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Praise for Roman Crazy

BY NINA BOCCI AND ALICE CLAYTON

“A comedic and deliciously whimsical romp only this pair could deliver. Alice Clayton and Nina Bocci have struck gold.”

—New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Christina Lauren

“I went CRAZY over Roman Crazy—this is simply a perfect romance!”

—New York Times bestselling author Jennifer Probst

“Remarkable, refreshing . . . Clayton and Bocci have written a tender love story . . . all nestled within a love letter to the beauty of Rome.”

—RT Book Reviews (four stars)

“There are books that make you laugh out loud, make you teary, make you hot and bothered, make you smile. And then there are books that make you want to crawl inside them and live within their pages. That’s what Roman Crazy is.”

—New York Times bestselling author Emma Chase

“Roman Crazy is a laugh-out-loud romantic comedy about second chances, friendship, and the beauty of Rome. You won’t simply read this novel, you’ll devour it as Alice Clayton and Nina Bocci transport you to Italy and guide you on an unforgettable adventure.”

—New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Sylvain Reynard
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The vote is the emblem of your equality, women of America, the guarantee of your liberty.

—Carrie Chapman Catt
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Thud. Whoosh. Slap.

Thud. Whoosh. Slap.

The trio of irksome sounds repeated another half-dozen times. My eyes darted upward, a silent prayer falling from my lips.

Dear God, please give me the strength not to shove that tennis ball somewhere that would require surgery. Amen.

My coworker casually leaned back in his chair, his long legs outstretched and crossed at the ankles on the shiny surface of the conference room table. Beneath his brown leather loafers sat a report.

His unfinished-yet-due-tomorrow report.

I marveled at his ability to multitask. It would have been more appropriate if he had been, say, working. Instead, he was tossing a ball against the conference room wall with one hand while texting with the other. Even though he didn’t take his eyes off his phone screen, he caught the ball every single time. If I hadn’t been so annoyed, I would have actually been impressed.

The clock ticked against the pale yellow wall above his head. With each passing tick, the ball struck with a thwack to its right.

“Cooper, could you please stop?” I finally said, rubbing my temples to ease the headache that was forming.

Thud. Whoosh. Slap.

“Cooper,” I repeated, glancing up from my laptop. “Hello?”

Thud, whoosh, slap was the only response I got.

Sliding back my chair, I stood up and walked around the long maple conference table. It was only when I got close enough to see the scantily clad woman in his text window that I noticed the wireless earbuds that were blasting music into his ears. As the ball left his hand, I touched his shoulder.

Startled, he lost his grip on the ball, sending it sailing behind him. “What’s up?” he sputtered, quickly pulling his earbuds out. I didn’t miss his hand sliding his phone into his pocket. He looked every bit like a teenager caught red-handed by the principal.

“Are you kidding me?” I exclaimed. “You’ve had music on this entire time? I read nearly two pages of the brewery expansion proposal out loud to you twenty minutes ago!”

At least he had the decency to look remorseful. “I thought you were talking to yourself, so I”—he motioned to the black Beats—“figured I’d give you your privacy while I caught up on work.”

My eyebrows must have reached my hairline, because with a mildly guilty expression he pulled his legs down from the table.

I snorted. “Yes, I start all sentences with, ‘Cooper, what do you think about’ when I’m talking to myself. Were you just smiling and nodding for my health?” Shifting in his seat, he straightened. I huffed.

The small laugh lines around his mouth became more pronounced, an indication that he was fighting back a smile. “Emmanuelle,” he purred smoothly.

“Don’t Emmanuelle me,” I clapped back. “That tone may work on your fan club, but not me.”

He held his arms up in a defensive position. “Okay, okay, I’m sorry. What did I miss?” He grabbed for the papers in my hand.

Holding them back against my chest, I scowled. “Hope Lake Brewing Company. Expansion. Asking for input before it goes to the town council for approval.”

He whistled and rocked back in his chair. “Council is going to reject anything that comes across their desk from them. They hate the ‘vibe’ the brew house brings, and the addition would make the council’s heads explode.”

I nodded. “Yep, which is why the guys asked us for help. To try and edit the proposal to appeal to them. It’s also why I booked us the conference room for this meeting that you just Tindered your way through.”

“That’s not a word, and I wasn’t—” he began, patting his pocket absently. Probably making sure the evidence was tucked away safely.

I held up my hand. “Save it. I don’t care what or who you’re doing. Just that you’re not paying attention. Again.”

When the owners of HLBC, Drew and Luke Griffin, first came to our department, Cooper and I had championed their proposal to build a brewing company, tasting room, and outdoor entertainment space just along the lakefront. It was one of the first projects Cooper and I had worked on together, and it was just what we’d needed in town back then—a fun, innovative business that catered to every age. Now, six years later, HLBC was one of Hope Lake’s most popular spots, and the brothers were looking to expand their space to include rooms for private events and a small restaurant. Cooper and I were supposed to be discussing how to approach the town council about it.

Looked like I’d just been talking to myself instead. “I’m going back to my office, where I can work in peace,” I said. Exasperated, I started gathering up my stuff.

After a few seconds of awkward silence, he cleared his throat. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Let’s go over it. Again.”

I stacked my files, feeling my blood starting to boil. Having to repeat myself irked me, but I needed his input whether I liked it or not.

Glancing up, I noticed Cooper readying to say something else when our shared assistant, Nancy, hurried in with the main office calendar and a fistful of Sharpies clutched in her hand.

“I’ve been searching for you two everywhere,” she said, looking wide-eyed at each of us in turn. The conference table, at least on my side, was covered in charts, graphs, and photos of the lakefront. On Cooper’s side—well, there was a lot of polished maple visible.

“Did you discuss the project?” she asked hopefully, her face falling when I shook my head. “Okay, well, I guess you’ll handle that, uh, later. I’m sure.” She gave me a look. “I hope,” she mouthed, then cleared her throat and pulled out the head chair of the conference table and sat down with the main office calendar in front of her. “It’s time for the afternoon rundown—are you ready?”

Cooper groaned. Not at Nancy but at the calendar she had opened. It had been on my desk this morning when I’d filled it with upcoming appointments and meetings. By the looks of it, Nancy had managed to fill almost every empty space that remained.

We kept it old school at our office. Instead of using Google calendar or iCal, we used a large paper desk calendar with a color-coded legend, labels, and tabs to keep our government office running like clockwork. It’s not as though we hadn’t tried to modernize, but some of the, ahem, older department staff were frosty toward change.

Nancy, Cooper, and I worked at the Hope Lake Community Development Office on the top floor of Borough Building. In a small town like Hope Lake, my department was sort of the home base for everything. From simple things such as parade permits to more detailed ventures—for example, helping to secure funding for business owners like HLBC—the CDO, as we tended to call it, had its hand in pretty much everything. It wasn’t big, but what we lacked in size and staff we made up for in energy and results.

“The upcoming week is brutal,” Nancy apologized, looking at Cooper, who, not surprisingly, was on his phone again. “Emma, I’m afraid you’re a bit overscheduled.” She tapped a Sharpie on the table.

I waved a dismissive hand. “It can’t be any worse than that week the staff came down with the flu.” I had practically run the office that week even though I was heavily medicated myself.

“It’s close.” She held up two fingers barely an inch apart. “You’re back-to-back Monday. There is a pocket of time during the event this weekend with the future Mr. Mayor here and his opponent.”

Cooper perked up then. He knocked twice on the wooden table. “Don’t jinx me.”

Oh, sure, you’re paying attention now.

“You’re a shoo-in. People love you, Cooper. And with the mayor already behind you, how can you not be?” Nancy assured him.

Nancy wasn’t blowing smoke. Cooper had decided to run for office this year, and his magnetic personality made him the perfect political candidate. He was brilliant, liked by the majority of the town, and had confidence to spare because he knew he was the best choice for the job. Even I could admit that, and we were often at odds.

“Emma, I know you wanted to have a sit-down with Drew and Luke from the brewing company about the proposed expansion before they go to the council, but I don’t see how it’s going to happen.”

Nancy jotted a note onto the calendar. Over the years, we’d gotten our system down to a science: orange for me, blue for Cooper, hot pink for our department administrative assistant, green for Nancy, and red for the mayor, because red was my dad’s favorite color. Blue, not surprisingly, was the color least visible on the entire calendar. It was sporadically used, even from my vantage point, which meant that Cooper had a light schedule this week.

Shocking.

I chewed the pen cap, irritated. Nancy continued reading off meeting after meeting throughout the week.

“These two on Thursday—I can probably sit in on them to give you a break, Emma,” she offered.

Looking over Nancy’s shoulder, I marveled at the Technicolor scheduling system. It might have been old-fashioned, but at least it looked good.

Shaking my head, I pointed at the partially torn yellow Post-it stuck on the edge of the frame. That was how my father added mayoral meetings to the calendar. Stickies. He was nothing if not professional. “No can do, my friend. You’re going to be at a ribbon cutting with Mayor Dad.”

She looked up, her lips a thin, flat line. “I am? He didn’t tell me.”

Sighing, she jotted the information down. “I wish he’d told me I was supposed to go, too!”

She took her calendar duties very seriously. I for one appreciated it, and I knew my father did, too, even if he did use his own odd system to add to it. It kept all of us in line.

Together, Nancy and I figured out the rest of the week, Cooper staying silent and, surprise surprise, on his phone. We looked over the days, pointing and crossing out, trying in vain to find somewhere to squeeze in a last sit-down. “It’s not going to work,” I lamented, sinking into the chair beside her.

“Well, someone from the department needs to at least show their face at the city events meeting,” she urged, looking pointedly at Cooper. A notebook was now on his lap, his hand moving swiftly over the page. He didn’t look up when she said his name or when she repeated it a few seconds later. He was too deeply invested in whatever he was doing.

At least he’s off the phone.

Tearing the Post-it off the calendar and balling it up in her fist, Nancy lobbed it at him. “Cooper!” she shouted, snapping her fingers as if she were telling a dog to sit.

Fitting.

He smiled at her. “I’m listening.”

“Uh-huh, we need you to take a meeting or two on Thursday so Emma can head down to the lake to meet Drew and Luke. Unless you’d rather take the HLBC meeting.”

“Thursday?” he repeated, sliding his phone out from behind the notebook.

When did he take that out? He was stealthy like a teen texting in class.

With a shrug, he shook his head. “Sorry, I’m booked all day and I’ve got a campaign publicity debrief at noon. That’s taking up most of the afternoon.”

“Doesn’t that just mean you and Henry are meeting at the diner to play on Facebook and Twitter together?” I scoffed, feeling the blood rushing to my face.

Henry was one of my and Cooper’s oldest friends. As a teacher, he had limited time to meet up with Cooper, so I understood Cooper’s reticence to reschedule, but—

Then it hit me. “Wait . . . why are you having mayoral meetings during work and school? How’s Henry getting out of class to meet you?”

Setting his phone down, he stood and straightened his tie. “I’ll have you know, I’m meeting him at the high school. I wish I could help, but alas—”

“You can’t,” I finished, sliding out of my chair to stand myself.

With Cooper running for mayor of Hope Lake, the brunt of his work at the CDO was taking a backseat. I noticed, the staff noticed, and the mayor noticed. If it had been anyone else, they probably would have been fired, but Cooper was Hope Lake’s golden boy. Once he was elected, we could hire someone new to replace him. But until that happened, it fell to us to pick up his slack.

Cooper walked toward the door, leaving his phone—aka his most prized possession—on the conference table. Surely he would be back in for it the second he realized it wasn’t attached to his hand.

“Wait, you can’t leave!” Nancy called after him. “I need the theater proposal paperwork. You guys have that meeting with the council on Monday and the mayor wants the weekend to review the specs. Cooper, it has to be before end of day since you have the debate tomorrow! Everything is done, right? Please tell me it’s done.”

“It’s handled,” Cooper said smoothly over his shoulder, tapping his temple. “And it’s not a debate. It’s a photo op, remember? Pose, smile, shake hands. You know, the usual.”

“Thank God. I don’t have time today to do it if you didn’t,” she said, pretend wiping her brow.

Smiling broadly, he clapped his hands together. “Oh, come on, Nance. Have I ever left you hanging?”

Her silence spoke volumes. If she’d had the time, and the inclination, she could have created a depressing list of how often that had happened.

Looking uncomfortable at Nancy’s lack of response, Cooper disappeared through the door, only to reappear two seconds later. “That would have been bad!” he said with a tight smile, jogging in to grab the iPhone.

“Cooper, are you sure you can’t reschedule your Thursday plans with Henry until after work so Emma isn’t pulled in nineteen directions?” Nancy said quickly. “It’s just about the local sports participation in the Thanksgiving parade. They’re looking for guidance with the floats and theming—it won’t exactly take up all your brain space. The other is an initial meeting to see if the CDO can finally purchase the old bank.” Nancy already had a blue Sharpie at the ready, clutched between her fingers. “Or if you wanted to switch with Emma, you could meet with Drew and Luke and Emma could handle the parade instead. You’d probably get some free beer out of it.”

For a moment, he looked like he was going to agree. His jawline ticked anxiously, a habit he’d had since we were kids. It appeared whenever he struggled with a decision. Reluctantly, I admitted to myself that it was happening more often than not.

“I’m really sorry, I can’t,” he finally said. “You know how important these meetings are for the core of my campaign. I’ve got to run. I’m late.”

I glanced at the clock. “It’s barely four.”

“I have a thing.”

“You came in at ten because of a ‘thing.’ ” I air-quoted it because although he said those things were for the mayoral campaign, I didn’t believe him. Call it years of experience or just a gut feeling. “Cooper, I need you to focus. You’re all over the place, and things are going to start falling through the cracks here. We can’t afford any missteps. Not when we’re under a microscope. The council is looking for any reason to put the screws in this department.”

Cooper’s opponent, Kirby Rogers, had been on the town council for the past few years. He had made it his mission to strip the CDO—funding, staff, all of it gone.

With nothing but a grimace, Cooper left, leaving no opening for discussion. I shook my head at his retreating form.

“Forget him, I’ll figure it out,” I said, glancing between the calendar with the work appointments and my nearly empty personal calendar. “I can pop over to the brewery and see Drew and Luke on my way home Tuesday or Friday night. They owe me dinner, anyway,” I said with a weak laugh, an attempt at loosening the anxiety-ridden ball in my stomach. How am I going to accomplish all of this? “Just see when they’re free.” I tapped away on my phone. Making a note, I double-checked my iPhone’s calendar as Nancy read off the rest of the upcoming schedule.

“Emma,” she said with a heavy sigh, “I don’t want you to overwork yourself.”

“I’m fine. It’s an adjustment we’re going to have to get used to since we’re going to be picking up all the Cooper slack,” I insisted, knowing that she was always worried about me in a big-sisterly sort of way. “Promise,” I said after seeing her frown.

Months ago, before he had decided to run for mayor and before he had become so distracted by the election, Cooper had been an asset. I longed for those days. He had a gift, an ability to coax the very best of ideas out of you, and he transformed them into solid plans that we then presented to Mayor Dad and the town council. His undivided input would have been valuable here.

That part of Cooper I respected and enjoyed working with. Pre-candidate Cooper. Except lately, so much had changed. I missed the focused Cooper. The guy who would pull together a presentation in just a few hours. The guy I could count on to bring the best ideas out of me when I thought I had hit a wall. Or even the guy who got his work done on time. I hated myself a little bit because I was missing that coworking partnership. We did make a good team when we weren’t arguing.

“Not for anything, but you’d think he’d want to head over to Hope Lake Brewing Company to see the guys.”

“His head was so buried in his phone, he probably didn’t hear you mention them.”

Nancy nodded. “What do you think? Is this going to get better or worse as the campaign progresses?” She packed up her Sharpies and hoisted the large calendar off the table, mindful not to drop any of the Post-its and papers tacked to it.

I slung my arm over her shoulder. “Worse. So much worse.”



2



Dating is like shopping the clearance racks: you sift through a lot of pretty yet questionable items in the hope of lucking out and finding that one perfect outfit.

The same could be said about the men I’d been with lately.

I’d had my fair share of the ubermacho, the supersensitive, the would-be feminists, and the still-live-at-home-at-thirty-five.

But lately work had become my life, and I wanted to find something that would bring me a little more joy. There had to be more to life than getting a contract flawless on the first try or finding the perfect business to take over a vacant building. There was always a little hopeless romantic lying dormant inside me.

That’s why now, even after a lousy day at work with a few more hours’ worth of work to do when I got home, I was heading out to meet a potential candidate for Mr. Right. A much better candidate to spend my time with, I thought as I walked out the door, than our current candidate for Mr. Mayor. We’d met on a dating app. When I’d swiped right during lunch, he’d swiped right, too.

And they say that romance is dead.

I got to the restaurant twenty minutes early in the hope of finding a good seat and, if I were being honest, an exit strategy just in case it went south fast like the last one. I was nothing if not pragmatic. When he’d asked for a suggestion of where we should go for dinner, I’d chosen La Bella Notte because it was the quintessential date-night, getting-to-know-you spot in town. Not that we had a ton of options, but it was cozy and romantic. It wasn’t just the best place for carb overload—which I always craved when stressed (lonely, sad, annoyed with Cooper, you get the picture)—but if the conversation went stale, I could use the restaurant’s history and the CDO’s relationship with it as a way to revive it.

The place, built along the water, had come together a few years ago. My department had helped Guido, the owner and grandson of the original owners, expand the restaurant, opening it up onto the waterfront with a massive multiseasonal wraparound porch. In the dead of winter, you could watch the lake freeze over while the snow swirled around you like in a snow globe. In the summer, you could wave to kayakers and outdoor enthusiasts over your tiramisù. It was picturesque, rustic, and just about as traditional Italian as you could get in the mountains of Pennsylvania.

It also happened to be one of my favorite places in town, which was why it wasn’t a place that I visited willy-nilly with these dates. But this guy had ticked off all the right boxes. No red flags in sight.

Single. Employed. Lived alone. Philanthropic. Handsome. Did I mention single? My listing it twice was warranted because you’d be surprised how many married piglets were just trying to get laid. He was a doctor in his early thirties and lived in Barreton, the next town over. We’d been texting for the past month trying to find a night to meet. We seemed similar, so busy that we’d rescheduled four times already.

I was looking forward to tonight, but at the same time, I was indifferent. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what made me pause. Maybe it was thinking about the work I could be doing or the myriad other things that needed my attention.

But I needed this. Me time with a side of like-minded adult male. I texted him as much before I even left the office.

ME: I’m looking forward to finally meeting you!

ME: We’ve got a great table. Private. I called in a favor.

ME: You know, so we’re not disturbed ;)

ROBERT: [read at 5:07PM]

ME: Oh, and wine.

ROBERT: [read at 5:27PM]

As I waited for Robert, my iPhone, which was clutched in my palm beneath the crisp white tablecloth, pinged softly. Laying it on the table, I rested my chin in my hand and scrolled through the few notifications that I’d received in the short time I’d been sitting there.

Five texts from my mother. Skip. She could wait until after my date since she was only looking for gossip or to needle me.

MOTHER: Is he handsome?

MOTHER: Is he really a doctor?

MOTHER: Don’t forget to smile.

MOTHER: Make sure nothing is in your teeth!

MOTHER: Don’t slouch!

I loved her dearly, but she was a bit insufferable when it came to my (lack of) love life. When you’ve been happily married to your childhood sweetheart forever, you wish that same thing for your children. I got that, but it wasn’t like I wasn’t valiantly trying.

I scrolled through my notifications. Facebook birthdays, CNN alerts, my favorite Etsy shop was having a sale, and surprisingly, three texts from work. This late on a Friday night, no one should have still been at the building, let alone working. Not even me.

As I scrolled through the texts, my mood soured like milk left in the hot sun. According to Nancy, the proposal that Cooper had promised he would handle was a mess.

From my view in the far dark corner of the crowded restaurant, I could tell he was able to handle one thing, however: a leggy, artificially top-heavy blonde who cackled at everything he said.

“I have to leave early for an important campaign meeting,” he’d said.

When would I learn?

The urge to charge over and dump his “meeting’s” shared appetizer into his lap was strong, but instead, I responded to Nancy. I let her know that I’d take care of what was needed. Again. There was a reason I carried my iPad with me everywhere I went. When emergencies happened, I fixed them. Even when I was supposed to be having a date night to distract me from work. Which Cooper had somehow still managed to interrupt.

Opening the Dropbox app on my iPad, I downloaded the forms and the press release Nancy had uploaded to the cloud and got to work. The documents Nancy had sent weren’t just a mess—they were a train wreck. The task should have been simple. Cooper had written a hundred new business proposals in the past, yet he’d somehow managed to misspell his own name in the very first line of this one.

By the second page, I was fuming.

I checked the time. What would the good doctor date think if he walked in in ten minutes and I was hard at work and chewing on a bread stick? Hopefully that I was a go-getter, responsible, dedicated, and clearly not afraid of carbs.

A part of me thought about leaving the proposal as it was and letting Cooper finally take the fall for his mistakes. But I couldn’t risk having the CDO or Mayor Dad looking foolish. So in between bread sticks and more wine, there were switching, inserting, scribbling on some napkins, and more proofing than I cared to admit. I could tell that he’d half-assed this on his way out the door. After I’d gone through a few pages, I checked the time. Hmmm. My date was officially late.

ME: Me again. When you come in, the hostess will bring you back to where I’m sitting. I’m working, but it’s just to pass the time. Looking forward to seeing you!

ROBERT: [read at 6:11PM]

I glanced down at the read receipt. It looked like there would be no response, but maybe he was stuck in traffic. It wasn’t exactly unheard of to get stuck on the highway between Barreton and Hope Lake. And it would make sense that he wouldn’t text back while driving. He was a doctor, so he was responsible. I reconciled the thought with another bread stick.

EMMA THOUGHT: Don’t judge yourself, they’re small bread sticks.

While I sat working at my table, I was surrounded by couples engrossed in each other. I tried to ignore the moony eyes across the flickering candlelight as I worked, but after a while I noticed that a bottle of wine had appeared. There was a small card beside it.

Stood up?

It was scribbled in Cooper’s messy handwriting. I recognized it immediately, for as put together as he was—or had been, up until the campaign—he had the penmanship of a second grader. My stomach lurched. I didn’t need any more snide remarks from Cooper today. I glanced over to his table to find him watching me. He raised a wineglass, smirking as his eyes flickered toward the empty seat in front of me. My stomach sank, but I masked my disappointment and flipped him off instead. A girl has to save face.

Clutching the phone, I scrolled through the flirty texts with Robert from a few days ago, the more to-the-point ones from yesterday, the ignored ones from tonight. The realization hit me like a sinking boulder.

ME: Looks like maybe something came up. Perhaps another night then.

ME: Speak to you soon :)

ROBERT: [read at 6:40PM]

EMMA THOUGHT: You chose poorly.

Outwardly I was fine. Especially with the audience, I would show nothing but a brave face. I was a single gal about town having a great dinner on my own like anyone else would. On the inside, though, I struggled to accept that not only was my date not coming but that I also probably came off as a bit . . . much. It was one thing to be stood up. But it was wholly another to have your chauvinist, manwhore coworker slash childhood friend slash enemy bear witness to it.

Firing back a message to Nancy, I mentally flipped him off again and included a second middle finger for Blondie, just because. Clutching my iPad, I nestled into my seat and worked on finishing up Cooper’s work, fully giving up the pretense of waiting for a date who clearly wasn’t showing. I spread my work unashamed across the table, avoiding the bread crumbs strewn about the white tablecloth. I pulled the crust off the bread, dipping it into the oil on my plate.

As I was about to bite into the warm goodness, I heard a voice telling the hostess that he was late for a first date.

Could this be him after all?

Sitting up a bit straighter, I looked down at my blouse to brush off some imaginary crumbs and held my breath as he began walking toward my section.

Holy hell, he was handsome. Huzzah!

Though he didn’t look a whole lot like the photo he had sent me, I wasn’t so sure I did, either. My profile featured a favorite picture of late, when I had been having a particularly good hair day. It wasn’t the norm for me to have my hair down with the unpredictable late-summer weather, but it just so happened that it hadn’t succumbed to the humidity that day. Half of my dark waves were tied back from my face, secured by oversized tortoiseshell sunglasses. The red bell-sleeved top I wore accentuated my curves, and the matching lips were a confidence booster. I wore the same outfit tonight, but I’d switched out the fitted tan skirt for a pair of skinny jeans and flats.

The man coming toward me was dressed in neatly pressed gray slacks and a green V-neck sweater that brought out his eyes. His light brown hair was perfectly styled in that yes, I just got out of bed wink wink look.

Take that, Cooper, I thought smugly.

Taking another quick sip of wine, I smacked my lips together, praying that I still had some gloss left. Smoothing my hair, I stood to greet him, extending my hand warmly.

My eyes were trained on his handsome face and his broad, blinding white smile.

His eyes narrowed, his smile fell, and his brows furrowed confusedly. “Hi?”

“Hi!” I parroted, shifting my weight between my feet.

Do I hug him?

Pull out his chair?

Take my top off?

“So good of you to make it. Hope the traffic wasn’t too bad?”

After all, you’re very, very, very late.

I watched his eyes glance over my shoulder briefly before giving me a crooked grin. “Forgive me, but do I know you?” he asked, resting his hand on the empty seat before me.

Two things I found out too late: The smile wasn’t for me. And neither was the hot date.

It was for the equally attractive man who stood up at the table beside me in greeting.

We formed the strangest triangle.

“Marcus, is everything okay?” he asked. Now there was not one but two magnificently attractive men looking at me quizzically along with my entire corner of the restaurant.

Please don’t let Cooper be watching this.

I didn’t dare look over to him. The thought of him watching, recording for posterity, or just plain laughing was too much for my already bruised ego to take.

Someone next to me snorted, earning a jab in the ribs from his date, who looked on with sympathy. I was pretty sure a woman snapped a photo that would surely end up on a dating fails website later.

EMMA THOUGHT: There isn’t enough wine in the restaurant to make this suck less.

“Sorry, I thought you were someone else,” I whispered, keeping my head down. My hope was that the two would sit down so that I could forget that the whole thing had happened.

With two more curious looks, they took their seats, and I drained my wine and willed my face to return to its normal shade of not-mortified. Once my heart calmed, my cheeks cooled, and my ego climbed its way back up from the pit of my stomach, I went back to work quietly, all while refusing to glance over at Cooper and his date. I knew they were staring. I could already hear him chuckling. She guffawed.

Do. Not. Look.

After a few seconds passed, everyone else seemed to have moved on, but I still hadn’t quite recovered. In my periphery, I could see Cooper and his date leaning closer as their evening went on. I huffed a sigh. Focus, Emma. I sent another text off to Nancy.

With her reply blinking, I allowed myself thirty more seconds of misery, deciding I’d lose myself in manicotti or cannelloni and . . .

“More wine?” the server asked, popping up out of thin air. She had been lurking since I’d arrived. Even with the sun fading behind her, I could see her eye roll. It was clear she was trying to suppress her irritation that I was still here waiting and hadn’t yet ordered. Trust me, sister. This night isn’t going the way either of us planned.

I glanced at my watch. It hadn’t been that long, had it? My shoulders slumped.

It had been that long.

The server cleared her throat.

“Yes, I’ll have another glass.” She raised an eyebrow. “You’re right, just give me what’s left of the bottle. Take this one back to the table that sent it,” I instructed, but then thought better of it. “On second thought, I’ll take that one home with me.”

Cooper had plenty of money—the least he could do was buy me a bottle of wine after everything I’d done for him tonight.

Maybe I should order another and put it on his tab.

She was judging me. I could tell. Nearly every woman in the place had shot a sympathetic gaze my way over the course of the night, especially the ones within earshot of the embarrassing scene a few moments before.

“Maybe you should switch to water,” she suggested gently, moving the thick leather book full of Italian wines out of my reach.

“I’m sure drinking will improve my mood.”

I wondered what she was thinking, looking down on me as I sat there in the romantic restaurant working. What I would have been thinking if the roles had been reversed.

“Or maybe you should order, or—”

“Or,” I responded, dashing her hope of filling this table with a higher-paying check. “Just another thirty minutes,” I said. “Then I’ll go.” I wanted to choke myself with a bread stick.

Speaking of choking, Cooper’s date had drawn the attention of the tables around them when she crawled into his lap to help feed him what was left of their shared dessert. Her dress was hiked up around her thighs as she straddled and spoon-fed him tiramisù.

They were one bite, slap, and tickle away from a live-action adult film. If I got up to leave now, I’d have to say something to him. “Thanks for screwing me over, jackass. Again.”

Drinks, dinner, flirt, giggle, flirt, giggle, was that a slap? I inwardly gagged at whatever pseudoromantic BS he was spewing. His date was obviously falling for it, given the haughty titters that spilled from her perfect pink-painted lips. Her graceful neck was thrown back as she laughed just before running a long, red-painted nail down his chest.

The server spied me glaring and turned to check it out. All she could see was his back and his hand resting on her knee, his thumb rubbing circles slowly against skin.

“I can slip you out the kitchen door if your ex is here,” she offered conspiratorially. Any trace of annoyance was gone. It had been replaced with a sense of solidarity that women get when one of their own is hurt.

As if! I thought indignantly. I wouldn’t be caught dead dating Cooper!

Even in my head my argument sounded forced.

When you grow up being dear friends with a person, you have two choices when things go south. Either you continue to love the person he becomes while still considering him to be one of your dearest friends. Or you watch him turn into an unrecognizable adult who makes dreadful choices about life and love—or sex, as it were—and make the hard decision to excise him from your life as much as possible.

Or you have a third choice. My “choice.” Which was a combination of the two with the added-on, exhausting factor of having to work with that former childhood friend daily. It wasn’t an ideal situation, but in a small town where everyone knew everything, you don’t have many options.

Dwelling on the situation was souring my mood further. The less I focused on Cooper and his date, I knew, the happier I’d be.

I looked up, smiling at the server. “It’s okay, but thanks. If I can just hang here a bit longer?”

Nodding, she gave me a sympathetic smile and headed back into the main part of the restaurant, subtly bumping into Cooper’s chair with her hip. When she reached the swinging doors that led to the kitchen, she turned and gave me two thumbs-up.

There was another laugh, but it was from Cooper this time. A lusty boom, deep and gravelly. I heard it often at work. Never at me or with me, just in my presence, and it always elicited the same reaction: annoyance, followed by a steady stream of self-loathing, because at one point in my life, I had wanted him.

That, above all else, was a hard pill to swallow.
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I pulled the white napkin from the table and twisted it in my lap. Taking a deep breath, I kept working, but the longer I stared, the more the words in front of me blurred. Maybe it was the iPad, my dry contacts, or the annoying glare from all the candles surrounding the happy couples around me. Or maybe all three.

I ignored the metal bucket of cold water that reminded me that drinking a bottle of wine doesn’t necessarily help with focus.

What felt like only minutes later, I checked my watch, its tiny diamonds winking in the candlelight. It’d been more than two hours since I had arrived. With my work now completed, I dropped it into my bag. It was time to head home. But not before I ordered food.

Picking up the menu, I settled on carb overload to soak up some of the wine I’d consumed. Thank God it was a short, leisurely bike ride home. It was an old habit to bring my bicycle to the office and take it everywhere. In hindsight, it probably wasn’t the smartest mode of transport for a date, but Hope Lake had only one Uber driver. And chances were he had a long line of people waiting for him on a Friday night.

Waving over to the server who’d conspired with me earlier, I ordered La Bella Notte’s famous linguine fra diavolo to go. The spicy kick would knock the miserable mood from my body.

“Guido knows you’re here, so he’ll bring out your dinner. He wants to say hi,” the server said with a squeeze to my shoulder.

“Thanks, tell him I’ll be right back. I’m just running to the restroom, and I’ll be out of your hair.”

I made quick work in the bathroom, eager to get my to-go order and leave. As I exited the stall, Cooper’s statuesque date appeared in the doorway. She was even more flawless up close.

She was considerably taller than I, at least five or six inches, plus heels, in a sleek dress that hit just above her knees. You could tell that she had bought it because it made her legs look a mile long. If I’d had those legs, I would have worn that dress daily, but I was just at five feet, and no amount of heel could change that.

With a deep breath, I started fixing my hair in the mirror, smothering the years of jealousy I had harbored over women like her. Not just Cooper’s endless swinging door of beauty-queen conquests whom he paraded around town, but anyone who hadn’t suffered through the ugly duckling phase as I had: The braces you wore just as you got your period. The big boobs that sprouted way too early. While my friends were buying pretty, delicate training bras, I shopped in the grown-up section with my equally top-heavy mother. Over the years, I had grown to love my look, but every now and then, even the most secure women turn back into their awkward fourteen-year-old selves. This woman had definitely never had an awkward phase.

She was kind, too, apparently, as she pointed out that I had a bobby pin jutting out behind my ear.

“Thank you,” I muttered, turning on the faucet.

Feeling her eyes on me, I was determined to keep mine down. I focused on the running water, fighting the urge to look up and ask her questions. Or tell her to run for the hills. The height difference was even more apparent when I was actually standing next to her. It was like I was in that movie Twins with Arnold Schwarzenegger and Danny DeVito.

“I have to tell you,” she started, moving in closer to the mirror to swipe on some shockingly pink gloss.

I was taken aback at how loud she was in such a small space. Looking over, I noticed that her eyes were glassy and she had smudged her lip gloss onto her chin.

“I’d kill for your skin tone. It’s flawless,” she slurred, swaying in her towering heels.

When she turned to me, her brown eyes flitted across my face, giving me the once-over. Her arms were crossed under her breasts in what appeared to be an effort to make them look bigger or higher. I realized that she was just as likely to have insecurities as the rest of us.

Don’t rob me of my hate!

He’s out with her while you’re fixing his work!

Yep, there’s that. Hold on to that.

Giving her a small smile, I mumbled another thank-you and dried my hands. Turning to leave, I started as she placed a hand on my shoulder.

Steadying herself, she sighed. “I’m serious, your skin is enviable. I always wished I had olive skin. And this hair! Who’s your stylist? It can’t be someone here. This town is too small for any talent.”

“Wait, what?” I stuttered.

The comment rankled me. You don’t get to diss my town, lady. I cleared my throat.

“The guy I’m here with, he has an—I don’t know—some kind of government job or whatever. He’s loaded.” The last bit she whispered excitedly, and despite my hatred of Cooper, I wanted to bitch-slap her for wanting him only for his money.

“His family built this town, I guess,” she rambled on. “I only half-listened while we were eating dinner, but his mother sounds pretty famous.” With an obnoxious eyebrow waggle, she pranced out the door like she had just won the lottery.

Famous? His mother is the governor, for Christ’s sake.

“Numbnut,” I mumbled at the closing door.

I counted to twenty before heading out, needing to clear my head.

The little pep in my step faltered for a second upon seeing Cooper’s table empty; neither he nor Blondzilla were anywhere in sight. I shouldn’t have felt disappointed, but there was still a niggling feeling that reared its ugly head as I wondered where they were off to. Out of sight wasn’t always out of mind.

Back at my table, the server handed me my take-out bag, which was heavier than usual. “Guido threw in a dessert on the house. He apologizes for not stopping over like he wanted, but there was a proposal.” She put her hand to her heart, rolling her eyes. “Plus, the eight o’clock reservations are trickling in, so he’s busy trying to get everyone seated.”

I forced a smile. “Tell him I’ll call him next week about the upcoming events calendar.”

“Oh! I almost forgot,” she added, spinning back around. “He said to make sure you see the addition!”

“Will do!” When I had made the reservation, Guido had insisted I sneak a peek at the progress on the outdoor seating addition before I left. With the craziness of the evening, I’d forgotten.

“Check it out, it’s almost done and beautiful! Can’t wait to see it totally finished,” she said, squeezing my shoulder once more before departing.

Throwing too much cash into the billfold, I scribbled a thank-you and collected my tote and takeout. Instead of aiming for the front door, I headed toward the only quiet section in the restaurant—the newest part of the patio, which was down a few stairs and hadn’t yet opened to the public.

The wooden porch was built over the choppy lake below. Once completed, it would provide an even cozier waterfront dining experience. The architect had modeled it after the Italian grotto restaurants that dotted the Amalfi Coast. Thick wooden planks were laid diagonally, giving the space a larger, more spacious feel. A curved wrought-iron banister lined the edges overlooking the water below. The grotto restaurant was built into a cave, so the builder had fashioned the roof into appearing as though it were hewn from stone. Large gray chunks jutted out from above with a simple lighting system, which gave it a romantic glow.

The new moon cut through the clouds, its light dancing over the water. The choppy waves broke against the rocky beach, sounding like music. It was peaceful until my phone pinged again.

Checking it, I saw that the text was a thank-you from Nancy for sending the updated proposal. She’d already sent it off to my dad to review. I swallowed the anger at Cooper for screwing up yet another task because his date was deemed more important.

If his head had been where it was supposed to be, he could have fixed his mistakes in twenty minutes. But he had been preoccupied with campaigning for months now, and it showed more and more every day.

I tamped down my mounting irritation at having to pick up his slack, when suddenly I felt a hand on my back.

“Emmanuelle.” The voice was deep, even, and assured. There was a hint of a teasing spark that seemed to always ignite every sense in me no matter how much I hated it.

Speak of the Devil.

“Why must you call me that?” I groaned, staying focused on the sounds of the water. I prayed it would work to calm me like the yoga app I’d downloaded. It didn’t.

“It’s your name,” Cooper said, shrugging. It was as if I hadn’t corrected him a thousand times over the past twenty years.

“No one calls me that.”

“Except your mother,” he corrected smugly.

Turning, I narrowed my eyes at him, hating that he knew that. “Only when I’ve done something to annoy her.”

“Well, I prefer Emmanuelle,” he shot back, his eyes reveling in my annoyance. I swear he fed off my exasperation.

Taking a step forward, he gave me a small smile that barely showed his perfect teeth.

My grin melted off my lips. I took a step back, then another, to escape the cologne bubble he enveloped me in. He was like an insect using his scent to attract a mate. With another step toward fresh air, I wedged myself between the exposed rock near the banister and the lethal lothario: the man who had driven me crazy for more than two decades.

A corner of his mouth tipped up. “You sure know how to make a man feel special. Or is it that you like the feeling of the rocks against your back? Should I move closer?”

At his words I flattened my lips, ignoring that my heart was thundering so loudly I could hear it in my ears.

He grinned predatorily and stepped closer.

I held up my hand. “Stop trying to butter me up with your shtick. I’m immune, especially when I’m pissed, and you know it. You deserve my wrath tonight for leaving me, and the mayor, with an essentially unacceptable proposal. I just spent the past two hours fixing all of your mistakes while you were off at your appointment.” I made air quotes for emphasis. “You pushing my buttons by being a slick jackass isn’t going to make me less riled up over the fact that you’re too preoccupied to function.”

EMMA THOUGHT: You lose all filters with wine.

His face was frozen in shock at my outburst. “You’re right, Emma. I’m sorry.” Two words I hated hearing from him. Not because I didn’t want him to apologize but because I knew that even if he said it now, he’d do something in another day or two to drive me up the wall again.

Who was I kidding? It would be an hour or two, not days.

Taking a deep breath, I took the anger down a notch. “What are you doing out here, Cooper?” I was grateful my voice came out calm and steady, instead of something akin to Hulk Smash Emma.

He moved like he was going to step forward again, but instead he rocked back on his brown leather loafers. He slipped his hands into his pockets in an innocent schoolboy kind of way. If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought he was sincerely apologetic.

“It’s about to rain. I thought I would offer you a ride home.”

An image flashed of me sitting quietly mortified in the backseat while his date’s head was in his lap. No, thank you.

“Something tells me your date wouldn’t appreciate you bringing another woman home.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“I mean to my home, not your home,” I corrected quickly. He smirked. The left side of his mouth curled up, revealing the dimple to end all dimples. It wasn’t fair that a man like him had one. Dimples were meant for carefree, lovable people—not . . . him.

He leaned forward against the rail.

“Don’t fall over,” I snipped.

Without comment, he slid his hands out of his pockets, rested them on the smooth iron, and started tapping his fingers. He looked every bit like an advertisement. Similar to his lanky date, Cooper was tall, well over six feet and change, and years of excelling at every sport he played had kept him in admirable shape. Fit and toned but not bulky. A closetful of well-tailored clothes didn’t hurt, either. He was always well put together. Tonight was no exception, with a pair of tan pants and a light blue dress shirt.

It was his deep blue eyes, though, that drew everyone in. His light brown hair did need a trim, I noted. It was starting to curl around his ears, and he desperately needed a shave. That was probably intentional. He knew that the scruffy look worked for him.

“I called for a car to take her back to Barreton tonight,” he said casually, not explaining any further.

My lips twitched, but I pressed them together to stave off a sarcastic remark. “Oh, yeah? Why’s that?”

“Let’s just say I can’t spend time with someone who’s that arrogant.”

“However do you spend time alone, then?”

He chuckled but kept his eyes on the water. “She made it clear she thought small towns are a joke. Even I can’t . . . entertain someone who doesn’t see the charm here.”

There it is.

For all the fault that I found in Cooper’s behavior, and no matter how irked I was with him, he did love this town. Almost as much as I did.

Rolling my shoulders back, I focused on the hefty weight of my takeout. The smell of the spicy sauce met my nose, and my stomach rumbled audibly. Oh, boy, that was loud. I needed to get myself home.

Hangry Emma + Cooper = an unpleasant end to an already unpleasant evening.

I cleared my throat. “Thanks for the offer, but I checked the weather before I rode over. All clear.”

I tried to sidestep him, but he countered, matching me like a well-built chess piece.

A pawn against a knight.

He inhaled, his broad chest puffing up under his too-perfect shirt. “Take a deep breath. It’s in the air tonight.”

It was tempting to be able to prove him wrong, but I couldn’t run the risk of a deep inhale. Not when all I smelled was him—warm and inviting mixed with the spiciness of the sauce that drifted up from the bag. If someone were to bottle this up and sell it, they would be set for their next five lifetimes.

“I can’t. All I smell is your aftershave and whatever cologne you’ve dumped on by the gallon. Honestly, how are your eyes not watering?”

He winked. “I think your mother bought me this for Christmas last year. She loves it.”

Gag. “You’re ridiculous.”

He bowed, sweeping his arm before him regally. “My friend, after all these years, I’d have thought you would have accepted that by now.”

“I accept nothing when it comes to you. That includes a weather report.”

“Go on,” he encouraged, taking another long inhale. “I love the way the air changes when there’s an incoming storm. It’s cleansing, yet sweet.”

He winked just as the wind picked up through the trees, rustling the leaves through the skinny branches. This guy even had Mother Nature under his spell.

The urge to dig out my phone and pull up the weather app to prove I was right was strong.

“It’s going to be a good one, too; I can feel it.”

“I’m sure it’s your arthritis. I hear it hits once you turn thirty,” I clapped back, squeezing the bag handle.

He took a step closer and leaned forward.

“Hey, not thirty yet, and trust me, Emmanuelle, I can be on my knees all night. No problem.”

I gulped and was suddenly struck with a vision of him on his knees. Those mesmerizing eyes peering up at me as he disappeared under someone’s—

My eyes fluttered closed for a second because it was jarring being so close to him. In a lot of ways, Cooper was like the sun: you couldn’t fly too close to it, or him, without getting burned.

I’d found that out the hard way.

When I opened my eyes, I found Cooper back by the railing. It was as if I’d imagined the whole exchange. Our conversations were always fraught with tension, and tonight was no exception. I just had too much wine clouding my judgment.

This was the Cooper who was the most dangerous. Not in a threatening way, but in the way that made me forget that I was mad at him. The guy who could charm anyone with his masterful bait-and-switch tactics.

EMMA THOUGHT: Wine is really good at making sure you let your guard down.

“See?” Cooper said. He was leaning over the wrought iron, his arm extended, his palm open and facing up to the dark sky.

Damn you, Mother Nature.

He caught a fat raindrop. With a smug grin, dimple deep and full of mischief, he waited for me to respond.

Son of a bitch.

“I guess I have to take that ride after all.”
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In the restaurant’s parking lot, I stood underneath the flapping canopy that led back into the indoor dining space. Early-September rain poured off the material, puddling around my feet. Cooper was pushing my bike into La Bella Notte’s basement for safekeeping. Within minutes of my agreeing to take Cooper’s ride, it had started pouring.

I really hated when he was right.

Cooper’s once dry and perfectly pressed oxford shirt was now sticking to his every muscle as he jogged to his Range Rover to pull the door open for me. His tan dress pants were stuck to his thighs. I focused on sloshing as fast as I could through the lot versus looking at the muscles through his pants because the last thing I wanted was for Cooper to think that I was checking him out.

He might have been the single most irritating person in the world to me, but still, I could appreciate his appearance.

EMMA THOUGHT: Remember not to drink wine when Cooper is around, and make appointment with eye doctor.

In the car, as if it were no big deal, Cooper pulled off his dress shirt, balled it up, and tossed it into the backseat with a wet thwap against the leather. Thankfully, he wasn’t shirtless, instead wearing a thin white T-shirt that looked a few sizes too small.

“Baby Gap have a sale?” I quipped, side-eyeing the way the sleeve gripped his biceps.

Seeing what I was focused on, he flexed.

I rolled my eyes. “If you kiss your biceps or invite me to the gun show, I’m going to push you out of the car.”

Instead, he reached over into the passenger-side space, and my breath caught as his damp arm brushed mine. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw his lips turn up into a smirk as he opened the glove box.

“Sorry about getting you wet,” he purred, his deep voice even more gravelly than usual.

“Oh, please. Does that ridiculous innuendo really work on women?” I asked, but I knew the answer. Yes, yes, it does. Often and repeatedly. Even, sometimes, on me.

I didn’t like where this was going. I wanted my irritation back. So I forced myself to remember him screwing up the theater proposal.

“Here, in case you want to dry off a little.” He offered me a small golf towel.

With that I felt stupid. I was being ridiculous and mean. “Thanks.”

“No problem.”

“Thanks.”

“You said that already,” he said, pushing the ignition button.

There was an odd crop of feelings that always danced along the surface of my interactions with Cooper. I couldn’t quite explain them away, but I certainly wasn’t about to examine them, either. Whatever they were, I had to remind myself that this was Cooper, someone I’d been annoyed by for years. And I was irked by his lack of work ethic. Again.

“Nancy texted about the mistakes in the theater proposal,” I explained coolly, fueling the latent irritation I felt toward him. At the mention of our assistant’s name, he winced. Good.

“Listen, I didn’t mean for you to get involved. I had it handled.”

I swung my head around with what I hoped was a look of sheer disbelief on my face. “We both know you didn’t. Cooper, I know you’ve got a ton of shit going on with running for mayor, but you’ve still got a job and a team counting on you. I can’t keep fixing everything.”

He was quiet as he pulled out of the lot. His jaw muscles were grinding. I wondered if it was because he was deep in thought or just trying not to snap at me for voicing my opinion. One of my biggest problems with Cooper was that no one ever criticized him, and when you did—whoa boy, he didn’t take it well. The golden boy could usually do no wrong, but since he’d started the campaign for mayor, he’d found out that not everyone thought the sun rose and set on his ass. Present company included.

When he turned onto the main road back into the heart of town, he finally spoke. “Look, I am sorry. I should have told Nancy that I’d be back in the morning. The time just got away from me.”

His nonchalant tone frustrated me. I wanted him to take something seriously for once. No more excuses.

“You could have canceled your date,” I blurted out, immediately wishing that I could pull the words back into my mouth. “Or just not rushed out of the office. There is plenty of time to get everything done if you’d just budget your time better. You’re all over the place. If you weren’t distracted by these campaign meetings, speeches, and going door to door to plead for votes, you’d—”

“You’re right. I get it. Emma, you’re the responsible one. Always have been and I’m . . .” He trailed off, not finishing the thought.

He gripped the steering wheel tightly. “You’ve got an idea for everything, and you love nothing more than lording that over me. I’m sorry—I figured I’d get to work on it early tomorrow and handle it with enough time to get it to your dad, and then I’d make whatever necessary changes on Sunday. I don’t know why Nancy bothered you tonight. I would have made sure we were ready for the council meeting on Monday.”
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