
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


I studied her across the boardroom table now. As always, she was perfectly put together. Buttoned up. Controlled. Like her clothes were armor. Against what? Or who? She caught me staring and arched a brow in silent challenge. I smirked. She coughed. Oh. Not so unaffected after all.

Someone droned on about fabric quality. I didn’t care. 

The door opened, and models drifted in with new samples. I apparently owned a factory, too. Of course I did. The models were beautiful—objectively flawless—but they stirred nothing in me. They were mannequins, canvases for silk and design.

My gaze slid back to Mrs. C, and my imagination betrayed me.

I pictured undressing her slowly, deliberately—not to bare skin, but to uncover truth. What did a woman like her hide beneath all that restraint? 

Beneath the careful composure and polite distance?

“Ethan,” I muttered, pretending to sketch. “Don’t.”

But my hand moved anyway.

For her, it would have to be deceptive. Buttoned. Closed. Almost modest. A piece that suggested discipline and control—until the clasps gave way.

Lace beneath.

Colour where no one expected it.

Something deep. Something daring.

A shade that belonged to a woman who had learned patience, not submission.

Perhaps a mask, I thought. Lace to frame those smoky eyes.

Because Mrs. C wasn’t what she pretended to be.

And neither would be the lingerie.

“Mr. Ross?” an executive called. “Do you have anything to add?”

Every face turned to me. The Legend.
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Ethan

I watched Agatha for a long time, my jaw tight as she mechanically tossed popcorn into her mouth. She was dressed in gray sweatpants and an oversized black t-shirt—a silhouette that offended every aesthetic bone in my body. This was day three of the slump, day three of this gloomy fog, and it was finally beginning to grate on my nerves.

My life had been hijacked. 

Ever since she’d sent the children to their grandparents’ and fallen into this hole, my routine was a repetitive loop: work, home for a fresh suit, and then here. Agatha’s house. My final, suffocating stop.

I doubted she even noticed I was sleeping over. Her eyes were glued to the flat screen, bingeing on romantic drivel that only served to draw more tears from her puffy eyes. I was the ghost in the corner, the one ordering the meals and coaxing her to eat like a sickly child before she drifted off.

She’d discarded her phone like a piece of useless trash. Watching her sink into this depression bothered me, yes—but it also insulted the woman I knew she could be.

I’d checked in on her boutiques earlier today to ensure the gears were still turning. Claire her employee and friend—ever the romantic—seemed convinced that what Agatha needed was love. Preferably mine.

If pigs could fly.

To Agatha, I was harmless. A younger brother she doted on, patted on the head, and dismissed without a second thought. She never saw me. Never looked at me.

But I looked at her enough for the both of us.

I heaved a deep sigh, raking my fingers through my cornrows. She remained oblivious. I stepped further into the room and almost gagged. The smell of stale sweat hit me like a physical blow. God, how I hated dirt. 

I am a man of clean lines and pristine finishes, yet for the sake of my love, I was trudging through a swamp. I’d been standing in the doorway for five minutes, and she hadn’t even turned her head.

In the previous days, I’d find her tucked in the darkness of the bedroom, wearing those same gray pants—likely her ex-husband’s. A few weeks ago, we’d been celebrating her divorce. She’d been radiant then, calling me ‘Cookie’ with a saucy wink, dancing like she finally owned the air she breathed.

How the mighty have fallen, I thought, a dark chuckle bubbling in my throat as I approached the bed. The woman needed a shower, and she needed it now. In the flicker of the TV screen, I could see the wreckage: messy cropped hair, red-rimmed eyes, and the lingering scent of a room that hadn't seen fresh air in seventy-two hours.

“Aggs,” I said, my voice low.

She startled, her face turning toward me as if I’d just materialized out of thin air. “Cookie? How are you, love?”

The chirpiness was a lie. A poorly constructed facade. I grabbed the remote, muted the sound, and flipped the light switch. The harsh glare revealed the truth: my beautiful Aggy was a disaster. Tenderness flared in my chest, warring with my irritation. I took her dainty, soft hands into my large ones, trying to project the love I felt—the love she refused to acknowledge.

“Aggy, you know I love you, right?”

She didn’t swoon. She didn’t even smile. Tears just rolled down her cheeks. “I’m not lovable,” she whispered. “Look at me. I’m disgusting. I don’t deserve to be happy.”

“Hush now, love,” I muttered, cursing my own timing. My foolish heart always chose the moment she was most broken to try and mend her. “You’re beautiful, Aggs. Luc doesn’t deserve a single one of these tears.”

That did it. She wailed, a jagged sound that tore through the room. I pulled her into an embrace, my face twisting as I hit the wall of her scent. She was a walking bucket of sweat. I rocked her like a baby, whispering empty encouragements while her tiny frame trembled against my chest. She felt so small—I felt like a hulk of a man next to her, a giant trying not to crush a bird.

I reached for a tissue, wiped her face, and tried a different tactic. “I was thinking we go out for dinner?”

She pouted—that cute, infuriating mouth. “Not interested. I’m just tired of living.”

I rolled my eyes. Always the dramatist. I needed to get her off her butt and into the room with the running water. I missed my clean, sharp, talkative Aggy. Not this... creature.

“Why don’t you shower while I order pizza? We can watch a horror film afterward.”

She shook her head and curled into a ball, pulling the duvet over her head. It was exactly what her twin five-year-olds did when they heard the word ‘bath.’ I reached out to chide her, but my phone buzzed in my pocket.

“Greg,” I answered, my voice tight.

“How is she? Her phone is dead.”

“I'm at her place,” I said, looking at the heap under the covers. “Greg wants to talk to you,” I called out.

“Don't want to talk to anyone,” came the muffled reply.

I shrugged at the phone and stepped out into her study so I could breathe air that didn't smell like depression. “I think it's best if I come over,” Greg said.

“No, man. You’ve got Sophie to worry about, and she’s due any minute. I can handle stinky Aggy.”

Greg burst out laughing. “All the best, then. And Ethan? Get rid of the kid gloves.”

I hung up and stared at the door. He was right. The pity party was over. 

I took the stairs two at a time, yanked the covers off her, and scooped her up before she could escape. She screamed, scratched, fought like a wildcat. I tightened my grip, annoyed but unsurprised. 

I carried her toward the bathroom, cursing myself for not having pre-filled the tub. I would have dropped her in, clothes and all.

I stepped right into the shower stall with her, ignoring the fact that my own clothes would be ruined.

“I am a grown woman, Cookie! Put me down!” she yelled.

“Then start acting like one,” I growled. I set her on her feet but kept my grip firm on her arms.

“You wouldn’t,” she pleaded, her eyes wide.

I didn’t answer. I reached back and cranked the handle. The cold water gushed down on both of us, shocking the air out of her lungs and silencing the protest.

“That’s my good girl,” I whispered in her ear as she finally went still.

***
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Agatha

The water was cold—sharp—but strangely refreshing. Still, I wasn’t about to be treated like a disobedient child by Ethan of all people. I turned to face him, a sharp remark already on my tongue, one that would send him scampering off to hide behind his mother’s skirt.

The words died in my throat.

The grin on his face was wicked. Delicious. And suddenly, my Cookie wasn’t Cookie any more.

He stood there in a soaked white shirt, the fabric clinging to his body, outlining a physique I had always known was there but had never truly seen. 

My legs went weak. Butterflies fluttered in my stomach. Had he always looked this... solid? This grown? Or was my mind betraying me because my senses were starved?

Water ran from his chin down the smooth planes of his chest, tracing lines I suddenly wanted to follow with my fingers. For a fleeting, dangerous moment, I imagined touching every ridge of the firm abdomen hinted at beneath that now-transparent shirt.

I had always thought him slender. Safe.

Now I knew why.

Cookie was a persona—something he wore like a cloak. A flick-of-the-switch charm that made women think harmless. Friend. Girlfriend. Maybe even gay. He had fooled everyone.

Including me.

As his grin widened, I realized with a jolt that he knew exactly what I was thinking. And this time, he wasn’t trying to save me from it.

Vulnerable and trembling, I tried to shrink away toward the shower wall. I pouted my lips, fearing I might do something that would send me straight to purgatory, but he was too fast. He pulled me back, and I clutched at his strong arms just to keep from falling. He bent close. My breath became shallow. My hormones, starved and neglected, began to scream.

I am a divorced mother of six, I reminded myself frantically. I am pitiful. I am scandalous. Am I turning into a cougar? Women like me were supposed to be exemplary—to be heard but not seen, to do charity work and fade into the background. We weren’t supposed to feel this.

I lowered my eyes, terrified he’d see the confusion and hunger in them. I felt like Jane discovering Tarzan—looking at this powerful, different creature in total wonder. Ethan tilted my face up, his warm breath fanning across my cheek. I closed my eyes, my body vibrating with the nearness of him as the water continued to roar around us.

“Will you take it from here and strip your clothes off,” he whispered, his voice a deep, resonant vibration that made my skin prickle, “or do you want me to bathe you?”

My body thrilled at the suggestion.

Wait—what?

Hadn’t I been sobbing over Luc just moments ago? Crying myself hollow over a marriage that died ugly? And now here I was, practically drooling over my best friend like a starved Labrador while he offered to bathe me?

I squeaked, cleared my throat and tried again, this time sounding like my usual self—the mother of six, the divorcee, the sensible one.

“I will take it from here; you scamper off and get ready for dinner.”

He shrugged his broad shoulders, smirked cutely and walked out without a backward glance. He reached for a clean towel on my shelf and shut the door.

Guess he wasn’t as affected as I was.

The relief hit me hard and fast. Because if he had kissed me—just once—I wouldn’t have resisted. I would’ve clung to him shamelessly and begged him not to leave.

I groaned, peeling off my wet, dirty clothes. I loathed them now; they smelled like Luc and my own misery. I lathered myself in lavender gel, the scent soothing my frayed nerves. 

Ethan, the ultimate neat freak, had actually dirtied his hands for me. He cringed at dirt, cleaned obsessively, and my twins loved watching him squirm. The only time I ever saw him sweaty was when he played basketball.

I chuckled at the thought of him scrubbing off the smell of my sweat—then stopped short when my thoughts wandered back to that attractive body.

Aggy, get your head checked, I scolded myself as I scrubbed. Cookie is not your type. I hoped I’d just hit my head during our struggle. Anything was better than admitting he had turned me into mush.

When I finally stepped back into my bedroom, the air was cool and fresh. The windows were open, the curtains fluttering, and the bed was perfectly made. Of course. My clean freak friend had been busy.

I stared at the clock. I’d lingered in the bathroom too long, but I’d needed the time to cool off before facing another dosage of Ethan—or Cookie, or whoever he was now. Laid out on the bed was an outfit. He couldn’t help himself; the man lived to dress women.

I walked out onto the balcony, watching the sun set over the horizon. I tried to tell myself it was going to be fine. It wasn’t the end of the world—just the end of my sanity. The neighbors were calling their children in; life was continuing as normal. But as I looked at the rustling leaves, I knew my relationship with Ethan would never be the same.

I went back inside and examined the dress. It wasn’t from my closet. It was one of his. I usually wore ‘sensible’ clothes—knee-length dresses and suits that the priest would approve of. Modest. Not alluring. Except that one time I served Luc with the summons to our divorce proceedings while he lay in a hospital bed.

I ran my fingers over the cool gray satin. It felt like butter. I slid it on, the fabric whispering against my skin. It exposed one caramel shoulder, the bodice made of delicate gray lace with a single long sleeve. The skirt had a daring split that showed off my thighs every time I moved. He’d sewn this to make me feel desirable. I felt... beautiful.

I slipped on the matching gray heels and picked up the lace-trimmed clutch. My hair was done, my makeup was set. I puckered my lips at the mirror, satisfied, and glided out of the room. I wasn’t brave enough to wear something backless like Sophie, but this was enough.

As I descended the stairs, I heard Ethan on the phone. He turned to look at me, and the expression in his eyes made me feel shy all over again. He coughed, murmured a few words, and hung up. He was wearing a light gray suit with a Chinese collar—a perfect match to my dress. A couple’s outfit.

The jacket had subtle floral details that mirrored my lace. “Did I disturb your call?” I asked, my eyes flicking nervously to the phone still in his hand.

“Just girlfriend trouble,” he said easily. “Nothing for you to worry your pretty head about.”

I giggled, flipping the statement aside. I didn’t believe a word of it. Ethan didn’t do girlfriends. He only loved me. 

He appreciatively whistled at me, and I glowered at him to hide my blush.

“Look at you, all spruced up, girlfriend!” he said, suddenly slipping back into those womanly mannerisms.

But I knew his secret now. I would never underestimate him again. He wasn’t harmless. He walked toward me, took my hand, and twirled me around.My body reacted instantly—traitorous, foolish.

“Shall we?” he asked, placing my hand in the crook of his arm.

Just like that, my insides went into a frenzy.

He took me out to dinner. Wined me. Dined me. Made me laugh. Made me forget—what was his name again?

Ah yes.

Horrible Luc.
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Ethan

Nine months later...

I woke up to a rhythmic thudding. Either my head was trying to split open from a late-night design sprint, or someone was attempting to break down my front door. I groaned, glancing at the bedside clock.

8:00 AM. On a Saturday.

I nearly cursed aloud. My schedule rarely afforded me the luxury of sleep, and I’d been working until the early hours, my bones heavy with fatigue. The doorbell chimed—a persistent, shrill demand—followed by more pounding. I made a mental note to fire the security guard. What was the point of paying for a penthouse if I didn’t get the privacy of a fortress?

Reluctantly, I threw back the silk sheets. I didn’t bother with a shirt; I wasn’t in the mood for hospitality. I marched to the door, my face set in a glower, ready to unleash a verbal flaying on whoever dared interrupt my rest.

I yanked the door open. The yell died in my throat.

“Ethan,” Aggy gasped.

Her eyes turned into saucers, her gaze dropping instantly to my bare torso.

“Hey, Aggs,” I said, my voice husky with sleep. I stepped back, gesturing for her to enter. “Make yourself at home. Give me a sec.”

I retreated to the bedroom, pulled a clean T-shirt from the closet, and smoothed it over my chest. When I walked back into the living room, she was perched on the edge of the couch, looking anywhere but at the hallway I’d just emerged from. She was trying so hard to look indifferent, but her face was an open book of flushed cheeks and nervous energy.

I smothered a laugh. I decided to give her a reprieve and sauntered into the kitchen to put the kettle on.

“Aggy, love,” I said, modulating my voice to that soft, comforting tone that always seemed to disarm her. “What can I do for you?”

She fell into a fit of coughs before she cleared her throat. “I need your help.”

I raised a brow, curious. These days, I no longer fancied myself anyone’s knight in shining armor. Keeping my mind on neutral ground, I asked, “Is this about Elsie, your problematic child?”

She rolled her beautiful eyes at me. “It’s Nita.”

I clutched my chest dramatically. “Not my beautiful Princess Nita—nooo.”

Aggy’s eyes filled with glee, and she let out a genuine laugh. The sound was better than any coffee. I coughed, clearing my own throat and looking away before she caught me gawking at her like a starving man. I busied myself with the mugs, measuring out the coffee powder.

“Black, as you like it?” I asked.

She nodded. I added a generous amount of sugar and cream to mine—my one vice—and brought the mugs over to the couch. “So, tell me. What did my princess do?”

I watched her chew her bottom lip. It was a habit that made me want to do very un-brotherly things.

“Well, it’s her birthday next week,” she started. “With Luc still in prison... I don’t know what to do for her. She doesn’t want a party. She’s quiet, reserved. I was wondering if maybe you would do what you did for Elsie?”

I took a slow sip of my coffee, the heat hitting the back of my throat. “Well, for starters, Elsie is a good sport. She likes being wined and dined.”

A grin tugged at my mouth as I thought of Aggy’s eldest. At seventeen, Elsie was a handful of fire and Luc’s stubborn blood. She’d made me feel ancient more than once with her antics, but she’d calmed down lately—thank God. Pastor Garrett had played a big role in grounding her. We were all holding our breath, hoping she wouldn’t spiral again.

I’d enjoyed taking her out for her birthday—just dinner and conversation, talking about relationships and how a man should treat a woman. I loved all of Aggy’s girls. Fiercely. I wanted the world to be kinder to them than it had been to their mother.

I set my mug down and finally said, “I’ll see what I can do.”

***
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Agatha

I was already berating myself for coming to Ethan’s place instead of calling him like a sensible adult. I could have discussed Nita over the phone. I should have done that.

But I hadn’t. Because I was a sucker for torture. Because I wanted to see him.

The moment he’d opened that door, I had to physically restrain myself from drooling. I’d seen that body on billboards in high-end suits and in magazines advertising denim, but seeing it live—undressed and breathing just inches away—was a different kind of agony. I felt like I needed a dose of divine condemnation just to bring me back to my senses.

I prayed my breathing hadn’t turned into something resembling a foghorn while he sat beside me, eyebrow raised, watching me far too closely. When he had asked me a while back what he could do for me, the first thought that popped into my mind nearly made me choke.

Take me. Make an honest woman out of me.

I coughed instead, clearing my throat hard and reminding myself why I was here.

“Thanks a lot, darling,” I managed to say now, my voice sounding thin even to my own ears. I drank the rest of my coffee and stood up abruptly, nearly knocking the mug against the glass table. “I should get going. Sorry if I disturbed you.”

Ethan gave me that smooth, effortless smile. “No problem, Aggs. You know I love the girls.”

I nodded, feeling a pang of gratitude that almost overrode the lust. He was more of a father to them than Luc had ever been. But as we walked toward the door, my cousin Pamela’s voice drifted into my mind like a persistent itch.

“What you need, Aggs, is a safety net. A man who will just love you and make you feel special. Someone safe. Someone who won't push boundaries but will kiss you to your heart's content.”

I looked at Ethan’s grinning face and wanted to claw that knowing look right off him. Damn you, Pammy, I thought. She’d made it sound so simple, so clinical. Like Ethan was a prescription I could just fill to satisfy an urge.

“And you? Is there anything I can do for you, Aggy?”

I waved my hands dismissively, my heart hammering against my ribs. “I’m fine. Goodbye!”

I turned and walked away before I could change my mind. Close the door. Please close the door.

When I heard the click, my shoulders sagged in relief. Pamela and I were going to have words.

I reached the lobby, marched out to my car, and began ruffling through my handbag. Empty. I checked the side pockets. Nothing. Then it hit me—I’d been holding my keys while sitting on his couch.

I stood there for a long moment, staring at the building. I had to go back into the lion’s den. I was doomed.

***
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Ethan

I shut the door and walked toward the coffee table where the mugs sat abandoned. Picking them up, I carried them to the sink and rinsed them out. Aggy had effectively disturbed my sleep. I might as well take a shower and get ready for the day.

That thought followed me into the bedroom. My gaze drifted to the mannequin standing near the window, sunlight spilling over the fabric draped on it. I studied the cut, the fall, the way the material hugged the frame, and felt a quiet satisfaction settle in. The design was coming along beautifully. By the time I finished the spring collection, it would be ready—polished, confident, worthy of a showcase.

I loved what I did. Truly loved it.

I was grateful for my mother for standing her ground years ago and supporting my decision to pursue fashion instead of what my father had once called “manly careers.” There had been arguments. Heated ones. My choice had been a bone of contention in the family for a long time. Now, my father beamed with pride, quick to tell anyone who would listen that Ethan Ross, the designer, was his son.

I chuckled softly at the thought. It helped—momentarily—to push aside how I felt whenever Aggy was around.

Because she did things to me.

Her presence alone twisted my insides into knots, and standing there by the door earlier, looking impossibly cute, had been pure torture. I’d wanted to pull her into my arms, to give her exactly what her eyes had been silently asking for.

I stripped off my shirt and headed into the bathroom, splashing water on my face, applying the shaving cream, before shaving down the hint of a one-day beard. As I toweled my chin, I briefly contemplated getting my cornrows renewed.

That was when the doorbell rang.

I frowned, surprised. I wasn’t expecting anyone. Pulling on a T-shirt this time, I stepped out of the bathroom and made my way toward the door. When I opened it, I froze.

Aggy stood there. Again.

The very woman who had refused to leave my thoughts wore a look of pure, sheepish apology.

***
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Agatha

When Ethan opened the door again, I almost laughed at how pathetic I must have looked.

“I forgot my keys,” I said, slipping inside and heading straight for the couch. I shifted the cushions, my fingers searching desperately until I felt the cold metal.

“Got them,” I chuckled, relief washing over me—until I looked up.

My eyes lingered. I couldn’t help it. I found myself tracing the lines of his body with my gaze, sighing softly before I even realized it. I hated myself a little for it. Did I have a chest fetish? Maybe. Did I care? Not really. Ethan stood there observing me, likely knowing exactly what I was doing. My teeth caught my bottom lip, betraying me further.

He chuckled, probably remembering the way I’d been ogling men online lately, treating them like pieces of meat to be sampled. Of course, I had used him as my guinea pig more than once. One touch from him could ignite the fire I’d been trying to keep under wraps.

I could feel him reading me, sensing the heat rising between us. But I wasn’t ready. Not for commitment. Not for whatever this was.

“I should go,” I whispered, my voice barely escaping my throat. I stood and moved toward the door, my lip trembling. For a fleeting second, I felt like a little girl on the verge of tears, someone who couldn’t quite voice her frustrations.

I turned just enough to feel his presence. Then, before I could talk myself out of it, I gave in. I stepped forward, stood on my tiptoes, and pressed my lips to his.

The world tilted. The temptation I’d been holding back flooded over me. I pulled back just an inch, whispering, “This is wrong.”

Ethan wasn’t having any of that. He didn’t let me retreat; instead, he drew me flush against him, his kiss sweet and tender at first, then deepening with a hunger that made my knees buckle. Before I knew it, he’d swept me off my feet. I heard the door shut with the heavy thud of his foot—the sound of the outside world being locked away.

He carried me back to the couch, his hands certain and strong. As he settled me onto the cushions, he pulled his shirt off in one fluid motion. My eyes widened, taking in the sight of him—all sharp angles and strength.

“Relax, Aggy,” he murmured.

I wound my arms around his neck, pulling him down and kissing him back with a ferocity that surprised us both. I could feel my resolve melting into the fabric of the sofa. I knew this would change everything—our friendship, our ‘safety,’ the comfortable lie we’d been living. But as I stroked his smooth, hard abs, I didn’t care. He felt like he had been made specifically for my hands to hold.

We broke apart just long enough to catch our breath. Ethan looked down at me, his eyes dark and intense.

“Aggy,” he asked, his voice low, “do you know the story of a boy and a dynamite?”

I shook my head, my fingers still tracing the line of his chest. I was dazed, lost in the rhythm of his heartbeat.

“Heard it from Pastor Garrett,” he said, shifting so I was lying on top of him.

I couldn’t help it—I let out a breathless chuckle. “Are you really going to preach to me right now?”

***
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Ethan

“The boy would light the wick of the dynamite and blow it out, thinking he was safe,” I said, my voice low against the crown of her head. “And he was. But unknown to him, every time he lit it and extinguished it, the wick became shorter. Finally, he lit it... and you already know what happened.”

Aggy giggled against my chest, the sound vibrating through my skin. “What’s your point, Ethan?”

“My point? You should consider my marriage proposal before it all blows over.”

“Don’t be silly,” she murmured, her voice light, almost teasing, as she continued to trace the contours of my abdomen.

I caught her naughty hand before she could wander further down, my grip firmer than I intended. I squeezed my eyes shut, a deep sigh racking my frame. I thought of Greg’s warning—to let her go rather than settle for this half-existence.

I couldn’t. I didn’t have it in me.

Agatha had come to me a month ago with a request that had shattered what was left of my composure. “I don’t mean that we sleep together, Ethan,” she had whispered, not even looking at me. “I just miss being touched. Treated like a woman. If you don’t want this... I’ll find someone else.”

That was the hook. The thought of some unscrupulous bastard getting his hands on her, taking what he wanted instead of giving her what she needed... my resolve had crumbled to ash. I told myself I could be her sanctuary without becoming her undoing.

But here, with her in my arms, I was losing the fight. I gave her everything she asked for—pleasuring her, centering her, never taking anything for myself—while Greg sat on the sidelines telling me I’d lose her for good if I didn’t stop.

Greg didn’t understand. Sophie was a different breed; she’d survived the media exposing her past as a prostitute without breaking. But Aggy? Aggy was a porcelain doll that had been smashed and glued back together. I’d literally carried her into that shower to wake her from the dead. If I denied her this now, she’d ruin herself. Only I could keep her from the edge.

I wondered how my life had become this beautiful, pathetic mess. She was the only woman who made me feel something deep, something real. I’d been attracted to men once—long ago—but by God’s grace, that chapter had closed. Women should have been enough.

Yet when Aggy walked into a room, every other woman faded. They became mannequins—figures to dress, measure, and sew for. With her, it had always been different.
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