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If I thought Holly Woods was crazy before, I was wrong.

 

Devin is finally married. Nonna’s on the wedding warpath. Drake might be getting ideas. His mom just dropped a bombshell, and Bek is caught between a hot as hell FBI agent and my super-sweet little brother. 

 

And I still don’t have the shoe closet Drake promised me when he moved in six months ago. 

 

At least there’s one positive: the old, abandoned Holly Woods Theater is about to reopen, and there’s nothing like a theater opening to bring people together... And make crazy grandmothers forget proposal agendas. 

 

Until that theater comes with a dead body. A very, very, very dead body. 

 

Chaos is coming to town. 

 

Everything I’ve ever known about Holly Woods might just be about to change. 

 

(TWIRLED BOND is book five of the Holly Woods Files series and the series must be read in order.)
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1999

Dear Lucas,

This won’t be like the others. I’m sorry, but I need to tell someone. I wish it didn’t have to be you. I’m afraid you’ll hate me. Even if you do, will you keep reading, please? I’m sorry... I’m so sorry...

I’m so scared, L. I’m not perfect like you think. I’m so ashamed.

 

Her tear drips onto the page, and she furiously swipes at her cheek to avoid any more splotches. She doesn’t want him to know she’s crying. Writing the letter is bad enough.

 

I’m so dirty. All the time. I can’t get clean. Hates me. Won’t stop

 

Loud bangs draw her out of the letter mid-sentence. Her heart thunders against her chest, the unexpected thumping of a fist against the bedroom door sparking fear through her veins. Her stomach rolls as she glances back across her room, unable to deny the panic that’s forming.

Oh god, oh god. No. Please, no.

She repeats it like a mantra, like a prayer, begging anyone who’s listening to hear her and grant her this wish.

Not now. Not just as she’s finally gathered the courage to be honest. How cruel.

“Baby girl,” the voice coos softly.

She knows that it’s supposed to calm, but it doesn’t. Nothing about the voice calms her now.

“Why’s your door locked?”

“I-I took a shower.” She curses herself for having stuttered. Stupid idiot! At least it isn’t a lie—her braided hair is still damp. “I didn’t want the boys to come in. I forgot to unlock it. Two seconds. I’m just in the middle of an essay.”

“It can wait.”

“I need to finish my sentence.” Please wait. Please buy it. “It’s really important.”

“Sixty seconds, baby girl, or I’m breaking the door down.”

“I’ll be done.” Her voice cracks when she finishes, but she swallows hard as she turns back to her letter.

 

touching me.

 

She takes a deep breath as her pen moves down a line on the paper.

 

Won’t stop, L. I’m scared. I’m so scared. I wish you could help me. I guess you can. Help me. Please. I’m dead if anyone finds out. I know it. Nobody will believe me except you. I need you to save me.

Love.

Xoxo

 

She glances at the clock. Thirty seconds left. The ticking echoes through the room as she hastily folds the letter and inserts it into one of the crisp, white envelopes with pink piping she keeps just for her Nebraskan confidante. There’s no time to write his address and seal it, so she grabs his last letter, leaps across the room, and puts them in the black box. Her letter goes to the bottom, hidden, and she locks the box before pushing it into the hollow base of her bed.

A quick staple to the fabric hides the cut she made eight months ago, and she just has time to hide the key before another knock sounds at the door.

“Baby girl.”

The voice is anything but calm. Chilling. Terrifying. Threatening. Not calm.

“I’m coming!” She shoves her bed back against the wall and wipes her hand down her face.

She resigns herself to her fate.

She should have known better than to believe she’d be left alone tonight.

It’s Friday.

It’s always Friday.
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Present Day

“Oh. My. God.”

“What?” Drake looks up from the file he’s aimlessly flipping through.

“Concealed carry yoga pants.” I shove my phone screen in his face. “Yoga pants, Drake! With a home for Betty!”

His bright-blue gaze lands on me, and he lets go of a heavy sigh. “Sweetheart, I’ve told you. Nobody is gonna take you seriously if you keep calling your gun ‘Betty.’”

I just showed him yoga pants that have a space for my gun. Does he not see the brilliance of this?

“Besides,” he says, looking back down at his file. He licks his fingers and flips a page, the sound swishing through the air. “You don’t need any more excuses to wear yoga pants. You have an entire drawer of them.”

“Yes,” I reply slowly, adding the pants to my cart—don’t freaking judge me, okay?—and staring at him. “But none of them have space for my gun to go in. I can work in these!”

“That’s my point. You don’t need another reason.”

“Excuse me!” I put my phone down on the kitchen counter and indignantly put my hands on my hips. “I don’t see you complaining whenever I walk past you wearing them. The last time I did, you smacked my ass and then threw me on the sofa and screwed my brains out!”

He grins, looking back up at me. “I know. But, if you have a pair with a gun in, you might shoot me the next time I try that.”

I glare at him. “Who says I won’t do it anyway?”

“You won’t. If you shoot me, you’ll have to go back to cooking seven nights a week, and I know you’re way too used to me doing it now.”

Cute. He thinks I used to cook every night before he moved in.

“Yeah, but then I’ll also be able to take my shoes out of the storage tubs they’ve been relegated to while you don’t build my shoe closet in the spare room.” I sniff and fold my arms. I’m so holding a grudge against him for that.

It’s been six months since we made the decision to live together. Six freaking months since my shoes were “temporarily” transferred to plastic tubs and he started sharing my closet.

He sells his house in three days.

I still don’t have a shoe closet.

“I told you. I’ll get around to doing it,” he says dismissively.

“You’ve been getting around to it for a long-ass time now, Nash.”

“If I had known you’d nag this much, Bond, I wouldn’t have moved in.”

“I wouldn’t have to nag if you just did it. You’re half done. I don’t know why it’s taking so long.”

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say your shoes are more important than my job.”

I purse my lips. Man. I thought he knew that was the case. Oy vey. It’s been an entire year since he first walked into my office after a dead body had been left in my dumpster and he still doesn’t know that my shoes are right up there with basic nutrition. And cupcakes.

I pull out the chair opposite him and drop onto it with a huff. “Honey, you’re a homicide detective. Nobody has been killed since Wally at Halloween. You bet your ass my shoes are currently more important. I don’t even know what y’all do when you say you’re working.”

He slowly meets my gaze, his lips in a thin line. Then he sighs and shuts his file. “You know you’ve just jinxed it, right?”

I frown. “You don’t believe in feelings and jinxes and crap. Last time, you laughed at me.”

“Last time, we found a dead body,” he points out. Correctly.

So my feelings are usually on point. That’s not my fault.

“Well... True,” I answer then pause. “That wasn’t my fault though. You can’t blame me for that. Besides, if it is jinxed, it’s your fault. If you built the shoe closet, there wouldn’t be a discussion about my shoes being more important than your job.”

Drake looks at me in the way that tells me he’s counting to ten inside his head.

He does that a lot now. Like...three times a week, at least. I think I get a gold star if he goes an entire day without even considering it.

In my defense, I warned him before he moved in that I’d be completely insufferable and a total pain in the ass. He decided to do it anyway.

“Jesus Christ,” he mutters, rubbing his temple. “I’ll do it tomorrow, okay?”

“Can’t.”

“Why not?”

“You told Dad you’d help him build Nonna’s new bed.”

He drops forward on the table, completely burying his face in his arms, and a groan escapes his mouth.

My lips twitch. Oh, man. He forgot. Of course he did. Typical male.

“You remember?” I ask. “That fancy new one with the electric controls to help her hips.”

“The woman spends three hours a day in the kitchen, standing up and cooking,” he says as he stands up and goes to the fridge. “I don’t see how an electric bed will help her hips if she’s always on her feet.”

“Drake, none of us do, but it’s the new bed or telling her not to cook. I know which one I’d rather suggest to her.”

He slams the fridge shut and turns to me. “Are you telling me she doesn’t know the bed is coming?”

She has no idea the bed is coming. This is Nonna we’re talking about. Nobody is gonna tell her until it’s done and her old bed has been removed from the house.

“Noelle.” Drake slaps his hands against the table and leans forward, his arms tensing as he holds his body weight up. It’s a nice view. “Does Nonna know about the new bed?”

“Would you look at the time? I need to finish up some paperwork before bed.” I stand and dart around the table.

He’s quicker than I am. His hand closes around my wrist, and he forcefully tugs me toward him. I squeak as our bodies collide and he wraps one arm around my waist, keeping me against him.

“I reeeeally have to work.” I try to push against him despite the fact that I know it’s completely futile.

“Noelle.” His eyes meet mine, and amusement shines back at me. He’s trying to fight it, but he’s failing so epically that I can’t help but smile at him. “Nonna doesn’t know, does she?”

I shake my head. “Dad brought it up last month and she had Gio answer with, and I quote, ‘Cazzo! A fanabla!’ and long story short, it’s way too much effort to argue with her. She can’t argue when the old one is gone.”

“She can and she will.”

“Nah, she won’t. She’s being good lately.” Good for Nonna, that is. For everyone else... It was probably borderline illegal, in all honesty. “You’ll see.”
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“I can-a not-a believe-a you!” Nonna waves her arms around, staring at the bed that runs along the far wall of her bedroom. “I go-a for-a lunch with-a a friend and you-a do this!”

“It’s just a bed, Nonna,” I offer. “And who knew you had friends?”

“Noella, I will-a kill you!”

“Me? Why? I didn’t build the dang thing. Blame Drake and Dad!”

“Way to throw me under the bus, cupcake,” Drake mutters, prodding his finger into my spine. “I was coerced,” he says to Nonna. “Tricked into it, really.”

She narrows her eyes at him. “I-a do-a not believe-a you.”

Well, that isn’t exactly a surprise, given that it’s an outright lie.

“I can’t believe they did this,” I say, leaning against the wall. “How dare they, Nonna?”

She spins and spears me with her angry gaze. “You-a! What-a do-a you want, siding with-a me?”

“Meatballs and spaghetti to take home.”

“O-a-kay,” she replies after a moment of thought. “I-a know! How-a dare you?” she throws at Drake.

“I swear to god, Noelle,” he hisses in my ear. “I swear I was forced into it, Nonna. You can’t believe I’d build you a bed knowing you’d be angry at it, could you?”

Nonna pauses. “Si. You would.”

“Why do you believe Noelle’s bullshit siding with you but not mine?”

“Because-a she would-a not build a bed. She would-a break-a a nail.”

I grin over my shoulder. Nailed it, Nonna. Ner-ner. No meatballs and spaghetti for him. More for me. Nom nom.

“Where-a is-a Antonio?” Nonna demands, storming past us. Her cane whacks against the wooden floor. “Antonio!” She follows up Dad’s name by yelling in harsh, angry Italian.

Drake sighs heavily and hits me with his bright-blue eyes. “I can’t believe she let you side with her. She doesn’t even like you half the time. I’m her favorite out of the two of us.”

“I know.” I can’t stop grinning. “But I didn’t build the bed. You did. Sucker.” I turn away and skip into the kitchen.

So what if I’m smug? He didn’t have to build it.

“I had to build it!” he argues, following me through downstairs. “Your dad would have put his back out trying to do it alone!”

I smack my palm against my forehead. “I have three brothers. You didn’t have to do anything!”

Drake stops. “Shit. Why didn’t I think of that?”

“Because you’re their boss and already tell them what to do enough?”

“And you don’t, right?”

“Hey—two of them are married now. Besides, they’re both older than I am. They never listened to me anyway.”

So, Brody doesn’t exactly listen to me, either, because if he did, he’d probably be dating my best friend, but whatever. Picking battles and all that.

Drake rubs his hand over his face. “Sweetheart, I rarely listen to you, but you tell me what to do sometimes.”

“Yes, I know you don’t listen to me.”

“Don’t bring up the shoe closet.”

I pull a double-chocolate cookie from the jar and take a big bite out of it. My eyebrows shoot up. There’s my case in point. He doesn’t need to tell me that he doesn’t listen to me. I’m still holding out hope that, one day, I’ll come home from work and there will be the small spare room, shelves all in place, ready for me to organize.

“Oh, fuck the shoe closet,” Brody mutters, slamming the front door. “Just use the damn boxes, Noelle.”

I purse my lips. “Then maybe you should take your belt off and stuff your handcuffs and your gun in your ass pockets.”

“That’s absolutely ridiculous.” He frowns at me. “Did Mom bake cookies?”

I hold mine up so he can’t swipe it. “There’s my point. And yes. She did. But I ate most of them.”

Brody drops his gaze to my stomach. “I can tell.”

I punch him. Hard. Asshole.

“Brody!” Nonna yells. “You do-a not-a call your-a sister fat!”

He holds his hands up, jumping away from the cookie jar. I have no idea if he’s trying to look innocent, but if he is, dropping the three cookies he’s gripping is probably the best way to do it.

“I didn’t say she was fat. I just said it was obvious she’s eaten a lot of cookies,” he argues.

“Drake! Why-a you-a not-a stand up for-a her?”

Boy. Nonna is on the warpath today. I’m a little afraid and I’m not the one in the way.

Drake snatches two cookies out of Brody’s hands. “Because, last time I tried, I got a knee that belonged to Brody to my dick. I’d rather not repeat it, thanks, Nonna.”

I grimace. Yeah... About that... Whoops. In my defense, Brody did move out of the way.

“You should-a stand-a up for-a her!” She finishes her tirade to him before turning to my little brother. “And-a you! Stop-a being mean to-a her!”

Okay... Nonna’s standing up for me is getting more than a little scary now.

“Dad’s gone down to the station to see Sheriff Bates,” Brody tells her. “Something about hiding from you and letting Drake take the crap for a new bed.”

Nonna gasps, dramatically clasping her hand to her chest. “No! That is-a it!” She shuffles past us all and out of the front door before I can even finish rolling my eyes.

Who knew a bed could invoke such wrath? Not me—that’s for sure.

Then again, this is Nonna we’re talking about. Giving her a bouquet of flowers where the lilies are different colors is enough to get her a little agitated.

Drake swings his gaze from the door back to me. “I knew it. I knew he’d do that.”

Brody shrugs. “More fool you for letting him talk you into it.”

“You knew about the bed?” I ask him, raising an eyebrow. What a little shit.

“Yeah.” He swallows the cookie he was chewing. “He might be my boss at work, but y’all’ve been datin’ for almost a year, not to mention living together for months. Mom constantly insists he’s part of the family, which means that, outside of work, he gets the same shitty treatment we give each other.”

Well... We do have an unwritten rule in the Bond family that, if something screwy has to be done, it’s gotta be done by someone else.

“That’s true,” I agree. I look at Drake. “Sorry, honey. Looks like you’ve gotta ride this one out.”

He looks like he wants to bend me over and smack my ass. “What? You’re not gonna help me?”

I snort and grab another cookie. “I survived twenty-eight years of this crap before you even got involved here. I love you, but it’s way more fun watching it happen to someone else. This time, it’s your turn.”

“You really shouldn’t eat more of those cookies,” Brody points out. “They’re going straight to your hips.”

I stare at him. “I’m going to mix baby powder with water, tip it into a condom, then put it in Nonna’s bed and tell her you had sex in it.”

Drake raises his eyebrows. “Like she needs another reason to hate the bed.”

“I don’t care about the bed. I just need other methods of pissing this asshole”—I point at Brody—“off, because I can’t keep kicking your balls instead of his. I need yours. I couldn’t give a shit about his.”

“Aaaand I’m out.” Brody steals two more cookies out of the jar. “All gone. No more cookies for you, fatty.”

Screw it.

I kick him, making contact with his shin. He yells a curse and then darts out the kitchen, swearing at me the whole time. Good. I’m glad it hurt him. Next time, it really will be his balls.

He’s my brother. It’s my job to torture him.

“Don’t worry.” Drake gets up from the table and boxes me in against the counter. His hard, muscular body presses against mine, and he kisses my jaw. “You’re not fat.”

“I’m not helpin’ you with Nonna’s wrath.”

“I’m not sayin’ it for that.” He continues kissing my jaw until his lips find my neck. “I’m sayin’ it ‘cause it’s true.”

“Drake Nash, put my daughter down.” Mom strolls in through the back door. “If you must do it, do it in your own kitchen. You share one, I believe.”

Drake sighs heavily and releases me in time to see her walk straight through the kitchen and turn toward the stairs. “There’s no catching a break with this family, is there?”

I reach back inside the cookie jar and grin when my fingertips connect with one final cookie. Ha! Suck on that, Brody Bond. “No.” I tear a bite off, still grinning, and shove the last of it in Drake’s mouth.

He takes it, his eyes sparkling with laughter, and turns. “Let’s go before your mom tells me off again. I’ve had enough of the women in your family for one day.”

“You realize I am one of the women in my family, right?” I pull the front door shut behind me.

“Yeah,” he says, glancing over his shoulder and unlocking his truck. “But I can fuck you to shut you up. That’s why you’re my favorite.”
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“Did you see that the theater is reopening this weekend?” Bek slides into my office, a cardboard holder with two mugs of coffee in one hand and a paper bag emblazoned with Rosie’s Café logo clasped in the other.

I sniff. I smell hot pastriiiiies. “How could I not? There are fliers all over the damn place. Including through my freakin’ letterbox.” I grab a small pile that’s next to me and wave them through the air, making a flapping sound. “I can make a flip book.”

She stares at me for a moment before she drops herself into the chair on the other side of my desk and sets the coffee and the pastries on the desk. I reach for the pastries like a starved woman and all but accost the greasy, hot, carb-filled goodies as I pull them from the bag. Bek stares at me like I’m insane, but she wisely waits until I’ve had a mouthful of coffee and a mouthful of croissant before she talks.

“Wow. Listen to how supportive you are.” She rolls her eyes, snatching her own pastry in the bag before I steal that too.

What? I’m hungry. No. I lie. I’m hangry.

“I need caffeine and carbs. Lots of it.” I tear a bite off my croissant and moan as the buttery goodness explodes across my taste buds. God, it’s good. Rosie’s outdone herself this morning. “Honestly, I think it’s great. That place has been shut down for, what, like, over fifteen years?”

“Do you remember the year it closed? We finally convinced our moms we could sit through the Nutcracker after, like, six months of trying, and then it closed right on Halloween.”

I sigh and nod. That was the saddest thing ever. We were twelve years old, and after a failed cinema attempt the Christmas we were eleven, which was sadly our audition for the Nutcracker, we finally convinced our parents to take us. We literally begged until we suffocated ourselves with a lack of oxygen. They agreed, and then...the thing freaking shut its doors.

I’m still struggling to get over it.

“Does this mean we can see it this year?” I ask, the thought sprinting through my head. “Oh my god.”

“Noelle, Drake took you to Dallas to see it last year. It was your birthday present.”

I roll my eyes. “I know that, and it was amazing, but he hated every second. Plus, at the Holly Woods Theater? That’s the childhood dream, Bek.”

My best friend grins around a mouthful of croissant. She knows I’m right. Not to mention Drake slept through half of it. He’ll deny the sleeping, but he’ll admit that he only sat through the “longest-ass pantomime” of his life because of me.

Aw. He’s cute sometimes.

“I know. He’ll probably be happy he doesn’t have to take you.” She wipes her mouth with her napkin.

Probably? He’ll punch the air in delight, the shit.

“What are you doing today?” I glance up at her as I open my planner. No matter how my tech-god, Carlton, tries to convince me Google Calendar is how I need to organize my life, it’s not gonna happen. He can pull my bright, perfect Erin Condren planner from my cold, dead hands.

“I am...” She pauses and pulls her phone from her purse. “Going to have a lunch consultation in Austin with one Miss Jacey Ford. She’s a senior at college and found an apparent engagement ring in her boyfriend’s closet three months ago.”

“And he hasn’t given it to her yet.” Typical. “I’m going to start a side business that teaches people not to fucking snoop.”

“No, you won’t. At least seventy percent of our cases are because people snoop on their other halves.”

I purse my lips. Damn, she’s right. Maybe I’ll save that side business for another day. You know, half past never.

“Okay,” I say, “I won’t. But I should. Snooping is never good.”

“So, you wouldn’t snoop on Drake if you thought he was cheating on you?” Bek slowly raises one perfectly shaped eyebrow.

A loud laugh barks out of me, and I clap my hand over my mouth. Fuck me, that’s the most obnoxious sound I’ve ever made. Even Bek is trying not to laugh at the horrid noise, but here I am now, giggling.

Drake.

Cheat on me.

The man is a little dumb on occasion, but he’s not downright stupid. And he’d have to be to cheat on me. Not to mention he doesn’t have a lying bone in his body.

“I have a crazy Italian grandmother with a questionable respect for the law, an ex-cop for a father, and three very current cop brothers who, after a year of our being together, are still side-eyeing him at Friday night family dinner.” I pause then tip my coffee cup in her direction. “Not to mention I’d shoot his ass before they could get anywhere near him.”

“Shoot his ass?”

“You’re right. I’d aim it right at his dick so he could never use it again.” I sniff, sip my coffee, and put the cup down. “You don’t fuck with Noelle Bond.”

“Of course. The golden rule of existence for everyone in Holly Woods.” She dramatically rolls her eyes. “It’s a damn good thing he’s stupidly in love with you.”

I grin. It is—and, with as much as we do bicker and I tease about him, that doesn’t mean I don’t know how lucky I am. With my job, it’s not like I’m not reminded on a daily basis how much worse it could be.

“Has he spoken to his dad yet?”

My smile drops with the abruptness of her question. I shake my head by way of an answer, and mercifully, her phone rings, putting our conversation to an end. She grabs her things then answers as she leaves, the faint scent of her perfume lingering in the air over my desk.

I pull a small bottle of nice-smelling spray out of my drawer and give the button a push. Not that Bek’s perfume is awful; it’s just stronger than I’d like. Not to mention there are no more croissants to cover it up with their hot, greasy, yummy scent.

I slump forward on my desk and bury my fingers in my hair. I should have known she’d bring up Drake’s dad. It’s become a regular question, but it’s been a couple of weeks since she last asked me, so I thought it was over. Clearly, I’ve been thinking wrong.

Ever since the gossip mill churned out that Gianna was dating Drake’s dad, Malcolm Nash, Drake’s been subject to constant interrogation he’s somehow managed to brush off. His skills of evasion used to piss me off, but now, I watch smugly as he uses them on every Betty, Tom, Samuel, and, well, Nonna.

It’s something I’m still trying to understand, even though the situation has been ongoing for several months. On the one hand, I wonder how he can’t want a relationship with his dad, and on the other, I understand why he doesn’t. It’s been a long time since his dad walked out on him without any answers, and honestly, I don’t know if Drake wants them anymore. They might do more harm than good.

But the fact that his mom is dating his dad again... I know the reasons had to be something serious but forgivable. Gianna is mostly Italian, after all, and I don’t know about the majority of the nationality, but my family sure holds a grudge. The fact that she’s forgiven him... Well, that speaks volumes to me.

I’m also highly conscious of the fact that it’s not my place to be involved. I’m here to support Drake and be the person he can vent to, not push him. That’ll only serve to drive a wedge between us, and fuck knows we can do that just brushing our teeth together in the morning.

We’ve learned the hard way that morning bathroom time—unless it involves a shower—needs to be equivalent with alone time.

None of this means I don’t want to be involved though. I do. Sometimes, I want to grab my six-foot-something brick wall of a hot detective and shove him through his mom’s door—a place he currently refuses to go.

Yep. He refuses to go to his mom’s house because he doesn’t trust her to not have his dad there in an attempt to build some form of a relationship or force him to at least speak with him. I thought it was childish at first, especially when Drake added that, if she shows up to our house with him, he can just not answer the door, but...I understand.

I do. He thinks I’m just saying it sometimes, but I’m not. It took me a while to come around to the idea—which is strange, considering I’m the most childish person I know—but it makes sense to me. Still, I don’t like talking about it, mostly because there is nothing to talk about.

Gianna is dating Malcolm. Drake point-blank refuses to talk with his dad and only sees his mom in public or at our house. It’s been that way since Gianna finally admitted it, and I don’t know if it’s going to change any time soon.

Honestly, I just want the shoe closet first.

“Yo.” Carlton pokes his head through my door, swinging off the doorframe. His scruffy, blond hair swishes into his eyes, and he jerks his head to flip it out of the way.

“I just wanna...” I squint and make a cutting motion with my first two fingers, pointing them toward his hair.

He grins. “Yeah, yeah, whatever. I pulled those files you were looking for.”

I frown. Files? What files?

“For the case you’re working on.”

“Oh! Yeah. Those. Thanks.” I smile, even as he walks toward me and laughs.

I still have no idea how I run a successful business. I’m literally winging it.

“Did you see the news today? About that girl?” He drops himself into the red tub chair Bek was in not so long ago.

I freeze. The last time a missing girl was on the local news, we found ourselves on the trail of a satanic serial killer.

“No. What girl?”

“Daniela someone. She went missing fifteen years ago this weekend, they said. Her parents are holding a candlelight vigil for her at the church this year.” He scratches his head. “The news anchor said they do it every year, but because it’s been fifteen years, they’re asking everyone to come along. Apparently the police mocked up time-lapse photos of how she’d look now and all that stuff.”

“Daniela Russo.” The memory of a raven-haired little girl instantly comes to my mind, and my heart pangs.

“You know her?”

“I did. We went to school together—we were best friends. I remember when she went missing. We’d just started high school.” I look down at the sticky notes in front of me and rip one off the small, bright pad. “How strange they’re making a fuss now.”

“Was she kidnapped or something?”

I shrug and meet Carlton’s gaze. “Who knows? Nobody was ever convicted of anything. We all assumed that, after a couple of years, yeah. She’d been kidnapped and killed somewhere far away, but there was no evidence of it. She literally went out one night and disappeared into nowhere.”

“That’s kinda scary.”

It is. No doubt. But, if he really wants to see scary, he can walk in on Nonna showering.

I shudder just thinking about it.

“I don’t think she’ll ever be found,” I say after a long moment of heavy silence. “I think it’s been too long. Unless she’s actually alive and comes back or something.”

He raises his eyebrows. “Don’t you have hope?”

“What for? I’d rather think the worst and be proved wrong than live in hope of something every day just to be crushed.”

“You’re so cynical.”

“You say cynical. I say realistic.” I sip my coffee and smile. “Don’t you have work to do instead of insulting me?”

“Yes.”

“Then why are you still here?”

“I’m on a break.”

“Carlton, it’s not even ten a.m. You’ve been here for an hour. Unless your break involves you in your car, on the way to Rosie’s to bring me cupcakes, your break is over.”

He grins and stands up. Before he leaves, he turns back to me. “Hey,” he says, making me look away from my laptop. “If I did that, like, six times a day, would I get six breaks?”

“Yes. But you’d also get the bill from my doctor when I’m inevitably treated for obesity. And I’ll yell at you instead of my treadmill.”

“Once a day works for me.”

Works for me too. Not gonna lie.

Silence descends through my office, broken only by the sounds of my breathing. Sighing, actually.

I haven’t heard anything about Daniela for at least five years. If I’m honest with myself, and I always am, I’d forgotten about her and the situation. I didn’t even know her parents were still in town, but obviously, they are.

Fifteen years.

Wow.

Time really does fly, doesn’t it?
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“Daniela Russo?” Drake frowns, tapping his pen against the file he’s working on. “Dark hair, pretty short, your grade in school?”

“Yeah. You have to remember her. She was one of those larger-than-life people.” I swing my feet up onto his desk, even as he gives me a disapproving glare. “But, now, I’m wondering if you were at the academy when she went missing.”

I narrowly miss the flying pen cap he launched in my direction.

“I’m three years older than you, Noelle. It’s not that much.” A scowl forms on his face, his dark brows furrowing with mock annoyance.

At least, I think it’s mock. I hope it’s mock.

“I remember when she went missing,” he says. “The whole town started a week-long search party. Didn’t the school shut down for three days so the teachers could help?”

Now, my brows furrow. Did it? That seems drastic.

He stares at me flatly. “Yes, it did. I remember you moaning to Trent because Daniela was a troublemaker who’d probably just run off to spite her mom, even though she was one of your best friends.”

“Damn,” I say under my breath. Of course he’d remember that. “I was kind of a bitch when I was fourteen.” Even to my best friends, apparently.

“Sweetheart, don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re kind of a bitch at twenty-nine.”

I’m not sure there’s a right way to take it. If there is, it’s quietly, but that’s never gonna happen.

“Sleep with one fucking eye open, Drake Nash.” I hit him with a hard look.

He half grins. “You know I love you.”

“Yeah, but here’s the difference: Right now, you’re lucky I love you.”

He’s still grinning, even as I’m glaring. Outwardly. I’m glaring outwardly. The longer I live with the man, the harder it is to stay annoyed at him.

Unless the shoe closet is being discussed. Then I’m on a warpath.

“You make me sick.” Trent leans against the doorframe and hugs a huge file to his chest.

Ah, there’s nothing like your brother on the offensive to brighten a fine spring morning.

I drop my head over the back of the chair and look at him upside down. “Hey, asshole.”

“Hey.” He hits me on the back of my head while walking into Drake’s office.

I squeak out a pained sound. That hurt.

“Jason is stopping by,” he says to Drake, stuffing his hands in his pockets.

Drake pinches the bridge of his nose. “What for?”

“Apparently, Daniela Russo’s parents have been petitioning the FBI to open her file as a cold case. Since the case was never officially closed by us or them, Jason has been put on it to work with the two of us to see if we can dig up any new information.”

Ah, yes. Holly Woods PD: where homicide is only a department if someone’s been murdered.

The saddest thing is that this is the fourth time Drake and Trent—and Brody—have worked on cases with Jason that have nothing to do with homicide. I have a fifty-bucks bet that, if someone doesn’t die soon, they’re gonna go to the care home when one of the retirees dies just to have something to do.

“No Brody this time?” Drake asks, taking the file from my brother.

Trent’s lips twitch into a smirk. “Uh...I’m guessing you didn’t hear what happened.”

“What happened?” I jerk my head around and stare at him. If he hurt my brother... Well, if this were an online chat, I’d be using the knife emoji to get my point across.

“Nothing like that.” Trent leans against the wall separating Drake’s office from the next and looks between us. “Apparently, Bek and Jason went for a drink at the Inn last night because he’s in town, and Brody was there with a date. He wouldn’t tell me all the details, but by the sounds of it, it got a little ugly.”

“In other words,” Drake says through a smile, “Brody kept glaring at them, Bek got uncomfortable, and Jason asked him what the fuck his problem is.”

That sounds about right. And, if it is, it’s the third time it’s happened this year alone.

It’s like living in the center of a romance novel with an angsty love triangle. It’s fucking exhausting.

“That’s exactly what happened. I don’t know why Brody doesn’t just tell her how he feels,” Trent replies.

“He’s probably worried she doesn’t feel the same.”

I bite the inside of my cheek. Nope. I’m not getting involved. “He’s a guy,” I say, deflecting it away from feelings and stuff before I let slip that I’m ninety-nine percent sure Bek feels the same. “Guys aren’t exactly known for telling people how they feel.”

Both Trent and Drake stare at me.

“I told Alison I loved her first,” Trent says.

“And I’m pretty sure that, when I told you I was in love with you, you attempted to run away,” Drake adds, raising an eyebrow.

“Yes. Well.” I scratch the top of my cheek and look away for a moment. Shit. They’ve got me there. “Brodes isn’t like you two. Plus, Bek’s actually sorta dating Jason.”

“Sorta dating? They’re not official yet?”

I clap my hand over my eyes and hiss a breath out. Why did I have to say “sorta dating”?

“I thought they were official,” Trent says, carrying on from Drake’s questions. “It’s been months.”

I drop my hand and open and close my mouth a couple of times. Well. Now, I’m in trouble. Damn my big mouth.

“I think Bek might like Brody,” I tell them. “But Jason complicates things.”

Drake leans forward on his desk, flattening his forearms in front of him. His blue gaze hits me. “Help me out here, sweetheart. She likes Brody, but she’s dating Jason. Why?”

“Well, she likes him too.” That was lame. “I think he just made the move first, and now, she’s... Yeah. Confused. I don’t know! Don’t ask me things I can’t answer!”

“You’re the one who said she likes Brody,” Trent points out.

“I said think, Trent. I think she likes Brody.”

“So, why don’t you ask her?”

“Because I’m his sister and that’s wrong.”

His eyebrows shoot up. “Yeah, but I have to listen to you and my best friend loving on each other on a regular basis.”

“You know what that says about you? You did a bad job as my big brother convincing me not to date him.”

“You tried to convince her not to date me?” Drake snorts, looking at Trent.

Trent wrinkles his nose then wriggles his hand side to side in a “maybe, maybe not” way.

“Not really,” I answer for him. “But the point is, Trent, it could be worse. You could hear us having sex.”

“And I’m out.” He spins on the balls of his feet and disappears, leaving the door wide open.

I can’t help but grin. I so won that.

“He leaves every time you come in here, you know that?” Drake quirks an eyebrow. “Not that you should take it personally, but...”

“If I had something better to do with my day than bug you, I’d have left the second he walked in.”

“Well, you’re gonna have to find something better to do, because I have to look through this, apparently.” He taps the folder.

“On Daniela?”

“Noelle.”

“What?” I drop my feet from his desk and sit up straight. “I could help.”

“You could,” he replies slowly. “But you’re not going to. You’re going to leave. And I just saw your panties.”

I grab my purse and stand on a huff. “Good. I hope you’re horribly uncomfortable all day.” I pause in the doorway and look over my shoulder. “I’m going to spit in your dinner tonight.”

His grin doesn’t stop his laugh. “Does that mean you’re actually cooking?”

“I hate you.”
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God bless Nonna.

I called her and told her that I couldn’t be bothered to cook. And that, if Drake had to do it again, he was probably going to move out, so she hightailed her little Italian ass over here with a giant Tupperware tub full of lasagna.

“You know I’m telling him I made this, right?” I tell her as she transfers it to an oven-safe dish without breaking it.

“Si,” she answers, putting it in the oven. “Oh, Noella. Your-a oven is-a dirty!”

Yeah. I keep meaning to clean that, but between my family, work, and bugging Drake at his work, who has the time?

“It adds to the flavor. Just put it in.”

Nonna sighs and does as I said, mumbling under her breath in Italian. I hate when she does that. Just because I’m fluent doesn’t mean I can understand it when it’s barely whispered at the speed of light. The only reason I’m not calling her out is because she did just bring me lasagna.

“You-a know he will-a know it is-a my lasagna.”

“Yes,” I say slowly. “But it’s the thought that counts, right?”

“Si, si. When-a you marry him, huh?”

Oh boy. Here. We. Go. “It’s not really in our short-term plan, Nonna.” I turn to the fridge and pull a bottle of chilled white wine out.

“So it-a is-a your long-a term plan?”

“We haven’t really spoken about it. At all. Ever.” Lies. It’s been mentioned. Casually.

“You-a drink-a too much. I bet-a that is-a why.”

Oh, I only drink this much when she’s around. “I’m sure Drake doesn’t have a problem with my wine consumption.” Mostly because I get a little dirty after a bottle or so.

“He-a does. I know-a it.”

“Of course you do.”

“You-a sass me after I come-a all-a the way here?”

“No, no, Nonna,” I say, turning, wine glass in hand.

She’s staring at me, her dark eyes narrowed and her dark, gray-streaked hair tied in its usual tight bun.

“You misheard me. I said, ‘Of course I do.’ Have a bit of a wine problem.” I grimace and raise my glass. “What can I say? I’ve had a stressful day.”

She stares at me a little longer, mumbles again in ineligible Italian, then pats my arm. “You-a talk about-a marriage, Noella,” she says in a quiet voice. “I want-a more-a grandchildren before-a I die. And-a you live-a in sin!”

“Live in sin?” Oh god. Here we go.

“Si. You-a and-a Drake! You-a not married! I will-a take-a you to church on-a Sunday. You will-a come to-a confession.”

“I don’t need to go to church. Or confession.”

“You-a do. Your-a soul is-a dirty, Noella.”

No, my mind is dirty, but that’s a different matter. “I don’t need to go to church,” I repeat slowly. “I don’t care if I’m living in sin. I’m not ready to get married.”

“He won’t wait-a forever for-a you.”

“He doesn’t want to get married yet, either!”

She sniffs, huffs, and grabs her cane. Then she shuffles off toward my front door. “You have-a the devil in-a-side-a you.”

She’s probably right there.

“Son of a bitch,” I whisper to myself when the front door slams behind her.
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