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All is well in Holly Woods. 

My best friend's love triangle is now a happy little circle. My sister-in-law just gave birth to my gorgeous new niece who is the world's best cuddler, and Nonna's—kind of—not on my back every ten minutes about the fact we're getting married in one month.

*Supposedly.*

Until the mayor's niece—our baker for the wedding—commits suicide. At least, that's what the note says. My gut says we're talking a different kind of 'cide.' My gut also says I should stay well away, and in the interest of Drake's sanity, I plan to.

But when life throws you an unexpected curveball... Sometimes the best laid plans need tearing up.

Even if you don't mean to do it.

Happily ever after...

If Holly Woods survives this.

 

(Twined Bond is the seventh and final book in the Holly Woods Files series, and picks up roughly nine months after the end of Burning Bond. It cannot be read as a standalone, but may require tissues.)


 

 

 

For you, the reader.

Thank you for a wonderful ride.
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“It was Charlotte's first day back at work today.”

I look over at Drake when he drops next to me onto the sofa with a sigh. “I thought she had another month off?”

“She did,” he replies, taking the folder off my lap. “She said she wanted to come back early. Something about her mom driving her stir-crazy and needing some normality back in her life.”

Sympathy for her fizzles through me. Everybody in town loves Charlotte, and despite everything that's happened in the past two years, her being the final victim of a horrendous string of gang rapes is by far the worst. At least, in my opinion—how something so horrible could happen to somebody so sweet and kind is beyond my scope of understanding.

“How is she?” I ask. I don't really know if I want the answer to that.

Drake drops his eyes to the folder, flicking through a couple of sheets. “Different,” he settles on after a moment. “We all knew she'd never be the same again, but I dunno, babe. I'm so used to the happiest girl in the world with a smile for everyone. Now, we're lucky if she meets our eyes.”

I slip my hand into his and squeeze it. “It'll take time. She'll always be changed by what happened to her, but she'll also always be Charlotte. When she resettles, I'm sure her old spark will come back.”

“That's the problem—none of us think it will.”

“Well, are you treating her differently?”

“I guess. We're all a little softer with her.”

I pull my hand from his and smack his leg.

“The hell was that for, woman?” His bright-blue gaze settles on me, his hand going to the spot I just hit him.

“Then no wonder she's different! Damn, Drake. She wanted to go back to work for some normalcy, and y'all're treating her different because of what she went through?”

His eyebrows draw together. “How are we supposed to treat her?”

I stare at him for a moment. Wow. Men really are dense.

“Like always, maybe?” I say. “Gee, y'all are stupid.”

“It's nice to know you think so highly of me so close to the wedding.”

“Do not say that word in front of me. If I hear it one more time today, I'm driving to the coast and throwing myself into the sea.” I take the folder back from him, stick the sheet of paper I was writing on inside it, and dump it on the coffee table with a huff.

He pauses. “What did Nonna do?”

“She's organized me a bachelorette party.”

Drake shifts around on the cushion and blinks at me. “Well, you gotta have one.”

“I planned Netflix, margaritas, and takeout.”

“Sweetheart, that's not a bachelorette party.”

I hit him with a fierce gaze. “Yes, it is. It's perfect. I can wear my pajamas and not have to speak to people. I was even planning on watching Magic Mike. See? Strippers. Totally a bachelorette party.”

He contemplates that for a moment. “And I'm guessing Nonna isn't happy.”

“Isn't happy? Honey, if I had my gun, the woman wouldn't be alive.”

So much for her initial agreement that she'd defer to me on all things wedding-related. She's been a nightmare since the moment she corralled Brody and Bek into picking napkin designs.

Drake cups the back of my neck and strokes his thumb across my skin.

Damn him. He knows that trick calms me down. I've been waiting all day to have this fucking rant.

“What did she do?” he asks quietly, his voice soothing in tone.

I huff out a frustrated sigh. “She booked me a bachelorette party. Two months ago. Even Bek cringed when she came in at lunch and told us.”

“Because of course Bek was on board with pajamas, Netflix, margaritas, and takeout.”

I'm ignoring that snark. Lucky bastard.

“Plus, Amelia is still breastfeeding Casey. It worked because then she wouldn't have to pump.” I sigh again.

I feel bad for my sister-in-law. She and Casey—a.k.a. the world's cutest baby—are attached at the hip, and I know she isn't ready to leave her alone for longer than an hour or two. A full night out? No. She's going to go crazy.

“Now, you know Nonna is going to force her into coming to the damn thing next weekend.”

“Have you tried telling Nonna you don't want a big party?”

“Have you met Nonna?”

“She doesn't care,” he surmises.

Correctly. Very. Damn. Correctly.

“She told me to fuck myself, Drake.”

“She did...” He pauses. Then he purses his lips as amusement dances in his bright eyes.

“I sure hope you ain't laughin' at me.”

“Never, bella.”

Asshat. “Yep. She told me to fuck myself in Italian, that I was an ungrateful little child, and that one day soon, God was going to infiltrate my dreams to sit me down and teach me a thing or two about respecting my elders and their wishes.”

“I can only imagine your response.”

I blink at him and, with a totally straight face, say, “I told her I'd say that God would infiltrate her dreams to teach her how to listen to people, but he can't because Satan already set up shop inside her soul. God told me he's had enough of playing with the devil.”

“Oh god. Can I skip dinner tonight?”

“Um, no. If I have to go back for torture round two, you're coming with me. And you can tell her all about your bachelor party.”

He pales. “No, I'm not telling her anything about that.”

“No.” I scoot forward on the sofa and jab my fingertip into his thigh. “If I have to have a party, you have to have a party. There's no way I'm being subjected to six hours of absolute hell while, the next week, you get to swan off down to the goddamn range and have fun. If that happens, I'm canceling the wedding.”

“No, you're not.”

“Fine. Then we're eloping. For real this time.”

The idea is actually more and more tempting the closer we get to the date. Let's just say that Nonna and I have wildly different views about how my wedding should go down. I know. Shocker, right?

She wants a big, fancy party with favors and name settings and centerpieces and overhead sparkles and top tables and three types of wine and four-course meals and three hundred people and... Deep breath, Noelle.

You know what I want?

Me. Drake. Our families. Spaghetti. Ice cream. Wine. Laughter.

Simple. Because, deep down, that's exactly what Drake and I are.

Simple. Easy. Right.

My brothers may have deferred to Nonna's wishes, their now-wives having pushed back on only a few things, but as always, I'm the strong-willed one.

I don't want fancy. Let's be honest, I'm likely to spill something on my dress anyway, so why bother? I'd go in yoga pants if nobody would kill me for it, and Drake wouldn't bat an eyelid if I turned up wearing them. He'd just grin and laugh at me.

“Tonight is going to make me wish I'm dead, isn't it?” he says after a moment, his tone low and resigned to his fate.

“I told you. If all else fails, we elope.”

“I'm starting to think that's the best idea,” he admits.

“Starting? Drake, honey, it's always been the best idea. You just pandered to Nonna a little too much.” I get up. “I'm going to shower.”

“I'm going to join you.” He shoots me a wolfish grin. “And of course I pander to Nonna sometimes. She can cook.”

“Are you saying I can't cook?”

“No, bella.” He twists me around at the bottom of the stairs and drops a soft kiss to my lips. “You're an amazing cook. But Nonna has cheesy garlic bread.”

“Then marry Nonna.” I huff and walk upstairs.

He mutters something under his breath. Something I can't understand.

Fifty bucks says he's damn lucky I couldn't hear it.
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The moment I open the door to my parents' house, I'm assaulted by an ear-splitting screech of, “Toooommmmoooorrrrooowwww!” from, surprise surprise, Gio.

“What. The. Fuck?” Drake winces, putting his fingers in his ears.

“Nonna!” Brody yells. “Sort that fucking animal out! He's murdering us all!”

Gio continues his shrieking of, “Tomorrow!” as we enter the front room.

Nonna doesn't appear, apparently ignoring just about everything.

“What is going on?” I ask, my eyes landing on my best friend.

Bek's head is resting on Brody's shoulder, and she swings her gaze to me. “Nonna let him watch Annie.”

“Is she making her way through every fucking musical known to man?” I grit my teeth then stalk across the room as Gio launches into the next line. “Gio!” I smack my hand against the cage, which makes him caw in alarm and flap his wings. “Shut your damn beak. You're not a Broadway star.”

Gio tilts his little birdy head to the side and blinks his beady, black eyes at me. Then he lets a long catcall go. “Hot wench. 'Allo 'allo, hot wench! Awwight, pet?”

Awwright, pet? What even?

I roll my eyes as Brody snickers. “It's better than his singing,” I mumble to myself, sitting in the armchair.

Drake chuckles, and just like he did earlier, he cups the back of my neck and strokes his thumb across my skin. “Nobody else here yet?”

Brody shakes his head. “Trent and Alison are both working tonight. Dev, Amelia, and the baby are on their way. They should be here any minute.”

I clap my hands. “Yes. I get to steal cuddles all night.”

Bek sits up straight. “Why do you get the cuddles? It's my turn.”

“Because she's so snuggly.” I grin.

Brody eyes me speculatively. “You're real obsessed with babies right now.”

Drake's thumb stills.

“Correction.” I hold one finger up, my eyebrows raised. “I'm obsessed with Casey. I can give her back when she cries. Therefore, she is perfect. Just like Aria and Silvio were when they were born. I stop liking them when they talk back.”

“Well, hot damn,” my brother says, a teasing grin on his face. “You're gonna make a good mom one day.”

I level him with a steady, hard look. “Don't make me come over there, Brody Bond. The only thing stopping me from removing your ability to have babies is because I want more nieces and nephews, and now, it's Bek's turn.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” she says, sitting forward. “Hold up, Mary Poppins. Isn't it your turn to have a baby?”

“I said nieces and nephews. Not mini Noelles or mini Drakes. A grown one of him is enough.”

“Speak for yourself,” Drake mutters.

I turn to face him, leaning to the side a little. “What does that mean?”

Something flits through his gaze. “You said a grown one of me was enough. A grown one of you is more than enough.”

Instinct prickles down my spine. “That's not what you meant.”

“Why would I say it if it wasn't?”

“Because you don't want to say what you really meant?” Defensiveness creeps into my tone.

He glances toward Bek and Brody, who are studiously looking away from us. Then he leans down, pulling me back against him. “Don't do this here, Noelle. Okay?”

There are so many things I want to say to him, but instead, I go for setting my jaw and turning toward the TV as Dad walks into the front room.

“Dev just pulled up,” he says by way of greeting. His eyes fall on me. “Whoa. What's up, ragazza?”

“Nothing,” I answer, not looking at him. “Just tired.”

“Mamma meddling again?”

“Don't go there, Tony,” Bek answers for me. “Not even I can cope with her right now.”

And Bek is tolerant of Nonna's bullshit. Well, compared to me. Then again, compared to me, a venomous snake would be tolerant of Nonna's bullshit.

“Oh dear,” Dad says warily, taking his seat in his chair. “She told you about the bachelorette party?”

“You knew about it?” I sit up straight and glare at him. “You knew and you didn't tell me? You knew what I wanted!”

“It's just a party, darlin'. I didn't think you'd mind so much. I'm sorry.” His dark eyes fill with guilt and sympathy.

I let go of the frustrated breath that's burning my lungs and look away from him—mostly because I don't want him to see the wetness creeping into my own eyes. “I'm sorry, Dad. I'm just so frustrated with her inability to respect any of my wishes.”

Drake presses his lips to the top of my head, letting his touch linger. His hand lightly squeezes my neck, and I lean right into him. I have no idea why her interfering is getting to me so much today. It's probably because the last thing I expected her to say at lunch was what she did. It's not like she's been kept out of the loop about my plans for the bachelorette party, either.

It's less that she's doing the party. It's totally that she's doing it knowing full well it's the absolute opposite of what I want.

“I'll talk to her,” Dad says, his eyes on me although I'm still looking down. “I promise.”

“Baby, ooh, baby!” Gio sings. “Baby, ooooh!”

“Is he...singing Justin Bieber?” Devin asks, pausing in the doorway, Casey's car seat in hand.

“Baby, ooooh!”

Amelia stops behind him. “Yes.” She closes the front door. “He sings it every time Casey is in the house.”

Dad gets up and, grabbing the afghan blanket from the back of his armchair, throws it over Gio's cage. “Before he starts rapping Tupac,” he adds on a grumble. “That's usually the next one.”

“What do Justin Bieber and Tupac's music have in common?” Bek questions, frowning.

A great question.

“What do an old Italian lady and a parrot have in common?” Brody asks, countering her question.

“That's easy,” Drake answers.

I nod. “They're both psychologically fucking insane.” I lean forward and grin at Amelia. “Can I have my baby?”

She laughs, nodding her head. Carefully, she lifts three-month-old Casey out of the car seat and passes her to me. She's sound asleep, undisturbed by my demand to cuddle her. Her mop of dark hair is soft as anything, and I lean back in the chair, letting her snuggle on my chest.

Amelia lets out a long breath, and Dev drops his head forward.

“What?” Drake asks.

“I can pee!” Amelia whispers excitedly, running out of the room and down the hall to the half-bath.

We all share a look until Dev says, “She's had a stomachache all afternoon. Meli hasn't been able to put her down except when she was in the car. She was stirring even then because she couldn't see her. This is the first time in four hours she's been able to do something without Casey screaming.”

I pout, looking down at Casey's chubby cheeks. She's sucking on a pale-pink pacifier, and if I didn't know how a baby could scream, I'd say there was no way this angel had been doing it for hours.

“Well,” I say quietly, a hint of a whisper to my voice. “Now, she can breathe. Casey isn't even moving. I'll sit here all night if it gives you two a break.”

Dev raises his eyebrows and smirks, but how grateful he is reflects back at me in his gaze. “Until she screams again.”

Bek snorts. “You know you're getting her back then.”

I just grin.

Duh.

Auntie perks.


[image: ]

If there's anything anybody needs to know, it's that a new Bond baby is never safe in our family.

Until they're old enough to wriggle out of someone's arms and crawl away, they're not old enough to be exempt from the merry-go-round of snuggling.

But shit. I watched Casey go from my arms to Bek's—and I promptly decided my best friend was made to be mom—to my baby brother’s—and I couldn't help but imagine a green-eyed baby with his dark locks. I watched that sweet baby travel around to every one of my family members until she finally came back to me, wide awake, her hair wild and her eyes stunningly blue...and focused on Drake.

Casey Bond has always been Drake Nash's kryptonite. Every time that baby girl has looked at him, he's melted like chocolate in the summer Texan sun. But yesterday.

Yesterday.

I don't know what happened. I wish I did. If I could dial back time to figure out why the ache in stomach wouldn't give out, I would. Truth is, I didn't need to know.

I watched that six-foot-three, massive, muscular, scary, stubborn, hard man hug that three-month-old baby like she were nothing more than a ragdoll resting on his chest. And I watched him as he rested his hand on her tiny back and tilted his face down to her so his chin settled on his chest and his lips brushed the top of her soft head several times.

I watched as my big, strong guy held a tiny, fragile baby so tenderly that my heart clenched so hard that I couldn't breathe.

My ovaries pinged like fucking elevators. Like when you're stuck in one with someone you don't know but they stay on until after you're ready to get off...and you're on the twelfth floor and they're on the thirteenth.

Except now, the next day, that person still hasn't gotten off. They're still riding the elevator. My ovaries are still winking at me. My stomach is still pirouetting like it's a fucking Russian ballerina.

Drake Nash’s holding a little, sleeping baby on his chest was so incredibly disarming that I don't know how to put my feelings into words.

Except ohmyshittinggodmyfuckingovaries.

I swear they're lighting up like a Fourth of July evening sky, and my womb is winking at me. I can feel it. Bouncing with glee at my newfound, unexpected broodiness.

I'm not going to sit here in the middle of my spacious, silent office and deny these strange feelings. And strange, they are. I've never been broody. I never hugged Silvio and Aria when they were babies and thought, Oh my god, do they sell these cute creatures at Target? or whatever. I've never exactly not thought about it, either.

Babies have always been part of the bigger picture. You know... One day. Down the line. When I'm a real grown-up.

Owning a house, owning a business, and being engaged doesn't count toward that. Like, an adult inside. I've always thought that, one day, I'll just want a baby. I'll wake up, think to myself, What the hell am I doing with my life? and notice all the little things that aren't...adulting. Then I would make a choice and—boom.

Problem solved.

Except it isn't. Because this feeling? It's not like that.

Goddamn you for being so hot, Drake Nash. God. Damn. You.

Not to mention these feelings surfaced right after we'd had an argument-that-wasn't-really-an-argument about babies. I mean, we've touched on the topic—kinda—but never discussed it. Like, at all. Really.

Again, it's always been one of those things we'd get to eventually.

I've always assumed he wants kids.

Does he? A boy? A girl? Boys? Girls? Plural? How many? An only child? Two boys? Two girls? One of each? Keeping going until you have both genders? Stop at three? Four? A five-a-side soccer team?

My lungs constrict as those thoughts whirl painfully around my mind. Now, I'm just freaking myself out. Typical Noelle-style.

See? This shit right here is why I'm not an adult. Most people, at thirty years old, would know about their fiancé’s desires to have children or not. Most people would have talked about it. Not me and Drake. Not really.

Why? Because I'm a horrible person. Commitment still freaks me out.

You think I'm cool about this wedding? Wrong. I'm more than perfectly fine with spending the rest of my life with Drake Nash. There's actually nothing I want more.

So, why does marrying him still give me goose bumps? And not the tingly, good ones. The oh-shit-I'm-fucked ones.

More to the point, how can I have Bond Private Investigations if I'm Noelle Nash?

Noelle Nash!

Oh my god! My name is going to change! I'm not just going to be his pain in the ass, I'm going to be his pain-in-the-ass wife, Noelle Nash!

Oh god, oh god, oh god. Why did nobody tell me this a year ago? Why did I agree to this?

I smack myself in the forehead. Again. Still not an adult.

I honestly think I'm pretending. I'm winging adulting the way I wing my eyeliner: awkwardly.

Auburn hair flashes in my doorway, distracting me. “Why are you slapping yourself in the face?”

I look up and into the green eyes of my best friend. “Because I'm about to get married and I'm thirteen in a thirty-year-old's body.”

“I can see where that's cause for concern,” she muses, coming in and shutting the door. “Also—you're just realizing this?”

“Aren't you supposed to make me feel better in a crisis like this?” I snap. “Because I have Nonna for that bullshit.”

“Whoa,” Bek says quietly, stilling behind the red tub chair on the opposite side of my desk. “Who shot you in the clit?”

I take a deep breath and bury my face in my hands. “I'm sorry,” I say, the words muffled by the heels of my hands. “I feel like I'm falling apart. This wedding and last night...”

“Last night?”

“The mini-fight over babies. Then Drake. And Casey.” I drop my hands and meet her gaze. “And now...I feel like everything is moving way too fast, which is stupid, because it can't be.”

Sympathy flashes in her eyes. “You're looking at Drake as a man who's more than just Drake.”

The lump in my throat is annoying. “Kinda. Yeah. But families... Damn, Bek. They're touchy for him. He's spoken to his dad once in the last year”—after the disaster that was finding out why he’d left—“and he and Gianna are still on shaky ground after she took Malcolm back.”

“But he loves your family.” Her lips twitch to one side. “And that's impressive when you guys don't even love your family most of the time.”

“Correction: I love my family all the time. It's liking them that's negotiable.”

“And rare.”

“You're still not making me feel better!” That edge from earlier crept into that line.

Bek raises her eyebrows.

“I'm sorry,” I say for the second time. “I guess I'm feeling overwhelmed again.”

“No. You're not, are you?” she replies flatly. “Have you eaten today? You know how cranky you get when you don't eat.”

I purse my lips. “I had no time for breakfast. I was running late.”

“Did you miss lunch?”

“It's not lunchtime yet.”

“Noelle, it's one thirty.”

“Oh,” I say in a small voice. No wonder my stomach is aching. Maybe it's not broodiness after all. Well, I guess you can be broody for food. I've been known to get weepy without cupcakes.

She pulls her lips to the side. “Come on. My afternoon is clear. Let's go to Rosie's, get a sandwich, and then buy all the lemon cupcakes she has.”

“That sounds heavenly.” And it does. Lemon cupcakes? Yes, please. I grab my purse as she disappears out of view for a moment.

I step into the hall and lock my office door.

“Then, if you're still cranky after that,” Bek says, shutting her own door, “I know Shark Week is approaching and it's time to link to the Jaws tune on my phone to play as a warning for anyone coming near you.”

I roll my eyes before following her down the stairs. “You're such a bitch.”
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This is the most ridiculous thing I've ever done.

I've been sitting here for three minutes of absolute torture, and now, I'm staring at something that's supposed to make me happy but doesn't.

I really don't understand why my grandmother feels the need to veto six—yes, six—wedding cakes then proceed to hand-deliver me a handwritten note in barely readable Italian detailing everything wrong about every single wedding cake.

I haven't even asked for her permission. Once.

Why would I? Hello! Cake is my speciality. Marinara sauce? Meatballs? Pasta? Ice cream? Knock yourself, Nonna. Cake? Back up with your hands above your head before I shoot.

I groan as I read the next line and roughly translate it into English in my head. “'Cake is too white. You are no virgin. You are a sinning slut.'”

Okay. So she didn't write sinning slut, but she may as well have. That's what she means, and I know because we had a two-hour argument over my decision to wear white and not ivory like she’d demanded.

What, because I'm no virgin I can't wear white? Does she not understand how great white is with my lightly tanned skin and dark hair?

“Hey,” Drake says, walking into the house. “I just ran into Nonna.”

“You have my deepest sympathies,” I grumble, dropping the letter on the coffee table.

“She said she hates the latest cake. Which cake? I thought you'd picked one.”

Aha! See? He has sense. He said he doesn't care about the cake as long as it's moist—which made me shudder badly—and I like it.

I suspect he's going to attempt to throw frosting at my face, but whatever.

“The sixth design I've shown her,” I answer.

He unknots his tie, his eyebrows drawing into a frown. “The sixth one? What the hell was wrong with the first one? Didn't you find it on Pinterest?”

Ah, Pinterest. Who needs bridal magazines? One-stop shop right there, baby.

“I did. It's perfect. I love it.”

“So, why is Nonna vetoing cake designs?”

I blink up at him. “Because it shuts her up about my dress.”

“What's wrong with your dress?”

“Nothing. My dress is perfect. I love that too.”

“So, why is she bitching about it?”

“It's white.”

He opens his mouth but quickly changes his mind and grimaces instead. “Ah. I see. So, you're keeping the dress? And the cake?”

“I'm not changing my dress just because she thinks I shouldn't wear white.”

Besides, it's The Dress. The first I tried on. So much The Dress, in fact, that I threw the other four I'd picked back at the sales attendant and stared at myself for twenty minutes in the long mirror in the store.

I'm not lying when I say it's perfect. Pure-white lace, strapless with a simple neckline, and pearls decorating the bottom of the elegant A-line skirt. Simple but gorgeous.

Drake grins. “So you've put her on a wild-wedding-cake goose chase.”

“Exactly. It's the only way to retain my sanity and remove at least one hundred people from the guest list before she notices.”

After all, our final invitations are ready to go out after the save-the-dates.

Yeah, yeah. I'm unorganized. Whatever.

“I have a better idea.” He sits on the sofa next to me and, in one strong swoop, pulls me on top of him.

My knees nestle into the cushions on either side of him, my hands falling to his chest. “Well, it can't be worse than any of hers,” I retort, meeting his gaze.

“Grab your dress and my tux then get your siblings, Bek, Amelia, Alison, and the kids and we'll elope.”

“You have got to stop joking about that before I take you seriously,” I warn him.

“Why wouldn't I be serious? We were going to do it before. Why not now?”

I lean back slightly. “Because, Drake. It's different now. Everything is planned, booked, and paid for.”

“Not everything if your grandmother is vetoing cakes.”

I wave my hand. “It's decided. She just doesn't know it. Like she doesn't know we're not having a three-course sit-down meal, but rather a buffet including a candy-and-coloring table for the kids like we wanted to start with. Why do you think our moms did the invitations without her?”

“Wait—my mom knows what we wanted from the start?”

“Honey,” I say slowly. “The day after we set the date in December, I had lunch with them, remember?”

“Right.”

“You were supposed to be there, but you had a breakthrough on that missing person's case.”

“Right. I think I remember. You went Christmas shopping too.”

I simply smile in response.

He blinks at me. “You planned it all then? Everything?”

“Well...” I hesitate. “I put off telling Nonna the date for a reason. I actually did it before, when we were talking about what we wanted. Then it was easy to lay it all out with our moms. You know yours can sweet-talk Nonna into just about everything, while mine is an expert at pissing her off to distraction. It cleared the way for me to actually book the things we wanted.”

“Huh. I wondered why the bill from the caterers wasn't as high for a meal as I thought it'd be. You, woman, are a fucking genius.” He clasps my cheeks and pulls my face to his before smacking a huge kiss onto my lips. “Only in this instance though. I want your ego to fit into your wedding dress.”

I roll my eyes. “Whatever, Romeo. It doesn't stop Nonna from fighting everything though.”

“You know she's going to cause a scene when she finds out.”

“No, she won't.” My grin turns evil. “Because she's not finding out until the day before the wedding, and then Dad will already have her on her best behavior and she won't be able to say a thing.”

“I don't know if that's brilliant or terrifying, because she'll be able to exact her revenge at a later date.” He pauses. “Bek came in to meet Brody for dinner.”

Oh shit. I know where this is going.

“She said you had a meltdown and missed lunch.”

“Meltdown is a strong word...” I hesitate. “I had several rapid moments of clarity.”

There. That sounds better.

I get up off him and walk into the kitchen. I've already pulled a bottle of water from the fridge and uncapped it when he joins me.

“Sweetheart, what's bothering you?” His voice is so soft and tender that it's hard not to make eye contact. “Talk to me, Noelle.”

“Everything hit me, okay?” I say quietly, looking at his legs and leaning against the kitchen table. “The wedding. The fact that it means I'm totally stuck with you forever. Seeing you with Casey and realizing that's next and you'd be perfect and that I'm not really an adult, I'm just pretending because I don't know if I'm ready for any of this super grown-up stuff and I'm stressed and I can't eat and I'm so tired of the fighting and stressing and being overwhelmed all the time.”

“Look at me, Noelle.”

I don't.

He grabs my face and forces it up, meaning I have nowhere to look other than at his firm, blue gaze. “I'm fucking terrified of marrying you.”

My lips are dry. “You are?” My voice cracks halfway through are.

“Yeah.” Drake's mouth twitches to the side. “I've never been so terrified of anything in my life. It's scary, Noelle. It's stressful, and I wonder every day if your crazy family is going to make you throw your hands in the air and say, 'Fuck it. I'm done with this wedding.' I hate your being so worked up over all this when it's supposed to be fun. I'm scared you're going to change your mind because you're trying to do so much and I have no idea how to help you or make it better.”

“I'm not changing my—”

“Shh.” He presses his thumb to my mouth, still holding my face. “You are stressed. You're overwhelmed. You're working hard and not taking downtime. And as for seeing me with Casey... Well, I guess we had to have this conversation sooner or later.”

I gently move his thumb from my mouth. “I don't even know if you want kids, Drake.”

“Of course you do.” He's really smiling now. “I've told you before I do. I want nothing more than a family with you. My family is fucked up in the worst way, and yours is in the best way. I figure we can find the balance there.”

“It doesn't scare you?”

“Sure it does. But we have time.”

“Tell that to my ovaries.”

“I think I did last night when I hugged Casey.” He winks at me.

I playfully shove his chest. “It made me think. That's all.” I slide my hand down his stomach and, in a small voice, say, “I think you'd be a great dad.”

He smiles, pressing his lips to mine. “And you'll be a great mom. When you figure out how to be an adult.”

I hit him again. Much harder this time.

He laughs, stepping back and moving to the coffee machine. “Stop getting your panties in a twist over every little detail, okay, babe? Take everything one step at a time and let me help you. Instead of freaking out in your office alone, call me.”

“What if you don't answer?”

He shrugs, hitting the button on the machine. “Leave me ranty messages and I'll come with cupcakes,” he says over the gurgling of the coffee spitting into his mug.

“And just like that, he makes me forget why I was ever worried about marrying him,” I tease.

He simply looks over his shoulder, smirks, and throws me a second wink.

And an idea flies through my head.

A crazy, stupid, ridiculous idea.

The moment the coffee machine stops, the kitchen fills with silence.

One that makes my idea buzz loudly.

“Drake.”

“Mhmm?” He turns around, still stirring sugar and cream into his coffee.

“What if we did it? Got married. Eloped but kinda didn't.”

“You're confusing me now, sweetheart.”

I'm confusing myself. But still... “We're registered, right? We both have each other’s rings in the safe in the closet. Why don't we just...do it?”

He stills, but his blue eyes swing from his mug to meet my brown gaze. “Are you suggesting we blow off the ceremony, grab our rings, and go see Father Luiz right now?”

“You just said that way more eloquently than I ever could.” I take my lower lip between my teeth and bite down. “Would that be crazy?”

“I think it's the answer to your biggest problem of stress, but you wouldn't be wearing your dress.”

Damn, that's true... “We could have a blessing in place of the ceremony. You said it yourself. We were going to do it anyway. I wouldn't have had a wedding dress and you wouldn't have had a suit.”

He puts his coffee mug down and comes to me, once again framing my face with his large hands. “I thought this wedding was what you wanted.”

“So did I. Until today, when I realized it's just a wedding. All the fancy stuff is for everyone else. I just want you, Drake. That's all. If everybody else has a problem with that, then that's too bad.”

He searches my gaze for the longest moment. My heart clenches until he finally says, “Thank fucking god for that. I just want you too.” He touches his lips to mine in a sweet yet firm kiss that makes goose bumps tickle up and down my arms. “If that's what you want, I'll call Trent and you call Bek.”

Right. Witnesses.

I scoot around him, grab my phone from the coffee table in the living room, and dial Bek's number as I meet Drake's eyes.

He smiles, pulling his own phone out.

“Hello?” Bek answers.

“Is Brody there?”

“No, he's working. Why?”

“Good,” I answer as Drake speaks into his phone. “Get dressed and grab your camera. We have something to do.”
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Father Luiz is staring at us like we've lost our damn minds.

Maybe we have. Shit, I haven't had my mind since the day I looked into Noelle's dark-brown eyes after finding a body in her Dumpster. She made me lose it by being her stupid, pain-in-the-ass self, and I don't know if I've ever found it again.

Damn sure ain't found it if I'm standing in a church, next to that same woman, begging Father Luiz to marry us right now, knowing that Nonna's gonna whip our asses with more than a wooden spoon when she finds out.

“Please,” Noelle says to him, a hint of desperation cracking her previously steady tone. Her fingers twitch around mine. “I know Nonna is gonna go crazy, but, Father Luiz, this is what we want. You married Trent and Alison real quick, and we have our registration already done, so there's no waiting.”

He rubs his hand over his salt-and-pepper hair. “You do make a valid point, my dear...”

Noelle always makes valid points. Not that I'm going to tell her that—her believing that is enough hard work without her knowing it too.

Father Luiz turns to me. “How do you feel about this, son? Is this really what you both want?”

“Yes, sir,” I answer, squeezing Noelle's hand. And then, not caring that both of our best friends can hear me say this, I say, “I love her more than anything. The plans everyone else wants are doing nothing but making her not want a wedding at all. We planned to elope before I even proposed.”

“You what?” Bek shrieks, stepping forward then turning to glare at me. “You were going to elope?”

Noelle winces. “Remember Miami?”

“You were going to Vegas?!”

“Surprise,” she replies weakly, leaning into my side.

Trent studies the three of us for a moment. “It's true,” he adds, knowing because I told him right before I proposed to Noelle. “Nonna has been hell over this wedding, and while Alison has already told me the real plans...” he trails off for a moment, meeting my steely gaze. Then he turns to the priest. “Father, if you don't marry them, someone else will. Tonight. I know them. They're determined to do it their way.”

Bek hums something that sounds suspiciously like the tune to Blondie's “One Way or Another.”

Noelle stifles a giggle.

Father Luiz flattens his lips, but his eyes are sparkling. “Very well. I know you two well enough to know you wouldn't risk the wrath of Liliana Bond unless it truly mattered to you.”

That and I'm so fucking ready to make Noelle Bond my wife. I'd fly her to the fucking moon tonight if it meant I could finally marry her.

With a smile, the priest turns and makes the sign of the cross across his body before dropping to one knee at the altar. “Lord, please bless these two crazy children in their union and allow me the strength and time to run away from Liliana Bond when she finds out what I've done. Amen.”

We all burst out laughing.

Father Luiz turns, a twinkle in his eye. “Give me two minutes and I'll be right with you.”

My heart flips inside my chest, and I turn to Noelle. She looks fucking gorgeous in the simplest white dress and her favorite Louboutins. Red lipstick coats her soft, full lips, and the black of her mascara on her eyelashes perfectly frames her eyes, making them even more alive than normal.

As if she can feel me staring at her, she meets my eyes, her gaze a warring storm of nervousness, excitement, and determination.

And, above all else, love.

“You're the most beautiful woman in the world.” I cup her chin and lean down, taking in her sweet scent of sugar and lemon. “You ready?”

 

Noelle

My lips curl even as nerves trickle through my veins.

There's only one answer, because yes. Yes, I'm freaking well ready for this. I know deep down this is right. This is us—so perfectly us that it's worth risking being killed by my family for it.Move over, Juliet. My love story—ahem, tragic, imminent death for love—is about to trump yours, lady.

“Ready,” I say back, leaning toward Drake and kissing him.

What's going through his head? Is he scared? Is he excited?

“Are you ready?” I ask, my voice a whisper.

The twinkle in his eyes says it all, but he answers anyway. “Never been more ready for anything.”

Then Father Luiz comes out, now properly dressed to officiate a wedding. Bek takes my purse from me and pulls the ring box out while Drake hands Trent the tiny box from his pocket.

Damn, he looks good. Drake, not Trent.

He doesn't even look different than normal. Okay, so he tried to tidy up his hair, but his stubble is scruffy just the way I like it, and his shirt seems to fit him particularly well.

Was it only this afternoon, seven hours ago, that I was freaking out about marrying him?

Dear Lord, I must have had a temporary moment of insanity. Forgive me.

“I assume you'd like me to skip straight to the vows,” Father Luiz says with a smile.

“I don't know,” Bek says slowly. “I feel like the other guests might disapprove.”

I drop my head, giggling quietly.

Yep. This is everything I want.

“Um, Father Luiz? That would be great. Could we just, you know, skip the word 'obey' in them?” I question. “Because, yeah, no. I'm not really an obeyer.”

Drake runs his tongue across his lower lip. “Keep it in. She's more obedient than she thinks.”

I raise my eyebrows, even as a flush rises in my cheeks at his meaning. “If this weren't our wedding day and we weren't in a church, I'd tell you I'm going to kill you.”

Drake simply grins at me.

“Noelle and Drake, have you come here to enter into marriage without coercion, freely and wholeheartedly?” Father Luiz asks.

Now, there's a question we can answer honestly today...

“I have,” Drake and I answer together.

“Are you prepared, as you follow the path of marriage, to love and honor each other for as long as you both shall live?”

“I am,” we say again.

“Are you prepared to accept children lovingly from God and to bring them up according to the law of Christ and his church?”

Drake's gaze feels as though it's burning into me.

“I am,” I whisper mere seconds before he does, making him smile.

“Noelle Alessandra Bond,” Father Luiz says, making me blush again at the use of my full name. “Do you take Drake Michael Nash for your wedded husband, to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, until death do you part?”
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