is what it takes, I’ll get a disco ball for my apartment or get you two locked in a closet for Seven Minutes in Heaven.”

			“You are incredibly sweet. Benji has good taste in friends.” She bites her straw. “He’s going to have to learn to share you. In case it’s not clear, you and I are good. All is forgiven. I’m glad you plus-one’d my wedding. Sebastian too. Cheers to us, friend.”

			“Thanks.” I lift my coffee as my heart balloons, pressing against my ribcage. “Cheers to us.”

			By the time we go our separate ways, I’m floating on a cloud. 

			It wasn’t a no to getting her and Enzo in the same room, and it was a better meeting than I would’ve dared to hope for. 

			I’m not even out of the park yet when I text Sebastian back, hope cushioning my every step. 

			I think there’s hope for them. We just have to get them bowling. 

			Sebastian responds right away. 

			I didn’t realize bowling held that kind of power. 

			I laugh a little too hard, and love seeing his name in my phone a little too much. With a cleansing exhale, I vow to wrap my arms around this moment and cradle it to my chest for as long as possible. 

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			Sebastian

			Two weeks. 

			It took two extremely long weeks to get Enzo and Ro in the same place at the same time, thanks to their hectic work schedules. 

			My schedule was no lighter—I’ve picked up way too many paint jobs to save for moving expenses. Which means I’ve had no ability to spend time with Nora. Zip. Zilch. 

			I’m feeling the separation. 

			Enzo strides into Palace Social so fast I can barely keep up. “Ro and I love this place. We’d go on dates here a lot.”

			It’s like Dave and Busters on steroids in here, right down to the celestial carpet and acid-trip colors everywhere. Bowling lanes line the back wall, a huge arcade fills out most of the front, and a busy circular bar sits dead center of it all. The lanes are lit with black lights for “cosmic bowling.” Everything neon glows in the dark. 

			“It’s a great spot,” I concede. 

			He points to the far-right end of the lanes. “There they are. Oh, she wore my favorite shirt of hers! Do you think that’s a good sign?”

			Considering my job is to be his hype man and I have no idea what Ro’s shirt choice says about her state of mind, I give an eager nod and clap him on the shoulder. “It can’t hurt.”

			Four people are waiting in the seating area for lane one. They’re sitting in the horseshoe-shaped bench, and I can see Ro’s face, as well as the back of two heads. 

			One head of very familiar brown hair. All it takes is a glimpse and I’m ready to crawl out of my skin to get to Nora.  

			Two weeks of surviving on only a diet of her text messages. They’ve grown more frequent with us not being able to see each other in person, but I still want more. 

			It started the morning after she put on that show for me in my bedroom when I texted her good morning. She responded great morning, and I spent seven minutes debating if that was in reference to waking up after the great night we had or if she was just having a damn good morning. By the time I was ready to respond, she sent me a picture of her coffee on her work counter and a cheers, so I took that to mean she needed to get busy and signed off with a have a great shift, pretty girl. 

			The next day, she sent a paparazzi spy shot of Nella talking to a group of women at the pool with the caption Local celebrity spotted at the Y.

			As one does, I followed that up with a picture of my lunch. Lobster bisque. Not too shabby.

			An hour later, I glanced at my phone and almost fell off a ladder. She sent a picture of herself licking a snow cone, captioned Wish you were here. My paint roller, coated in a dark blue shade called Sailor’s Navy, immediately hit the very white ceiling of some rich person’s living room thanks to that distraction. It took a coat of primer and a special trip to Home Depot to buy the right color white paint to match the ceiling to fix that error. 

			We’ve texted every day since about everything and nothing, my mentees getting honor roll and her doctor’s appointment. The dangerous kind of small talk I’ve come to depend on.

			It’s clear I have no self-control and need to always know what she’s up to. My brain is telling me I have no right, but the rest of me insists she’s mine. 

			We really need to talk about what’s next.

			After a pit stop to get bowling shoes, Enzo puts on polite airs when we arrive at the entrance to the lane one seating area. You know, as if he didn’t barrel in here like a golden retriever let off his leash in his haste to get to Ro. “Hey, everyone.”

			A chorus of hellos float our way. 

			Ro crosses her arms, her gaze careful but eager. She pops her gum, her tone a little nervous. “Hi, Enzo.”

			Enzo lifts a hand. “Hey.” He takes a few steps and drops on an empty stretch of bench beside her. 

			They look like that old vintage cartoon of the skunks with hearts around their heads as they take turns looking at each other. 

			Now that’s a good start. It seems Nella was on to something when she said just get them in the same room and see what shakes out. 

			On the other bench, Nora’s seated next to Benji and I’m almost certain they are playing chess against each other on their phones. 

			I wave my hand in front of their faces. “You’re both aware you’re hot, right? You don’t have to live like this.” 

			Nora rises to her feet. “Sorry, I was trying not to lose.”

			“Wait, don’t exit the game! I’m about to win,” Benji argues, dragging his finger along the phone screen. “Okay, there we go. Crushed your ass.”

			Ignoring him, she pockets her phone and moves closer to me. For a second, I think she’ll hug me. My body tenses for it. Hungers for it. But she slides past and struts over to the computer to enter my and Enzo’s names. “Okay, we’re just waiting for Alessia and Eloise, right?”

			“Just me,” Alessia says as she bounds into the area. “Eloise’s event is running late.” 

			Nora hefts a bowling ball. “Well then. Just the six of us! Who’s ready for a fun game?”

			I meet her eye and she shrugs as if to say here goes nothing. 

			Given the way Enzo and Ro keep inching closer as if they can’t help themselves, I am cautiously optimistic that this wasn’t the worst idea. 

			… 

			Ro and Enzo have taken to circling each other between their turns, always pulling other people into their conversations so as not to talk about anything real.

			Nora and I have been keeping things upbeat by telling stories about our lives. Mine are only 50 percent true at this point, just to keep everyone laughing, and I think one of hers is just the plot of a famous eighties movie, but no one calls her out on it. I resist the urge to haul her into my arms every time she giggles or her gaze catches mine. 

			She’s trying her best, chatting with Enzo and Ro, chatting with Alessia, harassing Benji, flitting around like a tense butterfly between her turns. If she ever hosted a house party, she’d go nuclear trying to make sure everyone had a good time.  

			She needs a break. Or maybe I want her to myself for a little bit. Regardless of the reason, I wait until the rest of them pause the game to order food and guide her out of the seating area. We climb the two stairs that bring us back onto the carpeted landing and move behind a bowling ball case as tall as my hip. 

			I squeeze her shoulder as the trilling sound of a video game floats out of the arcade beside us. “You’re tense, Nor. Relax. We can only lead the horses to water, but we can’t make them drink.”

			“I just want them happy again.” She lets out a little groan, and her eyes briefly shut. “That feels good.” 

			I add a second hand, angling her totally toward me as I rub her neck. It’s impossible not to look at her face, even when her eyes are closed. Her lashes rest on her cheeks and she exhales softly. Fuck, I think she’s becoming my Kryptonite. I could watch her do nothing all day and be perfectly content.

			Her forehead falls forward. My chest catches it and we stand together like it’s normal. It’s mostly dark up here, neither the light from the neon lanes nor the arcade reaching us in this in-between place. 

			Fitting. Whatever this is between us feels like some kind of in-between place. 

			My hands slide against her skin. While my blood is hot, my insides grow cold as a thought moves through me. 

			One day, another man is going to touch her here. Put his grubby fingerprints all over her. Give her what she’s begged me for. I’ll have no idea it’s happening because I’ll be long gone. Nebraska, or wherever the hell I’ll go after that. And maybe that’s good, because if I were around to see it, I wouldn’t be able to stand it. 

			I already can’t stand it.

			I pull her against me. My chin rests on top of her head as her arms move around my waist. Her hair smells like that flower store, perfumed and sweet. She’s starting to feel like home base. The person I come back to in a crowded room. I have no idea what to do with that. 

			She tips her head. “Should we go back?”

			And give up the first chance I’ve had to be alone with her, to touch her, in two weeks? Not a fucking chance. 

			“I say”—I walk us backward, still holding her against me—“we check out the claw machine in the arcade instead. I want to win you a stuffed bear.”

			“A stuffed bear?” 

			“A stuffed anything, really.”

			She bites her lip as she peers back toward the lanes. “Will they miss us?”

			“It looks like Benji and Alessia have abandoned Enzo and Ro to go to the bar, probably to give them alone time to talk. I think we’re fine.” I nod toward the arcade. “C’mon. This won’t take long.”

			Her lips curve up. “You’re very confident in your claw machine abilities.”

			I tuck her hair behind her ear. “The Claw is my favorite sport.”

			“And here I would’ve guessed baseball.”

			“Baseball is a strong second.” The carpet mutes our steps as I guide her through the doorway. It’s empty in here, probably because this time of night draws an older bar-loving crowd. 

			As promised, I take her to the machine and swipe my credit card. 

			She props herself against the side, arms crossed as she watches me fail the first time with a soft smile. The sleeves of her white summer shirt hang off her shoulders. “You’re cute when you’re concentrating. All hawkeyed.”

			“All part of my strategy,” I say as I miss the first attempt. “Now stop distracting me.”

			Her melodic laugh competes with the music playing on a loop from the Space Galaxy pinball machine. “I’m just standing here.”

			“Exactly.” 

			I swipe my card again. The claw drops down and I fail a second time. 

			On the fourth try, when I’m starting to sweat, the metal hand clasps a yellow duck. The hold doesn’t appear solid, but it’s just enough of a cradle to carry it to the chute. 

			I pump my fist in the air. 

			She squeals. “You got it!”

			“Easy,” I lie as I grab it from the machine. “A duck for the lady.”

			She launches herself at me, flinging her arms around my neck. I lose my footing at her enthusiasm and the claw machine catches my fall. We’re laughing until our smiles press together and fade into a slow, deep kiss. My body gets all sorts of ideas when she nips my bottom lip.

			“Mmm. You really like ducks,” I murmur against her lips. 

			She lets out a breathy laugh. “I really like men who win me ducks. Now kiss me like you mean it.” 

			I take a look around the arcade then guide us a foot sideways, nestling us between the claw machine and a photo booth with her back against the wall. I take her duck and set it on top of the claw machine for safekeeping before our mouths collide again. Her lips are an urgent promise against mine. She opens for me, letting me taste and savor. Letting me take it farther and deeper than I normally would when someone could walk past. 

			I trace the soft fringe of her jean skirt, then slip my hand underneath to grip the outside of her thigh, lifting her leg just enough that I can better fit against her. The denim inches higher as she moves, and damn do I want to drop to my knees and see what I might’ve revealed, but I’m not done with her mouth yet. Might never be.

			When we come up for air, my fingers thread through hers and I pull her off the wall. Her cheeks are flushed, and her lips are wet from me, or maybe her lip gloss. 

			“Come here. I want a picture of you like this.” I navigate around the machine, open the heavy black curtain, and usher her inside with a hand to her back. My fingers brush the sliver of exposed skin beneath the hem of her top.  

			I step in behind her and whip the curtain shut. It goes all the way to the floor, giving us the dangerous illusion of privacy. The only light is the glow of the computer screen that shows us our options for purchase. 

			I sit on the bench and guide her onto my lap. My hands dig into her hips as her back falls flush with my chest. Her body is so warm and inviting. 

			“Set it up,” I murmur in her ear.  

			Her voice is already drowsy with want as she presses her ass into me. “Huh?”

			“I meant what I said. I want a picture of you.”

			“Can’t we just—”

			My teeth graze her earlobe as I grab my credit card and place it in her hand. “Please?”

			She leans forward to slide it in the reader. As she presses a few buttons on the screen, I run a hand down her back, applying light pressure, and then hike her skirt up around her waist. 

			But I’ll behave. If this counts as behaving. 

			Her gasp of surprise pulls a dark laugh from my mouth. “You thought kissing you against a wall would be enough?” My hand moves down over bare skin. I’ve never felt the compulsion to spank anything until I glimpsed her ass in the bikini back at the lake, and the impulse only grows stronger.

			“But the pictures—”

			“Are from the waist up.” I guide her back onto my lap, welcoming the pressure against my swollen cock. 

			The screen displays instructions as if we’ve never been on the receiving end of a flash before. Our faces appear so we can prepare ourselves. 

			Not visible on screen: my hand sliding up her smooth thigh, all the way to her hip. I pinch the waistband of her skimpy underwear and slowly pull them down her legs. She lifts her feet so I can slide them free. I tuck them in my pocket. 

			The countdown on-screen begins to strobe. 

			4…3…2

			She’s nearly breathless as she whispers, “Smile.” 

			1.

			I bury my face in her neck. The first flash captures her with her eyes closed and lips gently parted as I suck her sweet skin. My hand slips inside her shirt, drifting across her stomach, staying just low enough to avoid being captured on camera.

			4…3…2…

			I pinch one of her nipples and she practically shoots off my lap. 

			Can’t wait to see that one. 

			I guide her face sideways and steal her mouth. The last two photos on this strip will tell the story of how bad I am at resisting her. 

			As soon as that fourth and final flash goes off, I slip two fingers inside of her. She’s so wet, it’s an easy glide. “You hear anyone?”

			Her exhale is uneven as her legs fall open wider. “No.” 

			“Good.” I unbuckle my belt with one hand as the other lands between her shoulder blades. I give her a light push until she hinges forward, bracing her hands on either side of the computer screen. “Because it’s been too fucking long.”

			“Here?” she whispers, even as she arches her back in offering, putting every tantalizing bit of her on display. A powerful shudder rolls down my back as I squeeze her ass with both hands and trace my thumb down to her wet entrance. If there was even a foot more space in this booth, I’d bury my face there until she screamed my name.

			“We’re not at my house anymore,” I rumble. “I’ve got no rule about this, do you?”

			“Nope.” Her voice is breathless and eager as she rocks backward, allowing my finger to slip inside. “None at all.”

			I shove down my pants just enough to free my cock and rub the swollen head up and down her tight seam, trying with all I have not to breach her. She’d love the danger of that too much and I’d never want to stop. 

			Once I’m well slicked, I pull back an inch and stroke myself. If it’s anything like last time, my girl will tell me exactly where she wants me to finish. Where will it be? Her clit again? Her ass? Right down the center of her folds where she’s soaked just for me? 

			Fuck. The thought of that one gets me even harder. 

			She glances over her shoulder, her green eyes and those black frames a ruining combination. But instead of telling me what she wants, she sinks back onto my cock, taking me halfway. My vision briefly blurs and corrects itself, generously giving me back the stunning sight of her. The sensation is everything I imagined magnified tenfold by how much I can feel she wants it, too.

			Her lips part as she does it again, letting me slide in a bit deeper this time.

			I could come just from the look on her face, but the wet, agonizing heat of her? The last shred of control I have left is about to snap. My hands hover over her hips. I want to grab hold of what she’s offering and make her mine, consequences and all. This woman fucking owns me. “Nora…”

			“Take it,” she begs. “Take what you want.”

			So I do.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			Nora

			On a choked curse, he yanks me back by the hips, filling me to the hilt in a single stroke. My mouth opens on a silent cry, because oh my God. Feeling him with nothing between us sends a sharp, electric thrill through my body. 

			His voice is strained. “Unless you want me to come inside you, do not move.” 

			Knowing I can’t move means I’ve never wanted anything more in my entire life. My nipples pull painfully tight as my fingers splay against the wall of the photobooth. 

			His hands massage my ass, smoothing and groping and lifting as if he’s trying to get a better look at where he’s buried inside me. 

			“Goddamn.” His deep voice drips with need, and my insides clench around him as he grips my ass, unsubtle in his adoration. “I was ready for a tease and you’re giving me everything? I’d kill to be alone with you right now.” 

			“It feels like we’re alone, doesn’t it?” I hold his eye, rocking my hips backward once. “I still don’t hear anyone.”

			“Nora,” he warns, sliding a hand around to my belly. Holding me in place. 

			“I’m sorry.” But I’m not. I squirm against him, desperate for friction. 

			He wraps my hair around his fist and tugs until I’m sitting upright, impaled on his cock. His mouth drags up my neck until it’s on my ear. “You’re not sorry. You fucking love it.”

			“I do.”

			Not just for what it is, but because it’s him. I ache for this man who covers his sleeping grandmother in a blanket and worries for his best friend the way someone would their sister. Who so badly wanted flowers to match not because he cares but because he knew Rosalina would. Who worked the claw machine until he won just to give me a stuffed duck and would’ve fixed my ladder the day we met in the store just because it was broken. 

			I begin a slow slide up and down. His fist tightens in my hair, and he exhales with a guttural desperation that reduces me to a mindless puddle of want. I could get addicted to listening to him break. As addicted as I am to seeing his name on my phone. 

			I bounce faster. Harder. 

			“You want me dripping down your legs when we go back out to our friends, don’t you? You want me to come inside you.” His hands drop to my waist, grinding me against him, making me take him deeper. “Maybe I should give you what you want.”

			Yes, please. My heart races as if to burst out of my chest. “I told you when we texted that I got the shot,” I nearly whimper. “A few days after poker. Just in case we—”

			He grabs my jaw and looks me in the eye, his breathing ragged. “That’s the shot you meant— Wait, does that mean it’s safe?” 

			I nod frantically. 

			“Thank God.” He abandons all restraint as he sets our new pace, slamming me down onto his cock, his fingers digging into my hips. I’m already halfway gone and the feel of him hitting me in all the right places is about to send me the rest of the way. 

			“Sebastian!” I suck in a breath as the cascade of sparks shoots outward from my core— 

			A deep voice in the near distance grumbles that they forgot their beer at the bar. I gasp, but Sebastian covers my mouth with a firm hand, trapping my cry in his palm as I clench around him, bucking in his lap as I’m swept away by the intensity of my orgasm. The physical relief is so powerful my muscles sing.

			He spills into me seconds later, nearly soundless, still covering my mouth. As he comes down, he loosens his hold just enough to stroke my cheek with his thumb as he throbs inside me. My body turns to molten caramel as the faint ringing in my ears fades to nothing. 

			I could stay in this moment forever, hidden from the world with him. 

			“Here.” He tugs my underwear from his pocket, carefully pulls out of me, and takes care of business in the most practical and tender of ways. 

			He moves to tuck the soaked proof of what we did back in his pocket, but his hand goes still when he catches my eye. One of his dark brows lifts as he feeds me a wolfish smile. “Unless you were planning to wear them?”

			Impossibly, heat gathers anew between my legs, even as a furious blush glides over my cheeks. “Well I don’t like to go without…”

			He hands them over, his voice a low rasp. “My dirty fucking girl.” 

			His fingers make quick work of his zipper and button, then he adjusts my skirt so it’s facing the correct way and guides me sideways across his lap. He’s still half out of breath. 

			I trace his lips with my fingertip. “I’m starting to think skirts and dresses aren’t safe with us. Or arcades. Especially when we haven’t seen each other in a while.”

			“It doesn’t matter what you wear, Nora. Or where we are, or how much time has passed.” His breathing starts to calm as his arms gather me close. “I will never stop wanting you.”

			I pull back to look at him. My lungs and throat seem to freeze all at once. Our eyes hold, his widening like he’s the one who’s shocked by the words that just came out of his mouth. 

			But faraway shouting cuts in before I can even form a thought, let alone a response. 

			“Is that Enzo yelling?” he asks, trying to stand before he remembers he has a human on his lap. 

			I jump to my feet and reach for the curtain. Sebastian swipes our printed photos from the booth and then my stuffed duck from the top of the claw machine as we rush out of the arcade.

			Enzo and Ro are squared off in the seating area next to our lane. 

			Benji and Alessia awkwardly hover by the ball return machine as if unsure whether to get involved.

			Sebastian clears his throat as we move closer. “Hey, is everything—”

			“You can’t possibly blame this all on me!” Ro jabs her finger against Enzo’s chest. “You’re really going to pretend like it doesn’t bother you that no one in your family will ever like me? That they hate the mother of your future children?”

			“We knew our families didn’t like one another, but we decided that’s not a dealbreaker. We’d accepted that. I was blindsided when you called off the wedding, don’t you get that?”

			“I do get it. But I’m trying to be realistic.”

			“We just had to make it through that one week—”

			“What about life afterward, though? That was just the opening ceremonies to the hating Olympics of our future with them. You’re not willing to cut your family out and neither am I. Where does that leave us? What about raising our kids with our families still very much involved?”

			Enzo rakes his fingers through his hair. “Very much involved? I’m the one who will raise our kids with you, Rosalina! You and I. You act like your mother will be delivering the baby herself!”

			“She might help! My mother will be involved, Enzo. Whether I want her around all the time or not, I’m going to need her help. They would be willing. Far more than your dad or grandmother, mind you.”

			His eyes fall shut. “I will schedule a meeting with my dad to talk to him. Will that fix this?” 

			“You can talk to your dad all you want, but will it change his mind about me? He’s set in his ways. Right, Alessia?”

			“Oh, I don’t— Maybe?” Alessia tugs on the neck of her hoodie as if it’s strangling her. “Maybe what you need is to sit down somewhere quiet and really talk this out? Maybe using your inside voices?”

			“Rosalina doesn’t have an inside voice!” Enzo yells. 

			“Neither do you!” Ro yells back. “Maybe it’s better we endure the pain of breaking up now to avoid pain later when they inevitably wear us down so bad it ruins our marriage.”

			“That is the most depressing thing I ever heard. Pain now to avoid pain later? Sabotaging a marriage before it even begins? Can someone tell her how ridiculous that sounds, please?” Enzo blusters. 

			My eyes meet Sebastian’s. A muscle in his jaw jumps. 

			Avoid pain later by ripping off a Band-Aid now: the foundational belief for avoiding long-distance relationships. 

			Is this what’s coming for him and I? Pain later because we didn’t put an end to this thing sooner? We’ve known all along he’s leaving. We tried to distance ourselves—unsuccessfully. And now, the more time we spend together, the more it feels like we’re barreling headfirst toward a relationship. 

			I will never stop wanting you. 

			That may be true for both of us, but it won’t change our situation. 

			Benji crosses his arms. “My honest opinion is that people put way too much pressure on the idea of marriage. It’s more of a legal contract than anything.” 

			“Benji,” I groan. “You are not helping.”

			Ro’s eyes shine with tears as she whirls toward her brother. “You think I shouldn’t marry him?”

			“I’m not saying that,” Benji argues. “I was just speaking broadly, saying people tend to— Please stop crying.”

			“It’s all I do these days,” she mutters.

			Enzo casts a miserable look at Ro. “Then why didn’t you just call me? Why did we need four people to orchestrate this conversation?” 

			“Because it hurts too much, all right?” Ro’s voice is razor-sharp as mascara streaks down her cheek. Her voice carries down the lanes, drawing several sets of curious eyes. “This isn’t easy for me. I’m a fucking mess!”

			“I’m hurting too, Rosalina! I was the one alone in our house when you left. You don’t have a monopoly on suffering.”

			Alessia steps forward. “Okay, okay. Maybe we should call it a night, Z. You’re not going to get anywhere when emotions are high, and I don’t want you to say something you’ll regret.”

			“What’s there for me to regret?” His gaze hardens. “I’m not the one who caused this. I’m not the problem here.”

			“Enzo, stop,” Alessia insists. 

			Ro blinks away from him. Benji catches her with an arm over her shoulders. “C’mon sis. Let’s go.” He casts a deeply disappointed if not murderous look Enzo’s way. “She’s not the problem, either. Why don’t you direct some of that anger toward the right people, starting with that dad of yours who insulted her in front of everyone?”

			And he guides her toward the exit without a backward glance, never removing his arm from her shoulders. I don’t have the heart to go chase after them and interrupt their desperately needed bonding, even though Benji was my ride. 

			Alessia stares evenly at her twin. 

			“What, now you’re mad at me, too?” Enzo shakes his head. “Outstanding. I’m out of here.” 

			He grumbles his goodbye as he strides away from our lane.

			Sebastian pats his pockets as if looking for his keys. “Where is he going? I drove him here.”

			Alessia sighs. “I’ll take him home. To my place, specifically, so he won’t go back into his wallowing mode. The man just started answering our texts again.” 

			Sebastian nods. “All right. Drive safely. Text me if you need anything.”

			I’m still gaping at her back when she reaches the exit. All my excitement and energy from earlier has escaped, leaving me feeling like a deflated balloon. “They’re never getting married, are they?”

			Sebastian’s pause is lengthy. “I don’t know. But at least they’re talking.” He hands me my stuffed duck. “That has to count for something, right?”

			I nod, grasping the plush yellow creature. “It counts.” 

			For how much, I’m not sure. 

			“I guess bowling is over,” he says. “How about I drive you home?”

			… 

			Sebastian and I get into his car. I curl up on the passenger’s seat and feed him directions to my place. Neither of us reaches for the radio, so we lapse into silence. 

			After the chaos we just left, silence feels a little odd, but not entirely unwelcome. 

			At the first red light, he stretches his neck side to side, jaw clenched. 

			I dust my fingers down his neck. “You’re tense.” 

			His profile is stern as he stares straight ahead. “I’m sorry about what I said in the photo booth.”

			I swallow what feels like acid. That was the most meaningful promise anyone has ever given me, and he’s apologizing for it? He’s gone from “always” to “never mind” in under an hour flat? 

			I guess Enzo and Ro’s fight sparked something in him, too. 

			Regret. 

			I retract my hand. I can’t pretend I’m not crushed, even if it’d be a thousand times easier if we didn’t want each other as much as we do. Hearing him take those words back cuts straight to the core of me. 

			And yet, my voice comes out hollow. “It’s fine. We got carried away back there.”

			“No.” His jaw clenches like he’s biting down, but he takes my hand across the center console. “I’m sorry because I meant it. Every word. But I shouldn’t have told you.”

			Relief and satisfaction and confusion form a confusing cocktail in my blood. “Why not?”

			“Because it puts pressure on the situation, and even though it’s true, I”—he shakes his head—“forget it, okay?”

			“I will not forget.” My blood pumps harder as I turn in my seat. “I’m glad you said it. I feel the same way, Sebastian. This is real for me, and my feelings aren’t going to change.”

			He tightens his grip on the steering wheel. “I can’t pretend I’m not thrilled to hear you say that.”

			I manage a weak laugh, even as an intense uneasiness brews in my stomach. “Okay, but your tone does not sound thrilled. Is there more you want to say?”

			“I don’t mean to sound— I’ve just got a lot on my mind. That’s all.” His jaw ticks as he grabs my hand and laces his fingers in mine. He lifts my hand to kiss my knuckles. “You make me so happy, Nor. Like no one ever has. You know that, right?”

			All I can do is nod and pretend I don’t notice how tightly he grips my hand all the way back to my apartment, or the stilted small talk that is clearly his attempt to broadcast everything is fine! even as worry lines form in his forehead. 

			He shifts into park. The light affixed to the side of my old brick apartment building casts our bodies in an eerie glow through the glass windshield. 

			“Come here.” He reaches across the center console and slides his warm hand behind my neck. Our foreheads fall together as he strokes my hair. 

			His kiss is slow enough that I have time to pay attention to the little things; the way his eyelashes brush mine when he angles his face just right. The tenderness of his hand as he maps my neck, jaw, and cheek. Almost as if he’s memorizing it. “Goodnight, Nora.”

			Disappointment wraps me up and squeezes. He doesn’t want to come inside my apartment, at least for a little while? He’s never even seen the place.

			I force myself to smile. “Okay. See you soon?”

			He nods. “I’ll be at the store with tutoring groups, then you could come to poker night?”

			That’s three days from now. A flash of hurt works through me that he’s willing to wait that long to see me when our days are numbered. I don’t need to be alone with him, but I do want to be able to talk to him. Poker isn’t really a good time for that. 

			But I stuff that down, too. Emotions are heightened after Ro and Enzo’s fight. I’m tense, and I’m projecting it on him. 

			That’s all this is. 

			We expressed how we truly feel tonight, and I should be over the moon. I just wish I could shake the feeling that there’s even more he’s not saying. 

			Things I won’t want to hear. 

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Three

			Nora 

			Three days, as it turns out, is far too long to wonder what the hell is going through a man’s head. 

			Tairn and I guard the bookstore’s checkout counter all through Sebastian and the other mentors’ tutoring shift. I’ve kept to myself back here so the kids could concentrate on their studies without me hovering. 

			But have I been able to concentrate on anything other than Sebastian and trying to read his mind across the store? No. 

			His texts have been sweet the last few days. Normal, I think. But they’ve done nothing to shake me of the mounting dread as the days and hours tick by without quality time. 

			When the last mentor exits, leaving Sebastian and I alone in the store, I march up to the front door and lock the deadbolt. 

			Sebastian halts in packing up his computer in the café area. His hair falls in a perfect wave, and his facial hair is a touch long, like he’s been letting it go. “Closing early today?” 

			“I’m the manager, so I call the shots.” I strut toward him and grab him by the wrist. 

			He stumbles over his barely laced work boots as I drag him toward Benji’s office. “Am I getting another tour? What is this?”

			I shut the heavy wooden door behind us, securing us privacy from the store’s bay windows, and back him into it.

			He flips our positions on a dime, caging me in. 

			His breath is hot on my skin as he skates his lips across my jaw. “Hi. Fuck, I’ve missed–”

			“We’re running out of time,” I blurt, fisting his cotton T-shirt as his mouth roams to my neck. “You say you’ll never stop wanting me, but you didn’t want to see me for three days when we have only weeks left together? You didn’t want to come inside and see my place? Help me understand what the hell is going on, here. I’m going out of my mind.” 

			His lips halt beneath my ear. “You didn’t invite me inside the other night.”

			“Uh-uh. I was not the one acting weird.”

			“We were both acting weird,” he argues, pulling back. “And we both know why, Nora. That fight with Enzo and Ro hit a little too close to home, didn’t it? I saw the look in your eye when Ro said all that stuff about pain now to avoid pain later. You turned skittish in an instant. It was written all over your face.”

			My blood ices over. I’ve never needed his warmth more, but I lean back against the door, hugging myself. 

			“And all of that happened,” he continues, “right after I told you I’m never going to stop wanting you. Right after I realized you’re it for me. I thought I scared you. That’s why I was anxious in the car. But then you told me you felt the same, and then I got confused all over again, and for days I’ve just been thinking what the hell do we do now? You think I don’t know we’re out of time? Not one fucking minute goes by where I don’t think about it.”

			I’m breathing like I just ran a 5K, panic gripping my body. You’re it for me would make me so deliriously happy if it wasn’t followed by a but. It’s the reality I want. But everything I’ve been avoiding, everything I’m afraid of, closes in on us in this dusty, claustrophobic room, and now I’m forced to face it.

			I was never supposed to get this attached. I was never supposed to fall for him, knowing we couldn’t see it through. “I don’t know what to say.”

			“I’ll say it: we’ve done a damn good job dancing around the fact that I’m leaving, but we can’t avoid it anymore.” 

			“We have, because this sucks. I try not to wish things were different because then you wouldn’t be doing what you love. I’m glad someone is trying to save this dumpster fire world one town and kid at a time. I would never ask you to give it up for me. But how am I supposed to—” 

			Let you go? 

			I can’t even say the words. 

			His gaze snaps to mine. “I wish things were different. That this career I’ve chosen wasn’t what I wanted. Do you know how much easier things would be?”

			I smother that small flame of hope igniting deep inside my chest. “You don’t mean that. Your job is who you are.”

			“I just wish it felt like enough,” he says quietly. “Enough to justify having no life of my own. Is this forever, Nora? When I’m fifty, sixty, seventy? Is this all I get?” 

			The words are on the tip of my tongue. 

			You can have me. 

			What if I come see you in Nebraska? What if we try?

			But I can’t get them out. The idea stirs my nervous system into a frenzy. My life with him would be starting over forever on a loop. I’ve only just escaped that life. It was impossible to bear before. I can’t do it again. 

			It’s not fair to offer to try things with him if I know, deep down, I can’t see it through. Long distance won’t work. Living for stretches of time where we can be together, spending weekends together here and there, and saying hundreds of goodbyes a year is no way to live. We’ll grow apart. Worse, he’ll grow to resent me for not giving up the long-distance fight to move with him. 

			And it’s not fair to expect him to stay, as much as I want him to. He should be with someone less dysfunctional than me who will view his life as the adventure it is and stay beside him every step of the way. I’m just not built for it. And if this conversation feels hard now—like I’m being obliterated by a weapon of my own creation—then dragging out our relationship and postponing the inevitable failure will make it infinitely worse when it finally happens. 

			Pain now to avoid more pain later. 

			I do the impossible thing and say nothing, even as it kills me. Even as my brain screams make him some kind of promise.

			We stare at each other, frustration fading into something softer.

			“Nora.” He takes my hand and draws a circle on the back of my wrist, touching me like it’s second nature, like something he’d do while we both read books or watched a show side by side on a couch. I cling to the gesture, even as it brings tears to my eyes. “What are you thinking?”

			I’m thinking about him. I’m never not thinking about him these days. I know all about firsts and new, but Sebastian’s presence is bone-deep familiar. Sometimes when he looks at me, I get the same feeling as when I open the hatbox I keep under my bed where I store the things I’ll never part with, the brittle paper coasters from rare restaurant visits, tarnished jewelry from quarter machines at the mall, and cracked old paperbacks from different seasons of my life. 

			But I don’t get to keep him. 

			“I’m thinking you can still have a full life that’s more than just your job,” I say, throat on fire from swallowing down swell after swell of emotion as the vision of our future I’ve constructed bit by bit slips through my fingers. “A damn good one. Look at your parents. They love the same thing, and they’re doing it together.” 

			The unspoken is louder than my words: I’m not that person for him. 

			His gaze is probing. “And what does it say about me that right now, I can’t see myself caring about my job a fraction as much as I care about you? If it’s down to a choice, what if you win?” 

			My heart plummets so hard I swear I hear it hit the ground and shatter. “I don’t want it to be an either/or scenario. I don’t ever want you to feel like you have to choose between me and the thing that’s most important to you. I couldn’t live with myself.”

			“Long distance,” he counters, like we’re bargaining. 

			“Never works. And I’m afraid it’d ruin us.” 

			He falls silent, his rich eyes full of anguish. 

			The weight of this conversation and everything we stand to lose bears down on me until I can hardly breathe. Maybe I wasn’t ready for this conversation today. But it won’t be any better tomorrow, or the day after. 

			“So, what if I don’t choose?” He steps closer. “What if I do the selfish thing and ask the question I know you could never say yes to?”

			The world goes still as his words hang in the air. “Which question?”

			“If there is even a fraction of a chance you’d be willing to consider it, I have to try.” He takes a step closer. “Will you move with me? Now, in a month, in four months—it doesn’t matter when, as long as I know you’re coming.”

			I’ve waited a lifetime to see my own longing reflected in someone else’s eyes. To be needed as strongly as I need. To feel like I’m on the same page with a person so it’d be safe to fall. 

			And I finally have it. He and I are on the same page with how we feel about each other. 

			But we won’t be finishing the book. And on top of everything else, I’m the one who’s forced to say it. I’m choking on the intensity of how much I want him—to say yes—but my roots are here. Finally here. 

			“Sebastian…” It’s more of a whimper than a word because I’m not strong enough to say no outright. “I can’t. I have a job, friends, volunteer work, and a whole life—”

			“I know. You’re right.” He drops my gaze.

			The tether holding us together snaps. 

			I crumble inside, ready to turn away and put us out of our misery. 

			But he tugs me to his chest and surrounds me in his warm embrace. 

			I take a masochistic moment to soak in his warmth, the smell of him, pressing my nose to his warm neck as his fingers thread my hair and grip. As soon as he lets go, he’ll go from being the man holding me together to the reason I’m falling apart. 

			“I thought it would be you,” he murmurs as he holds me tight. With our chests pressed together, our hearts beat in tandem as if syncing up. And then mine beats even harder, as if trying to claw its way out of my chest to nestle beside his. “I could picture it. Our life, our house, our friends. You with our child.”

			If he’s trying to break me, he’s a breath away from succeeding. “I saw it, too.”

			But I saw it here. 

			How could we possibly have the rest of the things on his list if we never stop moving? 

			It doesn’t matter, because we aren’t going to find out. 

			At the first hint of a slackening in his hold, I lunge for the doorknob. 

			The faster he’s gone, the faster I can get better at living without him. 

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Four

			Sebastian

			Alessia tosses the wiffle in the air at the end of the match. “Jeez. it’s not even fun kicking your asses like this.”

			Enzo points his paddle at his sister as sweat beads down his face. “You’re cheating.”

			“How does one cheat at pickleball? Plus, you two have the advantage, playing me as a team.” Alessia looks between us with pity in her gaze. “You’re flopping around like two inflatable tube men over there, no fight from either of you.”

			I hinge forward to catch my breath. “Fine. Next time we play, I’ll put laxatives in your Gatorade. Is that enough of a fight?”

			Her shoulders rise and fall. “That would be better than you moping.”

			She’s not wrong about the moping. I’ve been miserable since the second I left Nora’s store. All I have is the photobooth strip I keep in my wallet to remind me of what I can’t have.

			The best thing I ever lost. 

			Ending things hasn’t stopped me from making sure she’s okay, though. I’ve sent Benji into work several days in a row with Nora’s favorite things and strict orders not to tell her where they came from. I don’t want to hurt her more, but I need to know she’s taken care of.

			In case this stuff with Nora didn’t suck enough, I’m also growing more aware by the day that my time with Nella and the two knuckleheads staring at me right now are numbered. 

			Alessia clears her throat. “I’m going to ask you again—”

			“Please don’t.”

			“Do you want to talk about Nora?”

			I grunt. “And say what? I’m leaving, she’s not coming, and therefore we are done. End of story.” 

			“She knew you were leaving, though, right?” Enzo asks. “You’ve been honest. I’m glad you told her up front.”

			“You knew you and your fiancées’ families hated each other,” I point out. “Did that make it suck any less when Ro pointed it out?” 

			“No. I guess it didn’t.” 

			“Any change there?” I ask, eager to pivot subjects. 

			“She’s been texting me the last two days.” 

			Alessia cocks her head to the side. “About what? Reconciliation?”

			“She keeps asking me about random unimportant stuff, like what the password is to our Hulu, whether or not certain mail has come for her, and whether or not I’ve been taking my vitamins. Weird, right?”

			“Interesting.” Alessia has that voice she usually reserves for my dumbassery. “It’s almost like she wants your attention.”

			“She’s got it,” he grumbles. “She’s always had it. Since the day I met her.”

			“I’m going to give it to you straight, Enzo,” she says, meandering toward the sideline to fetch her water bottle. “You need to do something dramatic or you aren’t ever going to get out of this weird limbo you’re in.”

			His brows climb to his hairline. “Dramatic? Hasn’t there been enough drama for one lifetime?” 

			“The good kind, not the shouting-in-the-bowling-alley kind.”

			Enzo crosses his arms. “What did you have in mind?”

			“I think you know what you need to do,” she lobs back. “You just don’t want to do it.”

			His head tips back as he rakes his hands through his hair. “I really don’t.”

			“You need to ask her terrible, annoying, possibly well-meaning parents out for dinner. Benji, too. And then make it a monthly thing. That is specifically how you make an effort.” Alessia takes a small bow. “You’re welcome.”

			“Monthly?” he says through a groan.

			“That seems like an easy fix, considering the scale of the problem,” I tell him. 

			He shoots me a death glare. “Easy, my ass. You met her parents. If you’ll recall, they were the ones dragging you within an inch of your life at brunch.”

			“Yes, but at least there’s a solution to your problem. We should all be so lucky.” 

			Alessia moves to our side of the net and takes a seat, patting the ground so we’ll follow suit. “There’s a solution to yours, too, Sebastian.”

			“Yeah, brother.” Enzo sits beside her with almost the exact same posture, looking like someone accidentally stuttered over the same key on the keyboard twice in a row. “Your only problem is you are head over heels for a woman who also seems to feel the same for you. Cry me a river.”

			I kick the bottom of his shoe and drop down next to them. “It doesn’t matter how we feel. We aren’t going to have a long-distance relationship.” 

			Nora was clear about that.

			Alessia’s gaze is pointed, if not laced with challenge. “Why not?” 

			I almost laugh at the thought. “Because that never, ever works. Especially not without an end date. You’ve said the same thing to me in the past, mind you. Don’t fall for townies.”

			“I said that when you were still living in this town and hadn’t had a chance to follow your dreams yet. I didn’t want anything holding you back. But that was years ago. I wasn’t aware your dreams required a lifetime of travel at the expense of your personal life.” She lets that point hover in the air before she adds, “What if long distance goes well and she wants to follow you? In a permanent way?”

			“She’s happy here. I’m not dragging her along with me.”

			She cocks her head to the side. “C’mon, Rossi, don’t be such a martyr. What if she wants to go?”

			“I’m no martyr. I asked her to come.” Shame settles over me like a sunburn. “She said no.”

			And I never should’ve asked her to. It’s the one thing I promised myself I wouldn’t do, and it was exactly as terrible as I knew it’d be. 

			But like most things when it comes to Nora, I couldn’t fucking help myself. For her, I break every rule and do things I never thought I’d do.

			“Okay, so she doesn’t want to uproot her life. That’s okay. Reasonable, even. But it doesn’t mean she doesn’t want to be with you. So, what are your other options for making this relationship work?” Alessia asks. 

			“It can’t work. That’s why we broke up,” I mutter miserably. 

			If we were ever even officially together.

			“I think you’re creating a situation where it feels like this relationship is impossible, when really it’s not,” Alessia continues. “You’re scared to go all in because it’ll be difficult, and it requires sacrifice.”

			I run my hand down my face. “Please don’t psychoanalyze me.” 

			“I’m just giving an opinion. Only a licensed professional is equipped to analyze you and your baggage.” 

			“What a treasure you are. A shame I won’t be around for more of these chats.”

			“Our chats will continue whether you like it or not. There’s always FaceTime.” There’s a note of finality in her tone that I know better than to argue with. 

			My chest hurts as I meet her eye. She hasn’t wanted to talk about me leaving any more than I’ve wanted to talk about it, as it pertains to us, too. “I’m sorry. That was a shitty comment. You know I love you and our chats.”

			Her expression softens. “I know. Don’t apologize. We’re all sad sacks sometimes. Today is your day.”

			I scowl at my paddle. Spin it in my hand. “It’s more than just a bad day. This is all turning into a nightmare. It’s unreal how much I think about Nora. And I can’t stop imagining what it’ll be like when she’s here after I’m gone. It tears me up inside to know she’ll move on, maybe with someone I know.” 

			The thought is like a rope tightening around my ribs. It takes a lot to keep myself from throwing my paddle at the fence. “That someone else could give her what I can’t—I can’t fucking stand it.”

			Alessia’s eyes are wide. “Wow. Okay.”

			“What?” I grouse.

			“Just never thought I’d see you lovesick like this.”

			“We’re not in love.”

			Her face pops up in my brain as the sound of her laughter rings in my ears, almost as if to test me. All it does is make me miss her. 

			Enzo hits me with a schoolboy grin. “I’ve never seen your feathers ruffled before. You’re always so calm and collected. This is fun.”

			“I’m glad you’re enjoying this.” I lean back on my hands. “I’m afraid I’m making a mistake by going. But the only way not to make it is by making what might be another, different kind of mistake by staying.”

			Alessia’s eyes are soft. “You are moving to middle of nowhere Nebraska when you have an entire life and the woman you love—sorry, very strongly like—here. That sounds like it could be a mistake.”

			“It’s not the middle of nowhere to the people who live there,” I say. “And it matters to me. I wouldn’t do it if it wasn’t important.”

			“I know it does. And it is important. But what about you? What is your end goal?”

			“Same as it’s always been—do something with my life. Maybe not bring shame upon the family, if I can swing it.”

			She sighs. “Listen. I love my job and all,” Alessia says, “but a job is just a job. Even if it’s your passion. It won’t keep you warm at night. It won’t hold your hand when life takes a really scary or shitty turn. It can’t be all of who you are.”

			“But that’s what it’s been for me. For my parents. For my grandparents. They always put their careers first.” 

			“Yeah, they put their careers first so much you never see them. I know my dad and I don’t always see eye-to-eye so I shouldn’t be commenting, but your parents aren’t perfect, either. They are humans following a passion, but they missed out on a lot with you, their only son, because of it. Are you really willing to sacrifice everything like they did just to feel like you’re contributing to the world the same way they have? That’s not fair. Or sustainable. Your parents have each other. So did your grandparents. Who do you have?”

			I massage my temple, determined to stay objective, even as my heart and brain go to battle. “Say I stayed—say Nora wanted to give this a try. Genuinely what the hell would I do then for work? I don’t want to just paint houses all day.”

			“You’re going to tell me that other nonprofits don’t exist?”

			“I’m pretty high up with the club, believe it or not. I’ve built my reputation with them. That’s not easy.”

			“I do enjoy you complimenting yourself for a change.” She takes a swig from her bottle. “Okay, but couldn’t you use that experience in some other way? I don’t know how it works, but can’t you manage the club here, even if it’s a pay decrease? Or maybe you move into a different position with the organization.”

			“Traveling is partly why I chose this in the first place—because I get to take it far and wide. Reach the most people possible.”

			“You are a nauseating and wholesome missionary, but you don’t have to be. You can do plenty of good right where you are and make a real impact day in and day out in people’s lives over time. And then you’d have a real shot at making a relationship with Nora work. Bottom line: can you be happy here? And not just because Nora is here.”

			My mind wanders back to a cold lake and the warmest eyes I’ve ever seen. To something Nora said about a show with a bar where everyone knows your name. “I think there’s something about Great River I’ll never be able to shake. I like walking into Home Depot and being recognized by the guy stirring paint. I love turning off my GPS and recognizing last names when I meet kids through the club here in town. And I may even like you two, against all odds. My people are here.”

			“There’s a word for all that, you know.” Alessia pulls up her calf socks, a smile stealing her lips. “Home.”

			Home.

			As I look between my two best friends, there’s nowhere else I’d rather be.

			“Who would’ve guessed all it would take to get Sebastian home permanently is a hot woman?” Enzo teases, though there’s a fondness to it.

			“Watch your mouth. She’s a hell of a lot more than a hot woman.”

			Alessia and Enzo exchange a look and a guttural laugh.

			“Touchy, touchy,” he goads.

			“All right, fine.” I throw up my hands. “Maybe I am halfway in love with her.”

			“I think you’re more than halfway there, buddy.” Shockingly, Alessia doesn’t sound smug. Just happy. “You two will make a cute if not nauseating couple, if all your eye-fucking at poker is any indication of what’s to come.”

			“There’s the rather large issue of the club I’m supposed to start in Nebraska. I can’t bail on that.”

			“Do you really need to be there in person for it? I’ve had gyno appointments that didn’t require my attendance, you’re going to tell me you can’t run an organization from afar?”

			My head spins trying to take it all in. 

			“Yeah, I have to be there,” I say. “But maybe to get through this particular contract, I can be creative with my time. I will surely rack up some frequent flyer miles.”

			“And when the contract is done?” she asks.

			Great question. 

			I rejected other career ideas like teaching and coaching because it didn’t feel like it’d compare to what my parents do in terms of reach. A class of twenty, or a few classes of twenty, or even a team didn’t feel like enough. The word enough has always haunted me. Every club I start has the potential to reach thousands of kids over time, and I’ve clung to those numbers like they are markers of my worth. 

			But maybe quality is just as important as quantity. If Alessia’s right, there’s got to be something I can do here. 

			“Lord, you men and your problems keep me busy,” she grumbles. “It’s a good thing I’ll have all this cash I won at poker the last two weeks to keep me company after I’ve fixed your lives and you abandon me for your women. But I guess it’s better than being abandoned for Nebraska.”

			“You are the queen of abandoning people for your woman,” I remind her. 

			“Well, yeah, have you met her? Eloise is perfection incarnate.” A group of four passes through the gate. Alessia rises to her feet and beckons us to follow to free up the court. “Don’t steal that line, by the way. I’m using it in my vows.”

			We move toward the exit that leads to the YMCA’s parking lot. “You don’t even have a wedding date and you’re already writing vows,” I note. “Nice work.”

			“Someday, when you’re all the way in love, you’ll understand.”

			“I’m going to put ‘perfection incarnate’ in my vows.”

			She knocks off my hat, forcing me to circle back to pick it up. When I catch up, I pull Enzo into my side, lighter than I’ve felt in years. “Who are you texting?”

			“I can’t just stand here miserable while you two ride off into the sunset with your girls.” His finger moves as he scrolls. “I’m fixing my relationship once and for all.” 

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Five

			Nora

			I’m so busy fighting with Benji’s rusty old corkscrew I almost don’t notice my phone going off in my back pocket. 

			When I finally feel it, my foolish, smitten heart flutters in a rhythmic way as if chanting Seb-as-tian in time with the vibrations. 

			It’ll never be him again, I remind myself. 

			I take a break from opening the Cabernet and pull out my phone. That fluttering gives way to an ache when I see who’s calling.

			Momma Bear.

			Finally.

			“Mom?” I cradle the phone with my shoulder. 

			“Baby! It’s so good to hear your voice.” Her voice is light and summery, a bubbly aperitif spritzer on this hot day. “What’s cookin’ good lookin’?”

			“I’ve been trying to call you for weeks. Where have you been?”

			“I had to get a new phone after mine fell in the ocean. You’ll never guess which one!”

			My immediate relief at the fact that she’s alive gives way to confusion. “Um…the Pacific? Last time we talked, you were in Seattle with helicopter dude.” As ever, I sound like the worried mother and she sounds like the free-spirited daughter. 

			“Nicholas,” she supplies. “Yes, that’s who I’m with. Hang on, I have something to show you!”

			I hover in front of the fridge and study the assortment of magnets Benji keeps there. “Holding.”

			My phone pulses once. A photo comes through. She’s riding a mule with white stucco buildings in the foreground and pristine turquoise waters sparkling in the distance. Her straw hat obscures half her face. “Nicholas whisked me to Santorini. Can you believe it?”

			“Whoa.” Of my mom’s various types, men who whisk her to Europe are my favorite. It’s much better than men who bleed her dry financially, or men who order her around. “That’s awesome.”

			“Sorry I’ve been out of touch. Between traveling, missing a flight at Heathrow, spending two days in Paris before flying to Greece, it’s been hectic, but you know Europe is one of my dreams.”

			She has so many of them. A million tiny dreams she collects like trinkets. Her biggest fear, she told me one night when we were sharing a bed in our Oklahoma studio apartment many moons ago, was that she wouldn’t get to live enough lives and be all the versions of herself she wanted to be. There’s always something more or somewhere else, if only she can get there. 

			“That does sound like a dream. I’m happy for you.” 

			“One more picture,” she says, voice tinged with wicked glee. “It’s a birthday present I want you to see.”

			I pull the phone away from my ear.

			My heart stops as the photo fills my screen. “What is that?” 

			“It’s a ring, silly.”

			My mind is spinning. It’s two two-liter bottles stuck together to create a tornado. “I— holy crap. You’re engaged? How long have you been together?”

			Her laugh is a featherlight trill. “Nora. It’s just a ring. Ruby is my birthstone.”

			I blink twice. Sure, I’ve had wine, but I know a left hand when I see it. “It’s on your ring finger.”

			“Isn’t every finger a ring finger if the ring fits?”

			“No. Not at all.” I shake my head for no one’s benefit but my own. “You gave me a heart attack. I thought you were engaged to a guy I haven’t met whose last name I don’t even know. I really wish you’d text me back once in a while.”

			“Oh, honey, I’d never get engaged without telling you. We’re just having fun.”

			Fun. When it comes to her and relationships, it’s always fun until it’s not. The shiny varnish of this thing will wear off as sure as the sun setting. 

			I peer at the doorway that leads back to the dining room. Benji is contentedly holding Tairn as he waits for me.

			I turn my back and lower my voice. “Hey Mom?”

			“Hey daughter.”

			I press the phone harder to my ear, like maybe it’ll bring us closer together. “In all the relationships you’ve had, did at least one of them stand out as being…more?” 

			I hear something that I like to think is the ocean but could just be poor reception since she’s a world away. “David.”

			My heartstrings pull tighter. Key West left its mark on both of us. “Why’d the relationship end?”

			She hums, and then a long pause follows. “I guess I didn’t know it was special until after it was over. Hindsight is cruel, which is why I try not to concern myself with the past. I’m sure at the time I thought Patrick ‘McDreamy’ Dempsey was still out there waiting for me, so I wasn’t willing to settle. Between you and me, I still think about— Shit, here comes Nicky.”

			A deep voice rumbles in the background. There goes any shot at a meaningful conversation, not that Benji’s kitchen is really the setting for it. 

			Though with how anxious I’ve been, I’d take just about any pearls of wisdom wherever I can get them.

			“Right, I’m saying that’s how I met you! Because I was smart enough to be picky!” Mom laughs her smooth-it-over laugh. “I can’t wait for you to meet him, Nora. Oh, and his last name is Weaver. Nicholas Weaver the third.”

			I stick her on speakerphone and go back to wrestling with the corkscrew. I don’t know what I was hoping to hear but knowing my mother—queen of never looking back—still thinks about the one who got away is enough to get my gears turning. 

			Nicholas Weaver the third gets close enough to the phone that I hear him say the word holidays.

			“Baby, do you want to come to his for the holidays? He lives outside Chicago. Sorry—we live outside Chicago. Slip of the tongue, it’s all so new!”

			“We can talk about it when summer is over.” 

			Again, I sound like a stern adult. Because, no, I don’t want to go to this stranger’s house for the holidays.

			“I’ll let you get going,” I tell her. “You two have fun and be careful.”

			“Hey, that’s my line. Start thinking about Christmas and we’ll talk soon. I’m excited for you to see my new place.”

			I say nothing. There are three certainties in my life: My name is Nora, I love books, and my mother will not be living with this man come Christmastime. But weirdly, knowing that brings me a kind of comfort. 

			She’s always been exactly herself, and I’ve always loved her despite her flakiness—it’s just easier when her whims can’t hurt me anymore. “Love you, Mom.”

			“Love you forever and like you for always.”

			This well-worn sendoff brings a smile to my face. And I guess those words are magic, because the cork finally pops from the Cabernet, and I refill my glass with way too much.

			I plod back into Benji’s eclectic dining room. “Sorry, my mom called. If I don’t answer it’s like missing a hold at the library and getting sentenced to two more weeks of waiting.”

			“No problem.” Benji returns Tairn to his perch. His gaze then moves to the globe of liquid in my hand. “You opened another bottle already?”

			I gesture at the Catan board set up in the center of his round table. “It’s four p.m. and you just took road and army. Leave me alone.”

			“You’ll get it next round. Your numbers just aren’t rolling so far.”

			“This round’s not over yet, bucko.” 

			It almost assuredly is, but I intend to go down swinging in this battle. 

			Mostly, I’m just grateful for my regular routine. Game nights with Benji. Mediocre wine. It’s exactly what I need to help me feel centered. 

			It almost helps distract me from missing Sebastian. 

			I take my seat and remove my hat to fan myself. It’s bitterly hot out and Benji’s AC is struggling to keep up. I don’t know when it officially counts as the dog days of summer, but I think we’re getting close. 

			Benji points at my head. “Where did you get that hat?” 

			I run a hand over the brim of the Mets hat. “Uh, from you? It showed up on my doorstep from Amazon this morning with a gift receipt with your name on it.”

			His face screws up in confusion, and then settles into vague indifference. “Right. Yeah.” 

			I frown. “You didn’t know you bought me a hat?”

			He opens and closes his mouth, then shakes his head. “The guy wants to be caught, I swear.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			Benji’s phone chimes with an incoming text. He frowns at it and turns the thing facedown. “Sebastian has developed a bit of a buying-you-shit habit this week and has been making me give them to you so you don’t know they’re from him,” he tells me. “The coffee you drink religiously, the mango smoothie you’re weirdly obsessed with, the soup on that day it rained.” He waves at the hat. “That. I’d never buy you a hat from an organized professional sport. I’m surprised that didn’t tip you off.”

			I gape at him, unable to process blinking a very loud red in my brain. “But…why would he do that? We’re over.” 

			He rearranges the cards in his hand. “Nora. He strong-armed me into bringing you things like a cat brings fresh kills to its owner. He likes you. At the very least, from a scientific standpoint, he wants you taken care of.”

			“Wow, that could’ve been really sweet without the fresh kills part.” 

			My heart clenches anyway. Giving gifts and taking care of someone doesn’t seem like things people who’ve gone their separate ways do. If we were friends, maybe. Benji and I exchange gifts sometimes. So is that what we are now? Why not just give them to me himself? I have so many questions and no one to answer them. “I’m so confused.”

			“Me too.” He points at the board. “Now were you going to buy a settlement or—”

			“This has been a hellish roller coaster,” I blurt. “Being with him brought me to the top of the world, higher than I ever thought possible, and then I crashed when it ended.” My stomach sloshes, and not from the wine. “Every day is mental warfare imagining what it will be like when I catch wind from Alessia or whoever that he’s found someone else who wants to save the world with him because he’s basically Superman and who wouldn’t want to be a part of that?” I plunk my glass down on the table hard enough that wooden roads and settlements shudder on the board. “The point is, it ended, but I still want him. And hearing he’s buying me gifts? Now it doesn’t feel over.”

			“Nora. You’re spiraling.”

			I throw my head back and groan at the ceiling. “I know. I can’t help it.”

			“Yes, you can,” Benji says, returning the pieces to their proper places. “Ask yourself, what do you want? Do you want to date him long distance?”

			“I’ve thought about it, but I’m not sure what we’d be dating toward? What’s the endgame? It’s not just that he’s moving this one time. It’s Nebraska now, but it’ll be somewhere new all the time after that. I want to settle down and have family sooner rather than later. I want my kids to have a permanent home.”

			“I see. And you aren’t willing to move again?”

			My heart drops. “You think I should move?”

			“No.” He looks deeply ruffled by this. “Don’t go putting thoughts in my head.”

			“Sorry. It’s just that I have a life here that I love. Liking someone isn’t enough of a reason to uproot my life. Do you know how many times my mother did that for a man?”

			“A lot?”

			“A lot,” I confirm. “And I don’t expect Sebastian to change his plans, either.”

			Maybe I should’ve had a little empathy for my mom, because if she felt for the men in her past even a shred of what I’m feeling for Sebastian, it makes perfect sense to me that she’d take a risk. Chase them and put her heart on the line. Because when I’m with Sebastian, my usual pragmatic brain exits the building and I’m totally willing to wrap myself in danger and plunge headfirst into risk, so long as he’s by my side.

			Though there’s one big difference between me and my mother: she’s always the one to end things with the guys, and I know if I went all in with Sebastian and he felt the same, that’d be it for me. 

			I groan and drop my head to the table. “I think I’m falling for him.”

			“Obviously. You’re being sloppy during Catan.”

			“What do I do?” I lift my head and search for an answer in his steadfast gaze. “You’re the smartest man I know. Tell me the answer and I’ll accept it.”

			“Decide. You have to.”

			“Okay, Yoda.”

			“I’m saying I can’t make this decision for you. Nor will anyone else.”

			He is so frustratingly logical and correct. 

			“I guess.” I can feel myself frowning but do nothing to stop it.

			He sighs and leans over and takes the cards from my hand. “For example, I’m not going to tell you to buy a settlement”—he pulls out four cards—”but you should buy one and put it on the sheep port.” His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows. “And I’m not going to tell you to go for it with him, but I will say some people wait their whole lives to meet someone worth agonizing over and never get the chance. You’re going to miss him either way when he goes, why not at least give it a shot? It’s not a perfect plan, but it’s a start. Otherwise, what was all this misery for?”

			I level him with a look as heat pricks behind my eyes. “Oh my God, have you secretly been a romantic this whole time?”

			“No.”

			“Benjamino Tobleroni—”

			“Stop.”

			I sit up straighter in my seat as a dangerous, heady hope works through me. “You’re right. I am going to miss him either way. I already do. Why not give it a shot?”

			“There you go.” He places my wooden settlement piece for me, the equivalent of this pity party has gone on long enough. “Statistically, women fall in love slower than men. With you feeling all this”—he gestures at me like I’m a museum exhibit—“chances are he’s somewhere having the same thoughts, even more intensely.”

			I like the sound of that. “Should I just blast into his house Kool-Aid-Man style and ask him to talk? If he even wants to talk to me, at this point.”

			He hands me the dice. “You may be seeing him sooner than you think. At least, I assume he’ll be there tomorrow.”

			My stomach pulses. “Wait. Where?”

			His phone chimes again, this time several times in a row. “You’ll never guess who called me last night.”

			“The same person who is blowing up your phone right now?” 

			“One and the same.” He slides the phone my way. “I can’t believe what I just agreed to, but I’m going to need your help.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Six

			Nora

			Riding in cars with Ferraros should be its own sitcom.

			Ro checks her lashes and lipstick in a handheld mirror beside me as Benji takes a turn too fast. 

			“Easy, you’ve got precious cargo back here!” Mamma V gripes from the second row. 

			“When you say this place is fancy, how fancy are we talking?” Ro yells, as if there is a canyon her voice must traverse between the third row and driver’s seat. “I’m not sure I did enough with what little warning I had that we were going out to lunch.” 

			Her glossy hair, curled to perfection, spills down her shoulders in mockery of the claim that she could ever be anything other than stunning. 

			I untwist her dress strap. “You look like a goddess, as usual. This outfit is perfect. Elite. Fetch, if you will.”

			This gets a smile out of her. “I couldn’t decide if the vertical color block thing was cute on this dress or if I look like a black-and-white cookie.” 

			“You are the cutest cookie in the bunch,” Mamma V pipes in. She then turns full sniper as she aims toward the front seat. “I told you to wear a sport coat, Giuseppe. You’re underdressed. Even Benjamino dressed up.”

			“Everyone looks fine,” Benji grumbles, laying a heavy foot on the brake.

			Now, amid their back-and-forth harassment and laughter, feels like as good a time as any to take care of a pressing item on my to-do list. 

			I unzip the plain duffel bag at my feet and pull out a bouquet of red roses—the same ones I’ve been sending Mamma V for months.

			One last apology. This time, in person. 

			“I don’t know when else I’ll have a chance to give you these today.” My smile is sheepish as I lift the flowers over the seat. “But these are for you.”

			Her dark-eyed gaze darts to mine. “It was you sending the roses? All this time? I thought Benjamino was playing coy.”

			“I told you directly, emphatically, and multiple times it wasn’t me,” Benji replies. 

			I clear my throat. “I wanted to make sure you knew how sorry I was.” I look around the car. “Benji and I never meant to hurt anyone.”

			Mamma V lifts the blooms to her nose. “They’re lovely. I hope you can understand why I reacted the way I did. I’m a mother. I will always hurt for my children. I will always overreact for my children. I only ever want to protect them with all that I am, and I was worried for my son. I also hope someday you can forgive me for the things I said.”

			“I already do,” I say in a rush. “I would’ve felt the same way.”

			“And so we put it to rest.” She winks and adjusts to face forward, treating me to an eyeful of her black bob.

			Benji’s dark eyes search the rearview mirror. I shoot him a smile, just in case he can see me all the way back here. 

			Ro slides her mirror back in her clutch. “Yippee! We can let that brunch from hell go once and for all. Now, where are we eating?”

			“I could eat an ox,” Giuseppe groans.

			Benji flicks on his blinker and pulls into the tiny parking lot of a brick building with dormer windows on its sloped, shingled roof. A white sign centered above the door features bold blue typeface. 

			Deli. 

			To the left of the entrance, Vinny Mazzelli, in a suit, leans on the side of a black Tesla with his arms crossed and a bored look on his face.

			“Even Vinny dressed up— Wait.” Mamma V sits up straighter. “What’s he doing here?”

			“And why are we at a deli?” Giuseppe gripes. “I thought this meal was formal. I wore my fancy shoes.”

			The doors of a Honda CRV I don’t recognize open on the other side of the Tesla, and Enzo, Alessia, Sebastian, and Eloise pour out. 

			Ro freezes with round, unblinking eyes. She is a marionette without strings.

			Benji’s voice from a few days ago fills my head. 

			I can’t believe what I just agreed to, but I’m going to need your help. Enzo has a plan, and he needs me and my family’s help—which includes you.

			Benji throws the SUV in park and looks over his shoulder, a rare smile transforming his face. “Recognize this spot, Ro? I’ve been told it’s an important deli.”

			Ro casts a longing look out the window. “This is where Enzo and I met. He took me back here on our first date.”

			Mamma V’s open-mouthed grimace looks like a smile gone wrong. “He brought you to a deli for your first date?” 

			“Best deli in the city,” Ro murmurs, a faraway sheen in her eyes. “Serendipi-deli, we call it.” 

			“Here’s what’s going to happen,” Benji says with more resolve than I’ve ever heard in his voice. “We’re going to get out of this car, and no one is going to say a snide word. You will listen to what Enzo has to say, and if you don’t, I will never answer my phone to you again.”

			“Benjamino!” Mamma V cries. “Non ti azzardare.”

			“I do dare, Mother. Because your daughter deserves to be happy, and I don’t want to see her unhappy any longer. Do you?”

			Silence follows this declaration.

			A long-suffering sigh wafts out of the front seat. “He’s right, Veronica.”

			Mamma V recoils at her husband’s words. “He is?”

			Giuseppe lays a hand on the door handle. “Correct. If Vinny can stand here and listen to whatever is about to happen after everything we’ve been through, so can we. It’s time.” 

			Ro starts to climb over the middle seats. “Let me out of this car before I explode.”

			We evacuate the car like we’re on a time crunch. 

			Eloise and Alessia stand against the side of the car next to Vinny, chatting under their breath. Sebastian stands a few feet away, like he’s letting them have their space.

			He catches my eye. 

			Electricity zips down my spine as I force my gaze to the ground. 

			At the wedding, at poker, in the bowling alley—no matter what crowd we found ourselves in, I looked at him and found my safe place to land. 

			But now, I have no idea where we stand. 

			We desperately need to talk, but that will have to wait. And the part of me that is terrified he’s changed his mind about me in the wake of our breakup is A-OK waiting a little bit longer to confess how I feel.

			How much I miss him and want to try distance, because he’s worth it. 

			Worth everything. 

			Enzo stands a few feet away from the gathered group with a bouquet of cream-colored dahlias, hydrangeas, and roses. He’s dressed like his own version of a black-and-white cookie, a crisp white button up and black slacks. I’d think he and Ro planned to match if this whole thing wasn’t a surprise for Ro. They are truly fated mates. 

			Benji pats me on the head. “Let’s go stand by the car.” 

			I swat his hand. “When will you learn I am not a dog?”

			“You have the spirit of a puppy.”

			“You have the spirit of a bearded dragon.”

			“Thank you. That means a lot to me.” He all but shoves me toward Sebastian. 

			I leave a foot of space between us. 

			He breaks the silence first. “Hi.”

			My body responds as if it’s been a hundred years since I’ve heard his voice, yearning for more. I’m standing just close enough to smell his cologne, which is pure torture. “Hi.”

			“Are—”

			“How—”

			We both shut our mouths in tandem. 

			“We’ll talk later?” he asks, his expression inscrutable. 

			I can only nod.

			Mamma V and Giuseppe link arms as they approach Vinny. 

			Giuseppe turns his nose up, but his tone is neutral enough. “Nice car, Mazzelli.”

			Vinny waves a hand. “Thanks. It’s my spare.”

			Giuseppe’s eye twitches. “Great.”

			“Banger of a start,” Alessia mutters. 

			Ro’s heels click on the concrete as she slowly approaches Enzo. She takes the flowers from his hand. “What is this?” 

			“This”—Enzo gestures at the group of us as he drops down on one knee—“is me trying. I’m not going to sugarcoat it: this has been the worst few weeks of my life. I was stubborn at times, but so were you. And we were both irrational.”

			“Banger of a continuation,” Alessia mutters even more quietly. 

			Enzo hears and shoots her a silencing look. “But every struggle makes us stronger. And I’ve never been surer of my love for you than when faced with a life without you.” He peers down the line, his gaze settling on the three parents. “We can do this the easy way. The way you’re used to. You can hate me, object to our union, and raise hell.”

			He pauses. 

			“Or,” he continues, reaching in his pocket. “We could do it the hard way.”

			Ro’s hand trembles as she lifts it. “I already have my ring.”

			“I know. And it looks good on you.” He pulls out his phone. “Here’s the other option. The lot of you accept this invitation for a standing monthly dinner at Santino’s place. We work through the fight, the hate, and frustration. We become a proper family, even when it’s hard. Vinny, you accept my wife as your daughter, and Veronica and Giuseppe, you accept me as your son. Any kids we are lucky enough to have will regard the feud as nothing more than family lore. Either way, I will spend every single day of my life loving this woman with all that I am. The question is, will you be a part of it or not?”

			I shift to look at the families to gauge their reactions, but I catch Sebastian’s eyes on me. 

			It is unwavering. He makes no attempt to hide it. I tumble headfirst into his gaze, forgetting briefly where I am, what we’re doing here, and even my own name. 

			Several phones beep at once, even mine and Sebastian’s. I startle out of the moment, my heart racing at a dangerous clip. 

			Enzo actually had a calendar invite ready to deploy. 

			“What do you think?” Ro asks, a different font of Enzo’s hope written on her face as she looks to her parents. “Can we do this?”

			All eyes turn to the parents. 

			Mamma V wipes beneath her eye. “We can. And we will.”

			Giuseppe nods once. “It’s done.”

			Vinny lifts the phone close to his face to read. “How negotiable is the Santino’s place part of this?” 

			“Dad, please,” Alessia groans.

			“I’m kidding!” Vinny lifts his arms. “Rosalina, I’m sorry for not making you feel welcome. I’m not always good at…words, really. In surgery, emotions are a liability. But I hope you know I’m more than happy to welcome another daughter. That will bring my total to three.” His gaze turns hopeful as he turns to Alessia and Eloise. “I’m a very lucky father, and I know I don’t say it enough. But it’s never too late to start. Eloise, I hope you feel welcome in this family, too.” 

			Alessia beams as she takes Eloise’s hand. “Thanks, Dad. We appreciate that more than you know.”

			“Which is why I will happily pay for both weddings,” he continues, back to business. “No matter the cost.”

			“Two weddings. You may have to sell the spare Tesla,” Giuseppe offers with a charitable smirk. 

			Vinny shudders. “Nah, I’m good.”

			“No one is paying for anything,” Enzo says through a laugh. His adoring gaze turns up to Ro. “I don’t have another ring, but I do have a question. In front of our families and the Serendipi-deli where I first laid eyes on you, will you agree to marry me? For real this time.”

			“Yes. Every single time.” She tugs him by the collar as a chorus of swooning awws floats through the air. He lifts her off her feet and spins her, gravel crunching under his feet.

			If hearts could light up on scans the way brains do, mine would flash blindingly bright for the joy of it all. 

			“Urrà! And now we can eat!” Giuseppe wipes a tear from his cheek, which may come at least partly from the relief of knowing food is imminent. 

			“No, no, we aren’t eating here,” Alessia says in a rush.

			“What? Why?” Giuseppe gestures at the diner. “Perfectly good selection.”

			“We’ve got a whole feast prepared after our next stop. Eloise made enough lamb to go around.”

			“Lamb? As in baa-baa black sheep?” Ro says through a gasp.

			Eloise shrugs. “I just do as I’m told, and I was given a hunk of meat and told to prepare an Italian lamb stew.”

			Alessia claps her hands. “What better way to bury the hatchet over a sheep theft no one gives two shits about this side of 1910, than a lamb dinner?” 

			Ro doubles over cackling. “That is the most morbid thing I’ve ever heard.”

			Alessia shoots finger guns their way. “I agree. But it was your fiancé’s idea. Take it up with him.”

			Enzo lets her down, practically choking on his laugh. “Is it lamb, is it beef, who can say until we eat?”

			“You are ridiculous, and I love you.” Ro peppers his cheeks with kisses. “Now what’s this next stop you speak of?”

			“Right.” Enzo smooths the front of his shirt, eyes dancing with mischief. “I hope you were serious when you said yes. Because we’ve got an appointment in fifteen minutes and the courthouse is three miles up the road.”

			“Fifteen minutes?”

			Chaos erupts. 

			Sebastian waves at me as Alessia drags him one way and Benji drags me the other. “See you there.”

			In a truly impressive feat of synchronicity, our three combined vehicles pull into side-by-side parking spots right up front of the regal brick building seven minutes later. 

			Two people wait for us on the stairs leading up to the entry, weighed down with bags. 

			Gia rushes to meet us as soon as we step out of the car, trailed by Sergio. “Thank God. We thought you were going to miss your time.” She swats Sergio’s hand. “Stop touching me.”

			“Nope. Our appointment is now in”—Enzo checks his watch—“eight minutes. You got the goods?”

			Gia shakes her bag. “The nice camera, flower petals, Ro’s cheeky little veil, her borrowed and blue garter—”

			“—your rings and your vows,” Sergio adds. 

			“We’ve got it all,” Gia concludes. 

			“I’m so glad you’re here.” Ro throws her arms around her best friend. “We can take those wedding day pictures we’d plotted after all. Our dresses are a little less fancy, but still.”

			“I wouldn’t have missed this for the world.” She nods toward Sergio. “We were given specific orders to hold down the fort until you got here and make sure the courthouse knew you were on your way in case you got delayed.” 

			Sergio reaches into his pocket and pulls out two silver bands. “You know, maid of honor and best man shit.” 

			Ro salutes with watery eyes. “Thank you for your service.”

			A truck with a Celebrations by El painted on the side barrels into the lot. 

			“Excellent, dinner has arrived!” Alessia shoots Giuseppe a look. “For after the ceremony.”

			“Are we all allowed inside the courthouse?” Mamma V asks, nearly frantic. “Will we fit?”

			“We’ll fit,” Enzo assures her. 

			“Wait for us!” Nonna Gloria and Santino yell in unison from deeper in the parking lot, hand in hand as they rush toward us.

			“Shit, I forgot to tell them,” Enzo says, smacking his forehead. 

			“I told Nonna Gloria the plan,” Alessia says. “I know it was supposed to be a secret, but…”

			“I told my grandpa,” Benji admits.

			Sebastian puts his hand over his eyebrows as he looks toward the entrance to the lot. “And apparently the grandparents called a few people.”

			“Wait, are those cars all our people?” Ro asks, mouth hanging open. 

			Vinny studies the processional. “I see my cousin’s GMC, and that’s Great Aunt Bella’s Hyundai.”

			“My brother’s the one in that white Mercedes sprinter van, probably toting his kids,” Giuseppe adds.

			That’s the thing about big, meddlesome Italian families. Nothing stays secret for long. 

			A dozen or so vehicles pull into spots near El’s catering truck. The doors to the Mercedes van open and an army of teenage Italian boys in hoodies hop out. One opens the trunk and pulls out four large poles, while another grabs a giant, white folded tarp. The rest all snag colorful beach chairs. 

			They set to work assembling the canopy over the cracked concrete in the corner of the lot. Twenty people could fit under that thing. 

			And they’re not the only ones who brought their own party supplies. The Hyundai came loaded with a foldable banquet table and several chairs and a lot of plastic water bottles that have been filled with red wine, perhaps for ease of drinking. 

			El throws open the window to her catering truck, looking ready to serve lamb and/or beef through the window. She blows Alessia a kiss. 

			As the party takes shape, chaos, laughter, and excitement swirl in the air, carried by wind that holds the faintest cool bite of the approaching fall. 

			“Is this allowed?” I ask, incredulous. “Can we really take over the courthouse like this?”

			Alessia puts on a winning grin. “Money talks, babe.” 

			“But are government buildings allowed to take money in exchange—”

			“Fear not,” Alessia ruffles my hair and shoots me a wink. “It’s a wedding. Everything is allowed.”

			“Seven-minute warning!” Enzo calls as a few more cars flood the lot. “Sergio, can you stay out here for four more minutes and help with the reception tent? We’re heading in.” He grabs his future wife’s hand. “I’m not missing my wedding a second time. Not for anything.” 

			… 

			Only a beautiful, intimate wedding ceremony could hold my attention when Sebastian freaking Rossi is seated next to me in a courthouse pew. 

			Good thing I can’t take my eyes off the bride. 

			Not even a minute after the judge declares them husband and wife, Sebastian’s mouth finds my ear. Really finds it, his lips brushing the shell. 

			I nearly launch off the pew in shock. 

			“Can we talk?” he whispers. 

			I forget to breathe as claps and cheers fill the room. “Sure. After the wedding?”

			He jerks his head toward Enzo, who sweeps his newly minted bride off the floor and carries her toward the courthouse doors. “Wedding’s over. Happy for them.” His hand closes over mine as he rises to his feet. “But you and I are talking now.”

			I’m jittery from all the excitement, but the contact makes my pulse nearly explode. “Okay.”

			He tugs me through the pearly white lobby and passes the families—who are all wielding their phone cameras as Enzo and Ro pose for photos—until we hit the double doors. He never releases his hold, even as we tackle the steep Metropolitan Museum-esque stairs that lead to the parking lot. 

			With everyone still inside, the scene of the future party is briefly quiet, the air abuzz with anticipation. 

			He guides me to Eloise’s truck and stops right beside it. Our bodies gravitate closer as he traces his thumb down my temple, over my cheek, across my jaw. 

			I ache for how much I’ve missed being touched by him. 

			My stomach tap dances as I stare into his eyes. “Are we helping with dinner?” 

			“Not quite.” He reaches half his body through the serving window and comes out with a bouquet tied with twine. 

			A tiny gasp springs from my mouth. 

			“Yellow daisies, orange roses, sunflowers…all the sunny, mismatched things.” He offers them to me. “It’s nowhere near as beautiful as you, but it’s almost as warm.” 

			“They’re perfect.” I whisper, gathering them close to my chest. 

			He huffs out a laugh. “The stems are all different lengths, half the sunflower petals are missing, and the roses are wilted. They aren’t perfect. And the next year of our life will be far from perfect, too. But that doesn’t mean it won’t be great, if we give it a chance. I want to make more flower store memories with you, Nora. We haven’t had enough time, and we need so much more. I know this courthouse isn’t a special deli where we first met by fate, and we don’t have an audience, and this speech of mine isn’t as impressive as Enzo’s—”

			“I don’t need an impressive display, Sebastian. I don’t need an audience. What I need is you, exactly as you are, right now.” I take his free hand and place it on the space above my racing heart. “You do this to me all on your own.”

			He slides his hand from my chest to my neck, his thumb pressing into my pulse. “If it’s not you for me, it’s no one.” His eyes are a bright strike of lightning on a dark night. They are all the sparkling stars in the sky condensed just for me. “This is me trying. I have some things to figure out with work, but I will do whatever it takes to set us up for success. I want you to be mine and I want to be yours as well. And I want to give you the life you want. Here. Let’s do this for real.”

			This. Us. 

			For real. 

			Joy fills me in a gust. “I was ready to buy a Huskers hat and come see you every month in Nebraska if that’s what it took, and then wherever else. It’s you for me, Rossi. Period.” I wrap my arms around his neck. “Have I earned the right to call you by your last name like your best friends do?” 

			He’s a wall of warmth as he holds me close. “Wear the name out, babe. Someday it could be yours.”

			His lips meet mine in a sweet, soft caress. They whisper the promise of later against my skin. They taste like home. Which, as it turns out, is not always a place you can point to on the map. 

			For me, it’s a person. 

			My roots will tangle with Sebastian’s as we grow together, and we’ll be each other’s home. 

			“There’s one more thing.” He walks backward, watching me intently as he guides me around the side of the boxy truck. “A question.”

			A tiny metal bistro table comes into view, complete with two chairs. I’d recognize the setup anywhere—it’s been swiped from the café of my bookstore. A tiny glass vase stands empty in the center, as if waiting for my flowers. 

			Two glasses of red wine accompany each place setting, glinting in the sunlight. 

			My brain goes offline. “Wait, when did you do—” 

			“Nora D’Amato, will you finally go on that first date with me?”

			“Now?”

			“I don’t want to wait another day. We’ve waited long enough.”

			In case my heart wasn’t already full, now it’s ready to burst. “Yes, I’ll gladly go on a first date with you.” 

			His grin is one for the books. “Your last ever first date, I hope.”

			“Sounds like a plan to me.” I pull him closer by the scruff of his shirt and seal it with a kiss.

			He leads me to our table. I arrange my flowers in the vase, setting the ambiance. “You’ve really outdone yourself.”

			“You haven’t even seen the best part.” He plucks a white bag off one of the chairs. 

			My stomach growls with both hunger and fear. “Did we get first dibs on the official wedding dinner?” 

			God, I hope that lamb thing was a joke. 

			“Nah.” He unveils a giant Styrofoam bowl with a smudged Lou’s Tavern receipt, some to-go silverware, and a carton of mango Italian ice that is sweating to death. “I opted for the special girlfriend menu.”

			I free his hands of the carton, launch myself into his arms, and pull his bottom lip into my mouth. In his arms, I’m exactly where I belong. “Great. Time to taste all my favorite things.”

		


		
			Epilogue 

			I wake Nora with a kiss to her neck, curled up behind her in my bed. Her body stirs before she does, arching into me as a drowsy sleep-smile lifts her lips. Moonlight beaming in from the window bathes her skin in a silver glow. 

			It’s been five weeks since I’ve seen her, the longest stretch of time since my Nebraska contract started. We usually make it three max before I fly home or she flies to me. I’ve missed her down to my marrow. 

			She’s lived in Nella’s house this last month since her lease ended, waiting for my contract to end, too. 

			It finally, mercifully has. 

			I move to her shoulder, biting just hard enough to wake her, but not hard enough to make her cry out in that way I like. 

			Her eyes flutter open. 

			And then she jolts onto her back, terror flashing in her eyes.

			“Shh. It’s just me, baby.” 

			She blinks fast and lays a hand on my cheek. “Seb?”

			I cover her with my body weight. “Who else were you expecting to show up in my childhood bedroom?”

			Her expression becomes progressively more alert until she’s smiling. “What are you doing here? I thought you wouldn’t get in until tomorrow afternoon!”

			“I decided not to sleep at a hotel and drove straight through. I couldn’t be away from you another night.”

			Her eyes soften. “I missed you so much.”

			I try to hug her, but she fumbles toward the nightstand and puts two tiny Listerine strips on her tongue instead.

			“Nora.” I shake my head, biting back a laugh. “I know what you taste like all hours of the day. We’ve been together for almost a year.”

			She holds up a finger as she waits for them to dissolve. 

			“There.” She curls up beside me. “Minty fresh for our first real kiss in weeks.”

			“You’re ridiculous.” I slant my mouth over hers. The tingling of mint spreads across my tongue as I reacquaint myself with her lips. As usual, the touch of her hand anywhere on my body reduces my thoughts to a string of single words. 

			Home. Mine. Love. Need. 

			I slip my hand down her side and into her shirt. “Finally, home for good.”

			She breaks the kiss and glances down at her torso. “Wait. I didn’t prepare for this homecoming. These are my ugliest pajamas and even uglier underwear, and my hair is a tangled nest. I was going to spend tomorrow morning—” 

			“You are perfect as is.” I tug her shirt up and off, and then her bottoms. “There, ugly pajama problem solved.” I kiss her like we have all the time in the world, even while my hands roam like impatient beasts with minds of their own. They journey down the center line of her chest, across her stomach, up her ribs, sneaking behind her back to start a new circuit. 

			“Let’s not forget your rule,” she says sternly, even as she works my boxers down my legs. “Should we at least keep it somewhat innocent?” 

			I grope her ass with a firm hand. “Says the naked girl. I haven’t touched you in so long I might die.”

			“At least you aren’t melodramatic.” She takes my hard length in her palm. Her breathy hum is one of my all-time favorite sounds. “Oh, you are hard, aren’t you?” She glides her hand up and down at an achingly slow pace until she swipes her thumb over the wet tip. “It must hurt.”

			She will turn me into an animal. “Remember what happened the first and only time you teased me in this room?” I pry her legs apart. “Splayed open across my lap, begging me to mark you, playing coy as you fucked your fingers when they were covered in my come?”

			Her lips form a scandalized O as she drags her fingers up the inside of her thigh. “You were the one begging, if I recall.”

			“You’re right. I wanted to make you mine, no matter the consequences.” I drive into her with a hard thrust, shoving the air from her lungs. 

			“I always was yours,” she gasps. “From the day we met.”

			And I never tire of hearing it. 

			Her beautiful body strains against mine, begging for more. After months of belonging to this beautiful woman, I can say with authority that she is horniest in the mornings. Nights are great, too, but my girlfriend is like a virgin on prom night between the hours of five and nine a.m., keyed up before she even opens her eyes. 

			And I know just how to take her even higher.

			I dip down and lightly tease her stiff nipple with the tip of my tongue. “I’m so in love with you, future mother of my children.” I withdraw almost completely, then spear her harder. “I pictured you that way when you teased me in that chair. Did I ever tell you that?”

			She stifles a groan and arches against me. “No…you did not.”

			“Mmm. Well, I did.” Another thrust. Deeper this time. “And in the photo booth when you told me you got the shot?”

			She bites her bottom lip and nods.

			I kiss my way up her neck and nip her earlobe. “I would have fucked you either way.” 

			Her gasp dissolves into a whimper. “You know what hearing that does to me.”

			“Oh, I know.” I reach between us for her swollen clit. “I can feel how much you like knowing I was gone on you and ready to risk it all. And that’s never going to change.”

			I pick up speed, stopping just shy of rattling the metal bedframe. Weeks of pent-up need turns me into a thrusting—quietly thrusting—machine. Her mouth falls open as her eyes glimmer in the soft silver moonlight. Color blooms on her cheeks and neck, climbing down the dip between her tits. She’s close.

			So am I. 

			I kiss down her jaw in a sweep, licking and biting her neck, gripped with affection so strong I can barely stand it. Of all the places we’ve both lived, we were in the same place at the same time long enough to meet not just once, but twice in the span of two weeks. I’m glad fate had a plan, because I wouldn’t have been able to dream her up on my own. “I love you, Nora.”

			She closes her eyes and smiles as if marinating in the words. “I love you, too.”

			We’ve said it for months and it still feels brand new. Sacred. 

			“It feels so good to say that in person.” I flip her over and jerk her hips off the bed, one hand gripping her ass and the other reaching around to continue its steady work. I haven’t even bottomed out yet when my lower back tenses in familiar warning. “You are so tight like this I can’t stand—”

			“Shh,” she scolds. But she pushes back against me, taking me deeper, barely able to temper her own moans. Nothing compares to the way she feels around me, this woman who I love more with each passing day, who miraculously loves me, too. 

			I risk the noise and spank her once. She falls apart, clenching and spasming around me as her hands grip the sheets. I bury myself in her, her name hoarse on my lips as my orgasm rips me apart. I’m so far past gone for her and I don’t want to be found.  

			It’s good to be home.

			… 

			“What do you think?” Nora bobs up and down on her toes as she watches me blow on the ladle. 

			I bite back a laugh. “Can I taste it first before you hound me?” 

			“It’s meant to be hot!” Nella waves her hand. “Wash it down with a frozie if it’s too much, you coward.”

			“I think we all need alcohol, given the hostile climate in here.”

			“Sauce is serious business,” Nella counters. “Nora practiced this recipe seven different times to get it right for you.” 

			Her glare says I will sacrifice you for Nora and it’s not a close contest. 

			A pretty frown pulls Nora’s full lips down. “It wasn’t seven times, was it?”

			Nella catches my eye again. “It was.”

			“Practice makes perfect,” Nora grumbles, clearly embarrassed by her adorable obsession with getting this sauce just right. 

			I close my mouth over the tip of the ladle. It burns like a sonofabitch, but I try not to let it show. “Wow!” I give it enough time to mentally dissect the flavor profile. “It’s perfect. Beyond perfect.”

			Nora brightens right back up. “Really?”

			“Yes. Really. You nailed it.” 

			She squeals, lunging to kiss me. As if losing her nerve to let our lips touch in front of Nella, she aims sideways for my cheek. “Thank you.”

			“No, baby. Thank you.”

			Nella walks up and sticks a clean spoon in the sauce. “All right, let’s give it a go.”

			I hold my breath and crush Nora against my side and we watch Nella, the ultimate authority, take her sample. 

			“Well?” I’m now as invested in this as Nora, if not more so. “How’d she do?”

			She pauses, thriving in the spotlight.

			“Fantastic work,” she decides. She moves forward to pinch Nora’s cheek. “Your best yet, darling girl.”

			Nora throws her head back and cries out in relief. “Okay, that means I can put the noodles on.” She pulls away from me and sets to work. “I’m making three different types so people have options. I really thought I was going to have to order us pizza tonight. Oh, the garlic bread, what did I do with the garlic chopper thing…”

			Nella meets my eye as Nora continues narrating her inner monologue. “She’s a keeper.”

			Pride fills every inch of me. “Believe me, I know.”

			Nora refuses to let us help her cook, so Nella and I take a seat at the island. 

			“What’s the status of the furniture, Nora?” Nella asks as she swirls her frozie. “Are you going to be able to sleep in your new house tonight or will you stay here a little longer?”

			Nora peeks over her shoulder. “The bulk of it was delivered today, including the bed.”

			I silently pump a fist in the air. I am more than ready to spend the first night in our new place together. 

			“I guess we have our answer, then. We’ll go home tonight.” I fold my hands, trying not to ogle my girlfriend too thoroughly as she cooks with a cute apron tied tight around her waist, accentuating her curves. “What things are we still waiting for?” 

			“Oh, this and that. The coffee table and television.” Her smile is angelic with a hint of something wicked. “A sturdy reading chair, like the one you have in your room. It’s a favorite of yours, so I figured I’d get it a friend.” 

			I like that chair, all right. And the things we’ve done on it. “Oh yeah?”

			“Mmhmm.” The first hint of a blush colors her cheeks as she starts prepping the garlic bread. “And the pool table you ordered for the den is on back order, of course. That’ll be a while.”

			Evil woman. Now I’m imagining her laid out on the green felt like she was at the Foxfire Lodge, or bent over the side—

			“When can I visit?” Nella asks, interrupting my filthy thoughts with a dose of sentiment. “I can’t believe I get to keep you both in Great River. It’s a dream come true for an ol’ girl like me.”

			Fuck, that gets me good. I rub my chest. Being in love is like watching your heart beat outside your body, and I’m a lucky man to feel it so many times over with my family, my friends, and now the love of my life. If I get one thing right in this life, I hope it’s how much I give back to the people who have given me everything.

			“Anytime, Nella. Our house is your house.” Nora meets my eye and all the playfulness fades to something softer. Something so familiar I can’t imagine my life before it and refuse to imagine my life without it. 

			I know a little something about a dream come true. 

			Because I’m living it. 

			[image: ] 

			The love doesn’t end here… 

			Love FREE Books?! Download one of our bestselling books HERE!

			Join the Entangled Insiders for free books, giveaways and so much more!
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			Discover more romance from Entangled…

			Anger Bang

			a Downside of Dating novel by Avery Flynn

			Sometimes the only answer is to just bang it out.

			Like today, for example. I’m in actual hell at my sister’s over-the-top reality TV wedding and up until now, I’ve been able to handle it all. The horrible bridesmaids. My relentless mother. Even the awful eighties fashion to fit the retro theme. But when my sister nonchalantly mentioned that she never even wanted me at the wedding—the producers insisted—ouch doesn’t fully express how much it hurts.

			So for the first time I don’t think. I just do. And as a shy paleontologist who plans everything, I probably should have taken a moment.

			But here we are.

			I’ve just asked the best man, who my sister absolutely loathes and who can’t stand her right back, if he’s up for a little naked revenge with me. The cameras are filming every horrifying second, and the whispers have begun. (Did I mention that the music happened to stop just as I asked him?)

			But then his mouth quirks up, and he does the last thing I expect.
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