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AUTHOR NOTE




Hammers & Heartstrings is part of a new series about three siblings—The Riley Siblings—and how they navigate finding their soulmates and falling in love. This is series is more sugar and spice vs. my usual dark and depraved but I adore them just as much, and I absolutely felt like they needed to be shared with the world. As you read you’ll see the other two Rileys mentioned and if they pique your interest, you’ll be able to read both once you finish H&H because they’re LIVE! I really hope you love Aggie and Noah, and I hope you’re excited for the other two books in the series!


Chapter One

NOAH




“Clover Creek! Your cute little butt better be getting dressed!” The toast pops up just as I pull the eggs off the stove, the only things I can really cook outside of frozen chicken nuggets and a classic PB and J. “Hustle, peanut!”

Thank God my kid isn’t picky.

Avocado toast is probably her favorite thing in the world and it’s one of the few things I don’t totally destroy when I make it.

“Clover?” I butter the toast, slide the sliced avocado onto it then carefully put the over medium eggs on top. “Clover, sweetheart, we’re gonna be late!”

“I’m not going!” my almost four-year-old screams as she slams her door.

Fuck.

Fuck, fuck, fuckity fuck.

I leave our plates on the island and clomp my way toward the stairs with a deep, cleansing breath. I love my daughter more than anything in the world, but I’m not thrilled that I passed my temper onto her.

“Clover?” I sigh and drop my forehead to her door. “Baby, we’re going to be late.”

“Don’t care cause I’m nots going.”

She got my stubborn streak too.

“Can we talk about why you don’t want to go to preschool today?”

Nothing.

“Clover, baby, Daddy has to go to work, and you have to go to school. If you don’t, then I can’t go to work and if I don’t go to work⁠—”

Her door opens and wide stormy blue eyes blink up at me. “Then you gets in trouble with the big boss man.”

“Right.” I smile down at my mini-me and crouch down to her level. “What’s wrong, baby? Why don’t you want to go to school?”

She shrugs her pink pajama clad shoulders.

“I thought you liked school. Liked Miss Leslie and your friends?”

“I do.” Clover nods then tugs the end of her pigtails. “I just don’t wanna go today.”

“Did something happen?” So help me God, if another one of those gold-digging single mothers cornered her again about her Rockstar dad, I will yank her from that private hell hole and take every last fucker to court.

“No...”

With another sigh, I scoop her up in my arms, carry her to the rocking chair my pop made when I was a baby, and plant my big ass in it. “You remember what I said about lying, peanut?”

Clover nods, her eyes downcast.

“Tell me what happened, baby.”

“Bobby’s mom said you’re a...” She looks up at me, scrunching her adorable button nose. “Bobby’s mom said you’re a womanmanizer and a man horse.”

My hackles rise and my blood pressure spikes, but I keep my cool. “Did she say that to you?”

She shakes her head, her white-blonde hair bouncing around her shoulders. “She said it to Jimmy’s mom when Uncle Jax and Uncle Vin picked me up instead of the nanny.” Then she frowns. “Bobby’s mom told Jimmy’s mom you should keeps it in your pants and maybe you won’t have so much troubles finding me a nanny that wants to sticks around.”

Goddamnit.

I was worried about something like that. Hell, I’ve been worried about any number of things like that since I enrolled Clover in preschool.

I had to fire another nanny just this past weekend for one of the usual things I have to fire them for. Stealing money from me, trying to auction my shit online, spilling all the details of my life to anyone who will listen, or trying to become my daughter’s new mommy.

The most recent nanny? I came home Saturday night from recording and found her in my bed, naked. She isn’t the first woman to try to weasel her way into my bed for a chance to say she slept with Noah Thorn and I’m sure she won’t be the last.

What kills me is the fact that ninety percent of these women seem normal; they pass all my background checks with flying colors and most of them have degrees in early child development. This last one was a highly recommended former preschool teacher who had been an au pair for one of the producers of my last album. I mean, she was a fucking preschool teacher and the bitch was naked as a jaybird, spread eagle, hoping to entice me enough to sleep with her, and maybe keep her around on a more permanent level.

Not fucking happening.

I haven’t fucked around like that since I found out Clover existed.

I completely changed my life and how I did things because I had to, because shit got real, because I wanted to be the best dad I could be. The dad my little girl deserves.

The dad I never had.

And that shit is why I don’t entrust my daughter with just anyone, not after the way my life was prior to having her, and definitely not after what happened with her biological mother. Clover is and always will be my top priority, my reason for breathing and that’s why I have ex-special forces and secret service working for me to run their info and act as our bodyguards. Totally helps that they’re also two of my closest friends and love Clover like family, but still, I’m sick of this shit and that’s why I have a plan. A plan that I need to put into play much sooner than I anticipated.

“What did Bobby’s mom want you to keeps in your pants?”

I blink, then do it again.

And I definitely need to talk to Clover’s teacher about making sure she’s out of earshot when the stuck-up soccer moms gather in the pickup line.

“My wallet.”

Clover frowns. “That’s where’s you always keeps it.”

“I know, baby. I guess Bobby’s mom is just worried I might lose it.”

“How does that mean my nanny would stick arounds for me?”

I sigh and scratch the stubble on my cheek. “I’m not sure, peanut, but I’m going to find someone who wants to stick around because of how amazing you are and not because of my wallet.”

“Not like the last one.”

I smirk. My kid is awesome.

“No, not like the last one. You didn’t like her?”

Clover shakes her head. “She weared too much perfume and showed her boobies a lot.”

“You are not wrong,” I chuckle. “How about I take you to school today?”

Her entire face lights up and my baby girl beams at me, then nails me right in the heart. “Really?”

“Really. I’ll take you to school.” And have a private and very poignant conversation with her teacher. “Walk you inside and maybe, if you’re good and get dressed super-fast right now, we’ll make a special stop on our way home later.”

“Ice cream?”

I grin. “Maybe.”

“Shopping for a puppy?”

“Not today.” I bop her on the nose with my knuckle then set her on her tiny feet. “You’ll just have to wait and see.”

“Pony rides?” Clover continues her interrogation as she walks into her closet. “Oh! I knows, we’re gonna go to a fancy ball like Cinderella!”

Man, she is so my kid.

“Isn’t that next week?” I start making her bed, pull the rainbow sheets back into place, and fix the fluffy unicorn comforter. “I thought the fancy ball was only on the third Monday of every other month?”

I hear a thud followed by a lot of giggling. “Oh yeah. I forgots.”

Books. Dolls. Stuffed animals. Tiaras. My arms are full of them by the time I round her bed and I drop them into the toy box, we have five minutes before we need to leave.

If only my adoring fans could see me now.

Noah Thorn, guitar god, sex symbol.

Human glitter bomb and kisser of boo-boos.

Some rockstar, right?

Right.

Cause I wouldn’t have it any other way.

“Okay, Daddy, I’m ready.”

“Whoa.” I whistle low as I turn. “Who is this princess?”

Clover giggles as she curtsies. “It’s just me, Daddy.”

“Clover? Clover Creek Thornbie? My goodness.” I gasp and clutch my imaginary pearls. “I can’t believe my eyes!”

“Daddy.” She rolls her eyes. “It’s me.”

She twirls, the poofy silver tutu fanning out around her, sparkling as it sits above the rainbow tights and black Chuck Taylors. And Clover, per usual, is wearing one of my band's t-shirts with Bleak December’s first album in the middle of it.

She’s my biggest fan and her Uncle Vin had every shirt we’ve ever had customized in her size and produced enough that she can wear a clean one every day for at least two months. All Clover wears are BD shirts, and it makes me pretty damn proud. Especially when she tops them off with about forty bracelets and a sparkly gold tiara.

“Punk Rock Princess Peanut.”

Clover giggles. “I’m ready now, Daddy.”

“Your chariot awaits, my lady, but you’re gonna have to eat breakfast in the car.”

Ten minutes later, a total of fifteen minutes behind schedule, my princess and I are walking out to my Escalade with our avocado toast in hand.

“Hi!” she shouts as soon as she sees Jax and Vin standing next to their Hummer. “Daddy’s gonna take me to school today!”

Vin arches a brow over his shades. “Yeah?”

“Yep!” Clover smiles as she hugs his knees. “Then we’re gonna make a special stop after school laters.”

“Really?” Jax grins while she hugs his knees, too. “A special secret stop?”

Clover nods, then waits by the back door. “Tops secret.”

They both smirk at me while I buckle my peanut into her seat because they already know what stop I’m going to make and know why I want to make it. Honestly, it was Vin’s idea in the first place, one Jax emphatically agreed with, and since it lined up with the epiphany I had years ago, I couldn’t really argue.

Not to mention Vin and Jax are with me almost twenty-four seven, even live in their own house on my property, so I’m basically bound by law to listen to them and include them in most aspects of my life.

I’m okay with that.

Twenty minutes and a rousing rendition of You’re Welcome from the Moana soundtrack on repeat later, Clover and I walk into her school toward her classroom, the twins of terror lumbering behind.

Jax and Vin aren’t twins, though. Just two massive and grizzly dudes who are scary as fuck, love me and my peanut like family, and are happily married to each other. They’re our family, almost our only family, and they have our backs just like I’ve got theirs. Not everyone knows the details though, they just see them as scary dudes who will absolutely fuck your shit up if you come near me or my daughter, hence twins of terror.

“Hi Clover,” Miss Leslie says as she grins at my daughter while she bolts into the classroom.

Then she stops, spins around and runs over to give me a hug and kiss before she does the same to her uncles. Then Clover is a blur of color, disappearing into the sea of mostly snotty kids.

“Mr. Thornbie.” Her teacher smiles nervously at me. “It’s nice to see you again.”

I nod. “Do you have a minute?”

Her eyes dart to the twenty or so three and four-year-olds before she hesitantly walks over to the doorway. “Is there a problem?”

A huge one, but I’m not looking to rip into Miss Leslie over it. It isn’t her fault most of the kids at this school come from money and have assholes for parents.

“I just wanted to ask that Clover be exposed to the other parents as little as possible.”

Miss Leslie blinks wide eyes at me. “I can assure you, after what took place at the beginning of the year, we try to keep her in the classroom with the other children while their parents check in for pickup. We try to respect your wishes, as well as everyone else’s here at Brimmly, but it’s hard to monitor every interaction with the busyness that’s created at the end of the day.”

Another deep, cleansing breath. “I can appreciate that and while I understand Clover can’t be sheltered from everyone with an opinion, I’d rather she not hear things like womanizer, man whore or keeping it in one’s pants while she’s at school trying to learn and grow.”

Her face pales. “Mr. Thornbie, I highly doubt⁠—”

“Bobby’s mom apparently feels that my d-i-c-k has everything to do with the most recent disappearing nanny. Strongly enough to tell Jimmy’s mom while they were both close enough for my daughter to hear, then decide she didn’t want to come to school today.”

Miss Leslie opens her mouth as her eyes go even wider, but I hold up a hand.

“I am not holding you responsible for what anyone else thinks or says. I’m used to people forming their own opinions about me and my personal business, used to them spreading it around in worse places than a preschool classroom.” I sigh, my gaze finding Clover as she settles in for circle time. “My previous lifestyle and choices shouldn’t affect Clover, but I’d be an idiot to think they won’t. As her father, I’d like to protect her from the things I wish I could change a little longer than the world is going to allow, if I can. I’d appreciate it if my daughter was kept occupied in some way during pickup time, just so she can stay away from the things other people might think about me. I know it can’t always be avoided, but anything you can do to prevent something like this from happening again would be appreciated.”

Miss Leslie blows out a breath as she nods. “I understand and I truly am sorry Clover overheard those things.” Then she gives me a slight smile. “For what it’s worth, who you were before you had Clover doesn’t really matter because you’re doing a wonderful job raising her. She thinks you hung the moon and that’s because of who you are now. You’re a very good father and it shows in that little girl.”

I nod my thanks, wave to my princess and turn to leave.

If I didn’t know Miss Leslie was married to her high school sweetheart and has been for almost twenty-five years, I’d think what she said was a line. But I do know that, and I know she’s a good person, so her compliment is genuine and meant to be taken for what it’s worth and nothing more.

Just wish I could believe it.

“Where to next?” Vin grumbles as we walk to the parking lot.

“The studio.” Not that I want to go there.

Don’t get me wrong, making music is what I was born to do and I love doing it, but doing it in a band that has been slowly falling apart since I got sober is killing me at the same pace.

And I sure as fuck don’t want to go to the studio to meet with those guys as well as our manager to discuss what they don’t know is going to be my final album, and whatever the hell else Grady wants to talk about.

To be honest, I really want to skip this meeting and go straight to our after school special secret stop.

I grin as I open the door to the Escalade.

Yeah, that’s going to be the best part of both of our days, no doubt about it. I just hope it doesn’t blow up in my face when we get there.

I have a lot riding on this stop, more than I can really wrap my head around, to be honest, but it’s time. Time to do what I should have done years ago before I let everything go to shit.

No one said digging yourself out of a hole was easy, but I’m pretty confident I’ll manage.

If I don’t, I might as well just start burying myself now.


Chapter Two

AGGIE


An eviction notice.


That’s what was on my bedroom door this morning.

An eviction notice, handwritten in pink sparkly scrawly lettering.

The paper was purple and smelled like cotton candy.

The I’s were dotted with hearts.

My full name was in bubble letters drawn to look like balloons.

It was the prettiest eviction notice I’ve ever gotten and unfortunately for me, since moving to New Orleans right out of high school, I’ve gotten a lot. Definitely enough to know that the one left by Mary Catherine—MC, as she likes to be called—was the prettiest, most polite one I’ve ever received.

Even when she backdated it to two weeks ago because it was the last time I paid rent, which only gives me about a week and a half to move my shit out of her house and find somewhere else to live. Mary Catherine was very polite and grammatically correct throughout the entire note.

If I actually liked living in that three-bedroom turn of the century doll house with two ex-cheerleaders desperately trying to relive their glory days while they inappropriately attended the local football games packed with teenagers as early thirty-something hooker Barbies, I’d probably be a lot more upset.

This has been coming for a while though, and not just because I want to tear my dreads out at the roots every time I hear a two four six eight, pay us rent and don’t be late.

I didn’t really fit in with Mary Catherine and her BFFAE. Not that I wanted to, I’m finally at a point in my life where I really don’t give a shit what anyone thinks of me, nor do I feel the need to try to fit in anywhere. I’m thirty-four years old for fuck’s sake. If I can’t be happy with who I am, then what’s the fucking point? But still, it helps when you’re broke as fuck to find roommates you’re semi-compatible with and I’m not sure I have anything in common with MC and Chrissy Ann other than big tits and vaginas.

The only color in my wardrobe is one variation or the other of black, and those two dress like a unicorn with IBS had a go at them.

I have dreads, they get their hair blown out and stripped regularly.

I enjoy music and art, reading and watching true crime, where their appreciation for art doesn’t go beyond the silly little designs painted on their acrylic nails and it’s entirely possible neither of them can read higher than a sixth-grade level.

I didn’t come from money despite the misconception that I have it because of my personal connections, and those two are bona fide southern debutants complete with trust funds that mean they’ll never have to work so long as they keep their daddies happy.

The list goes on really, the ways I should have known living with Mary Catherine and Chrissy Ann was doomed from the start, so this adorable little eviction notice isn’t surprising at all.

At least Tank will be happy.

He can’t stand either of those women, and they are completely terrified of him, so I’m sure my pitweiler won’t mind the fact that we are most likely looking at a few weeks living out of my car. Hopefully parked behind the shop to make things easier.

“You don’t care about that, do ya bud?” I smile down at my pooch, his enormous brick head sitting on my feet. “You’d rather live anywhere than with those bimbos, huh, baby?”

Tank’s tail thumps against the floor and his ears twitch, but that’s all I get in way of his approval. He’s probably the most chill dog to ever exist, especially when you compare him to my brother’s three Frenchies, just don’t piss him off. A pissed off Tank Riley is scary enough to make a grown man shit his pants any day. I should know, I’ve seen him do it. And that’s only one of the many reasons my dog is the best good boy ever.

“We’ll figure it out.” I sigh then turn back to my fancy two week notice I’m seriously considering buying a frame for. “Mama always figures it out and this won’t be any different.”

“Figure what out?” A voice asks from the doorway of my workroom.

I lift my eyes and smirk at Ash—Ashlee Rider—co-owner and head tattoo artist of Inked in Sin, one of the premiere tattoo parlors just outside the Main Quarter.

“Nothing.”

His dark eyes narrow. “Aggie...”

“I swear. Nothing for you to worry about.”

“Problems at home again?”

Ugh.

I knew it was a bad idea to vent to Ash. It was kinda hard not to though. I wear my emotions on my sleeve and the last time I had an issue with MC, I spilled my guts to him over our traditional end of the day beer. Then I wound up crashing at his place for two days and falling back in his bed after trying to end our friends-with-benefits arrangement months ago.

Ash is a good guy, a deceptively good guy with a fire engine red mohawk, dark green eyes and more tattoos than I’ve ever given since becoming an artist at nineteen. We had a good thing going for a while, totally platonic fucking after we closed, a no strings attached sort of thing we’d indulge in when he was single, but after a couple years of doing that, Ash started hinting at maybe wanting more. If I did real relationships, was emotionally available, and didn’t have a world of baggage, he’s the type of guy I could entertain committing to.

Problem is, I don’t do relationships because I’ve been burned one too many times, I’m not emotionally available and probably never will be, and the baggage I have makes it even harder to get close to me than I’m willing to allow. There’s just too much shit in my life that keeps me from getting my own HEA, one like my brother writes about in his books.

“It’s fine, Ash. No worries.”

He frowns. “Aggie, I can tell it’s not fine. Talk to me. You need a place to stay?”

Nope. Not going there again.

Two weekends ago was the last time I plan on having sex with Ash Rider no matter how good it was or the possibility of becoming abstinent on a more permanent basis because of it.

I don’t want to lead him on, don’t want him to think I changed my mind, and I really don’t want to jeopardize my employment. Especially when I really need to work as much as possible in order to pay for my own place.

I shake my head. “I’ve got it figured out.”

“Sleeping in your car in the parking lot out back is not figured out.” Ash sighs. “And it’s dangerous.”

No shit.

I know that better than most, but again, it’s probably my only option because I’m too prideful—or stupid—to ask anyone for help. I’m not going to be that girl, the one who calls in a favor to her super successful brothers or best friend just because they could buy me a house and make my problems disappear without putting a dent in their bank accounts.

I snort.

Sometimes I wonder how the hell I even fit into that equation.

My oldest brother, Knox TKO Riley, is a now retired three-time CFA heavyweight champ planning to open a gym and rehab center with his super cool doctor wife, Hazel, and they are definitely going to be very comfortable for the rest of their life thanks to his background in finance. Knox is the one who bought me my current ride, a now seven-year-old Jeep Grand Cherokee, with a fight of the night bonus just because he wanted to. If I called him and told him I needed help with a new place, Knox would be in Louisiana in the blink of an eye, cash in hand, ready to get me settled.

My other big brother? He’d do the same.

Blake Riley, aka Blake Morgan, and his awesome wife, Sid, are both bestselling romance authors with all the letters in front of their names. Even with four kids, those two are rolling in the dough thanks to their incredible talent, and if I called Blake, I guarantee he’d be shopping online for a house just as fast as Knox would. Hell, they’d probably work together and buy a place behind my back, most likely in Georgia since that seems to be the way my family is headed, then put that shit in my name so I had no choice but to move.

But I won’t ask either of them for any kind of help. I’ll just keep lying through my teeth when we FaceTime and make them think living in New Orleans is perfect and great, everything I wanted and more, so they don’t worry and go into protective mode.

As for my best friend?

Fuck, that’s another story entirely.

Noah has been trying for years to get me to let him do something like that for me. My mega rockstar bestie has more money than he knows what to do with, but I’m not looking for handouts. No matter how good the intentions behind them may be.

Not to mention those three are exactly why I don’t bother trying to find my Prince Charming.

I’ve had too many guys try to date me once they find out who I’m connected to, try to get close so they can meet the badass MMA fighter or guitar god. Surprisingly, there are a lot of dudes who know who Blake is too, but a romance author ranks a smidge lower than a heavyweight and rockstar. Not by much, but still.

And that’s not even getting into all the ways those three cock-block me on the regular just by caring about me at all. Being the baby sister of two big ass, tough as nails dudes as well as the best friend of what is essentially a modern-day Viking, means any guy I even consider looking at is immediately under investigation. Totally doesn’t help that Noah is as tight with my family as I am, and he doesn’t ever hesitate to team up with Knox and Blake when it comes to my dating life.

Or lack thereof.

Sometimes I really wonder how the hell I came to be.

Knox and Blake got the incredible and very useful talent to do what they do, and the intelligence to be super smart with their success. They even got cool names.

I’m just Agatha Faye Riley, an incredibly talented but not at all sought after tattoo artist who is in debt up to her eyeballs because she can’t seem to make one good decision to save her life. And now she’s about to be homeless.

“Jeez.” Ash sighs. “Must be bad if you’re getting lost in your head like that.”

I blink, then turn my stool to face him. “It’s not. I’m fine, Ash. Don’t worry.”

“Well, if you change your mind, you know where to find me.”

I give him a smile, wishing for a split second I could view him as more than a great boss, solid friend, and decently above average-sized dick. Then at least I’d have one good thing going for me. Ash is a good boyfriend and if I was smart, I’d make him mine. Too bad my heart belongs to someone else, someone I won’t ever be with for about a million good reasons.

“Thanks.”

He nods, smiles his very nice smile, then heads down the hall to the office to most likely go over the books.

We open in about twenty minutes and Ash always goes over the books before we do because he’s anal and a smart businessman.

Plus, he has to balance out his counterpart, his very flighty, irresponsible and kind of bitchy twin sister, Halee, who co-owns the shop with him. She’s the piercer at Inked in Sin and she’s always late, if she shows up at all, acts like an entitled little jerk because she’s pretty and an owner, and honestly, she walks all over Ash. Halee just expects him to pick up her slack while she uses the shop as her own personal man meat buffet.

We are not friends.

I’m actually pretty sure she hates me, especially after she found me bent over Ash’s desk while he nailed me from behind about a year ago. Halee thinks I’m using him, just like she thinks I’m using Noah and my brothers, and she views me as her biggest competition when it comes to picking up guys at the shop. Something that only got worse when Ash trained me on piercing because it’s always a crap shoot if Halee even shows up for work.

Apparently, she thinks I’m trying to push her out and take advantage of everyone I’ve ever met in order to buy her half of the shop.

I’m not though, and I don’t do things like that no matter what she thinks.

Ash is the only one affiliated with Inked in Sin that I’ve ever slept with, clients or otherwise, and it has nothing to do with anything outside of scratching an itch with a good guy from time to time. Now that it’s stopped, I’d like to think her shitty attitude toward me will improve. Highly unlikely, but I can hope.

“Okay, buddy.” I sigh, reach down and scratch Tank’s ear. “Time for Mommy to work. You know… “

His tail starts thumping against the floor really hard and his ears perk up all of a sudden. Tank gets to his feet and starts pacing in front of the door, whining a little as his tongue flops out of his mouth.

My pooch is suddenly very excited, which can only mean one thing.

“My Gigi!” Clover screeches as she comes tearing down the hall, her melodic voice alerting us of her arrival moments before she darts into my room in a blur of glitter and sparkle.

“Hey punk!” I grin as she slams into me and sends my stool rolling backward until I bump into my desk. “What an awesome surprise!” One I definitely needed.

She hugs my neck, clinging to me like a koala in a tree and when she finally looks me in the eye, her smile is blinding. “It was tops secret.”

I laugh and hug her harder. “I guess so.” She sits back in my lap and immediately starts twirling my dreads in her tiny fingers. “How was school?”

“Okay.” Clover shrugs. “Miss Leslie made me class helper so I gets to make sure all the kids are doing what they’re upposed to at the ends of the day.”

“Oh, big responsibility.” I grin and push her tiara back up into her white-blonde mane. “Get to be a big boss now, huh?”

“Yeah.” Another shrug, then a smirk that looks exactly like her father’s. “I told Bobby to stop picking his nose and gets his backpack on like Miss Leslie said.”

“That’s good.”

“Boys are gross.”

I giggle as I kiss her forehead. “You are not wrong, punky.”

“I am deeply offended by that remark.”

My eyes flick to the doorway as that gravelly voice meets my ears.

Noah is leaning against the frame looking like sex incarnate, his super light strawberry blond waves thrown up into his trademark man bun, all sloppy and careless and hot. His pale blue eyes dance under barely-there brows, his full pink lips pulled into a grin and surrounded by just a hint of scruff under his impeccable cheekbones and sharp jaw. Tank has his front paws on Noah’s wide shoulders, my big ass dog barely hiding the heavily tattooed and very muscled six-foot-five, two-hundred-and-ninety-pound body that makes my pussy clench every damn time I see it.

Noah is hot as fuck, the perfect male specimen, the epitome of a rock god, and in another life, he could have been mine.

He’s not though, he’s just my best friend who’s been there for me since we were six years old and David Williams pulled my hair, knocked my glasses on the ground and stomped on them because I played like a little boy.

Once upon a time I thought Noah was my Prince Charming, thought he was going to be my happily ever after, but he unknowingly broke my heart over and over again, and we’ve remained nothing more than best friends ever since.

He’s exactly why I’m emotionally unavailable and never will be.

“She’s not wrong.” I smile at him as Clover hugs me again, rests her head on my shoulder, and starts tracing the small tattoo of an arrow behind my ear. “Boys are pretty gross.”

Noah smirks and keeps giving Tank all the love. “Except me. I am perfect in every way.”

At this, Clover giggles so hard she snorts. “Daddy, you’re the grossest.”

“Well, I never!” He gasps and clutches his imaginary pearls as usual. “Give me one good example of how I’m the grossest and maybe I’ll reconsider your incredibly false statement.”

She kisses my cheek, hops off my lap and is immediately attacked with pitweiler kisses. “You farts all the time.”

“I do not.” Noah feigns offense. “I never fart.”

“Don’t lies, Daddy. You farts all the time and they’re super loud and smelly.”

Oh my god, I love this kid so much.

“Clover Creek, how dare you say such things.”

“And you picks your nose sometimes.” She giggles as Tank drops to the floor and rolls on his back so she can scratch his belly. “I seen it.”

“Obviously someone doesn’t want to get ice cream on the way home.” Noah arches a brow as he looks at me, my laughter barely contained. “Are you going to let her talk about me like this?”

I nod and bite my lip. “Oh yeah. You totally stink, Thor. Your farts are worse than Tanks.”

He staggers back and drives an invisible knife through his heart. “You’ve cut me deep, kitten. Wounded me in a way I won’t ever recover from.”

I roll my eyes and watch the little girl I love like my own play with my pooch, a little stab of pain in my own heart.

She could have been mine, too.

Hell, she practically is. Just because I didn’t carry her for nine months doesn’t mean I don’t love Clover more than anything in the world. I’ve been there for her since she was born, even got to hold her right after Noah did, and while I will always be there for her no matter what, one day things will change, and she won’t need me anymore.

One day Clover will have someone else to lean on, to need, to love, and learn all about life from in addition to her amazing dad, and I’ll just be a fond memory in a world I won’t ever truly be a part of.

Fuck, I’m really spiraling here.

I need to get out of my head or else I’m going to ruin the two appointments I have this afternoon.

“So, to what do I owe the pleasure of a surprise ambush?” I blink away the blur in my eyes and look over my planner so neither of them sees what a disaster I am right now. “Assuming this was exactly that.”

“Why don’t you take Tank outside with Uncle Vin and Uncle Jax, peanut?” Noah asks as they appear behind him. “I want to talk to your Gigi for a few minutes, then we’ll go get ice cream.”

“Okay.” Clover gets to her feet and pats her thigh for my dog to follow, which he always does because he loves her as much as I do. “Come on, Tanky. Let’s go potty.”

Noah watches her leave with a beautiful smile, my heart pinching once again, but I can’t keep going there. It’s going to ruin me if I do.

“What’s up?” I fold my arms defensively against my chest and brace myself for whatever he’s about to ask because I know him too well to think otherwise.

“Kitten.” Noah sighs dramatically as he flops onto my tattoo chair, pulls the lever so it’s reclined all the way, then throws his arm over his eyes. Such a drama queen. “I need to call in a favor.”

Another eye roll. “I don’t owe you shit.”

He chuckles, then peeks at me from behind his chorded forearm. “Then I need to ask you for help.”

I frown, “Why? What’s going on?”

Noah drops his arms and lets them dangle over the edges of the table. “I’m in a jam, kitten. A real clusterfuck.”

“Okay...” This is not going to be good. I can feel it.

“I fired another nanny.”

“Jesus, Noah. What is that, like five in the last two months?”

He nods and pins me with those washed-out cornflower blues. “She was naked in my bed, Aggs. Put Clover to bed, stripped, then waited for me to come home from the studio.”

“Fucking hell.” Not again. I’m so sick of this shit happening to them. “You pressing charges this time?”

“No.” He sighs. “I threatened to, reminded her of the NDA and her contract. It scared her enough to scram but now I’m out another nanny, and I don’t have enough time to find a new one.”

“Before what?”

“Before all the promo shit for the new album.”

Shit. “Which starts when?”

“This weekend.” Noah’s left eye twitches, a sure sign he’s nervous, and that means he’s about to ask me something big. “Two big things, actually.”

Damn him for reading my mind.

Not really, but we know each other inside and out and while I know he’s about to drop bombs on me, Noah knows I know he’s going to.

I sigh and lean back onto my desk. “Get it over with, Thor. I have an appointment at two.”

He sits up and grips the table on either side of his thighs so hard his knuckles turn white. “There’s a party Friday. The label is throwing it, making a big deal over this album because it’s our first one in almost five years.”

“So, what, you want me to babysit?” Cause I would. I always jump at the chance to hang out with Clover, especially at Noah’s pimped out plantation mansion when I’m down a place to live.

But he shakes his head. “Jax and Vin are gonna take her overnight. The label is providing security, so I’m giving them a night away from my dumbass.”

“Thoughtful,” I say with a smirk. “So, what do you want from me?”

His eye twitches again. “I want you to go with me.”

“No.” Not fucking happening. Something Noah is well aware of. There are a few very serious reasons I don’t dabble in that part of his life anymore and he fucking knows them all.

“Just hear me out.” Noah squeezes the edge of the table harder. “I know you hate that shit, but I need you there with me, Aggs. I haven’t done anything like that since... well, you know, and I don’t feel comfortable being at that party with nothing but other musicians and groupies who don’t give a damn about my history and current lifestyle.”

“Noah, I understand where you’re coming from but⁠—”

“Aggie, please? I swear to God I will keep Grady away from you. He’s riding a thin line with me as it is, and he won’t argue if I tell him to back the fuck off. I’ve got three and a half years completely sober, so I’m not going to be doing any of the shit I used to, none of the shit we used to fight about. As for the rest, well, I have zero desire to fuck around with the groupies. You know that, know how much I’ve changed. I can’t risk it even if I wanted to and I don’t.” His eyes plead with mine, practically beg and goddamnit, I’m gonna cave. “I need you, Aggie. Please. I don’t think I’m strong enough to do this on my own.”

Yep, totally caving.

“I’ll talk to Ash and see if I can cut out early Friday. What time do you need me to be ready?”

Noah sighs as he smiles. “Eight. Party starts at nine. I’ll pick you up from your place.”

Double shit. “About that...” I swallow hard and avoid looking right at him. “Why don’t you just pick me up from here? I can get ready in the back. It’ll be easier since I have an appointment at five.”

“What happened?”

Goddamn best friend intuition.

“Nothing, it’s just easier. Last appointment is at five, I’m on walk-ins after that so it shouldn’t be a problem⁠—”

“What’s that?” Noah points to my frilly eviction notice that I didn’t have time to hide.

“It’s nothing.” I turn to my desk and try to destroy the evidence, but he’s too quick. Noah is off my table and has the notice in his hand before I can even try to grab it.

“They’re kicking you out?”

I sigh, totally defeated. “It’s pretty though, right? MC has a real gift for artfully booting someone out of her house.”

“You weren’t going to tell me, were you?”

I just shrug. He knows the answer to that.

Noah sighs, drops the letter on my desk, then leans into it. “This is perfect then.”

I frown and drag my gaze away from his huge thighs and firm bubble butt. “What now?”

He chuckles and shakes his head because he knows I was drooling over him. “It’s perfect because the other thing I was going to ask you was if you’d be interested in temporarily filling my live-in nanny needs.”

“You’re kidding?” Because that is a huge slap in the face. Noah knows he doesn’t have to pay me to take care of Clover, I love her too much and would never ever take a dime from him. We’ve been down this road before.

I moved in with him when Clover was a baby right after all that shit went down with her biological mom so I could help him navigate being a dad. It was never going to be permanent and he sure as fuck didn’t pay me because I’d do anything for either one of them. Suggesting I be his nanny is pretty fucking shitty, since he knows all of that. “Fuck off, Noah.”

He scrubs a hand over his face. “I didn’t mean it like that, kitten. Fuck, why can’t I ever seem to word things right around you?”

“Because you’re a cocky rockstar who thinks everyone comes with a price.” I stand and grab the stencil I finally finished for my first client of the day. “I’m not going to be Clover’s fucking nanny, okay? I can’t⁠—”

Noah turns me around to face him, his hands warm and grounding on my shoulders. “I don’t want you to be her nanny, or my employee.” He starts sliding his big palms along my biceps and pins me with a stare I could get lost in. “I want you to be her Gigi, be my best friend and move in with us for a little while because I’m an asshat who needs help. I don’t trust anyone as much as I trust you, and I need to know my little girl is in good hands, is with someone who loves her as much as I do while I’m dealing with all this promo shit. Just move in with us until you manage to save enough to get your own place, keep being Clover’s favorite person on the planet, and when the album drops, you can decide what you want to do next. If you’re okay with the way things have been going, we’ll keep doing it, if not…” He shrugs. “We’ll figure it out from there.”

Fuck me, man.

“Fine.” I blow out a breath. “But the minute your entitled ass starts ordering me around like I’m on the payroll, I’m out.”

Noah smiles, the blinding one that makes his eyes sparkle and his dimples pop. “You can even punch me right in the nuts if I do.”

“Already planned on it.”

“I have no doubt.”

“She’s going to have to come to work with me sometimes.”

He nods. “I know, and it’s fine. She’s here all the time anyway, she can hang out in her corner with Tank while you work, or in the back room if your clients have an issue with that.” Noah frowns. “Is Ashlee going to be pissed?”

I roll my eyes.

If I didn’t know better, I’d say Noah was jealous of my prior arrangement with Ash, but I do and he’s not. They just have a little bad blood because Halee is always all over him when he’s here.

“I’ll talk to him, but I doubt he’ll care. Tripp brings his kids in all the time when Nikki has to work doubles. It’s no different from that. Ash will be fine.”

Noah tries to look through the wall into Ash’s office as he grumbles, “That still going on?”

Yet another eye roll. “Not that it’s any of your business, but no, I’m no longer fucking my boss. He wanted what I won’t give to anyone.”

“Good,” he grunts under his breath. “Guy’s a douche.”

“Ash is not a douche, and you better behave yourself if you want this to work. If he has a problem with Clover coming in here with me all the time, then I can’t help you out, because being your best friend does not put food on the table. Working here does.”

“Thanks, kitten.” Noah smiles softly, reaches out and tugs one of my dreads. “I really owe you one.”

“You owe me a million, Thor.”

He chuckles. “Yeah, I guess I do.”

“Right. Now go get your baby girl so I can say goodbye before she drains your wallet at Everything’s Better with Sprinkles. I have work to do that will not get done with you hanging around.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Noah smirks, leans down a little and presses a kiss to my forehead. “Thank you, kitten.” His lips linger a little longer than usual and damn if my heart doesn’t melt. “I’ll text you later.”

I nod, avoid looking at him, then finally breathe when he disappears down the hall.

I really would do anything for Noah and Clover, the only problem is, I have a feeling this is going to be the last time I can honestly say that.

After his album drops in a few months, my heart that secretly belongs to both of them is going to be completely destroyed. Playing house with the boy I’ve been in love with since I was six years old is a sure-fire way to ruin me completely, and the aftermath will definitely mean I might listen to my brothers about making a drastic change; move to Georgia and start fresh close to my family.

Agreeing to do this is probably the stupidest thing I’ve done in my entire life, and I just know it’ll leave me broken and trying to pick up the pieces in the end.


Chapter Three

NOAH




Icheck my phone for the umpteenth time and scowl when it only says 7:41pm.

I’ve been teetering between giddy schoolgirl and nervous disaster all day, and this last hour has been downright brutal.

I changed my clothes about thirty times, showered twice, barely refrained from texting Aggie every five minutes, and I haven’t eaten anything since breakfast.

At least I’m not drinking.

Between the lack of food and the fact that I haven’t even taken so much as a cough drop in almost four years, I’d be hammered from just one sip.

Something I’m damn proud of by the way.

Except, right now I kind of wish I had some sort of way to take the edge off.

I’m fucking dreading this party.

I don’t want to go, don’t want to hang out with my bandmates of almost seventeen years who are little more than strangers at this point. I don’t want to be around booze and drugs, don’t want to be around the groupies who want a shot at any member of Bleak December purely for bragging rights. I don’t want to kiss the record labels ass or schmooze anyone the way Grady expects me to, and I really don’t want to be around that guy for any period of time at all.

I do want to hang out with Aggie, though.

Especially since it’s been forever since her and I did something just the two of us.

Most of our hanging out over the last four years has included Clover and while I wouldn’t change that for anything, I’ve really missed my kitten.

Agatha Faye Riley has been my best friend since first grade. We’ve been through everything together, literally everything imaginable; some good, a lot bad, and most getting better.

She was my first everything.

First friend when I moved to Georgia after my dad left.

First person to bring me home to her family and welcome me with open arms despite how poor my mom was, despite having to move in with my pop just to make ends meet.

She was my first crush.

First kiss.

She was my first kiss both when we were nine and curious what all the fuss was about, and again when we were seventeen and horny, still virgins and willing to explore the spark that’s always been between us.

First girl I saw naked in the flesh, first girl I’d ever had sex with, first girl I slept with on a regular basis.

Aggie took my virginity and I took hers when we were almost eighteen, the summer between junior and senior year of high school, the summer I convinced my family to follow hers to Florida because I didn’t want to be that far from her.

Neither one of us dated anyone else after that, just snuck around and screwed like the horny teenagers we were, but we never put a label on it. We kept it that way until we graduated, too, but when Aggie decided to move to New Orleans in order to try to apprentice at a tattoo shop out that way, everything changed.

My band had just started to build up steam, had just started to get noticed and when I didn’t go with her like we’d always talked about, I honestly thought I lost my best friend.

I knew she had feelings for me.

I wasn’t blind.

I was her first everything too, but I wasn’t ready to commit to her, to commit to anything other than making my band into something amazing so I could break away from the life of poverty I’d been living. So I could make something of myself and take care of my mom and pop.

We kept in touch, but it wasn’t the same. I could feel Aggie pulling away from me, felt her slipping through my fingers. Then my band blew up, got discovered and signed a three-record deal with an indie label that just so happened to be out of New Orleans. And I jumped at the chance to live close to her again.

But just after we rekindled our friendship, started really talking again and making plans like we used to, my mom got sick.

Aggie was there for me every step of the way, right up until my mom passed and she even stuck around while I mourned myself into a hole so deep I couldn’t see the light at the end of the tunnel. And because I was a bona fide rockstar by that time, I did what they do and drowned my sorrow in sex, drugs and rock ‘n roll.

I was a full-blown alcoholic and heroin addict by the time I turned twenty-five, couldn’t keep track of all the women I’d slept with, and once again, I almost lost my best friend because of it.

Aggie didn’t walk away from me, though, not completely. She established boundaries and rules, wouldn’t hang out with me if I was fucked up, refused to come around if my band or groupies were at my house. It worked for a bit but then Aggie started seeing this guy seriously, started talking about marriage and shit and I spiraled out of control completely. I disregarded everything she asked of me until I was fucked up every second I was awake, the icing on the cake being when Pop passed when I was twenty-seven.

Shit went to hell after that.

I was in and out of the news, in and out of jail and rehab. I stopped talking to Aggie altogether when she got engaged, then dove headfirst into my addictions.

It wasn’t until I overdosed that I started to think I had a problem and when I did, fuck, everything became crystal clear.

I was in love with my best friend and had proceeded to shit all over her for years, constantly put her in horrible situations and took advantage of how she felt about me, all while ignoring her feelings completely.

I was blind then.

Blind to everything that was right in front of me and while I wanted desperately to make it better, to change it and start the life I’d always wanted with the girl who’s owned my heart since we were six, my addiction had its claws in me so deep that I couldn’t get my act together.

And when I found out everything about Aggie’s fiancé, found out what was going on behind closed doors, I lost my shit completely.

Which was just one of the many horrible things that would happen to my best friend because she didn’t have anyone there to protect her. Shit, that happened to Aggie because I was too selfish and too far gone to protect her the way I always had.

I was the first guy to break her heart and the first guy to fail her, over and over again.

I walked away from her when she offered me forever.

I threw away years of friendship for a career that means nothing without my biggest supporter, without the one person who always pushed me to chase my dreams, the one person who believed in me no matter what by my side.

When I walked into a bathroom at one of the million parties I forced Aggie to go to before she put her foot down and saw Grady with his hands under her shirt, crowding her in the corner while she cried, I kicked his ass then lectured her about being smarter than to let that happen.

When I found out Manny was abusive, that he had been emotionally and mentally tearing her down the entire year after they got engaged and it got to the point where he actually swung on her before she left him, I took it out on her. I blamed Aggie and told her I couldn’t believe she was stupid enough to let that happen to her, too.

I put all the blame on her so I didn’t have to blame myself, because I did.

I still do.

We didn’t talk at all, per Aggie’s request, until almost six years ago.

One night, while I was high as a fucking kite and totally alone at home, Aggie blew my ass up for hours, but I missed every call and text because I damn near killed myself on accident.

Knox and Blake showed up at my front door the next morning, the two of them seeing fucking red and ready to kill me on purpose. And when I found out why, I wished they’d had.

Aggie had gotten jumped and almost raped the night before. She closed the shop on her own and since they’re open until midnight, it was late as fuck and some asshole got her walking out to her car. Thankfully, the owner of the store next to the shop was waiting for a delivery scheduled to come in around one or else there’s no telling what would have happened to my kitten. What would have happened because I didn’t answer her calls.

Did I do the right thing then? Finally see the light and decide to get my shit in order?

Nope.

Instead, I picked a fight with her brothers, the guys I’ve always considered my brothers, and said some horrible things I didn’t mean in the process, then doubled my efforts to send myself to an early grave.

It wasn’t until her dad died a few months later that I went crawling back on my hands and knees to the only woman I’ve ever loved and begged for forgiveness.

And because Aggie is a fucking saint, she gave it to me.

We spent a few days holed up at my house talking through everything that had happened, everything that changed between us, and by the time we were through, I had my best friend back.

Unfortunately, I was still in a band, and still a drug addict.

I hid my use from her every chance I got, made sure I was good if we were supposed to hang out, started shooting up in places that would be hidden while we were together. And because it’s what I do, I managed to fuck things up one more time before I finally stopped.

To summarize a long story that’s a part of a much longer one, I drunk dialed Aggie, blabbered on about my feelings for her, begged for a chance to make something work between us and when she told me it was too late for something like that, saying we shouldn’t even talk about it while I wasn’t sober, I went on the bender to end all benders, made a bad choice and knocked up Clover’s bio-mom.

She was a groupie and fellow drug addict who hung around my bandmates and since I was heartbroken and fucked up, I went to Kyle’s—my lead singer—proceeded to get even more fucked up and wound up using a broken rubber on the first willing participant.

Five and a half months later, the same groupie shows up at my front door pregnant as fuck, demanding child support.

And because I’m an asshole, I called Aggie after barely talking to her for months, freaked out and pleaded with her to help me.

Which she did.

Aggie called my lawyer, filed for the paternity test and dropped my ass off at a ninety-day rehab facility. She’s also the one who got child services involved, helped me make sure I kept my parental rights intact while I went through treatment, made sure home checks were done on Clover’s bio-mom and picked me up to take me to the hospital when my peanut was born because I’d extended my stay in rehab.

When I was out of inpatient, I started outpatient and had supervised visits with Clover, Aggie acting as a mediator of sorts, for the first six months. Then one day we go to our designated meeting area and Clover’s mom was a no show. After trying to get a hold of her for hours, the court sent someone to check on them and fuck, I will never forget that phone call.

Her mom had overdosed two days before we were supposed to meet. Two fucking days. My baby was all alone, soaked and screaming, sick and terrified when they pulled her out of that shithole apartment, and that was enough for me to keep my shit straight.

Basically, since then, it’s been me, Aggie and Clover, and that’s how I want it to be forever.

I’m just worried I’ve done too much damage, hurt my kitten too badly too many times for her to ever truly forgive me, to ever give me a chance to be what she wanted me to be all those years ago.

And now, now she’s moving into my house to take care of my baby, to be here every minute with us the way she was always meant to be.

Asking Aggie to help me with Clover wasn’t just for my peanut, it was for me too because while I know our friendship is better than it’s ever been; I want more.

I’ve wanted more since before I could acknowledge it and now is the time for me to try to make that happen.

I have one chance at this, one chance at the future I can’t picture without Aggie. I want the forever she offered me when we were kids, the one that means she’d be my best friend, my wife, the mother of my children until we’re old and senile. I don’t want that with anyone else and despite how selfish it might seem, it’s exactly why I formed a plan that includes sharing a roof for the foreseeable future.

If Aggie can see first-hand, day in and day out, that I’ve changed, see the man I am now, the one I’m trying desperately to be, she’ll see how much I love her, how much I need her and how Clover feels the same. She’s the other piece of our puzzle and it won’t be complete until Aggie is mine forever.

And that, my friends, is why every song I’ve ever written is about Agatha Faye Riley, our sordid love story that could end in tragedy just as easily as it could end in a happily ever after.

Here’s hoping I don’t puke before I pick her up.


Chapter Four

NOAH




“Goddamnit.”

The word is a little muffled, a lot grumbled, followed by a loud thud and a lot more swearing.

“Aggie?” I grin as I head down the hall at Inked in Sin, nodding at Tripp when I pass his room.

I’ve been coming here since Aggie got hired and she’s done 95% of my ink, so they’re used to me being around and walking behind the counter like another employee. “Kitten, are you...” oh shit.

Oh, good god.

My jaw drops as I stop dead in my tracks, barely noticing Tank when he comes up and bumps my hand with his gigantic head. I hardly notice anything except Aggie’s almost bare ass that’s sticking out from under her desk, tiny hints of lace resting high on the perfect curve of those glorious butt cheeks.

Aggs has always had a great ass, a beautiful body in general, but the last time I was lucky enough to see any of it, shit, my kitten did not look like this.

Not that it’s a total surprise, those Riley genes are fucking gold, all three of the kids have only gotten better looking with age and hell, Linda is a fox despite being in her sixties. Clearly Aggie was blessed by the gods of ass cheeks though, because hers are firm and round, a couple of solid handfuls each and they are staring back at me, begging for a little attention.

“Motherfucker,” she grunts as her skirt rides higher on her hips, obviously searching for something under her desk that I quite frankly hope she never finds. “Son of a—ah ha!” Then she cranks her head again, cusses a blue streak and backs that ass toward me on her hands and knees.

Well, hello there libido, so nice of you to make an appearance after all these years.

Don’t get me wrong, I’ve been completely celibate since before Clover was born by choice because it’s been an important part of my recovery, but being a dad is hard as hell too, and while I’ve tried to do that to the best of my abilities, my sex drive took a bit of a nosedive at some point along the way. It’s made things a lot easier for all the reasons, but right now? Right now my dick is basically jumping up and down waving a white flag because he loves Aggie as much as I do and definitely remembers what it felt like to be buried inside her all those years ago.

Hands down, Agatha was the best sex I’ve ever had, even as kids. She was wild and insatiable, a total animal in the sack and her pussy—my god that sweet little slice of heaven deserves accolades and awards for being tight as hell and absolutely delicious.

Another first—and only—for me and Aggs?

Fucking bareback.

She went on the pill when we were in middle school because Linda Riley is one of the smartest women to ever live, and that’s why we never used any other protection. It’s also why I’ve never been with anyone else raw. No one compares to Agatha in any way, including that way.

To be honest, after a few years of therapy, I realized that’s the whole reason I haven’t ever committed to anyone, haven’t been serious about anyone or had more than one-night stands. Aggie is it for me and she has been almost my entire life.

And that’s why I have to make her see that.

I smirk and lean against the door frame. “Find what you were looking for?”

My kitten jumps, spins away from the desk and renders me fucking speechless.

And not just because her skirt is still up over those wide hips, flashing me a great shot of the lace standing between me and where I belong.

No, it’s because Aggie looks beautiful.

Again, she’s always been beautiful, a total knockout, my wildest fantasies come to life, but right now, Jesus, she looks incredible.

Those dark honey blonde dreads are wrapped into a low knot at the nape of her neck, the new growth showing some of her natural curl in little wisps around her ears and temples. Those gun metal grey eyes look even more intense than usual, the smoky purple shadow making them pop through her trademark cat eyeglasses.

Aggie’s cheeks are flushed, her freckles a little more noticeable, the flecks of gold casting a warm glow across her face. Her fucking gorgeous face that looks even more so with that deep plum color painting her perfect Cupid’s bow lips.

And good fucking grief, her body is even more banging than I’ve always thought.

I swear to God her tits are bigger. I mean, I guess it could be an illusion created by the plunging neckline of her dress, that sharp V that starts at the strap sitting just above her collarbone and wraps around her throat. The dress is strapless save for that strap, the material slinky and black, a second skin that absolutely means Aggie is braless.

Yeah, her tits might be bigger.

My kitten looks fucking good enough to eat, but I have to keep it cool. Can’t go around popping wood like I did in high school every time she was within range, doubt it would work in my favor right now.

“Earring.” Aggie sighs as she holds up the offending piece of jewelry. “It got caught in my hair, flung across the room and I’ve been... what?”

My grin widens.

What, indeed.

Obviously, my kitten has no idea she’s practically naked from the waist down and as much as that makes me laugh because it’s so Aggie—and makes me horny as fuck because, well, it’s Aggie—that’s not why I’m grinning.

My girl has more ink than I thought.

Her right thigh has the same tattoo each of her brothers has—their family crest along with their da’s birth and death dates and an Irish saying in Gaelic about loved ones lost. Aggie designed it and did all three and while it’s her biggest tattoo she has, it is no longer one of few.

There are lots of tiny tattoos dotting her skin, ones about the size of the arrow behind her ear and at some point, I’ll take time to appreciate them all—preferably with my lips and tongue—but as for now, it just makes me curious about what other little secrets my kitten is keeping.

Another time.

“Is your dress supposed to be worn like that or...” I lift a brow, wait for her to notice her wardrobe malfunction and when those stormy eyes drop to her body, fuck me, she’s wearing heels.

Sexy as fuck heels that have to be at least four inches tall, spiked, a sexy little strap around her ankles with a pointed toe. Aggie has legs for days—she’s almost five-eleven—and those heels make her legs look even longer and more toned than they usually do.

“Oh my god,” Aggie gasps and quickly straightens out her dress. “Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

I shrug then pray to God she doesn’t notice my chub. “Thought maybe you were starting a trend.”

She rolls her eyes. “Yeah, you know me. Super fashionable in my everyday mourning attire.”

“You look amazing, kitten.”

“Yeah?” Another tug on her dress. “Not underdressed for a promo party?”

“Not at all. You’re a knockout, Aggs. Total babe material.”

She blushes and gives me a small smile. “Thanks, Thor.” Then Aggie smirks. “You don’t look too shabby yourself.”

I bow with a grin.

Thank fuck for that.

I’ve never been more nervous while getting dressed in my entire life and when I settled on my favorite beat to hell jeans, biker boots and vintage In Justice for All T under my leather jacket, I was seconds from a total meltdown. Knowing that Aggie thinks I look okay makes a world of difference, especially since I pretty much dressed the way I always do except for the jacket and boots. Both of which Aggie has always appreciated on me.

“So, how do you want to do this?”

She sighs as she zips up her duffel bag. “All my shit is in the back of my jeep so it’s up to you. We can either leave my car here and get it on the way home, or I can follow you home now and we can go to the party from there. Your call, Thor.”

Home.

She called my house home.

Fuck, that does something to me.

Something I’ll analyze more thoroughly later when I’m lying awake in bed with a raging boner and a racing mind because Aggie is living with me and called my house home.

What a sap.

I clear my throat. “We can come back for it.” Then what she said clicks. “You packed all your shit in your car already?”

She nods as she attaches Tank’s short handle leash to his vest harness. “The room was already furnished so I didn’t have much to pack.”

Code for I’ve gotten used to drifting because I won’t ask anyone for help when I need it so my material possessions have been whittled down to essentials only. Sometimes it drives me nuts how stubborn this woman is.

“How much is not much?” Knowing Aggie, she threw everything she could into trash bags and called it good.

She shrugs. “Two suitcases full of books and photos and shit. My portfolios. Dog bed. Box of art shit.” Aggie adjusts Tank’s collar. “And a bunch of trash bags.”

Called it.

“What’s going to need to go into the house when we get there?”

“Just that.” Aggie points to her duffel that’s now over my shoulder. “My backpack and Tank’s stuff.”

“Will the Jeep be okay here overnight?”

“Yes...”

“And you’ve got everything you need for tomorrow?”

“Yes...” She arches a brow. “What are you getting at, Thor?”

“Maybe we should just leave the Jeep here tonight and pick it up when I take you to breakfast in the morning.” Not like a date or anything, just a guy who’s in love with a girl taking her to get food as a small thank you for never giving up on him no matter how hard he made things at times.

Stupid? Probably but I don’t care. I want the little things, the normal things just as badly as I want everything else with Aggie and if I’m going to make her see that, then stupid is just another way to do it. “Besides, I know how hard it is for you to drive when you’re tired and this fucking party is bound to go late.”

“Or...” My kitten pauses for dramatic effect. “You could just take me to work tomorrow after I make breakfast for you and Clover because I know how well you cook. Then I can drive home after my shift and neither of us have to make any extra or unnecessary trips.”

My smile is probably a little crazed but I don’t care about that either. “You’ll make us breakfast?”

“Yep.” Aggie locks up her tattoo room as we head out, Tank happily trotting between us. “I was thinking French toast.”

“With the cinnamon and powdered sugar?”

“Uh huh.”

I groan because fuck, Aggie is a phenomenal cook. “And the Irish butter?”

“Mmhmm. I even have some of that blueberry maple syrup.”

I frown. “In your bag?”

“Yep.” She pops the P then waves to Tripp as we walk out onto the sidewalk. “That shit is like gold, I wasn’t about to leave it for MC.”

“Have I told you lately that you’re my favorite human?”

Aggie smiles up at me as I put her stuff in my Escalade then load Tank in the back. “Only a few times a day for the last twenty-eight years, give or take.”

At least I’m doing that right.
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By the time we get to the party, it’s in full swing. Dozens and dozens of cars line the two-mile drive at the mansion Grady booked, fountains and immaculate landscaping dirtied by hundreds of scantily clad women—some already topless—a cloud of weed and cigarette smoke billowing through the strobe lights. The music is blaring out of the house, loud enough to make the windows on my car shake, and it’s with even clearer eyes that I see this isn’t the life I want anymore. It isn’t even the life I wanted years ago when I didn’t have two pennies to rub together.

This is the toxic bullshit I’m trying to separate myself from and if it wasn’t my last album, I’d turn around right now and bolt.

“We won’t stay any longer than we have to,” I say more to myself than Aggie as I hand over my keys to the valet. “Go in, say hi to the bigwigs, pose for a few pictures, then take off.”

Her hand slips into mine, giving it a reassuring and supportive squeeze before she twines our fingers and fuck, if that doesn’t make all the difference. “You’ve got this, Noah. You’re doing amazing with your recovery, and your focus is better than ever. You can do this.”

If Aggie says so, then it must be true.

At least having her here with me helps me believe that.

“And if anyone tries to fuck with you, I’ll just let Tank off his leash.”

I grin as I press a kiss to her temple. “That pooch was the best”—and only—“gift I’ve ever given you.”

Despite being a total train wreck at the time and not actually talking to Aggs, after she got jumped, I went online and found Tank at a local shelter. He was a puppy then, a Pitbull Rottweiler mix that was rescued from a dog fighting ring and after a very extensive inquiry into everything I could find about Pitweilers, I adopted him in her name, ordered everything he’d ever need, paid for all his shots and vet visits through the first two years and had Tank delivered to Aggie’s then apartment. Delivered with a note that simply said A pup for my kitten and he’s been her loyal protector ever since.

And he loves me and Clover just as much as he loves Aggie, which is great because that dog is a total hardass. Tank is like the pooch version of Vin and Jax.

We weave our way up the front steps and into the house, the scene inside no different from the front lawn save for the other artists from our label. A sprinkling of A and B list celebrities, all of which are well on their way to being fucked up.

I tighten my hold on Aggie’s hand as we pass the bar, the glossy wood littered with trays of shots and champagne, platters of pills and blow and God knows what else. I’m not tempted in the least, well past any urge to indulge, but it makes me uncomfortable as hell and sick to my stomach. I don’t want this life anymore and I need to hurry the fuck up and make sure everyone knows it.

“I’ve got you, Noah.” Aggie squeezes my hand again. “I’m here, I’ve got you, and you’ve got this.”

I nod and grit my teeth when my eyes land on Grady and my band.

Kyle is shirtless, as usual, kicked back on a couch with a girl on each knee, two more on either side of them. His hand is up the skirt of one girl while the exposed nipple of the other is in his mouth, the fucker basically getting to third base in the middle of the party as usual. Tucker, our bassist, has a chick pinned to the wall behind them, his tongue down her throat, hands also up her skirt, and I’m pretty sure she’s got her hands down his pants too. Craig, Bleak December’s drummer, is actively doing lines of coke off the naked tits of three groupies, a fourth standing behind him with her hands obviously down his pants going to town on his Johnson that’s nearly falling out of his jeans.

And Grady, that skeezy fuck, is just watching, lurking in the shadows waiting for the first girl who gets rejected by my bandmates to stumble toward him so he can pounce. Until his glassy stare clashes with the fire in my eyes.

“Noah!” he says with a sloppy grin. “So glad you made it!” Grady extends his hand for me to shake but drops it when I don’t let go of Aggie. “Wasn’t sure if you could get the night off from your crotch goblin.”

My blood boils at that.

None of these bastards were remotely interested let alone supportive when I told them about Clover, when I explained I was going to have to take time off and focus on her. They’ve never even met my peanut and to be honest, I’d like to keep it that way.

“And who do we have here?” Grady turns his gaze to Aggie, my kitten looking pretty different from the last time he saw her. “Grady Jorgensen.” He attempts a suave grin and holds his hand out to her next.

But she doesn’t take it either.

Aggie tenses briefly, her blunt nails biting into the back of my hand, and I’m not the only one who senses it.

Tank growls deep and low, then puts himself between us and my douche bag manager. His hackles are raised, razor sharp teeth exposed in a sneer and once again, I thank god I was levelheaded enough at one point to bring this pooch into our life.

“Aggie?” Kyle blurts as he dumps the groupies off his lap, gets to his feet, and staggers toward us. “Holy shit, Aggie Riley?”

“Kyle.” She nods and relaxes a smidge but doesn’t let go of me or Tank. “Nice to see you again. Kind of.”

His eyes scan her head to toe and when they linger on her tits, I’m as close to committing murder as I’ve ever been.

I can’t say it enough. Aggie is drop dead gorgeous and while I was bringing her around in the early days, all three of my bandmates wanted a shot at her but—except for Grady—Kyle has always been the most persistent. I’ve knocked him out over my kitten more times than I can count, something she never needs to know about.

“Damn girl, you look good.”

Aggie rolls her eyes. “You’d think a frontman would have better lines than that.”

Kyle smiles wide, his gold tooth catching the light. He decided to get it to replace the original one I punched out of his mouth the last time he looked at Aggie the way he is now.

“Still feisty as ever, I see.”

Another eye roll.

My kitten has never liked any of the guys in the band, not since we were in high school, anyway. Before we hit it big, they were halfway decent dudes and really fucking talented, but Aggie tolerated them at best and always said I was the brain behind the band. She said I didn’t need any of them with my voice and guitar because eventually they’d only drag me down. Something she was right about even when we were seventeen.

“Aggie?” Grady blinks, then squints. “Jesus. The years have been kind to you for sure. You seeing anyone?”

She opens her mouth to respond, but I beat her to it.

“Yeah, asshole, she’s seeing me.”

Aggie’s head snaps in my direction, Kyle’s eyes go wide before he starts laughing, and Grady looks like he’s about a minute away from shitting his pants.

Good.

Sure, Aggie is going to kill me later, probably on the ride home, but it shut that asshat right up and will keep the other guys from trying anything too. They know not to fuck with me. I’ve always been bigger than them, but since I got sober, I’m bigger yet thanks to my new addiction to obsessively working out and taking care of my body. Aggie doesn’t call me Thor for nothing. I could fuck them up without even trying.

“Hey!” Kyle turns back to Tucker and Craig. “Hey assholes! Come over here! Say hi to Aggie!”

Grady slowly creeps back into the shadows as the other guys stumble over, but before they reach us, my kitten tugs my hand and yanks, forcing me to dip my head toward her.

“What the hell was that?” she whisper-shouts in my ear.

But I just grin and give her a shrug. “I told you I’d keep Grady away.”

“By claiming we’re together together?”

Another shrug. “It worked, didn’t it?”

Aggie looks over at Grady, the dickhead already moving on to his next unsuspecting victim. “Yeah, well, you’re still in trouble, Noah Richard Thornbie.”

“I know.” I smirk in her face. “You can spank me later.”

Her cheeks flame, but Aggie giggles as she shakes her head. “Give a girl fair warning next time, okay? If I’m supposed to pretend to be the adoring girlfriend of a guitar god, I need time to prepare. You spring shit like that on me and there’s no telling what will happen.”

I can only hope.

Maybe I’m in trouble for it but I have a feeling pretending Aggie and I are together until the album drops—because hell yeah, we’re gonna keep it up that long—could be one of the best knee-jerk reactions I’ve had in a long time.

Either that or it’ll ruin the only relationship that matters to me as much as the one I have with my daughter.

But I’ve always been a risk taker, and this is one risk I’m willing to take.


Chapter Five

AGGIE




Backpack. Check.

Healthy snack. Check.

Water bottle with the dancing unicorn filled with spring water. Check.

Raincoat, matching boots and umbrella. Check.

My punk sitting at the island eating her breakfast so we aren’t late for my first day of taking her to school. Not so much.

“Punky?” I yell as I set her omelet on the counter. “Clover? You coming down, baby?”

“No!”

And I sigh, long and loud to no one.

Noah warned me that she’s been a little resistant in the mornings, explained that she’s the classroom helper because the other parents keep talking shit within range of Clover’s supersonic hearing. It breaks my heart for both of them that people can be so cruel, especially when a child is involved.

Part of me understands.

Noah’s history, his problems and personal struggles were publicized for years, especially the last few before he got sober because he was a complete disaster but to think everyone is so blind that they can’t see how wonderful he is, see the amazing and devoted dad he’s become is just fucking sad.

Noah isn’t that man anymore and hasn’t been for almost five years now. He’s the boy I fell in love with when we were kids, the man I’ve fallen more in love with as I’ve watched him change and grow, grab his new lease on life by the horns and make it his bitch. Anyone with eyeballs can see how incredible Noah is, they just have to take the blinders off first.

And unfortunately, my punk is reaping what her father sowed, no matter how unfair or unkind it is to either of them.

“Clover, sweetheart.” I take the grand staircase to her bedroom, the original wood floor creaking and groaning occasionally as I go. “Punky, what’s⁠—”

“I don’t want to go to school!” She stomps away from the door she was about to slam, crosses her arms against her chest and stares down at her cute little bare toes.

Another long sigh as I walk in and drop to my knees in front of her. “How come, baby?”

“The other kids’ mommies are mean.”

My heart tightens, fucking pinches in my chest. “What do they do that’s mean?”

Clover lifts her head and pins me with those stormy blue eyes. “They says mean things about daddy.” Her lip quivers and shit, if she cries there’s a very real possibility I will keep her home from school and demand Noah hires a private tutor. “And the other kids says I dress weird and that’s whys I don’t have a mommy like them.”

“What?” That’s news to me. Noah didn’t say anything about the other kids teasing her or bullying her. “Does daddy know they say that?”

She shakes her head, “No.”

“Does Miss Leslie know?”

Another shake of her head.

“Clover, baby, if the other kids are being mean to you, then you need to tell an adult. It’s not okay for them to treat you like that.”

“I know.” Now her lip is quivering more and one big fat tear slides down her cheek. “I tells them my mommy went to heaven when I was a baby but they’re still meanie heads.”

They’re little assholes, that’s what they are.

“Did my mommy... did my mommy go to heaven because she didn’t want to be my mommy?”

“Oh Clover, baby, no.” I grab the little girl that I love with my whole, currently breaking heart, and hug her tight. “No baby. You know why your mommy had to go to heaven.”

She squeezes my neck. “Because she was sicks.”

“Yes. Your mommy was very sick and she went to heaven because it was very hard for her to get better, not because she didn’t want to be your mommy.” She doesn’t need to know anything else about her bio-mom, nothing at all until she’s at least forty and even then, I don’t want her to know all the details. “And just because you don’t have a mommy here like the other kids doesn’t mean you’re any different from them. You have a family that loves you so very much, just like they do.”

Clover lets go of my neck and smiles at me as she wipes her nose with the back of her hand. “Like Daddy.”

“Yes.” I wipe away her tears and smile. “Daddy loves you so so much.”

“And Uncle Jax and Uncle Vin.”

“Of course.”

“And Uncle Knoxy and Uncle Blakey and Grandma Linda.”

I smile wider as she mentions my family that is absolutely her family. “Yes, ma’am.”

“And Tanky.”

“Definitely.” Tank who is currently lying on the foot of her bed because he’s been sleeping in her room since I moved in across the hall on Friday.

Clover grins wider and cups my cheeks. “And my Gigi.”

“Damn straight.” She giggles as I kiss her nose. “Your Gigi probably loves you more than you’ll ever know, punky.”

“I loves you most, Gigi.” Then she sighs. “I wish you were my mommy.”

My heart cracks right down the middle as tears burn my nose and throat.

What the hell am I supposed to say to that? Me too, kiddo? You should have been mine because I’ve been in love with your daddy since we were a little older than you? I love you like you are mine and would make that happen in a heartbeat if I thought it was possible? Jesus, this kid sure knows how to hit me where it hurts.

“I might not be your mommy and didn’t grow you in my belly like she did, but I love you so much, Clover, and I will always be here for you. You will always be my punky, no matter what.”

“Promise?”

I nod and hold out my pinky finger. “Promise.”

Clover hooks her small finger with mine, gives it a tug, then giggles when we lean in to seal it with a kiss to our knuckles and bump foreheads.

“You’re gonna walk me inside the school today, right Gigi?”

I nod. “You bet. Hurry and get dressed, though, so you can eat before we leave. Only a half hour before we have to hit the road.”

“Okay.” Her smile is blinding as she spins on her heel and darts into her closet.

Fuck.

That was fucking intense for seven thirty in the morning.

I exit her room just as Noah walks out of his, the asshat freshly showered, smelling like heaven and looking like sin.

“She getting dressed?” He looks to the door as I pull it closed. “Didn’t give you any problems?”

I shake my head, then nod, then shrug.

“Kitten...”

“You’re home for a little while, right? Don’t have to leave for the studio yet?”

Noah lifts a skeptical brow. “No... just finished my workout. Was supposed to meet the band at eight but it got pushed back. What’s going on?”

I blow out a breath as we walk downstairs. “Nothing to get your panties in a wad over, but we need to talk.”

He stops on the bottom step and pins me with those pale blue eyes the exact same way his daughter did. “Aggie, what the fuck is going on?”

“Not now,” I whisper as Clover’s door opens. “I’ll tell you about it when I get back.”

“Great,” he huffs. “I was definitely hoping to spend the next forty-five minutes anxiety ridden.”

I pull a face as Clover comes bounding down the stairs. “It’s fine.”

“Morning, Daddy!” She shouts as she jumps onto his back. “Gigi made ommylets.”

“Morning peanut.” He swings her around, plants a kiss on her face, then props her on his hip as we head into the kitchen. “Ommylets, you say?” Noah eyes the spread on the island. “Oh, and Texas toast with fancy jam.”

“Yep!” Clover wiggles out of his hold then hops up on a stool. “And she told me she’s gonna makes chicken pramerjan for dinner.”

I snort as he takes a seat and starts shoveling food into his mouth, pouring Noah a cup of coffee then picking at my own breakfast I don’t feel like eating.

That conversation really fucked me up.

“You don’t work tonight?”

“No.” Don’t need to tell him Halee cut my hours for some mysterious reason. Most likely because I told Ash I was moving in with Noah, I’m sure that pissed her off. “I have a few errands to run while punk’s at school, then we’re hitting the grocery store to get what we need for chicken pramerjan.”

Noah chuckles. “Sounds good to me.” His eyes flick to mine. “You’re using my card, right?”

“Yes.” I roll my eyes. “I’m not looking to start another fight over that crap.”

While I’m living in Noah’s house, I’m not allowed to pay for anything that can be perceived as useful to all three of us. He won’t let me pay utilities or rent, won’t let me buy groceries if I’m using them to cook for all of us, but I did make it clear that I’m going to cook because he can’t for shit, and if I need something that’s only for me, it comes out of my pocket. Gas, clothes, toiletries, stuff for Tank. Those are my expenses, and I won’t let him tell me otherwise.

Noah claims he’s being intense about money because he has too much and wants me to save for my own place, but I know it also comes from a place of guilt. I might have forgiven him for everything that’s happened between us over the years, I know most of it happened when he wasn’t himself, but Noah hasn’t. I’m not really sure he’ll ever forgive himself, to be honest, but he needs to. There’s nothing left to forgive in my eyes, nothing left to prove. He’s the same Noah who’s been my best friend for almost thirty years and that is the best gift he could give anyone. And it’s why I won’t take anything more from him than what he forces me to take, money included.

“Alright, punk.” I put our dishes in the sink and make it a point to give Noah a look that says leave those until I get back. “Give Daddy a kiss and suit up. It’s raining cats and dogs out there.”
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Twenty minutes later, we’re walking into Clover’s classroom hand in hand.

“Have a great day, punky.” I kiss her forehead and push her hair out of her eyes. “Don’t let anyone bring you down. You’re a rockstar, you’ve got this.”

“Okay!” she squeals as she practically puts me in a headlock. “I loves you, Gigi!”

“Love you too, baby. I’ll see you in a few hours.”

I’m about six feet down the hall when an unfamiliar female voice catches my ear.

“Excuse me, but are you Mr. Thornbie’s new nanny?”

I clench my teeth and slowly turn to face a skinny brunette so full of collagen she might explode. Even without the disapproving tone, I can tell she’s a bitch, which means this must be Bobby’s mom.

My brow lifts but I don’t speak, I just wait to see what she has to say first.

She closes the gap between us and lowers her voice. “Just a word of advice, a friendly chat between us girls.” It’s barely eight o’clock and this idiot already stinks of booze. “If you want to keep your job working for that so-called rockstar, I’d recommend staying out of his bed. Once you spread your legs for him, Mr. Thornbie will toss you aside like yesterday’s news.”

She looks like the type who’d press charges if I lost my shit and punched her in the hall of a private school. Definitely would cause a scene, probably try to sue me and Noah despite having money shooting out of her ass. Plus, I don’t want to make more issues for Clover.

“Is that so?” I cross my arms against my chest and push down the urge to rearrange her face.

Bobby’s mom nods. “I’ve seen it at least a dozen times since that poor little girl started attending Brimmly. He goes through nannies like Kleenex.” Then she leans a little closer. “And when he gets rid of them, he sends the gay goon squad to drop off and pickup his daughter. That can’t be good for her psyche, watching her dad use and discard women, then send the gays to do what he should be doing.” She tsks. “Such a terrible role model for a developing mind.”

I cannot go to prison for homicide.

Clover needs me.

Noah needs me.

My brothers would kill me.

My mother would have a stroke.

No, I absolutely cannot murder this woman, no matter how much I want to. It won’t do anything but make me feel better.

And that’s enough for me to still consider it.

At least knocking her out or something.

“Sounds like you know everything about them.”

Bobby’s mom nods, the idiot. “I’ve googled him. Even thought about having my sweet boy put in another class so we didn’t have to affiliate with them.”

I narrow my eyes. Sweet boy, my ass.

It’s not his fault, though. Clearly, he’s been taught how to be an asshole from a young age.

“I just wanted you to have the heads up.” She smiles, all satisfied with herself. “As the new nanny⁠—”

“I’m not.”

She frowns. “You’re not?”

“Nope.” I pop the P and widen my stance. “I’m not the nanny.”

“I didn’t think Mr. Thornbie had any family?”

“Find that in your Google search too, did ya?”

She nods. “I’m almost positive he has no one, that’s why he’s been hiring nannies and passing his daughter off on the gays.”

“He has me.”

Bobby’s mom straightens her spine, a little worry creeping into her glassy eyes. “And who are you, exactly?”

Welp, looks like I’m taking a page from Noah’s playbook. “I’m the girlfriend.”

“Girlfriend?” she gasps. “But I’ve never seen you before, you must have just started seeing him. I can’t imagine you’d be okay with your boyfriend sleeping his way through the hired help.”

I grit my teeth. “If he was, then yes, I’d have a huge problem with it, but I know for a fact that isn’t the case.”

“What do you mean? I’ve seen all the women that have come through here, there’s no⁠—”

“Look, Bobby’s mom, no offense, but you don’t know one goddamn thing about Noah, his daughter or their life.”

Her eyes go saucer wide before they narrow. “And I suppose you do?”

I nod. “Damn right I do. Noah and I have been friends since we were kids, I know him and his business better than anyone else.”

“But you said you were the girlfriend.” She thinks she caught me, but I’m a damn good actress. I can own this shit and feed it to her with a shovel.

“I am. Noah and I have been friends for almost thirty years, but we’ve been more than that since Clover was born, so the next time you want to run your mouth about either one of them, just remember you don’t know shit.” I take one step forward as she takes a step back. “A friendly word of advice between us girls, keep your nose out of other people’s business, especially when you don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about. Noah isn’t some man whore who uses his daughter to sleep with women. He’s been faithful to me for four years and the only reason we’ve had to hire nannies for Clover is because we both have demanding schedules, but that changes starting today. Moving forward, there will no longer be a need for a nanny because Noah and I are engaged, we live together, and we will be taking care of our daughter without involving anyone else in our business.” Oops. That escalated quickly. “Noah is my man. Clover is my baby girl, and that is all you need to know.” Maybe not. “One more thing, actually.”

Bobby’s mom looks horrified, and I am fucking thrilled about that.

“If I ever hear you refer to our family, hear you refer to Clover’s uncles as the gays again, I will sue your ass for defamation of character, slander and being an overall judgmental bigot so fast it’ll make your head spin.” I plaster on a fake smile. “Stay the fuck away from me and my family, Bobby’s mom. Maybe you should spend more time teaching your son how to be a good person instead of sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong. See you in the pickup line.”

Then I swagger my satisfied self out of that school and drive home in a blind rage.

“That fucking bitch!” I scream as I slam the front door, kick my combat boots across the foyer and throw my wallet because I’m mad as hell.

Noah comes flying down the hall, barely skids to a stop in front of me with a guitar in one hand raised over his head like a battle ax, wire cutters in the other like a shank.

“What the fuck, Aggie?”

I ignore him and look for something else to throw.

Oh my god, I am so fucking pissed.

Noah searches the foyer, the sitting room, the library. “I thought there was a fucking intruder or some shit.”

“We are pulling Clover out of that hellhole immediately!” I screech and stomp my way toward the kitchen. “That is no fucking place for someone as perfect and special and beautiful as Clover Creek to try to get an education, not with spiteful, nosy, drunk bigots lurking around!” Since there is no liquor in the house and I refuse to indulge in anything while I’m staying with Noah, I grab the brownies we baked last night and shove one into my mouth.

“What the hell happened?” He leans his acoustic against the island and takes a seat. “I haven’t seen you this mad since I took a piss in your can of paint thinner.”

I snort.

You’d think he was referring to something that happened before he was sober, but he’s not. Noah peed in my can of paint thinner two months ago because we were stuck in traffic while taking Clover to the zoo. I drove my car, for some strange reason, and since my best friend has the bladder of a woman who has given birth no less than fifty times, he couldn’t hold it and I told him to grab a can from the back. I meant soda can, but Noah just grabbed the first one he encountered.

And I had no idea he pissed in my paint thinner until I was working on a piece for Knox, one I had to throw away immediately once I realized what I was using.

I pick up another brownie. “I’m more mad dan dat.” Bad manners be damned, Noah has seen far worse than me yelling with a mouthful of brownie. “I mad as helsh tangs to dat tupi cut Obby ma.”

“While I understood everything you just said…” Noah smirks his stupid, sexy smirk. “Start from the beginning and wait until you’re done chewing. I love listening to you rant when you’re pissed.”

I scowl around another mouthful, almost choke, then rush to the fridge for some of the organic whole milk he buys for Clover because I’m not drinking his skim shit.

“You good, kitten?” He chuckles as my eyes water. “Don’t need to get a paramedic in here or anything?”

“Bobby’s mom is a royal bitchtits,” I cough out as I slam the carton on the island. “And Bobby is a little turd!”

Noah frowns, but waits for further explanation.

“Did you know the kids are making fun of Clover for the way she dresses? Telling her she’s weird, and that’s why she doesn’t have a mom?”

Oh, that was so stupid.

My best friend shoots up from the stool so fast it falls over and he’s lumbering toward the front of the house almost as fast. Which is why I’m forced to take drastic measures. If I don’t, papa bear is going on a rampage, and it will be all my fault.

I launch myself over the counter, do some crazy ninja kick thing that I’m sure Knox would be proud of, and slam into Noah’s back. I’ve almost got him in a sleeper hold, but he’s so goddamn big and burly that I’m barely slowing him down. I wiggle and adjust, wrap my legs around his waist, and tighten my grip around his neck.

“Noah!”

“Where the fuck are my keys?” He growls and keeps on searching the counters, the junk drawer, his desk in the library. “Fuck it. I’ll just walk.”

“You don’t have shoes on!”

“Don’t care.” Noah grunts as he dumps the candy dish by the front door. “Where the hell is my wallet?” He opens the door, still wearing me like a backpack, but pauses. “I’m walking down there, kitten. Now’s your chance to hop off if you need to.”

I cling to him tighter. “You’re not even wearing socks!”

“So?”

“It’s raining!”

“Last chance, Aggie.”

Guess there’s only one thing left for me to do.

With what little strength I have left—I am super out of shape, and this is exhausting—I keep my right arm locked around his neck, try not to choke him out, then use my left hand to start pinching the back of his arm.

“Hey!” Noah screeches. “What the fuck, Aggs?!”

“You gonna go back inside?”

“No. I’m gonna go down to that school and rip into every motherfucker down there.”

I pinch him again, pinch hard in the little bit of meat I can grab from his triceps, then do it repeatedly.

“Jesus! Aggie, stop!”

“You gonna go inside?”

“Stop!”

“Not until you promise to go inside the house and listen to me!”

Noah is spinning in circles, trying to reach behind him and pull me off his back while I keep pinching the shit out of his arm. I’m gonna be dizzy as fuck, but I don’t care because he needs to hear me out.

“Fine!” He grunts. “Fine, you win!”

A few minutes later we’re back at the island, Noah pouting on a stool while he rubs his arm, me shoving more brownie into my mouth. We’re having a super intense stare down, lasers practically shooting out of our eyes, but I’m not gonna let him do anything without hearing the entire story first.

“You goo?” I mumble around chocolatey goodness.

Noah gives me a curt nod.

Jerk.

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about this morning. Clover was upset over what she heard those stuck-up PTA moms talking about, but she also told me that the other kids are giving her a hard time about how she dresses and...” I shrug, deciding not to tell him Clover also said she wishes I was her mom. “We talked a little, and I made sure she knew it was important to tell adults when kids are bullying her. Then I reiterated that it doesn’t matter who her family is, as long as she knows she’s loved.”

“Which she does,” he grunts.

I nod in agreement. “She does, and she never questioned it, but kids are mean and since their parents are worse, I think you’re going to have to be prepared for more than just shit talking about you.” I chew my lip and try not to get super pissed again. “Not that I’m trying to tell you how to parent, you are an amazing dad, Noah, and I know you’ve got this, but between what Clover said and what I ran into⁠—”

“Bobby’s mom, apparently.”

Okay, I’m getting super mad again. “That bitch thinks she knows everything about you. She had the nerve to stop me and share a friendly piece of advice under the assumption I was the nanny.”

Noah grins like the shithead he is. “How’d that go?”

Ignoring him to a degree, I take a deep breath. “That gossip hungry whore said since I was the new nanny, it would do me good to keep my legs closed because you run through them like tissues. She just assumes because you’re a rockstar you are a total slut and use Clover to get women in your bed!” Yep, super pissed. “Then she went on about how terrible you are as a role model, not just because you have a rough past or parade an endless stream of naked groupies in front of your daughter, but also because Jax and Vin are two men in love!” I crush the brownie in my hand to dust. “She kept calling them the gays! That witch attacked my family, to my face, Noah! She implied my beautiful, perfect baby girl has something wrong with her, made horrible comments about my friends because they love each other instead of stuck-up cunts like her and she personally attacked my... my... you!”

My chest is fucking heaving right now and I’m seeing red. I have half a mind to drive down to the school, break into the office and find her address so I can beat the shit out of her like I should have. I can’t remember the last time someone got under my skin like this, but I sure as fuck won’t forget it this time.

“We’re engaged now, by the way!” I shout at Noah, who is currently staring at me with a devious smile and a heat I haven’t seen in years. “And the next time I see Bobby’s mom, I’m going to punch her right in the snatch because that is probably the only part of her body that is still real! Oh my god, I am so fucking⁠—”

“Wait, what now?” He blinks, that smile still firmly in place.

I nod again. “I told that asshole we’re engaged! When she started questioning who I was to you and Clover, I first said I was your girlfriend because that’s what you said on Friday to keep those cocksuckers in your band at bay, but she kept going. She said nasty things, things that are so far from the truth, they’re practically urban legends and then she questioned your parenting, slammed Jax and Vin, and made it sound like Clover was a victim in some sick and twisted sideshow. I just fucking snapped, so I told her we had been friends for almost thirty years, together the last four, then upped the ante by throwing in that Clover won’t ever need a nanny again because I moved in, and we’re engaged!”

Which, in hindsight, was really fucking stupid.

I totally set myself up for a web of lies I’ll surely get so caught up in I start to believe them myself, and when Noah’s album drops and he doesn’t need me anymore, well, we all know how it’ll go.

Noah, still with the shit eating grin, slides off his stool and slowly starts toward the hall.

“Where are you going?!”

“Gotta find my wallet and keys.”

“Aren’t you mad?! Why aren’t you mad? You should be even more pissed than I am, and I’m a little concerned about the crazy look on your face and lack of lecture about my extreme foot in mouth!”

No response.

But I can hear him walk around upstairs, hear Noah go into his bedroom before I hear him walk out and when he comes back into the kitchen, he’s wearing shoes, twirling his keys and still fucking smiling.

“I’m going to smack that grin right off your face!”

He chuckles and shakes his head. “Get your boots.”

“Why?” I stuff more brownie into my mouth, the last brownie, which means I need to add those ingredients to my grocery list so I don’t get a guilt trip from my favorite three-and-a-half-year-old later.

“You have errands to run, right?”

“Yesh.”

“Well, so do I.”

I frown. “Wha habo da udio?”

“I texted Grady and told him I wasn’t coming in.”

I swallow hard, forcing the brownie down with a heaping helping of regret over eating all of them. “Why?”

“Because I have some shit to handle at my daughter’s school.” Noah goes back toward the hall. “And I have to buy an engagement ring for my fiancé.”

I watch his sexier than it should be back until he disappears.

Shit.

I am such a fucking idiot.

I already knew moving in was going to wreak havoc on my tattered heart, but I did it anyway and now... fuck, now I made everything so much worse by throwing around titles that require us to play a part the duration of my time here. A part that can’t be anything more, titles that will never be mine.

And that definitely means when Noah is done playing house and finds a new nanny for Clover before he goes on tour for the last time, he’ll move on and I’ll move out, move far away and lick my wounds, then try to get over the only boy I’ve ever truly loved.

Because moving away from Noah Thornbie is the only way I can attempt to get over him.

Too bad I’ve already tried that. I know first-hand it doesn’t work.


Chapter Six

AGGIE




“If this turns into some huge dramatic thing, you’re going to be in so much trouble,” I whisper as Noah and I walk toward Clover’s classroom, hand in hand, Jax and Vin snickering behind us.

“It won’t.” The shithead smirks. “I’m just supporting my fiancé after she had issues dropping off our daughter this morning.”

I’m going to punch my best friend in the nuts.

Then I’m gonna kill him.

Then I’m going to cry my eyes out properly because I’m a huge fucking mess over this entire clusterfuck.

Noah dragged me out of the house practically kicking and screaming after his ring shopping remark, but I relented and calmed down once we got on the road and ran my errands—which included a stop to my gynecologist for my annual pap smear then a visit to the pharmacy to get my birth control. That’s why I didn’t tell Noah specifically what my errands were and I sure as fuck didn’t plan on having him tag along while I did my lady shit.

After we got that out of the way, we went to the pet store and the art supply shop I love, and I thought maybe Noah was just kidding about the ring thing, but I should’ve known better because I know him. And when we rolled up to this eclectic little jewelry store in the Main Quarter that I’ve always dreamed about being able to buy something from, I thought I was going to be sick.

Noah wouldn’t let me come in with him, said he didn’t want to ruin the surprise, so I sat in the Hummer and tried to make small talk with Vin and Jax to take my mind off things.

It didn’t work.

I just spouted off a bunch of crazy nonsense about Knox’s retirement fight, about Blake’s newest book—both of which I’ve already discussed with them multiple times because they were at the fight with us, and they participate in my mom’s book club via FaceTime every month just like Noah and I do—then proceeded to get super fired up again when I told them about Bobby’s mom.

Jax and Vin are used to shit like that and while I should be, especially after years of seeing my best friend’s name dragged through the mud and the people closest to him meeting a similar fate, I’m just not. So, the two of them chuckled while I started ranting again, then they said super sweet things to me for having their back. Not that they need it, but they appreciated it all the same.

By the time I was semi-calm, Noah came back, and the bastard had the hottest shit eating grin on his face when he slid into the backseat next to me, then he dropped the biggest bomb he’s ever dropped on me. Even bigger than when he told me about Clover, and he did it in the form of a ring.

It took everything in my power not to fall apart completely when I opened that velvet box, to not throw it in his face, tell him how much it hurts to play this stupid game and run out of the car crying with promises to never come back.

Noah bought the most perfect engagement ring ever.

It’s exactly what I would have wanted him to buy me if this was real and he hadn’t broken my heart so many times in the past.

It’s a Claddagh ring, a tradition in my family.

Black gold, the band like vintage lace, the cuffs by the hands shaped like infinity symbols.

The heart is an opal—his birthstone—the crown is peridot—my birthstone—and around the heart is a ring of tiny sapphires, which is Clover’s birthstone.

It is the most beautiful, most thoughtful and meaningful ring I’ve ever seen and while I have no idea how he managed to get it made so damn fast, I can barely look at it without wanting to bawl my eyes out.

But I made him a promise, promised Noah I would help him out until his album is released, so I just need to suck it up until then. I’ll keep reminding myself that this isn’t real, that Noah isn’t mine and never will be, try to stay strong and keep things in perspective no matter how intense they will no doubt get.

And they are going to get intense.

It was bad enough telling his band we’re together, then really bad when I declared our engagement to a PTA bitch at Clover’s school, but what makes things about a million times worse?

Ever since the party Friday, Noah has had paps on his ass like flies on shit.

And those vultures got pictures of us walking into my gyno appointment, the pharmacy and every other stop we made, including the goddamn jewelry store.

The tabloids are going to have a field day with this shit, and I need to start preparing for the phone calls I will no doubt be getting later.

Something else I totally can’t handle in my fragile state of mind.

“You’re an ass,” I hiss. “I’m so mad at you.”

Noah chuckles, lifts my hand and kisses the back of it. “Ah, but you love my ass. And a mad kitten is my favorite kind of kitten to play with.”

“We’ll see if you still feel that way after I pull out the claws later.”

“I love it when you pull out the claws.” He arches a brow as we get in line. “Something you are well aware of.”

I am—damn him.

Noah used to love it when we fought, way before he was a famous rockstar and I was a struggling tattoo artist. He’d purposely piss me off just so we could sneak away and have super rough angry sex that turned into makeup sex, two of my favorite kinds of sex in general. And ever since Friday, Noah has been making comments like that, reminding me of how things were before life got in the way, how hot and heavy shit was between us for a small period of time.

Not that I need the reminders.

Noah is still the best sex I’ve ever had, and that was when we were teenagers.

Has it made me wonder how good we’d be now that we have more life experience under our belts? You bet your ass it has. I think about sex with Noah all the damn time, but it’s also a way to keep things in perspective. We have years of experience because Noah didn’t want to be with me, didn’t want to stay with me and make us official. He didn’t want my forever then and proceeded to rack up numbers I don’t even want to know since, something else that means I can’t think about sex with Noah.

I swear to God I don’t care about his history, don’t care that he slept with other women, but it’s the why behind it that means he’s off limits in that regard.

We could have been each other’s first, last and only, but I wasn’t what he wanted, so everyone who’s shared a bed with him since me is just another slap in the face.

Maybe it’s stupid to look at it like that, to use something as insignificant as other sexual partners as a reason to keep things platonic, but I have to do it. It already hurts enough to be in love with a man who never wanted more than my friendship, I don’t need to invest more into Noah Thornbie than I already have and sleeping with him will be a huge investment. Playing house is enough to have me close to a nervous breakdown and if I started banging the man I love, who also happens to possess a huge dick with the actual ability to use it, I’d be a goner for sure.

“Stop it,” I whisper as I pull my hand from his. “You aren’t allowed to say things like that.”

Noah chuckles, goes to grab my hand again, but I cross my arms instead. “Kitten, I was just⁠—”

“I realize we’ve dug a hole for ourselves with this shitshow, but try to keep your focus on the reason we’re in it. This isn’t about anything except making sure Clover is okay until you find a new nanny. Strolling down memory lane doesn’t benefit anyone.” Especially me.

“Aggie, I⁠—”

“Oh my god, Clover!” I gasp as that realization hits harder than a sledgehammer. “What the hell are we supposed to tell her? I blurted that shit to Bobby’s mom and we know she can’t keep her damn mouth shut. Between that and the unavoidable attention from the media, she’s going to think we’re getting married.”

How could I be so stupid?

My obliterated heart aside, that little girl is priority one and now that I opened my big fat mouth, she’s bound to hear about it. And fuck, after our talk this morning, the one where she said she wishes I could be her mom, this could break her heart, too.

I know Noah shelters her from the media as much as possible, keeps Jax and Vin on her so she isn’t photographed or anything, but with the paps presence growing, there’s no telling what those smut-seekers are going to shout at her.

I can take my ring off when she’s around, hide it from the Clover as much as possible, but that won’t really do anything if other people are coming at her over our engagement.

Oh my god, and when I take her to work with me... oh shit. Oh shit, this is bad. Ash is definitely going to say something because of the weirdness between him and Noah, and Halee, that bitch will make my life a living hell because she wants my best friend bad enough to do it, and she won’t hold back even when Clover is around.

“I have to quit my job,” I blurt. “I have to quit my job and never show my face in public again. I can keep things normal at home, but I can’t ever leave the house again. We can have everything delivered, hire a private tutor and you’ll just have to do shit for the band on your own. We have to keep this from her or else...” My eyes well with tears. Fuck, this is so bad.

“Kitten.” Noah tugs my arms apart, pulls me to him and grounds me with his solid presence, just like always. “Don’t worry about Clover. We don’t need to tell her anything unless she asks, and she won’t have reason to because I will continue to keep her away from everything I possibly can.”

“But what about Bobby’s mom? Or when she’s at work with me? Noah, we can’t shelter her from everything, and I don’t want her to get hurt.”

He hugs me tight and kisses the top of my head. “We will handle it if it becomes an issue, but until then, just relax and trust me when I say everything is going to be fine.”

I take a deep breath and inhale my favorite scent in the whole world. “I don’t want to hurt her, Noah.” I don’t want to hurt me either, but it’s already happening and I’m far less important than that little girl.

“And that’s exactly why you won’t. Neither of us will hurt Clover because we love her too much to let that happen.”

Boy, I really hope he’s right.

Hurting Clover will completely destroy me.

After a few more minutes of getting my shit under control, the line starts to move and slowly but surely, more parents come in as kids start filing out.

When we’re almost to the door, Bobby’s mom walks out with her little turd son, shoots me a glare that falls the second she sees Noah, his arm around my shoulders while I lean against him.

“That’s her,” I whisper into his chest when she stops to talk to another mom.

“Brace yourself, kitten,” he rumbles against my face seconds before he turns to Clover’s teacher. “Miss Leslie, do you have a minute?”

She nods and smiles. “Of course, Mr. Thornbie. What can I do for you?”

“I wanted to make a change to Clover’s emergency contact card.”

I frown.

I’ve been on that since he enrolled her at the beginning of the year. There isn’t anyone else to add, so I’m not sure what he’s getting at.

“Sure.” Miss Leslie pulls a sticky notepad from her pocket. “Are you adding or subtracting?”

Noah grins. “Neither. I just wanted to make sure that if I can’t be reached for some reason, the next person to be contacted is my fiancé.”

Her brows lift as she looks between us.

He nods. “Agatha Riley is already on the list, but I’d like for her to be contacted second in all matters pertaining to my daughter.”

“Of course!” Miss Leslie smiles. “Congratulations, you two. I always thought you made the perfect couple.”

Well, there’s another big old slap in my face.

But Noah just smiles wider. “Thanks.” Then he lowers his voice a little, but still loud enough for Bobby’s mom to hear since she’s leaning toward us now. “We haven’t shared the news with Clover yet, so if you could...”

Miss Leslie nods. “Absolutely. My lips are sealed.”

“Thanks.” Noah smirks. “My princess would tan my hide if she knew I proposed without her, so I’ll have to do it all over again when we come up with a grand gesture.”

“With Clover’s creativity, I’m sure she’ll have about a thousand ideas for you.”

Despite the way this preschool teacher is driving a stake further through my heart, I smile because she is right. Whoever is lucky enough to win a real proposal from Noah and Clover is going to be dazzled because that punk is even more creative than her dad.

“That she will.” Noah smiles. “Thanks again.”

We step to the door and I watch Clover herd the other tots, get them in a perfect line, and make sure they all have their crap.

Her pigtails are loose and messy, the white-blonde curls tangled in her tiara. The hot pink tutu has paint all over it, as do her black and white striped leggings and the blue Bleak December t-shirt she’s sporting. She has a very serious look on her face while she does her job as classroom helper, her tongue between her teeth in concentration, just like Noah when he’s writing a song.

I love that girl so fucking much, just as much as I love her father, and no matter how much I don’t want to hurt either of them, I’m going to. It’s unavoidable really, because when we stop pretending, I’m going to have to leave them both.

At least Noah and Clover will be able to move on. They won’t wither away to nothing like I will, and that makes the sting of what I have to do a little less painful.


Chapter Seven

NOAH




Something is wrong with Aggie.

I don’t know what, not yet, but something is definitely going on with her and it’s making me sick to my stomach.

With a grunt, I turn up the speed on the treadmill and push myself harder.

She’s been living with us for just over a month now and while she’s totally crushing it at taking care of my peanut, Aggie has put a wall between her and I.

Everything is the same mostly.

We still talk, still joke around and hang out, but we don’t touch anymore. Not unless we’re in public, anyway.

For example, we went to another small gathering for the band. You could almost consider it a dinner party except there were drugs and groupies, but it was much lower key than the promo party, and there were maybe twenty people or less.

While we were there, Aggie wore her ring, held my hand, cozied up to me anytime it seemed appropriate. She let me hug her and hold her, let me give her a few slightly PG rated kisses, but not on the lips. She even initiated a couple herself and while it gave me hope that she was starting to come around, I know it was all for show.

How do I know, you ask?

Because the second we were in the car on the way home, she dropped the act, avoided looking directly at me and put a stop to any and all physical contact. And Aggie took off the damn ring and put it in her wallet.

Aggs and I have always been affectionate toward each other, always.

Her family is super touchy-feely, has no problem with PDA of any kind, and since I was pretty starved for that as a kid, I jumped all over that shit.

Not that my mom and Pop didn’t hug me or whatever, they were just busy as fuck. Mom worked three full time jobs in order to provide for us and Pop kept working at the machine shop until I made enough money to support him for the same reason. They weren’t around much, but I know they loved me. I just spent so much time at the Riley’s house that they became my family too, and I was never short on hugs again.

It’s always been a big part of my relationship with Aggie, hugs and hand holding, cuddling and little kisses. Before we started banging, during, even sporadically in the super fucked up years to follow, and since I’ve been sober, we fell right back into the comfort and consistency of our relationship like those years never happened.

Until now.

Now Aggie won’t even let herself be alone with me for more than a few minutes.

There isn’t a ton of time for that because Clover is very demanding of both of our attention—I’m good with that—but I thought we’d be able to hang out after she went to bed or whatever.

Nope.

When Clover goes to bed, so does my kitten.

While Clover is at school, Aggie goes out to do whatever the hell she does until she picks her up.

When they get home, they make lunch together, eat together, clean up together and then Aggie helps Clover with her reading and writing, then she takes a short nap and, you guessed it, so does Aggie.

The rest of the day is pretty much the same unless Aggs has to work, then they go to the shop together if I’m busy, or Clover stays home with me if I’m not. I’m involved and mostly welcomed in all of that as well, but as much as I love the family dynamic we’ve seemed to create, I’m really starting to worry about my best friend.

And I fucking miss her.

I miss Aggie so goddamn much and she’s living in my fucking house, sleeping in a room right down the hall.

How does that even work?

“Daddy?”

My eyes lift from the settings on the treadmill I’m about to break thanks to the speed it’s set on, and land on my little girl standing in the doorway of my home gym.

“What’s up, baby?”

Clover kicks her bare foot at the floor, her beat up stuffed tiger clutched to her chest with one hand—the first toy I ever bought for my peanut—and her just as raggedy stuffed purple elephant gripped tight in the other—the first toy Aggie ever bought for her—those two my girl’s absolute favorites. She has a worried look on her face, something that makes me shut off the treadmill and immediately start toward her.

“What’s wrong, peanut?”

She rolls her lips between her teeth, her wide blue eyes bouncing between mine. “Why is my Gigi sad?”

I almost trip as I crouch down to her level. “What do you mean Gigi is sad?”

“She’s sad.” Clover’s lip quivers. “I heard hers crying when I woke up from my nap.”

I’ve got my girl in my arms and we’re booking it down the hall to Aggie’s room within seconds.

I stop outside her door, hand raised to break it down if I have to, but what I hear has me hesitating.

“I don’t think I can do this anymore.”

Aggs is definitely sad, definitely crying, and I am definitely going to fuck someone up because of it.

Just not in front of my daughter.

I set Clover on her tiny feet. “Why don’t you go watch a movie in my room, peanut.”

“What abouts my Gigi?”

“Don’t worry about it right now, baby. I’m gonna talk to her and find out why she’s sad, then we’ll both come in and watch the movie with you, maybe even order pizza and eat dinner in my bed tonight. Sound good?”

She looks at Aggie’s slightly ajar door, then nods. “Okay, Daddy, but you have to makes my Gigi not sad anymore. I want hers to be happy.”

I give her a soft smile and kiss her nose. “Me too, baby. I’m going to try really hard to make your Gigi happy.” Forever, if she’ll let me.

I wait until Clover walks to my room and closes my door then get to my feet, lift my hand again right before all the air gets knocked out of my lungs.

“Everything is going to shit though,” Aggs cries softly. “I can’t keep doing this to myself.”

“What’s going to shit, exactly, sissy?”

Knox.

Aggie is talking to Knox.

He wouldn’t make her cry. That big old bear would be the first one in line to fuck up whoever did.

“Yeah, I thought things were going well?”

Blake.

Fuck, this must be bad if she’s Face Timing her brothers in the middle of the afternoon.

“For starters, Halee cut me down to one day at the shop, appointment only, and regardless of the small clientele I’ve been able to build, that’s not enough to keep me afloat.”

“You said—” Knox again.

“I lied, okay?” Aggie cries harder. “I lied about everything. I’m barely making ends meet and now my job is in jeopardy because I moved in with Noah, which wasn’t just to help him out, by the way.”

“That stupid southern belle kicked you out?” Blake asks, a bite to his tone.

Aggie sniffles. “Yeah, but it was fine because Noah needed me. It’s just, now I’m barely working, and I have hardly enough for a security deposit saved and... and...” She completely falls apart as her words trail off, and if she wasn’t talking to her brothers, my ass would be in there right fucking now.

“And what, sissy?” Blake again.

“And I have to move out.”

My head jerks as if she just slapped me, as if Aggie said those words right to my face.

Why the hell would she want to move out?

“Why?” Knox echoes my inner panic. “I thought you and Noah were⁠—”

“Lying. It’s all lies, everything. I’m about to be jobless, I’m already homeless, and Noah and I are just pretending to be engaged because of a bunch of stupid shit we’ve both said to the wrong people. I can’t keep doing this, I can’t be here anymore. It hurts way too much.”

The room starts to spin as I slide down the wall next to her door and plant my ass so I don’t fall over.

I don’t understand.

Being here, living with me and Clover is hurting Aggie?

“Because?” Knox asks.

Blake huffs. “Because she’s still in love with Noah and they aren’t really engaged, dumbass. Keep up.”

“Is that true, sissy?”

Aggie sobs for a minute then apparently composes herself enough to answer. “I’ve never not been in love with him.”

Now the hallway is spinning for an entirely different reason. Until everything takes a nosedive, fucking crashes and burns.

“But I can’t be in love with him anymore. Loving Noah is useless. He didn’t want me when we were kids and the only time he ever said he did was before he was sober. It didn’t mean anything because it was a desperate attempt to hang onto our friendship when I kept pushing him away.”

“But things are different now, Agatha.” Knox sighs. “Noah is sober, has been for a long time and you’ve said yourself he’s the best version of himself we’ve ever seen.”

“Not to mention, and I mean this with all my heart, Noah has been in love with you his entire life, sissy, you’ve just been too stupid to see it.”

If I swung that way, I would kiss Blake right on the fucking mouth for saying that the next time I see him. Hell, maybe I will anyway. I’m sure he’s a great kisser.

Aggie sniffles again. “Whether that’s true or not, it doesn’t matter. Too much has happened between us, too much has changed. Noah is amazing, but he doesn’t want more from me than the friendship we’ve always had and even if he did, I’m not sure I could give it.”

“That’s fucking bullshit,” Knox grunts.

I’m gonna kiss him too.

“It isn’t.” Aggie tries to argue. “He doesn’t want me and I’m not sure I even want him to. What if we tried to make something work and Noah just walked away again? What if he never wants to commit, never wants his life to consist of more than just him and Clover? What if I’m just a placeholder for⁠—”

“Stop, Agatha.” Both of them grunt, then Blake says, “You ever think about the good what ifs? Like, what if Noah asked you to move in and help him out because he wants to commit and can’t find the words? What if he knows he’s burned damn near every bridge leading to you and this is his way of trying to build a new one? What if the idea of losing you or walking away is no longer an option, so he’s finally doing something about it? What if Noah is still in love with you but hasn’t had the confidence to try to make something work until now because he knows what your history entails, knows he has a lot of work to do and no idea how to do it? What if he wanted you to move in so he could show you what you mean to him in order to put in the work while you watched his every move?”

There’s a long pause and I hold my breath.

Fucking A man, those guys not only have my back, but they hit the nail right on the fucking head. At least I know I have team Riley in my corner, should make things easier when I decide to really propose to my kitten and ask them first.

“My life isn’t one of your books, Blake.”

“Mine wasn’t either,” Knox snaps. “You know where I was when I found Hazel, know the kind of place my head was in. We had a history, sure, and we hit snags along the way, but we didn’t have almost thirty years of foundation like you do. I found my forever when I thought it was impossible at best, so you need to get your head out of your ass and grab your forever before Noah decides your stubborn ass isn’t worth fighting for.”

Forget kissing him, I’m gonna make out with Knox.

“Cool down, TKO.” Blake chuckles. “While we were both miraculously blessed with slightly less messy circumstances with our soulmates, Aggie wasn’t.”

I frown. Maybe I won’t be kissing Blake.

“Thanks.” Aggie sniffles sarcastically.

“That’s not what I meant. You and Noah have almost thirty years of history and no, it’s not all good, but is it worth it to wade through all of that in order to get your forever with the dude who is clearly your soulmate?”

Another agonizingly long pause. “Noah is worth everything but⁠—”

“Then there aren’t any buts. Stay guarded, stay smart, but don’t close yourself off, sissy. Don’t push Noah away just because you’re afraid of what could happen. Some of that is too good to pass up.”

“Just keep an open mind, an open heart and see what happens,” Knox says.

“And for the love of God, do not move out of that house. I’m hoping to talk Sid into visiting soon and I intend to spend every second of it swimming in that indoor pool.”

Aggie sniffles, but I can hear her smile. “You guys really got sappy when you started getting laid on a regular basis.”

I snort into the back of my hand as Knox and Blake laugh. They don’t argue though because she’s right, those two were broodier than I’ve ever been before they got married.

“I love you guys.”

And that’s my cue.

I hop to my feet as quietly as possible, then tip toe to my room with a spring in my step.

Aggie loves me.

Aggie loves me loves me and she loves my peanut, but she’s scared and that’s okay. I understand that I’ve hurt her so many times I could never blame her for being afraid to give me her heart again.

Which is why my devious mind immediately starts to form a plan, one that will hopefully show her that I will never ever hurt her like that again because she is my forever, my soulmate.

There isn’t much time, not before the expiration date she’s given herself, but I’m egotistical enough to believe I can make Aggie see how much she means to me, how sorry I am for everything I put her through before the album drops. And I’m going to show her I will never take her for granted, never walk away from her or do anything else that stupid again.

I just want to love her until we’re both old, grey and crazy enough to forget the bad, and only remember the good.

I just want to love her for the rest of forever.

That’s not too much to ask, is it?


Chapter Eight

NOAH




Isnicker to myself like the evil genius I am, reach into my pocket and jingle the spark plugs I took out of Aggie’s car this morning as I walk through the doors at Gateway Records.

Phase one of Mission: Tame the Kitty is complete.

It’s a working title, the last thing I want is to tame my kitten, but I’m not sure how else to phrase it. Adopt the Kitten sounds weird, and so does Woo the Kitten. I sound like a dude who’s into Furries and while I won’t yuck anyone else’s yum, it’s just not my thing. Tame the Kitty was the closest I could get, but I’m still working on it. I’ll figure it out.

My plan has several parts, most of which are pretty shady, but not Junkie Noah shady, just Sneaky Sappy Lovesick Noah shady.

Shady with the best intentions.

Shady in a swoon-worthy way.

Whatever, I don’t give a fuck. I’m willing to do whatever it takes to get Aggie to relax around me again so she can hopefully see I want her in my life as more than just my best friend.

And phase one went off without a hitch.

Aggs was supposed to take Clover to school this morning, as usual, then she was going to go into Inked in Sin early to talk to Ash and try to get some more hours before she started on her three appointments.

Well, not only did I not want her to be alone with Ashlee Rider, but I also needed to get my plan moving, because it’s been almost two weeks since I came up with it.

So, my big ass snuck out to the garage in the middle of the night and removed her spark plugs.

My kitten has zero car knowledge and the patience to match, so when her Jeep wouldn’t start, she popped the hood, stared at the engine for all of two seconds then taught my daughter some new and colorful words for twenty minutes before she text me.

The lack of wheels meant she needed alternate transportation and thankfully, I needed my Escalade for the meeting I scheduled on my way to it, and Aggie doesn’t know how to drive a motorcycle or stick shift so she couldn’t take my bike or the other two vehicles I have. And because the paparazzi have been more and more ridiculous the closer we get to release day, Aggie doesn’t leave the house without Jax or Vin, who also happen to be in on my plan.

Vin rode with me in the Caddy to my meeting while Jax drove Clover to school, walked in with her and Aggs, then took her and Tank to the shop where he followed her around like the biggest, most annoying shadow ever. Jax completely cock-blocked—not that she’s sleeping with Ash anymore, that shit stopped before she moved in with me—her conversation with her boss, made sure it was literally about her hours only and then he sat in the corner of her tattoo room until her first client showed up. And because she didn’t have a way home, Jax is staying until the shop closes, which is when the rest of my plan will unfold.

Phase three, Project Play Date—Clover gets ice cream with Uncles Jax and Vin, then goes to their house for a princess-unicorn themed sleepover complete with nail painting, makeovers, Disney and all the glitter one can handle. Both of them hate all of that shit, but they endure it for my peanut.

Phase four, Glory Days Relived—Aggie gets home from work to find that it’s just the two of us at the house. Given she doesn’t freak out and lock herself in her bedroom, we will be eating our most favorite food on the planet, food from Willie Mae’s Scotch House while watching our favorite movies. I already put in our order for everything on the menu and because we’ve been frequenting Willie Mae’s since we moved out here, the cook is going back after they close so he can make it all fresh for us.

And yes, I’m taking care of him for doing it.

Once I spread out the most amazing food we’ve ever eaten, Aggie and I will watch a lineup that should totally have shit locked down. The Princess Bride, Say Anything, The Dream Team and Constantine. Yes, it’s an odd mix, but those are some of our favorite movies, ones that hold a lot of nostalgia for us, and they fit perfectly with the comfort food.

See a theme here?

No, I’m not stupid enough to think this night alone will lead to professions of love, hotter than hell sex and plans for the indefinite future, but I am hoping to make Aggie forget her hang ups and at the very least, be my best friend again.

And if she decides to cuddle with me, maybe even share a blanket and snuggle like we used to, I won’t be mad at it. I might even go in for a small kiss if things go well.

But wait Noah, what happened to phase two?

Nothing.

Phase two, Suck Out the Poison, is under way right now.

I know one of the things that has always stood in the way of our friendship-relationship, one of the things that has always put a strain on our lives and made it hard for us to be together at all, is my career.

Which is exactly why I asked to meet with Grady and the owner of Gateway Records, Lenny Whitehead, so I can officially tell them this is my last album.

If I want a real shot at making something work with Aggie, the band has to go. I’ve been ready to do this for a while now, but a future with my best friend as more, as everything, is exactly what I need to finally get out.

“Noah,” Lenny says with a nod as I stroll into his office. “Good to see you again.”

No, it’s not.

Up until five years ago, the only reason Lenny tolerated me was because I am Bleak December. Like Aggie said, I’m the brain behind the music. Without me, they can’t do shit, and it was still true even when I was a train wreck. Since I got sober, Lenny hasn’t said one word to me and I’m pretty sure that’s because he’s just waiting for the other shoe to drop.

And I’m about to drop it.

I reach across his desk and shake his hand. “I appreciate you making time for me.”

“Of course. It’s not every day that a reclusive guitar prodigy calls and asks for a personal meeting.”

Reclusive, my ass.

I’ve stayed out of the spotlight the best I can and poured all my energy into raising Clover. That doesn’t make me a recluse, just a good dad trying to stay on the straight and narrow.

Grady snorts. “Prodigy.”

“Are you questioning my assessment?” Lenny turns to him, my weasel of a manger going chalk white. “I was the one who sent you to scout Bleak December all those years ago, solely based on the demo Noah mailed me. If I recall correctly, I was also the one who isolated the guitar track and said that boy was a prodigy destined for greatness. Considering the number of albums they’ve sold over the years; I’d say I was right.”

He may be skinny as a rail, old as dirt with a bad comb over and beady eyes, but Lenny Whitehead fucking knows music and he can make or break someone in the blink of an eye. And he won’t ever argue with our two platinum and three gold albums, this next one hopefully following the same trend.

“I was agreeing.” Grady kisses his ass. “Noah is a prodigy, a legend in the making. He⁠—”

“What was it you wanted to speak to me about?” Lenny turns back to me with a roll of those beady eyes.

I smirk at Grady, then flash Lenny what I hope is a confident smile. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, Mr. Whitehead, appreciate the amazing opportunity you gave to a broke ass kid trying to make it doing something he loved. And while I’ve enjoyed my time with Gateway…” I swallow hard, my mouth dry as fuck. “I feel it’s time for me to take my life in a different direction.”

Lenny stares at me long and hard, doesn’t speak for an eternity or more and when he finally does, well fuck.

“I had a feeling this was coming.” He sighs. “Your absence over the last few years spoke volumes, and while I admire you for taking responsibility for your actions, stepping into a role you did not plan to take, I’m afraid it isn’t that simple.”

I blink, then frown. “How do you mean?”

Lenny sifts through the papers on his desk, his eyes scanning whatever it is he found. “The contract you signed originally was for three albums, three albums that did very well and led us to offer another contract.”

“For three more albums, which should be fulfilled once our album drops next month.”

He shakes his head. “Hail Mary was a digital only release. It doesn’t meet the requirements outlined in your contract that would allow it to count toward the total six needed to fulfill the agreement. Blow Back is technically your fifth studio album, therefore you have one more before you can legally walk away from Gateway.”

Fuck.

Okay.

That’s fine.

I can still make this work.

“Okay.” I take a deep breath. “So, what do I need to do to terminate my contract early?”

“That’s not really a road you want to travel, son.” Lenny sighs. “By the time we were through with you, you’d be back to where you started all those years ago.”

Fuckity fuck fuck fuck.

I scrub my hand over my face and try not to freak out. Not only can I not walk away from everything I hate about my career, my plan to make things right with Aggie just took a one-way trip into the shitter.

“So, what you’re saying is, I’m fucked.”

Lenny chuckles. “Not necessarily.”

I lift a brow and wait.

“Bleak December is legally obligated to produce one more album after Blow Back, but that doesn’t mean they have to do it with you.” He holds up a hand when I open my mouth. “Your talent cannot be replicated, you’ll be hard to replace and an album without your skills and ear for music, your lyrical prowess is most likely going to be shit, but we can find someone else to take your place in the band.”

“Okay...”

“That being said, you, Mr. Thornbie, still owe me an album.”

I frown harder. “I’m not a solo artist.”

Lenny grins. “You haven’t been, no, but it doesn’t mean you can’t be. Your voice is better than Kyle’s, no questions asked, and lyrically you blow ninety percent of the artists at Gateway out of the water. You throw in your gift of guitar and composition skills… I have no doubt you could be an extremely successful and well received solo artist.”

“Thank you, but that’s kind of the point of leaving the band. I love making music, but I can’t do it as a career anymore. The lifestyle isn’t for me, I have too much at risk if I keep putting myself in it.” Everything is at risk if I do.

“I can appreciate your situation, Noah. I’ve seen you at your worst and I know the lifestyle played a very large roll in that, but I believe I’m seeing you at your best now.” Lenny gives me a crooked smile. It must be hard for his face to do that. I can honestly say I don’t think I’ve seen him smile, ever.

“You’ve completely changed, turned into a much more grown-up version of that barely twenty-year-old kid who was incredibly focused and driven when we first met. I imagine a lot of that can be attributed to becoming a father, but perhaps credit can also be given to that young lady you’ve been seen with lately. Agatha, yes?”

I nod slowly.

I don’t think I’ve ever had a conversation like this with Lenny. And I sure as hell didn’t think he kept tabs on my life like this or knew who Aggie was by name.

He has to follow the tabloids to a degree but Lenny has a team of people who do that for him, people who are basically on clean up duty for when his artists fuck up, so he doesn’t need to stay in the loop unless it’s big. My life? In the grand scheme, it’s just a minor blip on this guy’s radar.

“She’s been a part of your life since well before the band?”

Another nod and lift of my brow.

He smiles again, which is so fucking weird. “Sometimes the best motivation to make a change is a combination of things that have been right in front of us for years, as well as forced circumstances we didn’t ask for but embrace completely.”

“Speaking from experience?” Because this is strange as fuck, the way he has my situation pegged.

“I am. I admire you for wanting to make a change, wanting to do the right thing and allow positive influences to drive your decision making instead of the negative.” Lenny looks over what I’m guessing is my contract. “Here’s what I’m going to do.”

Oh boy.

“I’m going to sever your ties to Bleak December. You will still be listed everywhere as a founding member, still receive royalties and monies accrued from the five albums you’ve been a part of, something I do not have to allow but will because I like you, but you will no longer be a member of the band. You are no longer obligated to make public appearances with them, no longer required to do press, promotional events or otherwise, with Bleak December. The tour that will follow the release of Blow Back⁠—”

I shake my head. “I can’t tour. I have my daughter to think about, and I don’t want to be away from her that long.”

“You could hire a nanny and bring her with?” Lenny asks with a weird smirk. Dude must be having an off day. I can’t believe the shit he’s saying.

“Absolutely not. Even with a nanny, hotel rooms, a separate bus, there’s no way I want her exposed to what those asshats do on the road, and to be honest, I can’t be exposed to it either.”

He nods. “Taking your sobriety seriously, Mr. Thornbie. I admire that.”

“I am.” Not to mention all the groupies alone would ruin my chances with Aggie. “That being said, I know what my contract says about tours and if it’s a deal breaker, I understand.”

“It’s not.” Lenny is still smiling. “We can have someone else tour with the band until they find a permanent replacement.”

“Okay...” Now I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop.

Lenny leans back in his chair and clicks his pen a dozen times. “You still owe me an album and tour.”

KABOOM.

There it is.

God, I hope he doesn’t throw me in with another band or something, I don’t want that.

He shakes his head as if he can read my thoughts. “You owe me an album and tour as Noah Thorn, or Thornbie, whichever you decide to go by. The album can be a solo deal where you either use our house musicians as back up, you can play each part yourself and we mix it accordingly, or you can create a new band, one you hand pick to play your music, but it will be yours. Written, composed and recorded by you on Gateway Records.”

The smug grin I’m all too familiar with touches his mouth. “If the album is as well received as I believe it will be, you go on tour for three months to meet your contract requirements.” Again, when I open mouth, he stops me. “You will have complete control over the tour. You decide when you go, who goes with you and everything else in between. You want a completely sober crew? You interview our team, choose who you want and set the rules for them to follow. I don’t even care if you do random drug tests and boot people who don’t fall in line. As for the accommodations, I will do as I’ve always done and provide you with a private bus as well as air travel and hotels when needed, with a strict no fraternization policy as well as added security and no backstage access to anyone you don’t approve. This should eliminate any unwanted female attention, partying, or anything else that comes with the lifestyle you’re trying to move away from.”

I blink once, twice, three times.

“Let me get this straight.” I lean forward, drop my elbows to my knees, and look him in the eye. “I owe you an album and tour, but I have complete creative license as well as the power to design and control everything, so it coincides with my sobriety, fatherhood and fiancé?”

Another crooked smile. “That about sums it up. You think that’ll work for you while you finish out your time at Gateway?”

I grin and reach across the desk. “I believe we have a deal, Mr. Whitehead.”

“Excellent.” Lenny shakes my hand firmly. “I’ll tell legal to make the adjustments to your contract and have it sent over immediately.”

“What the hell am I supposed to tell the rest of the guys?” Grady finally speaks up. “This is bull⁠—”

“I’m done with him, right?” I point to my slime ball manager. “Don’t have to deal with his shit anymore?”

“Correct.” Lenny smirks. “And it would do you good to remember that, Jorgensen. Noah is no longer your concern.”

“But, but, what⁠—”

I get to my feet and shake Lenny’s hand again. “Thank you, Mr. Whitehead, I’ll be in touch.”

Then I’m walking out of his office on cloud nine.

I’ve never had this much freedom before.

I’ve been the brain of the band for years, but we’ve had to fit into a mold the record label created for us, and I’ve always had at least one person to answer to when it came to damn near everything. Lenny putting me in charge like this means I am the final say every step of the way.

I can write and record however I want, make the music I’ve always wanted to make.

I can limit publicity and press, keep my life still relatively private through the whole process.

Being able to schedule a totally sober tour with nothing but like-minded people means I can actually take Clover, set it up for the summer when school’s out, and keep her on a private tour bus with just me and Aggie. She can see the country, experience so many amazing places and people. She’ll get to see me in my element, the best version of me doing what I was born to do, something that will hopefully make her proud of me. Her and Aggie both.

Fuck.

Aggie.

I’m not sure what she’s going to think of all this or how she’ll fit into it. I know how I want her to, I just don’t know if she’ll agree.

The way I lived for years put a sour taste in her mouth, made her hate almost everything about musicians and what they do, but I’m not that guy anymore. I’m her guy, the guy who is on the straight and narrow, the guy who can’t even glance at another woman without feeling sick, the guy who doesn’t even take cold medicine because he doesn’t want to put anything toxic in his body. I’m Aggie’s guy and I’m just praying this new contract won’t have the opposite effect on my efforts to make her see that.

Fuck, this could be bad, but if I’ve learned anything over the years, it’s to pray for the good and let me tell you, I will be talking God’s ear off between now and when I find the balls to tell Aggie about this.


Chapter Nine

AGGIE




Ismile a little as I slowly wipe away the green soap, a hint of pride filling my chest with each gentle pull.

This piece turned out beautifully, absolutely stunning, if I do say so myself.

One of my very few regular clients commissioned it a couple days ago, came into Inked in Sin just to book a slot with me and since I wasn’t here, Ash called with the specifics, and I got to work.

The client, Brit, wanted a tattoo in memory of her recently passed grandmother. She let me have free rein, only asked that I incorporate hyacinths and knitting needles into the piece, threw a few favorite colors and the style at me, and let me go to town on the design.

It didn’t take long to come up with something and when I emailed my concept to her—a hyper realistic bouquet of sorts, with the knitting needles and yarn hidden throughout the stems and leaves of three hyacinths—Brit called me crying because she thought it was perfect.

And now, seeing the finished product so beautifully painted on her skin, I’m inclined to agree.

“Take a look.” I smile, then roll toward the counter as she swings her legs over my tattoo chair. “Let me know what you think. If you feel like it’s lacking or⁠—”

“Aggie.” She sniffles, stands in front of the mirror and admires her arm, the piece stretching from shoulder to elbow in bright purple and white. “This is gorgeous, I just love it.”

Another jolt of pride hits my chest. “I’m so glad.” I grab the salve and pull on a fresh pair of gloves. “Do you mind if I add it to my portfolio?”

When I turn, Brit is wiping her eyes with a huge smile on her face. “Not at all. I’d love to have my gran’s tattoo in your portfolio.”

Me too.

This is the entire reason I started tattooing in the first place.

I always knew I wanted to do something with art, I just never knew what that something was.

At one point I thought about graphic design, teaching art history, even curating at an art museum, but my love for creating original work that moved people, that touched their lives, was too great to settle for simply being close to masterpieces or sharing my love for them.

When I moved to New Orleans, I started apprenticing at a shop while I worked the front desk and went to school for a degree in fine art. After I graduated, I started tattooing part time for a few years until I met Ash, funny enough, at one of Noah’s shows and we got talking about ink. He had just opened his shop and was looking for a third artist, so he asked if I’d be interested in filling the position. Since I was still part time at Morbid Ink with no end in sight, I jumped at the chance and started working for Ash two weeks later.

I mostly took walk-ins and the people who picked from our flash, but it was steady work, and I was able to really hone my ability. Eventually, I built my own clientele and was able to do custom pieces, stuff with substance and meaning, the stuff I really love, and that continued for a while. Up until Halee realized who I was connected to and started punishing me for it.

I’ve done all my brothers’ ink, most of Noah’s, and while I love that those men are walking billboards displaying my original work, Halee has managed to whittle my other clients down to a very select few. And that has definitely put a damper on how frequently I get to do custom pieces, but when I do, man, it really reminds me why I love tattooing and started doing it in the first place.

After a little more gushing over her tattoo and a lot of thanks, I photograph her piece and get it wrapped up, then send her on her way. She was my last client of the night and she tipped me generously, but knowing I don’t have any more tattoos scheduled for almost a week has me feeling a little melancholy.

“You closing up?” Jax asks from the doorway, his gigantic frame totally blocking it.

I nod and start putting away my gun. “We can split in about a half hour.” Tank gets to his feet, then trots over to where my unnecessary but not unwelcome bodyguard is waiting. “Do you mind taking him out? It’s been a while and Tank’s bladder isn’t much bigger than Thor’s.”

Jax chuckles. “No problem, Aggs. Wouldn’t want your best good boy whizzing in the Hummer. Vin would have a coronary.”

He would.

That ride is Vin’s baby.

For now, anyway. I know they’ve been talking more and more about starting a family, so both men’s priorities will be changing within the next year or two, I’d imagine.

With a sigh, I start sanitizing my room and my twenty minute clean up routine.

I’m hoping to catch Ash before he leaves so we can talk a little more about my schedule. One day a week isn’t cutting it and when we chatted earlier, I was under the impression my boss was uncomfortable at best, but he wouldn’t elaborate on why. Most likely because Jax was up my ass the entire time, or possibly because his evil sister really is pulling the strings. Either way, I need to make sure we talk because if I want to get out of Noah’s house, I need the income.

Problem is, I don’t really want out.

I know it’s only going to bite me in the ass again, but ever since I talked to my brothers, totally fell apart and told them everything going on, my desire to leave has lessened.

I’m still trying to keep distance between Noah and I but I can’t help but think maybe there was some truth to my extra sappy big brothers’ words. Not that I should even entertain the thought of forever with Noah and Clover, forever as more than just his BFF and her Gigi, but I can’t seem to stop myself. I love them both too much not to wish this was real.

It’s not, though, it’s just convenient.

Convenient to pretend to be engaged because we know each other so well, because we already have a level of comfort that’s only attained by a much deeper connection. I’m just worried that I really am starting to believe it, believe that Noah wants my forever, has always wanted it, and just didn’t know how to ask.

Which is a very dangerous line of thinking.

The longer I live with him, the harder I fall, and I’ve started to think maybe falling won’t be so bad this time, that maybe Noah will actually catch me when I do.

But it’s that little voice in the back of my head reminding me that he might not, that he hasn’t in years, the voice throwing all the times he hurt me back in my face. That’s what’s keeping a wall between us.

I can’t help that the rest of me has already started to knock it down brick by brick, but once it’s gone, there won’t be anything left protecting my heart, so I have to be ready to deal with the aftermath.

And that’s why I finish up in my tattoo room, grab my shit, and lock up before I head to Ash’s office. If I’m going to be stupid enough to think this thing with Noah is different and has the potential to be everything I’ve ever wanted, then I need to be smart enough to make sure I can get out when it all blows up in my face.

“Hey, do you have...” I knock as I open the office door, then immediately tense when I see the wrong redhead. “Oh... hey Halee.”

She doesn’t acknowledge me, just keeps scrolling through her phone, keeps her feet on Ash’s desk, keeps that bored expression on her face. Also known as permanent resting bitch face.

I clear my throat. “Is Ash still around? I wanted to talk to him...”

Halee’s shrewd eyes flick to mine briefly before she sighs loud enough for the neighbors to hear.

Okay then.

“I was hoping to catch him before he left for the night⁠—”

“You didn’t,” she snaps and drops her phone in her lap. “Ashlee left twenty minutes ago.”

Damn.

“Okay. Thanks. I’ll just give him a call⁠—”

“He started seeing someone, Agatha, so don’t bother. Ashlee doesn’t want your disease infested snatch anymore.”

I blink.

Did she really just say that?

I mean, I know she’s got a problem with me, but Halee usually takes a more passive aggressive route. Dirty looks. Mumbled jabs. Fucking with my schedule behind the scenes. Never anything like that, though.

“Excuse me?”

She smirks. “You heard me, Agatha. Ashlee has moved on, so you should to. Move on from my brother, and from this shop.”

“What?”

Halee rolls her eyes. “God, you really are stupid. I said⁠—”

I hold up a hand. “No, I heard your words, and not that I have to justify anything to you, but Ash and I haven’t been more than friends and co-workers in months. I know he’s seeing someone and I’m very happy for him.”

“Yeah, okay.” She snorts. “So happy for him that you came looking for an after-hours quickie.”

I shake my head. “I told you, I wanted to talk to Ash about my schedule. I tried earlier, but we didn’t have much time, so I thought now might work better.” With a hard swallow, I decide to drive the point home. “Besides, I’m in a relationship now, too. A serious one. Ash and I are just friends.”

“Oh right, the rockstar,” Halee sneers. “You really are stupid if you believe someone as hot as Noah Thorn would want anything to do with you. Especially when he can have his pick of any woman on the planet.”

I refuse to let her see me flinch.

While I know there is some truth to that, know that Noah could be with anyone in the world and threw me away once, I refuse to let this bitch think she’s getting to me, insecurities be damned.

“It’s true, whether you believe it or not.”

“I don’t,” she huffs. “Why would someone like Noah want to be with a stupid, talentless, ugly, big ass Amazon like you? You have zero personality, your tattoos are crap, and your best friend is a big dumb cow pretending to be a dog. Let’s not forget you dress like you’re going to a funeral every day and one would think all that black could help hide your fat ass and chubby body, but it miraculously doesn’t.” Halee grins. “You’re a money hungry little bitch trying to move in on everyone you can in order to get a free ride. You’re penniless, homeless, talentless, and you’re about to be jobless. Noah wouldn’t touch you with a fifty-foot pole.”

Wow.

Just fucking wow.

“You’ve been waiting a long time to say that to me, haven’t you?”

She nods, totally satisfied with herself.

“Well, I...” Hold on. “Wait, you said about to be jobless.”

“Sure did, Agatha.” Halee smiles like the devil herself. “Consider this little chat your pink slip, bitch. You’re fired.”

My eyes go wide seconds before they well with tears. “You can’t fire me. I haven’t done anything wrong and I⁠—”

She slams her hands on the desk as she lifts out of the chair and leans toward me. “I can do whatever the fuck I want and you. Are. Fired. You can clean out your shit tomorrow. If it’s not gone by Monday, I’m trashing it.”

“Halee, you can’t do this. Does Ash know? Did he okay this?”

“I am part owner, I don’t need to run every little thing by Ashlee. You’re fired and I’ll tell him when I’m good and ready. It’s not like you’re some huge asset or whatever.” She drops back into the chair, throws her feet on the desk and picks up her phone. “Now get the fuck out of my office. You can turn in your keys when you pick up your shit.”

I bury the urge to cry, easily since I’m also super pissed and will freak out over all this later, take a deep breath and narrow my eyes. “Go to hell, Halee.”

She blinks at me. “What did you just say?”

“I said go to hell.” My back straightens as I pull strength from somewhere, probably my fat ass. “Ever since I started working here, you’ve been a royal bitch to me, but I kept my mouth shut because of the respect I have for Ash. Since I’m no longer employed here and he’s just my friend, I have some shit I’d like to say to you.”

I keep my tone even despite the way I’m shaking. “You always talk about how I’m trying to take advantage of the people in my life who have success, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. Everything I have, what little there is of it, has been acquired through busting my ass for years. I’ve never taken a dime from either of my brothers or Noah, I even tried to return my Jeep when Knox had it delivered to me. The relationships I have with them are worth more than anything money can buy, and that makes them priceless in my eyes. As for Ash, he’s been a good friend and a great boss and while I’ve enjoyed working with him for nearly a decade, I would never use any aspect of our relationship, fucking or otherwise, to take advantage of him or push you out.”

“You little⁠—”

“I’ve never used my job the way you do, never used what I do as a way to bed hop or get ahead somehow. I always show up to work, work hard as hell while I’m here and do anything Ash needs outside of tattooing, and I’ve done it because I appreciate the opportunity he gave me. I respect the hell out of him for making this business into something great while he constantly picks up your slack.”

I force a smile. “You’re a spoiled, self-entitled little brat who has no self-worth because you think the only way to make something of yourself is by stepping on other people or spreading your legs to do it. I feel sorry for you, Halee. I may be penniless, homeless, talentless and jobless, but I know who I am, I know my worth, and I know there are people in my life who love me unconditionally regardless of what I can or can’t do for them, my fiancé included.” One more deep breath. “I’ll come by before Monday to get my shit, but you can bet your ass I’ll be doing it when Ash is here because, at the very least, I want to make sure he knows what you did in his absence. Have a good night.”

I spin on my heel and march down the hall with my heart pounding in my ears.

Fucking bitch.

I can’t believe that even happened.

It’s like Halee has been waiting for it to be just the two of us before she pulled a stunt like that. No Ash, no Tripp. Jax is out back, not even my dog was here for that shitshow.

Vindictive bitch.

God, I’m so mad.

And I’m so totally fucked.

That thought booms through my head, echoes off my skull and makes my nose and throat burn. I can’t cry now, though, not when I have to ride home with Jax. He’ll know anyway and if I cry, he’ll freak out and tell Noah, which I absolutely do not want to happen.

If he tells Noah, my best friend will ride into that shop on his white horse, lay into Halee, then Ash, then he’ll demand I get my job back at full time before he threatens to sue them and buy the shop himself.

And while I appreciate that to a degree, Ash doesn’t deserve it.

I stop just in front of the back door and try like hell to fight the tears that are bound to spill.

I’m an emotional crier.

Not just when I’m sad, but I cry when I’m happy, mad, scared. You name it, I’ll cry because of it and wearing my emotions on my sleeve that way isn’t really a good thing, especially when I need to hide them from an incredibly perceptive bodyguard who also happens to be my friend and will totally narc to my best friend.

With a shaky breath, I hoist my backpack higher on my shoulders, pray for strength, then open the back door.

“You ready, Aggs?” Jax asks as he throws Tank’s tennis ball. “Your good boy peed twice and left a huge pile of shit next to Halee’s BMW. He’s good to go.”

A genuine smile pulls at my lips. “Tank is getting extra treats for that.” My pooch comes lumbering toward us, tail wagging, tongue flopped out around his ball between a toothy smile. “Yes, he will. Extra treats for shitting by that she-devil’s fancy car.”

The ride home is relatively silent. I’m tired, emotionally spent and battling a nervous breakdown to rival every single one I’ve ever had, and Jax knows it. He’s kind enough to not say anything though, just glances at me periodically while I lean my head on the window and watch the Main Quarter pass by.

I really love living here in New Orleans, but I can’t help but feel like it’s coming to an end. I’ll have nothing when I move out of Noah’s house, nothing but Tank and my Jeep, and that means Georgia is a very real possibility, especially if Ma and Knox move out that way.

I miss being close to my family, really miss seeing them all the time and since I haven’t exactly built shit out here, being with them again is more appealing than it’s ever been. Definitely helps that I now have a shit ton of nieces and nephews I desperately want relationships with, too.

Too bad I’m in love with my best friend and his daughter, stupidly hoping they’ll be the reason I stay. Leaving them seems like an impossibility at this point, and I’m ridiculous enough to believe I won’t need to. I’ve embraced it even, accepted the way my heart will be destroyed when they no longer need me and instead of getting out now while I’m still slightly intact, I’m ready to dive headfirst into whatever this is between us, heartbreak be damned.

“Thanks for playing chauffeur today.” I smile at Jax as I hop out of the Hummer. “I’ll let you know if I need you tomorrow.”

He nods and gives me a handsome smile. “Anytime, Aggs. You’re our family too, you know. Vin and I would do anything for you.”

Damn emotional rollercoaster.

I swallow hard and try even harder not to cry. “Thanks.”

Jax watches as I walk into Noah’s house, makes sure I lock up and turn out the lights before he takes off toward his house about a mile away.

I don’t bother turning on any lights, just kick my boots off in the foyer, drop my bag and head toward the stairs to my room, but I stop when I notice the basement door ajar and a sliver of light is shining in the hall.

Huh.

It’s after one.

Clover is definitely in bed but I figured Noah would be too, he doesn’t last very long after years of putting his baby to sleep by 8:30.

I guess he could be in his studio.

Noah has a small personal studio in part of the basement, just off what he considers the family room. It’s a soundproof room where he writes and plays when he needs a break.

Maybe he took advantage of a quiet house and went down to work on something new? He did mention something about discussing a change with Mr. Whitehead at his meeting today. It wouldn’t shock me if Noah got started on it as soon as punky went down.

My curiosity wins as I creep toward the stairs, nudge open the door and wait.

Noah never minds when I come down to listen to him play. He always welcomes it actually and usually cons me into singing with him. We haven’t done that in a long time though because I’ve been so distant, but maybe it’s exactly what we need right now, the little push I need to finish letting my walls down in order to risk everything one last time.

Oh, but when I get to the bottom of the stairs, my heart melts into a gigantic puddle and a million different emotions slam into my chest.

The lights are low, but I can still see everything, everything that makes me love this man more than I already do.

The sectional is piled with fuzzy blankets and plush pillows, dozens of each arranged to create the nest Noah and I have made for years, the one we always insisted on sitting bundled up in while we read or talked or whatever our hearts desired at the time.

On the coffee table next to Clover’s video monitor—which is strangely off—is a fucking feast. A feast from Willie Mae’s.

So many takeout containers, the insulated kind that keeps the food warm for long periods of time, and I can tell Noah ordered the entire menu judging by the spread. There are two six packs—one orange soda, one cream soda—which means there’s probably vanilla bean ice cream in the freezer so we can make orange cream sickle floats later.

And on the huge seventy-five inch TV is the menu for The Dream Team, one of our favorite movies all cued up and ready to go, but what has me seconds from bursting into tears is what I see sitting in the recliner a few feet in front of me.

Noah is asleep in the chair, elbow propped on the arm, head resting on his hand. His light strawberry blonde waves are down and damp from a recent shower that has him smelling like sinfully sweet memories. And lord help me, Noah isn’t wearing anything except a pair of grey sweatpants, the male equivalent of the sexiest lingerie, his very pretty man feet kicked up on the end of the sectional, toes still pink from when he let Clover paint them last.

He’s quite possibly the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, his incredibly handsome face peaceful and covered in just a tiny hint of scruff.

Chest rising and falling in even and relaxed breaths, that damn sexy smattering of hair over his pecs and stomach disappearing into the waistband of those sweats. Every inch of his porcelain skin colored with ink, arms, chest, neck, ribs, even the tops of his feet.

Noah is a work of art for so many reasons but seeing my artwork on his flesh sends an unexpected rush of emotion though me, especially when you consider the fact that he obviously set the scene for a night with his best friend, one he tried to stay awake for despite starting his day with the sun.

Fuck, I love him so much.

“You did all this for me?” I whisper as I come to stand in front of him, my eyes scanning the couch and table again. “You even got Willie’s.”

Noah stirs a little and yawns. “Mmhey, kitten. I didn’t hear you come down.”

“You got me Willie’s?”

“I did, but I overshot in hopes that I’d get to pick at your leftovers.” He gives me a sleepy smile as he scratches his bare chest. “You still can’t eat everything on the menu, right?”

One single tear rolls down my cheek and I don’t even bother hiding it.

I can’t believe he did this for me. Comfort food, comfort movies, comfort everything that includes so many of our favorites from almost thirty years of being vital to the other’s existence.

No one knows me the way Noah does, no one gets me like he does, and no one has ever done something so simple yet so meaningful for me in a really, really long time.

“Kitten?” There’s worry in his voice, and far less sleep as he sits up and puts his feet on the floor. “Aggs, what is it?”

“You got me Willie’s.” I sniffle.

“Aggie, what’s⁠—”

I don’t let him finish.

No, I throw caution to the wind, ignore my better judgment and do something I’ve wanted to do since I left Jupiter all those years ago.

I step between Noah’s thighs, take his so gorgeous face in my hands and press my lips to his for the first time since we were kids.

My heart is beating so fast, my hands are practically shaking and just that simple caress has me wanting more. More of his lips, his skin against mine, his hands buried in my hair the way he used to when he’d kiss me. I just want more of him.

More he obviously can’t give me, because Noah isn’t kissing me back.

Oh my god.

How could I be so stupid?

This was a mistake, a huge mistake, and now I have to leave right this second.

I break the one-sided kiss, avoid looking at his most likely disgusted expression, and start backing away. “I’m sorry. I just, I just had a really shitty day, and this was all so sweet. I shouldn’t have done that. I’m sorry. I’m just going to go⁠—”

Quicker than I can register, Noah is gripping the front of my t-shirt and yanking me forward, my body trapped between his thighs as his free hand slides up the side of my neck until his fingers are in my hair.

Noah doesn’t speak, just keeps me close with his hand gripping my shirt, those pale blue eyes locked with my leaking ones and slowly, so slowly, he pulls my face down to his.

Then he’s kissing me.

Noah is kissing me.

A soft, tentative kiss, one that asks for permission, asks if this is okay and so much more.

He pulls me closer, his lips caressing mine in the gentlest of kisses.

He tastes exactly like I remember, minty and sweet, his full mouth as soft and warm just like it was all those years ago.

This kiss is so much like our first one, the one we shared when we were seventeen and reckless, but it’s somehow different, too. This kiss is beautiful and hesitant, sweet and a little shy, but not awkward. No, there is nothing awkward about kissing thirty-four-year-old Noah, it just feels right.

“Aggie...” he sighs against my lips as he presses his forehead to mine. “Kitten, fuck, I’ve missed you.”

I take a shaky breath, squeeze my eyes shut in order to hide the tears, and nod. “Me too.”

“I’m going to kiss you again, kitten, so if you don’t want me to, now is the time to tell me.”

Instead of answering him with words, I just press my lips to his and kiss him a little harder.

And that was all he needed, apparently.

Noah tugs me toward him one final time, guides my body down to his, then adjusts us in the chair so I’m straddling his lap, our chests flush against each other. He lets go of my shirt and both hands travel up my thighs until they’re cupping my ass, squeezing and keeping me close.

I whimper into our next kiss as Noah slants his mouth and deepens it, kissing me hard enough for me to grab his shoulders just to stay grounded.

But I feel like I’m flying.

I feel like my entire body is light and free, the only thing keeping me from floating away from Noah’s lips and his kiss.

“Agatha...” he groans as my hands slide up his neck, gripping it firmly and stroking his jaw with my thumbs. “Kitten...”

I tilt his head back just a little and when my tongue runs the seam of his perfect lips, Noah growls deep and low just before he gives me what I want.

Tongues and teeth, languid strokes and playful nips. I kiss Noah hard, kiss him like I love him, kiss him the way I’ve only ever kissed him. My arms go around his neck, my fingers tangling in his strawberry blond locks as I try to get closer, try to hold onto this moment and ignore every single reason I shouldn’t, and when Noah digs his fingers into my ass hard and presses my hips to his, I’m a goner.

“Noah,” I gasp when I feel how hard he is, his steel length hot and heavy against the seam of my jeans. “Noah, we, this⁠—”

“I know, kitten,” he groans as he rocks my hips. “I know, but it is, and I want it to.” Noah sucks on my lower lip, eliciting a moan from the back of my throat. “This is happening because I want it to, because you want it to, and we can’t keep fighting our connection. I’m tired of fighting it, kitten. I want you too much to keep depriving us of everything we should be to each other.”

Tears spring to my eyes as hope blooms in my chest. What he said could be taken any number of ways, but I’m foolish enough to think he’s referring to more than just kisses and sex. I want to believe Noah means he wants all of me, wants us to be what we were, what we always should have been, and that’s enough for me right now.

I’ll analyze his words later when I’m a hot mess worrying about having a one-night stand with my best friend I’m playing house with while falling so deep in love with him I’ll never get out.

So instead of stopping this like I should, I tug his hair by the roots, kiss him as deep as I can and grind into his lap without the least bit of concern, completely ready to ignore every doubt and make Noah mine again, even if it’s just for one night.

Right up until we hear footsteps overhead, heavy ones lumbering through the foyer, followed by Vin’s voice calling for us.

Noah breaks the kiss and sighs as he rubs his nose against mine. “Clover is having a sleepover.”

I nod like I understand what he’s saying and am not still hazy with lust.

Something Noah knows because he grins and gives me another small kiss. “If Vin is upstairs looking for us, it’s because of her.”

“Oh.” Now I get it. “We should go up then.”

“I’m sorry, kitten.” He gives me a slightly disappointed smile as I awkwardly get off his lap. “I wanted this to be about us, so I arranged for Clover to stay with her uncles, but⁠—”

“She’s our priority, Noah.” I smile because I mean that. “Everything else can wait until we know she’s good.”

He gets to his feet, boner and all, then takes my chin between his thumb and index finger, tilts my head and presses another sinful kiss to my lips. “I didn’t plan on kissing you tonight, Aggs, but now that I have, you can expect I’ll be doing it as frequently as possible. And this”—Noah nods down toward the enormous tent in his sweats—“can wait, but it’s going to happen again, too. You’re mine, Aggie, and I’m not letting you go this time.”

I just nod because that was pretty clear, but again, it could be taken at face value, taken as a promise for sex and nothing more. And once again, I’m stupid enough to believe otherwise.

When we get upstairs, me leading the way to give Noah time to get his hard-on under control, my heart breaks at what I see.

Vin is in his pajamas, Clover in his arms with a look of concern on his face as he cradles our girl. She’s pale, paler than usual because she has Noah’s complexion, and she seems pretty lethargic.

“What’s wrong?” Noah asks, a little panic in his tone as he reaches for his baby. “What happened?”

Vin hands her over. “She has a fever. I gave her Motrin and it came down a bit, but she’s saying she feels pukey and wanted you.”

No sooner than the words are out of his mouth does Clover projectile vomit all over Noah’s bare chest. She starts to cry just as the door opens again, Jax walking in wearing his pj’s and a look of worry, my dog right by his side.

“Shhh,” Noah soothes. “It’s okay, peanut.”

“My tummy hurts.”

“I know baby, but it’s okay. Daddy’s got you.”

I look at our friends and give them a smile. “You two lock up and you can take my room.”

I know damn well they aren’t going to leave Clover like this, not until they know she’s okay and quite frankly, I’ll be sleeping on the floor next to her bed if I have to because I feel the same. “I’ll go draw her a bath.”

We all head upstairs, Tank included, and head in separate directions.

Clover throws up again while I start filling the tub in her bathroom, cries even harder because she hates being sick and when I bring a towel out to try to help Noah clean himself up, my chest goes tight.

He’s standing in the middle of her bedroom covered in puke, swaying back and forth while he quietly sings to her. Clover is playing with his hair, her tears subsiding and regardless of the mess, this is exactly what I want my life to be. I want both of them, love them so damn much that I need them to be mine and it might just kill me if it doesn’t happen.

“Here.” I hold out the towel and keep my arms outstretched. “Let me get her started so you can clean yourself up.”

Noah’s eyes find mine. “You don’t have to, Aggs. I can get her situated and shower after.”

I shake my head. “It’s fine, Thor. A little throw up is the least of my concerns. I’ll get her in the tub while you take a few minutes for yourself, then we’ll go from there.”

The smile Noah gives me as he hands over our girl is so beautiful, so loaded, I’m not sure what to make of it. But I take my punky from him anyway, then head to the bathroom.

“You feel like you need to throw up again, baby?” I ask as I set her on the counter and carefully peel off her nightgown.

Clover shakes her head, then proceeds to throw up all over me and burst into tears.

“Hey, it’s okay, punky.” I press a kiss to her forehead, feeling that she’s still a touch feverish. “We’ll get you in the tub and clean this all up. Daddy will be back in a few minutes.”

“Gigi,” she sobs. “I’m sorrys I got sick on you.”

I smile and push her hair back out of her face. “It’s totally fine, baby. Believe it or not, this isn’t the first time you’ve yakked on me and I’m sure it won’t be the last.”

“Will yous stay with me, please? I’m so sleepy.”

“Of course, baby. I’m not going anywhere.”

Clover yawns big, rubs her eyes, and lets me finish undressing her like a rag doll. And because I’m also covered in puke, I lose my t-shirt and jeans, toe off my socks, and pick her up before lowering us both into the tub in our underwear.

“I loves you, my Gigi.” Clover sighs as I wash her up. “I’m so glads you live with me and Daddy.”

I press a kiss to the back of her head and get my front cleaned up before wrapping her in my arms. “Me too, baby. I love you so much and I’m so glad I’m here with you.”

“And Daddy.” She sighs on a yawn. “He’s glad you lives with us because he loves you toos.”

I don’t acknowledge her words, just sink down into the tub so the lukewarm water can help her relax, and help break her fever while I sing softly to my punk.

Even if I’m not their forever, Noah and Clover are mine. They always have been and always will be, and I pray this little girl knows it, so one day she can forgive me for what I’m going to have to do when her dad doesn’t want my forever any more than he did when we were kids.


Chapter Ten

NOAH




If I hadn’t already been so fucking in love with Aggie, this past weekend would have made me fall for her in a heartbeat.

It wasn’t the way my small gesture of friendship we didn’t even get to enjoy moved her to tears.

It wasn’t the way she kissed me then continued to do so despite the doubt she still clearly harbors over what I want from her.

It wasn’t even the way she totally understood and said Clover was our priority when we had to stop the hottest make out sesh I’ve had since Aggie and I were making out on the regular.

No, it was in all the ways my kitten showed me that she meant what she said by helping me care for my sick peanut all weekend without ever having to ask. Successfully solidifying the fact that I’m madly in love with her and want her to be in my life permanently as my wife and Clover’s mother forever.

That shit sealed the deal.

After I showered off my daughter’s puke that gave The Exorcist a run for her money, I went to check on my girls and when I walked into the bathroom with clean pajamas in hand, my heart did this weird little flutter-stutter-stop-kickstart thing.

Seeing Aggie actually in the tub with Clover, holding my peanut like that, cradled to her chest while she sang to her in her smoky as fuck voice, Jesus, I was seconds away from professing my love for her right then and there. And I wasn’t stupid enough to ignore how beautiful her body is when they got out, Aggie in nothing but a sports bra and boy shorts that barely left anything to the imagination.

It was sexy as fuck watching her mother my baby while she was in her underwear, and I loved the fact that she didn’t give two shits about getting puked on or taking a bath in her clothes because Clover is her priority.

While I got my peanut all dried off, in fresh jammies and settled in my bed with Disney+, Aggie gave Jax and Vin an update, grabbed clothes for herself then showered in Clover’s bathroom. She came to check on her immediately after that and when she saw my baby dozing, Aggie gave her a kiss, told her she loved her, and went to leave.

Something I desperately did not want to happen and thankfully, it didn’t.

Clover, the most amazing child ever to live, reached out and grabbed Aggie’s hand and asked her to stay with us. And because she really does love my daughter as much as I do, she stayed.

Aggs looked to me for permission, then climbed into my bed on the other side of Clover, and the three of us stayed like that for most of the weekend. Tank even got in on the action and slept at the foot of my bed.

It was perfect and incredible, and I never want it to end because that’s exactly how I woke up this morning.

A big ass snoring dog snoozing at my feet, my peanut snuggled up like a burrito in her favorite blanket with her two favorite stuffed animals between my big ass and my best friend in the entire world, the woman I want to spend the rest of this life and the next with. Fucking perfect.

Clover’s fever broke Saturday but I’m paranoid as shit, so I lean down and press a kiss to her forehead, then grin as she scrunches her little button nose.

Cool as a cucumber.

Aggie taught me that trick when my peanut was teething, the thing with kissing a forehead to check for a fever. Said Linda used to do it to them all the time, and it’s more accurate than any thermometer ever created, and she was right.

I watch my baby sleep, the way she seems so peaceful and content just lying in bed without a care in the world. Her doctor came out for a home visit last night and gave her the all clear, but moments like this make me want to keep her home, slow down time and have her stay three and a half forever. I can’t, though, and that’s why my daughter has to get up.

“Peanut.” I push her hair out of her eyes. “Clover, baby, you have to get up.”

She burrows further into her blanket, just her eyebrows and messy mane showing.

I smile. “Come on, Princess, time to get up and go rule your kingdom.”

“I don’t wanna gets up,” she mumbles.

“You have to, baby. The doctor said you’re all better, so you need to get up for school.”

Clover disappears into her Thor blanket completely. “But Daddy, mys tummy hurts.”

I snort as I roll my eyes. She’s been trying to weasel her way out of going to school since yesterday morning when she found out neither of us have to work today.

“Then I guess you won’t be able to eat my special pancakes for breakfast,” a raspy, sleep riddled voice mumbles from the other side of the bed. “Tank can have yours.”

One stormy blue eye peeks over the top of the blanket, looks at me, then Aggie, who’s still lying on her side, facing us. “The ones with peanut butter chips?”

“Mmhmm.” My kitten sighs. “And banana. With whipped cream and chocolate sprinkles.”

“I feels much better!” Clover’s whole face appears, a big toothy smile beaming at us before she shoots to her feet in the middle of my bed. “My doctor is a goods doctor! I feels super!”

“No kidding.” I chuckle as she jumps down. “A real miracle worker.”

Clover nods like crazy as she runs to the door. “I’m gonna gets dressed! I’m starving for special pancakes!”

We both laugh as my peanut darts into the hall with Tank on her heels, leaving just me and my kitten all alone in my bed.

“I think her sweet tooth is even worse than yours.” Aggie smiles as she rolls onto her stomach, stretches like a cat and buries her face in my pillows. “At least those pancakes are super healthy with the way I make them.”

“Mmhmm.” I close the space between us, throw a leg over Aggie’s fantastic ass, and wrap her in my arms. “We won’t tell her that though, she might not want to eat them if she knows they’re good for her.”

She turns her head and gives me a gorgeous, sleepy smile. “What are you doing, Thor?”

“Nothing.” I grin, then put our bodies as close as possible. My head is on her pillow, we’re almost nose to nose and when my hand slides over her hip to cup her perfect butt, I yank her to me so she can feel what I might be doing.

“Clover is going to come racing back in here after she’s dressed,” Aggie all but moans when I reposition so my thigh is between her legs, my super hard dick nudging her core.

“I know.” I smirk in her face, squeeze her ass and grind into her just a little. “But I’ve been dying to get my hands on you since Friday night. Gotta take the opportunity when it presents.”

Aggie’s eyes flutter closed when I do it again and run my nose up the column of her throat. “Is this really how you want to teach your daughter about the birds and bees?”

I grin against her creamy skin, then nip at her pulse before my lips barely brush hers. “Clover will never ever be allowed to even hear about that, but it doesn’t mean I can’t do a little hands-on learning myself with the most amazing woman I’ve ever met.”

She smiles, but when I go to kiss her, Aggs jerks her head back and slams a hand over her mouth.

I frown. “While I would love nothing more than to kiss every inch of your body at some point today, I didn’t intend to start with the back of your hand.”

“Morning breath,” she mumbles. “You can’t kiss me with morning breath.”

Thank fuck that’s all it was.

And it makes me grin. “Aggie, kitten, I don’t give a fuck about that. I want your kiss and I want it now.”

Her eyes narrow, but her hand doesn’t move.

“Agatha...”

One brow lifts in challenge.

So, I roll my hips, grind my now almost painfully hard dick against her and watch as Aggie’s pupils dilate.

Hell yes.

Then I decide to test the waters further, to see if my kitten is still the wild and kinky girl I was privileged enough to call my first and only all those years ago.

“You gonna give me what I want, Agatha, or am I going to have to take it?”

Her pupils grow wider, those gun metal grey eyes become a little hooded, but she still doesn’t move her hand. Just arches her brow and waits.

I’m on her in the blink of an eye.

Aggie is on her back so fast she doesn’t have time to react, both of her wrists are above her head in one of my hands while the other travels up her body, skimming one of those big, beautiful tits before it lands on her throat. She gasps as I pin her with my hips, line my cock up with her core perfectly, and apply just a hint of pressure to her delicious throat.

“You gonna give me what I want now?”

And the little minx rolls her lips between her teeth and gives me a curt shake of her head.

“Then I guess I’ll just have to take it.” My hand slides a little higher and I use my thumb to free her bottom lip. I trace that soft plump petal, then push my thumb between her lips, and groan like a motherfucker when they close around it and suck. I rock my hips against hers, my dick dripping with pre-cum each time I move just right to hit her clit. Aggie releases my thumb and tilts her head slightly, offering me her lips and her throat as she locks her ankles across my ass and pulls me harder against her.

I dip my head but stop less than a centimeter from her mouth. “You are mine, Agatha, and it’ll work out better for both of us in the end when you accept it.”

My fingers close a little around her throat as I tease her lips, nipping and pulling, licking that perfect Cupid’s bow mouth. And when she arches her back and squeezes her thighs around my hips, I give us a taste of what we both want and kiss her nice and fucking slow. “Mine, Aggie.”

She smiles as I look her in the eye, lifts her head for one more kiss and fucking bites my lip before dropping back to the pillow. “We’ll see who belongs to who when it’s all said and done, Thor.”

Hell yes, we will.

“You staying home with me today?” My fingers smooth over her skin and stroke the column of her throat, her neck, and jaw.

She nods. “I am, just have to take Clover to school first.”

“Good.” I plant a hard kiss on her lips, then release her so I can flatten my body on top of hers. “I’ve missed you, kitten. I need some one-on-one time.”

Aggie lifts a hand to my cheek and traces under my eye with a delicate finger. “I’m sorry I’ve been so distant.”

She has, and I know exactly why, but that changes today. Hell, it changed Friday, maybe even years ago when Clover was born, we just didn’t have the chance to make good on it because my peanut needed us.

“No more, right? No more distance, no more walls. Just Aggie and Noah, Noah and Aggie.” Another kiss to her lips and a bump of our noses. “The way it was, the way it always should be.”

Tears fill her eyes as she nods. “Gotta throw in a punk and a Tank, but yeah. No more distance, no more walls. Just us like always.”

“Good.” And I seal it with a kiss.

That’s basically a legally binding contract in my eyes.

“Are yous kissing my Gigi?!”

I grin against Aggie’s lips as her entire body stiffens, legs still locked around my hips, hand on my face and everything.

God, I love to see my kitten squirm.

“I’m just admiring how pretty your Gigi’s eyes are without her glasses.” Yeah, my lips are still against hers, so what.

Clover is gonna need to see some of this sooner or later and kisses are about as far as I’m willing to let that go. These kinds of kisses anyway, my daughter doesn’t need to see her dad playing tonsil hockey with her future mommy on the regular.

“Are not!” Clover squeals as she comes bounding toward the bed. “Yous kissing my Gigi right on hers lips! I seen it!”

I chuckle as Aggie sighs and asks. “Is it okay for daddy to kiss Gigi on the lips?”

My peanut climbs onto the bed dressed in another Bleak December ensemble complete with tutu and tiara. “Yes!” Clover giggles as she jumps on my back. “I wants kisses too!”

Very strategically, I disengage my happy dick, shift around so Aggie is still blocking it, then I reach behind me and swing Clover around so she’s on top of her.

Then my amazing and intelligent as hell best friend wraps my baby in her arms, rolls away from me and starts tickle-kissing and blowing raspberries all over Clover’s face and neck.

“You want kisses, punk?” She snorts against my baby. “Kisses for a little princess punk?”

“Yes!” Clover screeches through her laughter. “I wants the kisses too!”

Aggie starts tickling my peanut’s armpits as she keeps getting her neck. “All the kisses?”

“Yes!”

“Every last one?”

Clover is laughing so hard, the way she laughs when it’s just the three of us. “Yes! Daddy, helps me!”

“Helps you?” I do a discreet dick check and sigh in relief that the thing is finally back to normal. “Helps you, you say?”

“Yes! Yes, Daddy, helps me! Save me froms the tickles monster Gigi!”

So, I do.

I grab Aggie around the waist and pick her up, toss her back on the bed, and put myself in front of Clover like a wall.

“You wanna get to the Princess, you’ll have to go through me—” I scream like a bitch as Aggie dives at me, goes right for my thighs and behind my knees.

Damn her for knowing my ticklish spots.

I know hers too though, and before I know it, Clover and I have ganged up on our favorite woman ever, have her trapped on the bed while we get her sides and feet.

Aggie is practically in tears by the time she yells, “I surrender! I give up! You win! The tickle monster is retreating!”

I flop down on the bed next to her, all of us a little out of breath but happy. “You put up a good fight, kitten. Gave it your best.”

She swats at my chest and rolls her eyes. “I’ll win next time.”

“Never!” Clover shouts as she stands between us. “Vinctories will be mines!”

Fuck, this is perfect.

It’s perfect and beautiful and right.

I want this every single day, want this happy family we’ve created over the last few years for all the rest of them.

“You hear that.” I turn to Aggie and grin. “Vinctories will be hers.”

“I heard.” She grins back seconds before she snatches Clover by the tutu and pulls her down on top of us. “How about vinctories will be ours?”

My peanut giggles, nods, and nuzzles between us. “Okay, my Gigi. Theys can be ours cause you’re ours. We can share.”

I watch Aggie’s nose wiggle, watch as her eyes well with tears again. Hopefully those are happy tears she’s about to shed because if not, I need to get my plan B into gear ASAP.

“Thanks, punk.” Aggs sniffles.

Clover nods, takes her face in her tiny hands and plants a loud smacker on her Gigi’s lips. “Can you makes the special pancakes now?”

“Sure, baby.”

My daughter goes to get off the bed, but I tug her back. “What am I, chopped liver?”

“Sorry Daddy.” She giggles as she gives me smooches, too. “Now yous kiss my Gigi and we cans all kiss Tank then have special pancakes.”

While I’m not sure I will be kissing the dog anytime soon, I will absolutely listen to my daughter and kiss her Gigi.

“You heard the woman.” I smirk in Aggie’s face as I take her chin between my thumb and index. “She has decreed we kiss in order to commence the pancake making.”

My kitten just smiles as I erase the space between us, press my lips to hers and give her a little less than chaste, languid kiss.

So fucking sweet.

“It’s just like Cinderella,” Clover whispers.

“That being said…” I kiss Aggie one more time because I have to. “You, my punk rock princess peanut, are going to turn into a pumpkin if you don’t get your little butt to school.”

I can only hope I’m Aggie’s Prince Charming because she is my happily ever after


Chapter Eleven

NOAH




Iseriously considered being totally naked and fully erect, waiting on the staircase for Aggie to walk in when she got home. I thought maybe that would be a subtle enough sign to show her how I’d like to spend the next four hours while Clover is at school.

I’ve done it before, and it was well received.

It was senior year and Aggie was supposed to come over right after school—she’s the only person I ever had over to my mom’s house the entire time I lived in Florida—but she wound up going home first instead to help her mom with one crazy thing or another because Linda has always been eccentric and managed to wrangle her kids into her schemes. By the time Aggie called to say she was on her way, Mom had gone to work for her night shift at the local diner and Pop was working late at the shop, so we were going to be totally alone. I, like the good best-friend-kind-of-boyfriend I was, used the last of my money—I too worked at the diner several nights a week—and ordered us a pizza then decided to put that forty-five-minute wait to good use.

I stripped down to nothing but my boner, put a kitchen chair in the hallway just beyond the front door and sat my horny ass down to wait for my girl to show.

And when my kitten let herself into my tiny house and came face to face with my dick, she laughed.

If I didn’t know her as well as I do, even back then, I would have been deeply offended and my hard-on would have shriveled right up, but I’ve always known Aggie better than anyone and that laugh was purely driven by my proud idiocy. I’d do anything to make her laugh or smile, acting like an idiot included, and I was rewarded for my efforts.

Aggs locked the door, finished giggling and pulled her hair up into a high ponytail before she got on her knees and gave me the most enthusiastic blowjob I have ever been given, then she took off all her clothes and rode me on that chair so hard we broke it.

And somehow, I was stupid enough to let her go.

Not this time, though.

Nope, there is no fucking way I will let Aggie go this time, and I’m going to make sure she knows it.

Alas, I chose not to wait for her naked in the end and it’s probably for the best because my kitten just walked in while in the middle of one hell of a phone call.

“So, you just let that happen? Just let that spiteful bitch do that?” Aggie yells as she slams the front door. “I don’t care if she’s your sister, she’s been nothing but a bitch to me for almost a decade and now you let her fire my ass without talking to you first, and she emptied out my tattoo room without giving me the chance to get my shit.”

I get up from the table, set my coffee down, and walk out of the formal dining room. This does not sound good at all.

“Well, thanks for that, Ash. I’m just so fucking grateful that you saved my shit from a dumpster fire.”

With a frown, I lean against the doorway, wait for Aggie to look at me, then mouth, ‘What’s up?’

She scowls and mouths back, ‘Ash.’

Duh.

I gathered that much, but it still tells me nothing.

“No, don’t bother. I’ll have Vin or Jax come get my shit and I swear to God if Halee ruined any of Clover’s drawings or my photos, or did anything to my portfolio, I will freak the fuck out.” She drops her backpack and frowns. “Why would I want you to figure something out? Halee fired me and you’re too chickenshit to overrule her decision. Obviously, I’m not a big enough asset to your business to defend me to that vindictive bitch, so why would I want my job back? I’ll figure something else out, I don’t need to work where I’m not wanted. I’ll let you know when Vin is on his way, you can have my last check mailed to Noah’s house.” Then she hangs up. “Fuck!”

“What’s going on, kitten?” I watch Aggie cock her arm back and throw her phone down the hall. “Halee really fired you?”

“Yes,” she grunts as she starts to pace. “Friday. I went to the office to talk to Ash before I left but he was already gone, so she took the opportunity to tell me exactly what she thinks of me.” Aggie pins me with raging grey eyes behind her specs as she stops. “I’m an ugly, talentless, fat Amazon who takes advantage of everyone I’ve ever met, by the way. Thought you should have a heads up. Then the bitch canned me without talking to Ash.”

Welp, looks like I’m making a trip to Inked in Sin this morning.

I walk over to the closet and tug on my biker boots, snatch my keys from the table, but when my hand grips the doorknob, my kitten stops me.

“It’s not worth it, Noah.” She sighs. “I lit into her right back and that’s why Ash called. He was pissed because Halee told him what I said about her and used that as the reason she fired me while playing the victim.”

“You can’t just roll over and take that shit, Aggs. That was wrongful termination, and that nasty bitch said some serious bullshit about you.”

Aggie puts her hand on my arm. “Whether she did or not, it doesn’t matter. Ash believes me, but he’s not willing to defend me or put her in her place. Halee is still pulling the strings and even if I went back, working there would be hell because she’d make it that way.”

“Kitten...”

She shrugs. “It’s fine. I’ll start sending my portfolio out to other parlors, maybe call Tori at Morbid Ink. I’ll figure something out.” Then Aggie smiles. “Don’t worry, you won’t have to put up with me forever, maybe just a little longer than planned.”

Not wanting to scare her with professions of love and how forever isn’t long enough, I opt to pull her to me, wrap her in my arms and hug her tight. “I’ve got you, Aggs, for however long you need. We love having you here and honestly, you could have moved in years ago, well before those debutant dingbats let you live with them.”

Aggie snorts into my chest and hugs me back just as hard. “I appreciate that.” Then she sighs. “And I kind of love being here with you two, too.”

Which is an honest to God relief.

Not that I really think Aggie doesn’t want to be here, I just think she has no clue how badly I want her here or for how long. And I also think she’s convinced she’s freeloading, so Aggs will eventually try to move out before she financially can, which will lead to some drastic and probably not very thought-out decision on her part.

That’s how she wound up living with tweedle dee and tweedle dipshit.

“I really appreciate everything you’re doing for me, Thor.” My kitten tilts her head back so her chin is resting on my chest. “I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.”

Stay forever.

Marry me.

Have my babies.

Grow old with me.

Words I’ll save for another time.

I push her glasses up her nose then lean down for a kiss. “You’ve saved my ass more times than I can count, in more ways than can be described with words. The least I can do is put up with your smelly feet and phenomenal cooking indefinitely.”

Aggie meets me halfway for the next kiss as she smiles. “My feet do not smell.”

“Kitten.” I grin against her lips. “You may have the sexiest feet I have ever had the privilege of kissing or tickling, but ten hours in your combat boots makes those tootsies reek.”

“You love it.” She laughs. “And my feet have nothing on your farts.”

“How dare you say such horrible things. I fart rainbows and clouds of glitter that smell like cotton candy.”

“I’ve known you way too long to even pretend that’s possible.” Aggie kisses my chin then let’s go of me with a sigh.

I reach out and tug on a dread then frown when she does the same. “You gonna be okay, kitten?”

“I’ll be fine. I always figure things out. We Riley’s are planners.”

That they are, but if Aggie’s plan doesn’t include changing her last name to Thornbie, then she’s not a very good planner.

And I know my best friend better than that.

Yes, Agatha will be fine eventually, but right now she’s stressed out. I can see it in her posture, the way her shoulders are bunched, the way she can’t completely straighten up. It’s subtle, but it’s there and I’m going to make it my mission to loosen her up.

“You got anything going on right now, kitten?”

She shakes her head as she walks down the hall to retrieve her phone. “Nothing except figuring out how to get a new one of these.” Aggie holds up her now cracked and blinking, at least three models old iPhone.

I seriously love her feisty attitude.

Only Aggs would use an old ass phone until it stopped working, then break it before she gets the chance. I guarantee it was totally paid off and probably on its last leg, but her anger management issues meant that phone was going to be rendered useless before it’s time.

“Don’t worry about that.” Because I’m going to have Jax hack her account, cancel her plan and add her to mine with a shiny new Apple product. “Let’s go for a ride.”

Aggie arches a brow as she tosses her busted electronic on the hall table. “A ride?”

I nod.

“I need to ask Vin to go get my shit from Inked in Sin, and I really should have a phone in case Clover’s school needs me. Plus, my mother will have a cow if I miss our nightly chat.”

“Don’t worry about it, okay? You’ll be with me until Clover gets home and they can call my phone if needed. As for Linda, worst case you can call her from my phone later and explain that you took out your aggression on yours. She’ll understand.”

“Will you text Vin?”

“Already on it.” I smirk as I pull up my thread with him and Jax, give them instructions that will also mean Aggie and I can slip away without an entourage for a while. “Let’s ride, kitten.”

A few minutes later we’re tearing down my driveway on my Harley, Aggie wrapped around me, her thighs pressed tight to mine, her body stretched against my back, hands resting on my waist.

We used to do this all the time, take my bike for a ride through the country when one or both of us was stressed. I drove a motorcycle before I could legally drive a car and even in Florida, we’d take off for hours sometimes just to clear our heads and spend time together. It was one of our things, something only Aggie and I shared. There is a level of intimacy that comes with sharing a motorcycle with someone and like so many other things, I’ve only ever shared this with Aggs.

It’s been years though, years since we’ve gone for a ride. Probably since I first moved to New Orleans honestly and doing so now brings back so many emotions, so many feelings that haven’t stirred in my chest in just as long, not since Aggie was my entire world.

She really was too.

My best friend who accepted me when no one else would, the girl who made me feel worthy, special, made me feel seen. Aggie has always been the one who didn’t care about my situation, not when I was poor and living in a one-bedroom house with my mom and grandpa, sleeping on a beat up couch in the middle of a rundown bungalow.

And that didn’t change when my career took off, when I wound up with more money than any twenty-two-year-old should have, when I could buy and sell New Orleans ten times over, or when I played to hundreds of thousands multiple nights a week.

I’ve always been Noah Thornbie to her, the boy who was everything to her before he made something out of nothing, who was insecure and lacked confidence to be anything more than invisible until she came along. I’ve never been Noah Thorn, rockstar and guitar god to her, never been infamous or untouchable in Aggie’s eyes.

I’ve always been the boy who’d beat up anyone that messed with her, the one who fixed her glasses when we were six, the boy who never forgot her birthday and always tried to make it special even when he didn’t have a cent to his name. I’ve always been Aggie’s best friend, even when I was also the one to break her heart over and over again, the one who let her down repeatedly and shit all over her when I couldn’t cope.

Even when I walked away from her, Aggie never walked away from me, and the fact that I couldn’t see it until shit got real, until I needed my best friend in a way I never have before, goes to show how deep in denial I truly was.

If I’d have been smart, I would have made Agatha mine when we were kids, let the feelings I had for her make my decisions instead of the desire to make something of myself—so I’d be worthy of her love—rule them instead.

That’s what it was, really what it was.

I wanted to be successful so I could take care of my mom and Pop the way they’d taken care of me, but it was also for Aggie.

I wanted to prove to her that she was right, that I was the boy and then the man she always knew I was. I wanted to be successful so I could give her the world, make a life for us that she deserved because Aggie should have had that and more.

She didn’t need to be held back by the guy who couldn’t afford to go to college, the one who would have worked multiple jobs just to put food on the table, the guy who would have surely dragged her down into a life of poverty and constant struggle just because she loved me too much to have the life she deserved. But when I was finally able to give that to her, everything went to hell, and it was all my fault.

And instead of turning to my best friend when I needed her most, I showed her time and time again how truly horrible this life had made me.

Not anymore, though.

We’ve had a good thing going for four years now and I’m not that guy anymore. I refuse to take one second with Aggie for granted and I can only hope it’s not too late to prove that to her now.

Agatha is it for me, my soulmate, my one and only true love and if I’ve done too much damage, lost her completely because of my actions, then there won’t ever be anyone else. Just a hole in my heart that will always beat only for her, a void that no one else will ever fill. Aggie is my endgame and if I lose her, I can honestly say I will never play again.

I slow my bike as I come to the clearing about an hour from my house, a secluded spot in the bayou I found shortly after I bought it for Clover and me. It’s beautiful and peaceful, quiet and totally hidden, a place I don’t get to come to very often anymore but appreciate all the same.

“I definitely needed this.” Aggie sighs with a smile as she takes off her helmet. “Going for a ride was a great idea, Thor.”

I grin at her over my shoulder and cut the engine. “All of my ideas are gold, Aggs. You should know this by now.”

She rolls her eyes and leans back against my bike. “I wouldn’t say that necessarily, but this one was.”

With my heart hammering in my ears, I turn so my back is to the handlebars and straddle my Harley so I’m facing her. Aggie is so goddamn beautiful, so fucking perfect and right now, with the mid-morning sun dancing across her skin, sparkling against her dark blonde hair, my kitten looks like a goddess.

“Aggs...” I take a deep breath as she drapes her thighs over mine. “Kitten, do you have any idea how beautiful you are?”

In true Agatha Riley fashion, she rolls her eyes behind her specs and glances down her body. “Totally. A ratty tank top, bummy sweatpants, and combat boots is super in right now. Especially when you have dreads you’re trying to grow out so you aren’t bald when you cut them off.” She smirks at me, but when the serious look on my face doesn’t change, Aggie frowns. “Noah⁠—”

“You’re gorgeous, Aggs. The most incredible woman I’ve ever met, and I need you to know that.” Another deep breath. “Just like I need you to know...” Fuck, this is so much harder than I thought it’d be. I didn’t really plan to tell Aggie how I feel about her when I suggested a ride, but it’s happening whether I meant for it to or not. “I need you to know that this isn’t pretend for me.”

She blinks, sits up a little straighter, but she doesn’t speak, just keeps those gun metal grey eyes locked on my face.

“It’s always been you, Agatha. Always. Even when I was too scared to admit it to myself, even when I felt so unworthy of you that it was almost crippling.” I lick my lips, my mouth suddenly dry. “Even when I hurt you time and time again, it has always been you.”

“Noah...”

I shake my head. “I can’t remember a time in my life over the last twenty-eight years that I haven’t loved you, haven’t been completely and totally in love with you. Even when I said and did horrible things, when I was so out of my mind with my addiction, my guilt and hurt, when I hated myself for hurting you so many times, when I couldn’t get out of the hole I’d dug for myself. I knew I wasn’t the man you deserved, wasn’t the man you could spend the rest of your life with and instead of getting my shit together so I could be that man, I spiraled deeper and hurt the one person I needed more than anyone else, the one person who has always understood me and never walked away no matter how hard I pushed.”

I search her eyes, those stormy greys welling with tears. “I’m not pretending, Aggie, because it’s always been you. You have always been the one and I won’t ever forgive myself for fighting it the way I have, but I’m selfish enough to ask you to forgive me for it, selfish enough to beg you to forgive me and ask that you let me love you, anyway. I’m not pretending because my feelings for you have been real for almost thirty years and, while I still may not deserve your love in return, may not be the man you need for the rest of your life, I’m selfish enough to lay it all out there, to tell you I’m hopelessly in love with you and pray you give me a chance to prove it to you every day for the next hundred or so years.”

Aggie doesn’t say anything for a long time, just avoids looking at me while she cries quietly.

It sends my thoughts into overdrive and makes my heart pound erratically against my ribs. I don’t do vulnerable well, even with Aggie, and right now I feel totally exposed and stripped raw as I wait for her to digest what I said and respond to the way I put myself out there.

I’m fucking terrified right now.

Terrified I’m not only going to be rejected because I’ve done too much damage but terrified I’m going to lose my best friend too. I know her well enough to know this could be the end of us completely if Aggie doesn’t feel the same or if her fear is too great to let me back in. She’ll do what she always does and shut down, cut me out, and I’ll lose Agatha forever.

I look down at my hands, so fucking scared I have to shift focus, but after a few more agonizingly silent minutes, I take the first breath I have in ages.

“It’s always been you too, Noah,” Aggie whispers through her tears. “Ever since we were six, it’s always been you.” I look up slowly as Aggs scoots towards me, closes the gap between us and cups my cheeks. “I can’t promise that I won’t be leery, that I won’t still be scared of getting hurt in the end, but I can promise that I’ll try because it’s always been you. I’ve loved you too much for too long to keep protecting my heart from the one person who knows it inside and out, the one person it’s belonged to since he put my glasses back together with scotch tape and Elmer’s glue.”

With a watery smile, I blow out a breath and wrap her in my arms. “They lasted the whole rest of the day, too.”

“They did.” Aggie smiles and loops her arms around my neck as I press my forehead to hers. “My da was pretty impressed, especially when I told him you beat up the kid who broke them in the first place.”

“Is that why Chuck always asked me to fix your specs anytime they broke?”

She giggles. “Yeah. You know how he was, once he knew you could do something, with or without the tools, it was your sworn duty moving forward.”

I smile and rub my nose against hers. “Thank god your parents’ insurance covered multiple pairs every year then. Tape and nontoxic glue only go so far when you bust glasses the way you do.”

Aggie smiles against my lips then kisses me so fucking slow, I could cry. “I love you, Noah. I’m scared, but I really do love you.”

“I know, kitten.” I pull her flush against me as she threads her fingers through my hair. “I know you’re scared, but I promise I’m going to take your fear away and show you that I’m worth taking a risk on.”

“You’ve always been worth it, Thor, you just needed to believe it yourself first.”

Fuck, this woman slays me.

And she loves me.

Aggie fucking loves me, me, the asshole who has made her life hell time and time again. She loves me and she’s willing to take a chance on me because of it, and I could not be more grateful for that if I tried.

And she fucking loves my daughter, too.

How did I get this lucky?

Knowing Aggie loves me and Clover, not just as my best friend but as my soulmate, is the best feeling in the world, tied for number one with the day my peanut was born. Nothing has made me happier than those two women, and I’ll be damned if I fuck this up again.

“Noah?” Aggie smirks against my lips.

“Kitten?”

“I have something to show you.”

I pull back maybe an inch or two. “What’s that, baby?”

Her smirk grows. “Since I had every intention of fucking you the minute I got back from taking punky to school, even more so now after that swoony as hell speech you just laid on me, there’s something you should see so it doesn’t surprise you when I’m naked.”

My dick just went from zero to sixty so fast my head is spinning.

Aggie told me she planned on fucking me and said she’s going to be naked? And it’s all going to happen right here in the clearing because I can’t wait the hour drive back home? Shit, I might just come in my pants before she shows me what she needs to.

To my great disappointment, Aggie untangles herself from me, dismounts, and takes a deep breath. “There’s a story behind this, but like I said, I don’t want to blindside you.”

Oh, but then she’s taking off her boots and socks, sliding those black sweats down her long as fuck legs and standing in front of me in nothing but black lace and a ratty black tank top that she clearly isn’t wearing a bra under.

If my dick got any harder, he would shoot right off my body.

“Do you want the story now or after you fuck me on your bike in the middle of a bayou?”

I stand corrected.

Now my dick is as hard as it’s ever been.

Only Aggie.

“Depends on what you’ve got to show me, kitten.” I palm my cock through my jeans, not even a little embarrassed because I know for a fact it turns Aggie on when I do it.

She’s always had a thing for watching me stroke my dick. Driven by curiosity at first, but it turned into an intense power exchange over time. She’d watch me jerk off until I was ready to explode, and I wouldn’t let her touch her pussy while she did. Fucking intense foreplay man, and the end result was some of the hottest fucking sex I’ve ever had.

Everything between us was the hottest I’ve ever had.

Her eyes drop to my crotch and watch what I’m doing with rapt attention.

Still a turn on for both of us apparently, and hopefully something only we share. It is on my end, I’ve never experimented or gotten freaky with anyone but Aggie, my other partners merely a means to an end with a quick fuck or blowjob that left them unsatisfied—like I said, Aggie is it for me and I didn’t give a fuck about anyone else’s pleasure after her—and thinking it might not be that way for her makes me want to punch something.

Later though.

I’ll grill her over her experience later, after I fuck every other guy out of her system first.

“Noah...”

My eyes drag up her body and connect with her blown out pupils. “Kitten?”

“Take your pants off so I can watch.”

Don’t have to ask me twice, however, my girl is in for a few surprises of her own.

I get to my feet, toe off my boots and socks, unbuckle my belt and step out of my jeans in record time. And the look on her face, the sharp intake of breath when my cock springs free, the thing hard as steel and jutting from my body like a diving rod pointing toward her, I grin.

“Fuck, Noah.” Aggie licks her lips as she stares unashamedly at my dick. “I swear to god your cock grew, and when the fuck did you get pierced?”

I pump my dick nice and slow, make sure to twist my wrist every time, then sit back down on my bike, facing her. “As soon as I left rehab.”

“Really?” She’s still not looking at my face and I fucking love that.

“Mmhmm. Got the magic cross the day I started outpatient, then one for every year of sobriety since.” Pubic piercing next, then the frenum and lorum after that. Just a little reminder to myself that pain should be pleasurable and not a one-way ticket to hell.

“So, no one else...” Aggie’s eyes flick to mine briefly before they hone in on my cock again.

I shake my head and apply a little pressure on the next pump. “These were for me. Just for me and now, just for you.”

Her panties are wet.

I can see it from here.

And that means Aggie’s pussy is already dripping for me and we won’t need any kind of foreplay except this by the time she’s ready to hop on. Fuck, I have really missed this, missed her.

She takes a deep breath and slowly rolls her panties down. “I got this about five years ago.”

Sweet heavens above, Aggie still has that tight triangle of light blonde hair pointing to her pussy like the holy land.

That was always a huge turn on for me, the fact that she didn’t keep her pussy completely bare. She’s done it forever, I even went with her the first time she got waxed at sixteen, and I’ve always thought it was so fucking feminine, so fucking sexy and erotic that she did that, the thought alone had me almost nutting at the salon.

But that isn’t what she’s trying to show me right now.

Aggie’s fingers come into my line of sight, the delicate digits slightly to the left of her cunt I can’t seem to pry my eyes away from. I do though because I’ll be up close and personal with my kitten’s kitty soon enough and when I finally see what she’s trying to show me, my eyes snap to hers.

“Is that?”

She nods and gives me a shy smile. “One night after work, Tripp and I were closing up, having a beer like usual. It was just after my da died and I got a little too drunk. We ended up there for two hours while Tripp listened to me cry about my dad and then…” Aggie bites her lip nervously. “Then I started talking about you. I’m not sure how you even came up, but I wound up telling him how I’ve always been in love with you, how I’d always be in love with you and was convinced you never felt the same.”

“Kitten—”

“Just listen.” She smiles, a genuine one and not at all pained. “I told him that it didn’t matter though because you were the love of my life and no man would ever compare, that it was an ironclad fact I’d have to live with, and I convinced him to give me this.”

My gaze drops to her hip again and fuck, it’s almost hard to believe what I’m seeing.

Right there on her left hip, just shy of my favorite freckle on her entire body, is an American traditional heart and banner, but instead of a word or name tattooed in it, Aggie has the hammer of Thor.

Me.

That tattoo is all me.

And while it almost moves me to tears to see a symbol of what I mean to her inked on her skin forever, that’s not what has me ready to fucking cry like a baby.

“Fuck, Aggs.” I shake my head, then get to my feet. “You really are my fucking soulmate.”

She smiles, but I see the question in her eyes.

So, I point to my left hip, draw a quick circle around what I want her to see—which is kind of hard since the ink on my ribs goes all the way down both sides of my body, over my hips and ass cheeks to connect with the pieces on my thighs. It’s there though, and I know the exact second Aggie sees it because she starts crying again.

“Noah.” She walks toward me. “Oh my god, Noah, is that what I think it is?”

It is.

I have a pair of cat-eye glasses tattooed on my hip, black ones with tiny grey hearts at the points.

It’s my Aggie tattoo, my tribute to the woman who is branded on my soul and inked on my skin forever.

“I got it the same day I first got pierced.” I smile down at her. “Tripp did it actually and now I know why he was so fucking weird when I told him what I wanted.”

Aggie laughs a little and shakes her head. “We are quite the pair.” Then she stops and narrows her eyes on my face. “You didn’t have Halee pierce your dick, did you?”

I grimace. “Fuck no. Nikki did it. She happened to be there and when I asked Tripp where I should go so that vile woman didn’t have an excuse to get her hands on me, she offered.”

“Thank god.” Aggie sighs. “Nikki never should have left Inked in Sin in the first place.”

“So now that our secrets are out…” I smirk as I take up my post on my Harley. “I believe there was talk of fucking on my bike.”

She grins. “There was. I don’t want to do it like we used to, though.” Aggie slowly lifts her tank top over her head and fuck me, I was right.

No bra.

And her tits are bigger.

Not by a lot because Aggs was a DD by the time I was handling them on a regular basis, but they are definitely bigger and just as beautiful as I remember.

One dark blonde brow arches. “I’m a double E cup now, Thor. When I put on weight, it goes straight to my tits and hips too.”

“Thank fuck for that.” I do a gimme gimme motion with my hands while smiling at the way she can read my damn mind. “You are fucking perfect.”

Aggie scoffs, “You’re bias.”

“Hell yeah I am. Look at you. Your body was made for these big old paws.” I flash her some jazz hands. “Your body was made for me in general, kitten. The most glorious tits with perfect blush-colored nipples.” Tits I trace with my index fingers, nipples I sweep my thumbs over as Aggie steps into my space. “Hips designed for me to grab onto while I fuck the tightest pussy ever created.” My lips graze the column of her throat as my hands land on her hips and squeeze before they slide around to her butt cheeks. “And an ass that turns the deepest shade of red when I slap it, preferably while I’m balls deep inside it and finger fucking your pretty little cunt.”

She groans as I slip a finger between her cheeks, teasing her a bit when I press on her asshole.

So many firsts and only with this woman.

We had a couple of seriously kinky years, Aggie and I.

“Lose the shirt, Thor,” my kitten commands as she takes down my hair, yanking the elastic from my mane. “Off. Now.”

Aggie crushes her mouth to mine, kisses me hard and deep, her tongue diving between my lips and caressing mine in the rhythm I plan to fuck her with. And because she’s owning my mouth, I stopped halfway to naked, something that makes her growl, break the kiss and finish the job for me.

Fuck yes.

The second my shirt is gone, I pull her to me, put every inch of my skin against hers and love the way it sizzles on contact.

We’ve always been electric, but there’s a new heat between us, one that comes from finally being able to say everything we’ve wanted to say for years and have it reciprocated in the most unconditional way possible.

This is what it’s like to make love, not just have sex or fuck, this is what it’s like to express that soul deep connection in a physical way with the one person you were born to love. This is exactly what my life has been missing.

“I love you,” I moan into her mouth, Aggie’s kisses as hungry as I feel. “Fuck, Aggie, I love you.”

Her fingers dive into my hair, her lips devouring mine. “I love you, Noah.”

And that is all I fucking need.

I grab Aggie’s ass, pull her into my lap and goddamn her pussy is so fucking wet. Hot and wet and all fucking mine.

“Straddle the bike,” Aggie gasps as I do it, my dick nudging her clit, our line of thinking the same as always. “Yes.” She sighs.

“You good, baby?” My hand drops between us, and I can’t get over how fucking wet she is when I circle her clit, then pinch it. “You ready for me?”

“Mmhmm.” Aggie repositions so her shins are on my thighs, feet hooked under them, one hand gripping the back of my neck while the other lands on my knee. “I’m so ready, Noah.”

With one hard squeeze of her ass, my hips snap upward and fuck, I’m home.

“Jesus fuck. Fuckity fucking fuck,” I hiss through my teeth as Aggie moans low, stills for just a second before she starts sliding up and down my length at a brutally slow pace. “Goddamnit.”

“Where have I... mm... where have I heard that before?” She smiles against my lips as she picks up speed.

I growl, sink my teeth into her bottom lip, grab those curvy hips and take control, start slamming my kitten down on my cock as I thrust up into her.

That is almost word for word what I said the first time Aggie and I ever had sex, and it became my mantra every time after that. There is nothing better than fucking Agatha raw, nothing like the way it feels to be so connected to her while her pussy strangles my cock, and you bet your ass she knew it, because my gift for gab definitely extends to our love making.

“I fucking love you, Aggie.” I plant my feet firm as lightning races up my spine. “And I fucking love your tight little cunt.”

“Yes,” Aggie hisses when I tip her back, lay her against the handlebars and start pounding into her. “Yes. Oh my god, yes Noah. Fuck, I love you! Yes. Fuck my pussy.”

“I own your pussy.” Oh my god, this is phenomenal. I slide one hand up to her throat, push her chin up and look her in the eye. “Your pussy belongs to me, Aggs. Your pussy, your body, your heart. All of it is fucking mine.”

“Yes!” She screams as I squeeze just a little. “I’m yours, Noah. Fuck!” Aggie’s nails bite into the muscles of my thighs, her pussy clamping down around my cock. “Yes! I’m yours. Noah, oh my god, Noah, I’m coming.”

Her entire body spasms, her walls fluttering around me, clenching and milking me, begging for me to come with her.

“Tell me who this pussy belongs to.” My balls draw up tight as lava licks at every nerve in my body. “Tell me, kitten.”

Aggie arches her back, pushes her throat against my hand while her velvet heat grips my cock like a vise. “You! Oh my god. You, Noah. I love you.”

Her words send me right over the edge and I come harder than I ever have with a goddamn roar. A roar that echoes in the bayou while aftershocks rack my body.

“That was definitely not how we did it before.” Aggie sighs as I wrap my arms around her and pull her upright. “But we need to do it like that all the time.”

“I could probably have a bike installed in the master bedroom.” I wag my brows as I kiss her.

She kisses me again, then trails a finger down my cheek. “Clover would want to play on it and while I will basically let that girl do whatever she wants, I’d rather she not plays with anything we have sex on.”

“Looks like I’ll be hiring a cleaning service then.” Aggie frowns but I smirk in her face. “I intend to fuck you on every surface, Aggs, more than once. Not to mention, morning snuggles are gonna be real awkward if you get weird about Clover coming into contact with an area where we made love. It’s practically unavoidable.”

Her eyes well with tears—which is when I realize her glasses stayed on that whole time—and Aggie’s nose wiggles.

Oh shit.

I said something wrong.

I just fucked up the best day of my life.

Shit.

I just⁠—

“You said made love.” My psychic best-friend-love-of-my-life sniffles.

I nod slowly. “Yes... that’s what it is when two people who love each other have sex, right? I mean, I could have said where we fucked rough and hard because we do that. Or maybe where you were being railed? Where your back was positioned when I inserted my giant penis into your excruciatingly tight vagina?”

“God, Noah.” Aggie snorts and rolls her leaking eyes. “I just liked that you said we made love. I might enjoy it when you choke me or tie me up but I’m still a girl, you know. That romantic shit works on me too.”

I wiggle my hips, my cock still inside her and gaining a second wind. “I am very aware of your status as female.” Then I dip my head and kiss each of her nipples for good measure. “And I fucking love how kinky you are, but even if I’m fucking you in the ass while you’re suspended from the ceiling by chains and begging me to tighten your nipple clamps, I’d still consider that making love.” I kiss her chest right over her heart. “That’s what it is between us.”

She nods and cups my cheeks. “It is.” Aggie leans forward and presses her lips to mine in the sweetest kiss. “And that being said, you need to bend me over this bike and make love to me like we used to when we’d sneak off for a ride.”

I have no idea how I went so long without this woman in my life every single day, without making her mine the second we met, and I really have no fucking clue what I did to deserve Aggie as my soulmate, but I’m not going to question it.

Nope, I’m just gonna thank God, the universe and every other thing I possibly can for bringing us together, keeping us in each other’s lives and allowing us to get past all the bullshit in order to be here now.

Even that doesn’t seem like enough, but I’ll do what I can because I’ll burn this fucking world to the ground before I lose Aggie again.


Chapter Twelve

AGGIE




Istep out onto the sidewalk and tip my head back, my eyes sliding closed as I let the rays of the mid-morning sun bathe me in its incredible warmth.

How is this my life?

I went from a broke ass struggling tattoo artist who was basically homeless, to living the fantasy I’ve had since I was a little girl.

Big, beautiful house on a secluded piece of property? Check.

In bed with the man of my dreams every night, waking up to him every morning, our days filled with so much love and laughter, unbridled joy and happiness around every turn? Check.

The sweetest little girl in the entire world depending on me, loving me and letting me love her unconditionally while I help raise her to be strong and smart, sweet and feisty? Check.

A dog who is as loyal as they come, a fierce protector who loves me like I gave birth to him myself. Check.

Friends, though few, who support us and care for us in a way that’s just as close as if we share blood? Check.

My family, who I adore, finally happy and ever growing, building on the foundation laid by our parents who were the perfect model of what a true happily ever after should be? Check.

The hottest, most intense, most incredible sex I could have imagined multiple times a day, every day. Check.

So maybe that last one wasn’t a dream I had when I was a little girl, but it was one that developed later on and I’m crushing it there too. And now, now I’m going to have a baby.

I’m almost seven weeks pregnant with Noah’s baby and while that was something I never thought would happen, it was something I always secretly wanted just the same, and it’s actually happening.

His album release came and went, Blow Back hitting record sales the first two days it was out and despite still worrying over what would happen between us when it dropped, nothing changed. If anything, its release has made things between Noah and I better than they’ve ever been and I’m sure it’s because he can finally walk away from the lifestyle that almost ruined him, the one that chained him down for years and I’m so fucking happy, so ready for the next chapter in the story of us I could cry.

Something I’ve been doing a lot more of lately.

I started to feel a little off almost a month ago, but I didn’t put too much stock into it. I’m emotional by nature and cry easy no matter how much I hate it, but the bouts of out of nowhere tears were accompanied by nausea, breast tenderness and what I thought was bloating to the point of wearing only leggings for weeks. I assumed it was my period because those are all my normal symptoms, but when Aunt Flo never came and the rest only intensified, I decided to make an appointment.

One Noah thinks was just a normal office visit to get refills for my birth control.

Nope.

Especially since there was a whole week prior to having sex with him in the bayou where I forgot to take my pill at least twice, possibly three times, and I guess that was all it took for my best friend to knock me up. Doesn’t help that we haven’t been able to keep our hands off each other since then either. I’m sure all the wild sex we’ve been having was going to be too much for my teeny tiny pills, anyway.

Regardless of when or how it happened, I’m officially, undeniably pregnant and I cannot wait to tell Noah and Clover.

This is her last week of school before summer vacation and again, I was a little worried about what that meant for us, but when Noah finally moved me out of my bedroom into his, started referring to everything as ours and sat Clover down to really explain our relationship to her, my worry disappeared completely.

She is going to be so damn excited about this baby.

Clover was practically beside herself when Noah told her we were in love, told her that I was staying with them forever. She even cried big fat tears of joy, then asked two questions that I had no idea how to answer.

First thing out of her mouth after Noah laid it all out there? My punk asked if she could start calling me mommy before we got married because it was like I’ve been her mommy since she was born, anyway.

We haven’t talked seriously about getting married, but Noah has made a few comments here and there, dropped some hints about my ring being something he had designed well before we accidentally got pretend engaged.

I’m definitely not against marrying my best friend, but I’m not going to be the one to bring it up. If he wants to marry me, Noah can ask properly and not while he’s fucking me senseless, because yeah, he’s growled that at me more times than I can count while he’s been balls deep inside me. No matter how much I love it, that isn’t the way to ask.

As for Clover calling me mommy? We left that up to her. Noah told her it was her choice to do it or not, her decision to make when she felt comfortable and ready, and we didn’t want to influence her one way or the other.

She’s called me mommy ever since we had that talk.

The other thing Clover asked? When are we going to give her a baby brother or sister, preferably brother, because then our family would be even.

Again, Noah proved how amazing he is at this whole parenting thing and he explained to my punk that it would happen when the time is right, when God thinks we need our family to grow then he asked her how many brothers and sisters she wanted.

Forty.

Clover wants forty brothers and sisters and I’m pretty sure my ovaries screamed and went into hiding.

I want kids, always have, and being with Clover from day one made me want them even more, but I’m gonna have to tap out around four, I think. I’m not some spring chicken and eventually I’d like to have my body back, preferably before I’m forty.

Needless to say, Clover was thrilled and the three of us have been living in this perfect little blissed out bubble for the last two months. And now I get to tell the two people I love more than anything that our family is growing ahead of schedule.

I hop in my Jeep with a grin on my face, one that hasn’t left it since my doctor walked in with the results of my pregnancy test. I even smiled when they shoved an ultrasound wand up my hoo ha and took the first pictures of our little bean, made the positive test even more real when I saw our baby on the screen in black and white. Then she emailed me the sonogram so I can print them at home to show Noah and punky when she gets out of school.

I don’t think I’ve ever been so excited in my entire life.

Something I need to get under control so I don’t blow my surprises before we’re all together.

“Noah?” I call out when I walk into the eerily quiet house. “Thor, you home?”

“Up here, kitten.”

My smile grows as I kick off my boots, take the stairs two at a time and start stripping off my clothes. If he’s in our bedroom, then I’m pretty confident Noah and I are about to have some more of that mind blowing sex I can’t seem to get enough of. Apparently, being pregnant makes me hornier than hell, which is crazy in itself because when it comes to Noah, I’ve always had an insatiable sex drive.

Except when I walk into the room, Noah is on the phone, fingers tugging on his hair while he paces.

“That’s fine, I can make it work but...” His gaze swings toward me, the semi-frustrated look morphing into a heated one when he looks at my almost naked body. “It’ll be tight.”

I smile, reach behind me to unclasp my bra and drink in my man. He’s sweaty, shirtless, still in his basketball shorts and sneakers, but my god, Noah Thornbie is utter perfection.

“I have to go,” he grunts into the phone, eyes laser focused on my tits as his hand falls to his crotch where Noah squeezes his dick through the mesh before he drops his shorts. “I’ll call you after lunch.”

“I didn’t mean to interrupt.” I grin as he hangs up and throws his phone on the bed. “I could have waited.”

He shakes his head, then yanks his shoes and socks off. “And what kind of man would that make me? Ignoring a goddess when she walks in almost naked, that sexy as fuck body on full display.” Noah tsks. “I’d be a fool to pass up the chance to worship at her feet and indulge in her divine beauty.”

I roll my eyes as I hook my thumbs in my panties and lose them, too. “So dramatic.”

“You love it.” Noah is in front of me in two long strides, his fingers ghosting along my skin. “I stink.”

I lean forward with a smirk, sniff him, then lick the sweat from his mammoth chest. “You do.”

Those pale blue eyes are a shade darker and hooded, but he’s grinning like the devil himself. “Shower sex it is.”

Then I’m up in his arms with my legs secure around his waist as Noah carries me to our bathroom, kissing and biting the whole way.

I seriously cannot get enough of this man.

Once the water is perfect, Noah sets me on my feet. “Oh, mighty goddess.” He grins as he kisses his way down my body, gets to his knees, and sucks my incredibly sensitive nipples into his mouth. “Let me worship at your altar.” His tongue circles my belly button, then travels until he’s level with my pussy. “Let me give all the thanks and praise to the goddess of sex, love, and light.” Noah throws one of my legs over his shoulder and growls. “I come bearing offerings of adoring devotion, love that knows no bounds, and a body meant only for your deepest pleasure.”

One swipe of his tongue has my knees buckling, but Noah doesn’t let me fall. No, he grips my thigh and ass firmly, keeping me completely secure while he totally devours my pussy.

Hard pulls on my clit between his lips.

Languid strokes of his tongue along my dripping wet slit.

The occasional nip of his teeth that has my hips bucking in his face, riding his mouth without abandon as my orgasm courses through my veins.

My fingers dive into his hair, keeping Noah exactly where I need him, where I want him despite the way he knows both without ever having to ask. The man is a god in his own right, one who knows my body better than I do.

“Noah,” I hiss. “Oh my god, baby, I⁠—”

I practically scream as I come out of nowhere, my orgasm exploding in my veins and ripping through every inch of my body harder than any other before. And just when I think I’m going to collapse from how intense it is, Noah jolts to his feet, hoists me against the wall and slams into me so hard my vision goes white.

“You gonna come for me again, kitten?” He growls against my neck, his teeth sinking into my flesh as his cock pounds my pussy so hard I’m convinced he’s poking my uterus and bouncing our baby around.

I claw at his back and press my feet against his perfect ass. “Yes. Yes, Noah. I’m coming!” I can’t seem to stop coming. My orgasm is still raging through my entire body and when he manages to hook my knees over his elbows while still keeping me against the wall, it hits a high I’ve never experienced before, one that crashes into me like a tidal wave.

“You want me to fuck this pussy until I come? Want me to come so deep inside your perfect body that you’ll feel it in your soul?” His hips are slamming into mine, deep, hard, fast. Perfect.

“Yes. Yes, Noah, please. Fuck my pussy. Fuck my pussy hard, give it to me.”

And he does.

A third wave of bliss renders me almost blind and when I’m positive I’ve entered another level of consciousness, Noah roars out his release in the most beautiful sound that echoes off the bathroom walls and lands right in the middle of my chest.

“Fuck,” he pants against my lips as he kisses me so sweetly I could cry. “Is it even possible for us to keep getting better at that?”

I smile as Noah carefully lowers me to the stone bench and braces himself against the wall. “Dunno.”

God, I love looking at him. Even when he’s a little shaky and showering off his workout, Noah Thornbie is so fucking sexy. “Guess we’ll have to keep having sex in order to find out.”

He flashes me a grin over his shoulder before he dips his head under the water. “Research and all. It’s really the only way to prove my theory.”

“Exactly.” I sigh, totally sated and content. Also, very unable to move. Good thing Noah likes my company, because there is no fucking way I can get out of the shower right now. “Who was on the phone? Is everything okay?”

He nods as he squeezes way too much shampoo into his hand and starts scrubbing his gorgeous hair. “Lenny Whitehead, and everything is great.”

My body tenses immediately at that name, despite knowing Noah is done with him. “Just reviewing record sales?” I ask hopefully. His contract with Bleak December is up, but Lenny has checked in a few times to go over Noah’s royalties and crap, so I’m sure that’s all it is.

But when Noah shakes his head, then peeks at me with one eye as suds run down his face, my stomach drops. “He wants to know when I’ll be ready to hit the studio.”

Suddenly, everything tilts as a wave of nausea slams into me and makes me dry heave a little.

Hit the studio?

His contract is up.

Blow Back met the requirements outlined in it and it gave Noah the ability to walk away from the band without a tour or anything else that life used to demand of him.

“What?” My voice is strained, my eyes immediately welling with tears. “What do you mean, hit the studio?”

“I told you about that,” Noah grunts as he rinses his hair, then grabs the conditioner.

“About what?”

“About the new terms of my contract. How the last album didn’t count toward the six because it was an online only release.”

“No, you didn’t.”

He nods. “I swear I did, kitten. Lenny severed my ties to the band and anything to do with them except monies from what I worked on because I wanted out. But since I still owe him an album, I have to get back in the studio in a few weeks.” Noah looks at me as he starts washing his body. “Remember? I have total control, get to pick my band, organize a straight edge tour? I’m sure we discussed this.”

I shake my head and try to blink through the way my eyes blur. “We never talked about this. Last I knew, Blow Back was your last album, and you were going to talk to Lenny about getting out of the tour because of Clover.”

“Shit.” Another grunt. “Sorry kitten, I meant to tell you weeks ago. I didn’t have much of a choice, but this is going to be huge. I’m doing a solo album for Gateway, final say in everything, creative license to make whatever music I want, however I want with whoever I want. And since I owe him a tour, I’ll hit the road when I schedule it. I was thinking next summer when Clover is out of school so she can come with. A sober crew and heightened security means you both can come with me. No booze, no drugs, no groupies. We’d have our own private bus, just the three of us, Jax and Vin will run everything. It’ll be amazing and when it’s over, I’ll be able to walk away, no questions asked.”

Oh my god, I think I’m going to be sick.

I thought he was already done with this, already able to walk away. I thought we could finally have the life I’ve always wanted, the life we’ve talked about ever since Noah told me he’s always been in love with me.

An album is one thing, I could probably live with that, deal with the parties and promo since it would be so different from being part of a band, but a tour? Noah can’t seriously be naïve enough to think it’ll be substance free, not with the way most roadies and members of the crew party just as hard as the rockstars they work for.

And it’s just plain stupid to think there won’t be groupies. Noah Thorn isn’t just a guitar god, he’s a sex symbol and before that, my best friend had to practically beat girls off of him with a stick. Sex and drugs go hand in hand with rock ‘n roll, so to think a tour wouldn’t have any of that is ridiculous.

Not to mention next summer we’ll have a baby to worry about. I’m due at the beginning of March. Our baby will be a few months old and while I know it isn’t impossible to travel with an infant, touring with an infant and an almost five-year-old might be pretty tricky. And I sure as fuck don’t want our kids exposed to what happens when a rockstar goes on the road. Noah can’t stop everything, no matter what he believes.

“I’m so damn excited, kitten,” he says with a smile. “I’ve never been able to do anything like this before, and I can’t fucking wait. It’s going to be a lot of work, but having you by my side, it won’t even feel like it. Maybe you can come to the label with me when I start interviewing the crew. You have a wicked ability to read people, and that will definitely come in handy.”

Fuck.

Noah is excited about this.

So excited and hopeful, almost giddy over the opportunity.

And I’m a fucking disaster on the verge of puking because the future I was planning is slipping through my fingers.

But I give him a forced smile and slowly get to my feet. “Sure. Sounds great, Thor.”

“It will be. It’s going to be epic, Aggs, and with you holding my hand every step of the way, I know this is going to be the best version of Noah Thornbie yet.”

He turns to wash his face just as a tear slips down my cheek. I have no idea what I’m going to do. I want to support my best friend; support the man I’ve loved my entire life. I want to keep planning our future, but I want one that doesn’t involve the biggest roadblock we’ve ever faced, the one that took my best friend from me all those years ago.

The problem is, I can’t see myself walking away.

I’ve never been able to do that and now that I know how Noah feels about me, how he’s always felt about me, now that the little girl I love more than anything in the world calls me mommy and we’re about to make her a big sister… walking away from either of them is more impossible than ever.

But it isn’t just my heart I have to protect anymore. I have to protect Clover’s and this new baby, even if it means protecting them from their father. It’s not that I think Noah is going to walk into the studio and start immediately shooting up again, he’s so much stronger than he thinks he is and he’s made his recovery a top priority, but even the strongest of men can fall when temptation is in their face day in and day out. I’d like to believe we can do this, that Noah is in a place to be able to make all this happen without falling back into the lifestyle, but there’s still a tiny part of me that’s scared.

Scared this was all too good to be true and I’ll lose my best friend, my soulmate, and the father of my children all over again.

“I’m going to go get dressed.” My voice is still strained as I step out of the shower. “Then we…” My phone starts blaring Mother by Danzig down the hall.

Great.

That’s all I need.

One conversation with Linda Riley and I will fall apart and confess everything so fast she’ll be on a plane to Louisiana in no time.

It stops ringing, the fancy new iPhone Noah surprised me with when I broke mine beyond repair, but just when I start toweling off, it rings again.

Danzig two more times then The Best Day of My Life by the American Authors, which is—you guessed it—Blake’s ringtone.

The songs rotate for a minute before Blake keeps calling my phone and Ma starts calling Noah’s.

I run into the bedroom as he jumps out of the shower. “Answer it.” He looks as panicked as I feel. “Just grab mine.”

“Mom?” I basically sob as I barely swipe the screen. The last time they called me like this was when Da died.

“Your brother was in an accident.” She blurts through her tears.

“What?”

Ma sniffles and tries to calm down. “Knox and Hazel were in an accident.”

Tears stream down my face as the phone slips from my fingers, but Noah catches it and puts it on speaker. “Linda, it’s Noah. What’s going on, Ma?”

“Knox was in an accident. He and Hazel were out on the boat, and it apparently crashed. She called me on the way to the hospital, but we got cut off. I have no idea how bad it is or what’s going on, but you need to come home, Aggie.”

I’m way ahead of her.

I rush to the closet and pull on the first thing I can find, which happens to be Noah’s sweatpants and t-shirt, then run out and start throwing shit into my backpack.

“I’ll get her on a red eye,” Noah says as he swipes his screen. “Don’t worry about anything, Ma. I’ve got our girl taken care of and she’ll be to you in no time.”

“Thank you,” she cries. “I’m so scared, Aggie.”

My chest squeezes. Me too. For all the fucking reasons now.

“He’ll be okay, Ma. You know Knoxy. It’s probably not as bad as it sounds. Plus, he’s tough as shit, so he’ll be fine.” I hope. “I’m getting ready now and I’ll be out the door as soon as I can.”

Noah helps me pack more than just socks because I’m a mess and that’s what I kept stuffing into my bag. “I’ll text you her flight info. Clover’s last day of school is tomorrow. I’ll see if I can get us on a plane after that.”

“Okay.” Ma sobs. “Thank you, Noah.”

Jeez, she must be a wreck if she’s not arguing with him over making an emergency trip to Florida.

“Is Blake with you?” Which is a stupid question. Of course he isn’t, not yet. He may have a short flight from Georgia, but I doubt my brother can fucking teleport now. God.

“He’s on his way. He said he was going to call you from the airport.”

“He did. I missed him, though.” Noah hands me my bag after he puts my charger and wallet in it, then pulls me to him for a grounding hug. “When is he supposed to get there?”

Ma sniffles hard a couple times. “Should get in around the same time you do.”

“Good,” Noah grunts. “Orlando, right?”

“Yes.”

“If you talk to him before I do, have him wait for Aggie. I’ll rent a car and have it ready for them.”

I squeeze my best friend hard, so fucking grateful for him.

“You need anything at all, Ma, do not hesitate to call me. Got it?”

“Thank you, sweetheart,” she cries harder. “Be safe. Kiss my granddaughter for me. I love you all.”

“We love you too,” he says before Ma hangs up. “It’s okay, kitten. Knox is going to be fine.”

“I know,” I cry into his chest. I know my big brother is going to be fine, but I might not be.

Maybe this is what I needed to put things into perspective. A quick trip away from Noah to figure out how to go about things moving forward. I don’t know what the fuck to do, but I have to figure it out. Too much is riding on my decisions.

Noah takes my chin between his fingers and presses a kiss to my lips. “I’ve got you, kitten. Everything is going to be okay. I love you.”

“I love you too.” And I mean that. Mean it with my whole heart. “I should go.”

He nods, smooths my flyway’s back then slides my glasses on. “I’ll text you all the info you’ll need. Call me when you land. Clover and I will be right behind you, okay?”

“Okay.” I bite my lip so I don’t start sobbing. “Tell her I’m sorry I didn’t pick her up. And tell her I love her so much.”

Noah kisses me again. “I will, baby. We’ll FaceTime when you’re settled tonight.”

I hug him one more time, kiss him again and fight the urge to lose my shit because this feels like more than talk to you later. This feels like goodbye.


Chapter Thirteen

AGGIE




So, it turns out, being an asshole runs in my family.

Since Knox is the oldest, he is the biggest asshole by default, especially since the fucker crashed his boat into shore because he was banging his wife over the railing and not driving like he should have been.

The accident was minor at best, mostly cosmetic because they weren’t going very fast and ready to dock it, but the dumbass went overboard, dragged Hazel with him and when he took the brunt of the fall to protect her, Knox fucked up his bum shoulder again. The shoulder he’s only a few months out from his fourth surgery on.

Blake, being the obnoxious younger and older brother he is, is an asshole as well because he keeps talking about how Knox crashed his boat since he still idolizes our big brother. But he also thinks he’s an idiot and no matter how much I love my brothers or the fact that we’re in our thirties, I am perfectly content pretending neither of them have penises or the faintest clue how to use them.

Considering they are both married to women way out of their leagues and popping babies out right and left, the evidence proves otherwise, but I’m good with living in denial.

And that brings me to, well, me and how I’m also an incredibly huge asshole.

When I got to Florida, I was in a panic so bad I couldn’t find Blake for an hour after I landed and he had to page me. I couldn’t drive the rental and forgot to text Noah until well after I got to the hospital to see Knox.

He was understanding and relieved, got a kick out of Knox’s accident, then told me to call him in the morning after I had a chance to rest because he’s amazing and wonderful.

I didn’t call, though.

I haven’t called him once and I’ve been in Jupiter for three days now.

I’ve responded to most of his texts, but I won’t answer his calls, always make up some bullshit excuse to not talk to him, then go radio silent until Noah starts trying again.

It’s wrong, so fucking wrong and unfair, but now that I’m away from him, my fear is completely out of control.

I’m terrified of his upcoming project for Gateway.

Fucking terrified, and it is definitely making all my decisions for me right now because I haven’t talked to my goddamn soulmate or my baby girl in three fucking days. And I’ve started to reconsider going back to New Orleans at all.

If Tank wasn’t there, I probably wouldn’t because that’s the kind of mess I am right now.

I know I just need to talk to Noah, tell him how I’m feeling and trust him enough to pull this off without falling off the wagon, but I guess I’m not strong enough to do that. I keep thinking about all the other times he hurt me, all the ways he let his career and addiction tear us apart, how not only did I lose him as my best friend, but he almost fucking died from overdosing twice.

And Noah threw me away before, I’m sure he could do it again, baby or not, and if he doesn’t, he could still end up back in the hellish lifestyle he’s hated for the last four years and forget all about me.

I’m spiraling bad here and even though the answer to all my problems is literally right in front of me, blinking in a rapid succession of text messages right in front of my face, I can’t seem to get my shit together enough to deal with it.

I’m simply convinced being in love with Noah Thorn is going to destroy me, so I’m destroying myself first.

NOAH: Clover and I just landed. I know you said we didn’t need to come out, but we fucking miss you and I’m worried as hell.

NOAH: Why won’t you answer my calls?

NOAH: I’m really worried, Aggie. This isn’t like you. I don’t understand what’s going on and we need to talk about it.

NOAH: Goddamnit, answer me. Please. I’m trying to keep my cool for Clover’s sake but I am mere minutes from losing my shit here.

NOAH: Agatha. This is bullshit. I fucking love you. I want to marry you. I want a life with you that means we have lots of babies and go on adventures then get to grow old together and still bang like rabbits when we’re senile and can’t remember who we are.

NOAH: I was stupid enough to walk away from you once and I will burn everything to the ground before I do it again.

That was all yesterday.

Today, Noah has sent less text messages, but he’s still mad and definitely hurt.

NOAH: We’re taking a car to Knox’s place. You have until this afternoon to get your head out of your ass because we’re flying home at 5. I have a meeting tomorrow morning but then my ass is back on a plane to bring you home, kicking and screaming if I have to so be fucking ready.

NOAH: I’m not going down without a fight, Agatha. You don’t want to be with me anymore, then you can tell me to my fucking face, otherwise you have a lot of fucking explaining to do and not just to me, but to our daughter.

NOAH: Leaving Orlando now.

I read through his messages again and when I realize that last one was almost two hours ago, I jump up from the bed and run into my brother’s living room.

“Noah is on his way!” I yell like I’m actually on fire.

Knox arches a brow. “And...”

“I can’t see him!”

He frowns. “Why not?”

“Because!” I burst into tears, then clutch my stomach. “I just can’t!”

“Oh honey.” Hazel hops up from the couch and zig zags through their many cats to hug me. “Aggie, what is going on? We thought you were happy.”

I nod like a bobble head. “I am.” Then sob like a lunatic.

“Then why the hell are you crying and refusing to see your man?” Blake asks as he strolls down the hall.

“I know!” Sid’s voice squeals from his phone screen.

And as if those words were magical, both of my brothers’ heads snap toward me and their jaws drop in sync.

“You’re...” Blake blinks as Knox grunts, “No fucking way...”

I just nod and cry harder into Hazel’s topknot because she’s tiny.

“Does he know?” Blake asks.

I shake my head.

“Are you gonna tell him?” Knox growls.

“Yes. God.” I wipe snot on my shoulder. “I would never keep something like this from him, but I found out the morning I came out here and didn’t get a chance to tell him before Ma called.”

Both of my brothers frown but Blake speaks, “So why don’t you want to see him? Aren’t things going well between you two?”

I nod as Hazel rubs my back. “Things are perfect now but... but... but they’re about to go to shit.”

“I do not understand anything that’s happening right now.” Knox blinks. “Things are perfect, you’re having Noah’s baby after years of being in love with each other without knowing it, but you don’t want to see him?”

“Right.” I flap my arms. “And he’s going to be here any minute!”

“But—”

“I swear, I will explain everything once he leaves, but I need you to keep Noah away from me. Don’t be mean, just make up something.”

“Like what?” Blake sighs. “It’s not like Noah doesn’t know either of us almost as well as he knows you. He’s gonna be able to tell we’re lying.”

“I don’t care! I can’t see him right now, so tell him whatever you can think of! You’re a goddamn writer for fuck’s sake!”

Then I run back down the hall, slam the door of my room and sink to the floor while I silently pray my brothers have my back.

A few minutes later, I hear muffled voices I’d recognize even in a coma, the love of my life and the mini love of my life greeting my family with the love and affection that they genuinely share. I hear Clover squeal at some point, probably when she sees the herd of cats or maybe the giant bunny, and her excitement has me falling apart.

I can’t do this.

I can’t walk away from them no matter how bad it hurts me in the end, but my god, I don’t know if I can keep loving Noah when that hurts almost as much. I don’t know what to do anymore, I just know that I’m fucked either way I look at it.

“Kitten?” A soft knock on the bedroom door. “Aggie, baby, Blake said you’re sick.”

I roll my eyes.

Real fucking creative Mr. Best Selling Romance Author.

“He said you’re worried about getting us sick, but I need to see you.” A thump against the door means Noah’s forehead is now resting on it. “I fucking miss you, Aggs, and I’m so fucking worried it’s making me sick to my stomach.”

I cover my mouth so he doesn’t hear me sobbing. Apparently, loving me isn’t any easier than loving him.

A few beats of silence pass before he sighs, “Our flight leaves at five. We’d love it if you would come say goodbye or at least give us some sign of life.” Another thump, another sigh. “We need you, Aggie. We fucking need you and we fucking love you so goddamn much. Please, baby, give me something. I’m scared shitless because it feels like I’m losing you, and I don’t think I can handle that. Please.”

As silently as possible, I bawl my eyes out like a little bitch, but I don’t make a sound. I have to think. I need to figure this out before I talk to him because if I don’t, if I can’t properly explain what the fuck is going on with me, then there is no use in trying. I’ll fall back into the same cycle with Noah and then I’ll lose everything if we crash and burn.

“I love you, Aggie. I love you and I need you, and I’m not giving you up. I will fight for us the way I should have all along, so you better be prepared for it.” One more thump. “I love you.”

Then I hear him walking back down the hall, hear him and Clover say goodbye before they leave and fuck me, what have I done?

“Alright, that’s it.” Knox booms as the door I’m leaning on pushes open and slides me across the hardwood. “You start explaining and do it now because if you walk away from those two after everything you’ve gone through to get here, I don’t care if you’re my baby sister and pregnant, I will kick your ass myself.”

So, I do.

I spill my guts to my brothers and sister-in-law’s, and tell them everything they don’t know, sort of, about what’s happened between me and Noah over the last two decades.

I tell them how scared I am now that this is real and everything I’d ever hoped my life could be and I tell them how much I miss them too, how having Noah and Clover and the new baby just makes me miss them that much more because family is everything to all of us. I even blubber about wanting to move to Georgia so we can all be together, but I’m convinced Noah won’t want to because of Clover’s school and now the new record, and that’s just another reason this won’t work out between us.

“That’s some bullshit if I’ve ever heard it,” Sid says from Blake’s phone.

He nods. “First of all, Noah would follow you into the pits of hell without ever asking, so Georgia is a done deal in my eyes.”

“And it’s okay to be scared, Aggie.” Hazel gives me a sweet smile as she sits down on the floor next to me. “Especially after everything you two have been through, but you can’t let it ruin the greatest thing to ever happen to you.”

“Sunny’s right, sissy.” Knox grunts. “Fear is good in small doses, keeps you sharp, but it can’t be a determining factor in how you live your life. You’ll pass up the chance to truly be happy if that’s the case.”

“We knew years ago that you and Noah would end up together.” Blake smiles, then sits down on the other side of me. “We could see it a mile away, the way you loved each other even back then.”

I shift my puffy eyes from him to Knox as he nods. “Why do you think we let him hang around all the time? If he wasn’t your forever, Blake and I would have kicked his ass like every other dumb shit you’ve dated and left it at that. Noah has always been different, Da even said so and now it’s crystal fucking clear you’re meant to be together.”

I snort and blow a snot bubble. “So, what do I do now? I fucked this all up.”

“Why, you perform a grand gesture of love, of course.” Sid wipes a few tears from her cheeks, then whips out her tit and starts nursing Charlie. “It’s basically a rule at this point.”

I nod as a plan starts to form. “I’m gonna need some help.”

Both of my brothers grin as Hazel claps her hands together. “We’re in.”

I seriously fucking love my family.

“Here’s the plan.” God, I hope this works.


Chapter Fourteen

NOAH




“Does Mommy haves the tummy bugs like I did?” Clover asks as I pick her up and plant her on my hip while we head to our gate.

If I wasn’t so goddamn worried about her, I’d be fucking pissed at Aggie for doing this to us, to Clover.

“Yeah baby, I’m sure Mommy”—my throat goes tight as I try not to choke on the word—“just has a tummy bug.”

“And she didn’t wants to get us sick too cause she loves us.”

Fucking A. “Right.”

Clover starts tracing the tattoo on the side of my neck and smiles. “I’m gonna make Mommy a picture. A picture of our family so she cans get better faster and come homes.”

Just keep driving that knife through my heart, kiddo.

Jesus, I can’t believe this is happening, and I can’t fucking figure out why. Everything has been as close to perfect as it’s ever been, perfect and incredible since Aggs and I finally got real with each other two months ago. At least, I thought it was. Maybe I was just so high on my love for her that I didn’t see the signs sooner, didn’t see that Aggie was pulling away again or some shit.

Except she fucking wasn’t.

I know her too goddamn well to start blaming myself for not seeing this coming, which means something happened the last time we were together that sent her running scared. But what the fuck was it?

It couldn’t have been my solo project, could it?

So, maybe I forgot to tell her the details of my contract with Lenny, but you can’t really blame me. Being in a solid, committed, clear cut and very real relationship with my goddamn soulmate is a pretty big distraction. Especially after having years of bullshit to make up for, but I don’t know why the album would be a problem after I told her everything.

And to think Aggie was upset just because I forgot to tell her in the first place is silly. I forget shit constantly and it’s never made her mad. Frustrated? Sure, but never mad, definitely not to the point of blowing me off for days at a time. This is something else, something big since Aggie won’t even talk to me and as soon as my meeting is done tomorrow, my ass is coming back out here to get to the bottom of it. Hell, I might even cancel on Lenny at this point.

“Right, Uncle Vin?”

My eyes flick to his, totally oblivious to whatever my peanut was chattering away about.

He nods. “Right, Princess. Mommy will love a picture of our whole family. It’ll definitely make her all better.”

“See Daddy, Mommy will bes better and she’ll comes home after I gives her my picture of our whole family.”

If only it were that simple. “Our whole family, huh?”

Clover nods proudly. “Yep. I’m gonna draws uncle Jax and Uncle Vin. Tanky. Gramma Linda, Uncle Knoxy and Auntie Hazel, Uncle Blakey and Auntie Sid. My new cousins too, cause theys have to be in the picture but I’ll needs a big piece of paper cause Sloane and Jack and Holden and Charlie make four and that’s a lots.” She holds up four fingers to emphasize her point. “And I’m gonna draws gramma Loraine, Pop Pop, papa Charlie and my angel mommy in the clouds cause they’re all angels watching over us. Then in the middle is gonna be Daddy and Clover and my real mommy cause we’re the middles of the whole family.”

Jesus.

I think I’m gonna fucking cry.

“Oh!” Clover shouts in my ear. “I most forgot all of Uncle Knoxy’s kitties and the big fat bunny and Uncle Blakey’s puppies! They’re our family too!”

Only if I can get Aggie to remove her head from her ass. Otherwise, it’ll just be us and Jax and Vin, something I don’t want to get used to again.

I press a kiss to her temple as they call our flight. “That is going to be an amazing picture, peanut.”

She nods. “Yep. And you cans give it to Mommy when you comes back to pick her up tomorrow.”

I probably shouldn’t have told Clover that’s what was happening since I’m not sure if it will. I’m not even sure if I still have a best friend let alone future wife and mother of my child to bring home with me.

“Of course, baby. The next time I see... Mommy, I’ll make sure to give her your masterpiece. Why don’t⁠—”

Vin crowds our space as the line of passengers starts to turn, looking around and whispering like there’s some sort of commotion behind me.

I swear to God if it’s the fucking paps, I will lose my shit. I’m in no mood to deal with those vultures right now, it was bad enough when we got grilled in New Orleans over Aggie’s solo trip to her gyno or the red eye she caught to come out here. I will definitely end up with a lawsuit if anyone tries to fuck with me at this point and so far, my disguise, if you can call it that, has worked.

“What’s going on, Daddy?” Clover hugs my neck a little tighter as she looks for whatever is causing our line to stop moving. “Is the plane okay?”

I nod and rub her back. “It’s fine, peanut. Everything is...” Everything is more than fine when I turn slowly as the first few lyrics of one of my songs—one of the first ones I ever wrote about a poor boy who loved a girl so much he followed her to another state—are belted out by a smoky fucking voice I’d know anywhere.

And when my eyes land on the source, fuck me, I’m toast.

Aggie is standing on a chair, acoustic guitar in front of her, her fucking gorgeous face tear stained while she sings with so much power, so much fucking talent, it actually takes a minute for everything to register.

Aggie is here.

She’s at the fucking airport standing on a fucking chair outside my fucking gate, belting out words that really strike a chord with me because I wrote them about her, while she plays guitar for the first time since her da died.

Aggie is here, and she’s singing to me.

“Mommy!” Clover screams and possibly blows out my eardrum. “Daddy, look it’s Mommy! And Uncle Knoxy and Uncle Blakey!”

I frown as I nod, but sure as shit, Knox is standing on one side of Aggs, playing another acoustic guitar rather awkwardly and impressively for a dude in a sling. Blake is on her other side with a... oh my god, he has a fucking bass drum strapped to the front of him, the mallet in one hand a drumstick in the other and those two are providing my kitten with not only instrumental support but vocal as well.

Something none of them have done since Charlie’s funeral because he was the one who taught them to play and sing, the one who taught me to play and sing. I still have the guitar Charlie and Linda gave me when I turned ten and I play the fuck out of it when I miss my family.

I start walking toward them, my body moving totally on its own, as if being drawn to this siren like a sailor lost at sea.

Aggie can fucking sing, always has been able to, but she’s never done it publicly and sure as fuck not in the middle of a fucking airport with more power and passion than ninety-nine percent of the artists on my label.

Aggie takes a shaky breath as I stop a few feet in front of her, a fire burning in those gun metal grey eyes. Then she takes my breath away.

Every lyric, every fucking note, all of it is packed full of so much emotion, so much goddamn love, it completely guts me. These words—words about personal struggles, feelings of despair and worthlessness, regret, love and a cry for redemption—it all speaks to me so fucking hard I might actually cry. I might cry because my soulmate is telling me everything I need to know with my fucking song.

Yep.

I’m totally gonna cry.

“Please don’t go,” she whispers as Linda comes out of nowhere and takes her guitar. “I’m so sorry, Noah. So please, don’t go.”

My throat is so fucking tight and my heart is slamming against my chest.

I literally have no words, none. I’m a fucking songwriter and my kitten has single-handedly rendered me fucking speechless with the most profound display of love I’ve ever received, something I don’t deserve in the least because if anything, I should be the one performing some grand gesture to make up for years of hurting the only woman I’ve ever loved. I don’t deserve this, and I don’t deserve Aggie at all, but thank god I’m a selfish prick because I’m going to keep her, anyway.

“Mommy!” Clover reaches for Aggs and almost jumps from my arms to hers. “I missed you so much, Mommy. Are you betters now?”

She takes my peanut from me, holding my stare through my shades for a minute before she hugs Clover hard. “I’m getting better, punky. I just missed you so much that I needed to see you before you went home.”

Clover starts wrapping one of Aggie’s dreads around her finger while she beams at her. “You wants me to kiss you better like Daddy does when I have a boo boo? That always makes me feels better.” Then she does, gives Aggs a kiss on the forehead, on her nose and cheek and when my kitten squeezes her eyes shut tight with a smile, a few tears rolling down her cheeks, Clover frowns. “Maybe Daddy should gives you kisses too.”

“Your kisses are perfect, baby.” Aggie gives her a watery smile. “I’m feeling better already.”

“Then why are yous crying?” Clover uses her tiny hands to wipe away her tears. “You shouldn’t bes crying if you feels better.”

Aggie takes a deep breath, glances at me, then looks my peanut in the eye. “I just love you and Daddy so much, punk, that I can’t help but cry a little. I was worried that I wouldn’t get to see you before you left but I needed to try because I couldn’t let you go without telling you how sorry I am for making you miss me, without telling you and Daddy how much I love you both.”

Fuck.

I really need to say something.

Anything.

I just can’t seem to get my mouth to work.

“It’s okay, Mommy.” Clover smiles as she cups Aggie’s face and squishes her cheeks. “You didn’t feels good and we just wants you to bes better so you can comes home with us. Uncle Knoxy and Uncle Blakey will takes good care of you so you can come back to the big house.”

My kitten smiles, then turns to me. “Knox and Blake definitely helped me, punk. They helped me understand why I wasn’t feeling good, and said it’s okay, but I shouldn’t let it keep me from being with you and Daddy. They helped me see that you and Daddy are the only thing that make me feel better, so I shouldn’t stay away.”

I look over Aggie’s head at her brothers, Hazel bawling into Knox’s chest, Sid bawling from Blake’s phone that’s pointed directly at us while Linda cries uncontrollably and hangs onto her sons for support.

Team Riley for the win, man. I’ll never not be grateful for them.

“I’m so sorry, Noah.” Aggie repositions Clover on her hip, my peanut a little oblivious and a lot content being in her real mommy’s arms. “I didn’t mean to worry you, didn’t mean to shut you out, I just⁠—”

No more talking.

Nope, I cut off Aggie’s mildly unnecessary apology by gripping the side of her neck, pushing my glasses and ball cap up, then kissing the hell out of her right there in front of hundreds of people.

Her words don’t matter because her actions said all I needed to know.

Aggie loves me, she loves my daughter, and she’s not pulling away. She might have been scared enough to try, but she loves us and that’s bigger than any fear she may have when it comes to making this work for the long haul.

“I love you.” I sigh against her lips and take her face in my hands. “I love you so damn much, Aggie.”

She sniffles and closes her eyes. “I love you too and I’m just so sorry, I never should have⁠—”

I kiss her again as I shake my head. “It’s done, baby. Whatever happened is done and all that matters is right here and now. You’re ours and we are yours, forever.” Then I arch a brow as Linda takes Clover from her. “You stole my thunder, though.”

Aggie frowns. “What?”

“Yep.” I nod and wrap my arms around her waist. “Beat me to the punch. I had one hell of a plan for when I came back tomorrow, my own grand gesture, if that’s what it was going to take to bring you home.”

“You’re my home, Noah.” She slides her hands up my arms, wraps me in a hug and buries her face in my neck. “You and Clover are my home, and I was a fool to think I could walk away.”

I smile and hug her tight before I pull back and wipe away her tears. “Not that it matters, but what happened? I thought everything was perfect, Aggs, I thought you were happy. Ultimately, I don’t care about anything except knowing you’re still my best friend, that you’re going to be my wife and Clover’s mom, but I can’t figure out what I did to make you run. It wasn’t the solo stuff, was it?”

She shrugs, “Maybe a little. It surprised me for sure and the thought of you still being in the thick of that lifestyle regardless of the measures taken to avoid it scared me, but what really did it was the thought of bringing our kids into that world with the slim possibility of losing you to it again.”

Well, that makes a hell of a lot of sense.

My recovery has been smooth for the most part, but after seeing me at my absolute worst, I can understand Aggie worrying about the possibility of my dumbass fucking all that up by diving back in headfirst.

I’m just going to have to include her every step of the way so she can be involved and see that it’s not going to happen. I have way too much to live for to let my career drag me down and try to kill me again.

“Totally valid, kitten.” I lean down and kiss her. “But while I understand it, I’m going to prove to you that you have nothing to worry about, nothing to be afraid of anymore. You and Clover are more than enough motivation for me to keep my shit straight.”

“And the baby.” Aggie smiles.

“And the baby.” I nod. “I can’t risk any… wait, what? Baby? What baby?” What is she... “The baby?”

She nods and places my hand on her stomach. “Our baby.”

My eyes go saucer wide before they dart to her belly, as if I have x-ray vision and can see what she means.

Oh my god.

Oh my fucking fuck.

“Our baby?” I splay my hand over her belly and press my palm gently against it. “You’re pregnant?”

Aggie nods again. “Seven and a half weeks. Due at the beginning of March.”

“When? How? When did, how did⁠—”

“I’m not going to explain how, Thor.” She smirks. “But that Harley must be good luck or something, because it happened around then. I found out at my appointment and planned to tell you and Clover that day, but then I had to fly out here.”

I must be smiling like a lunatic. “You’re having my baby.” I drop my forehead to hers, keep my hand on her stomach as a few tears roll down my cheeks. “We made a baby.”

Aggie kisses me, cups my face and smoothes her thumbs under my eyes. “We did. And he or she is going to be huge because neither of us were small.”

I snort, then kiss her once, twice, three times. “I fucking love you, Aggs.”

“I love you too.”

Then I lift my head and make a huge fucking scene because I’m so fucking happy, I have to.

“We’re having a baby!” I shout to the group of gawkers. “My best friend in the whole fucking world loves me and she’s having my baby!”

Aggie laughs as she blushes, shaking her head in embarrassment, but doesn’t stop smiling. Not even when I start jumping up and down and screaming like a maniac, grab our daughter, who is also screaming all the things about being a big sister and prance around the terminal like we’re both nuts.

“Oh my god.” My kitten covers her face. “You’re ridiculous.”

“No, we’re happy.” I correct as I stop in front of her, then pull her hands away and hang onto the left one. “We’re happy and in love with you and we want your forever.” Clover reaches behind her neck and takes off her necklace, the one that has Aggie’s engagement ring on it, and slides it off the chain. “Marry me, Aggs. Marry me, be my wife, and help me raise our babies together.”

She’s crying again as Clover puts the ring on Aggie’s finger. “And bes my real mommy for real.”

Her eyes dart to mine and I nod. “We want you to adopt Clover. You’ve been her real mommy since she was born, but we want to make it as official as it can get. Marry me, adopt Clover and be ours forever.”

“Yes,” she whispers. “Yes, to all of it.”

“Yay!” Clover shouts as she hugs us both. “Today is the best day evers!”

It really fucking is.

Today is the best fucking day ever.
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Want a little more Aggie and Noah? Grab the bonus epilogue by clicking the link!

https://BookHip.com/PFMVXVG

Check out H&H on Spotify!

Curious about the siblings Aggie mentioned? You can read about Blake and Knox in the other two Riley Siblings books!
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