
CHAPTER ONE


The Perfect Beginning 



Sharah used to believe that some people carried a natural glow — an ease about them that drew others in without effort. Tim Brooks was one of those people.

She met him on a rainy Thursday in a small bookstore tucked between a café and a florist shop. The place smelled like old pages and warm dust. Sharah was searching for a new journal; Tim was standing in the same aisle, flipping through a travel photography book like he was deciding which continent to dominate next.

When he noticed her reaching for a journal near him, he flashed a wide, confident smile.

“You look like someone with a lot on her mind,” he said, tapping the cover of the notebook she held.

Sharah gave a shy laugh. “Maybe too much.”

“That’s where the best writing comes from.”

They ended up talking for nearly an hour. Tim was charming in a way that felt intentional but irresistible. He held eye contact effortlessly, asked insightful questions, and made her feel like she was the most interesting person he’d met in years.

By the time she walked out of the bookstore, rain still drizzling outside, she felt strangely light — as though someone had finally noticed her in a way she didn’t realize she’d been longing for.

Weeks passed, and Tim became the gravitational center of her life.

He surprised her with little gifts — a book she mentioned once, her favorite tea, a playlist he made “just for her moods.” He cooked ambitious dinners, turned mundane evenings into adventures, and made her feel like she was stepping into a brighter version of her world.

But sometimes, shadows crept in.

At dinner with his coworkers one evening, Sharah shared a funny story about their first date. Tim rested his hand on her shoulder, squeezing just a little too firmly.


“Let me tell it,” he said lightly, though something sharp flickered in his eyes.
“You always leave out the good parts.”


The table laughed, but Sharah felt her smile stiffen.

Another time, she chose a new comforter for their bedroom, excited to show him. Tim stared at it for a moment before smirking.

“You’re cute when you pretend you know what works.”


The comments were small, easy to dismiss.
She told herself everyone had moments where they said the wrong thing. It didn’t mean anything. He was loving, attentive — and he made her feel special.


Or he seemed to.

For a while, that was enough.

Until the warmth began to crack.


CHAPTER TWO


Invisible Strings 



Sharah woke before Tim most mornings. She liked the quiet hour before the day started — the soft light slipping through the curtains, the steady hum of the heater, the chance to breathe without performing.

Tim said he loved that she was “low-maintenance,” though the way he said it always made her wonder if it was meant as a compliment or an expectation.

This morning, as she made coffee, she replayed the moment from the night before. They’d hosted a small get-together, and she’d shared a story from her childhood — something harmless, something she thought would make people smile.

When she finished, Tim had laughed louder than anyone.

“Sharah’s memory is adorable,” he’d said, draping an arm around her.

“She always makes things more dramatic than they were.”

Everyone chuckled politely.

Sharah felt heat crawl up her neck.

Later, when she gently mentioned it to him, he rolled his eyes.

“You’re overthinking again,” he said, brushing her off.

“It was a joke. You’re so sensitive sometimes.”

He kissed her forehead afterward, as if that sealed the conversation.

Now, standing alone in the kitchen, she wondered when “again” had become part of the sentence. When had sensitivity become something to apologize for?

Tim walked into the kitchen, hair tousled, already smiling as though he’d been waiting for her reaction.

“Coffee?” he asked, taking her mug and sipping without waiting for her answer.

“You make it too strong.”

He poured half of it out and replaced it with water.

Sharah managed a weak smile. “I like it that way.”

“Yeah, but you’d like it better this way,” Tim replied, handing it back to her.

He said it like a fact, not a suggestion.

Later in the afternoon, Sharah got a text from her friend Mia.

Want to grab lunch today? I miss you.

Before she could type a reply, Tim walked into the room.

“Who’s that?”

She held out her phone. “Mia. She wants to meet up.”

Tim’s mouth tightened for a moment, then softened. “Well… we were supposed to have a relaxed day together, remember?”

She hadn’t remembered.

He hadn’t mentioned it.

“Oh — right,” she said softly, even though uncertainty pricked at her.

He stepped closer, wrapping an arm around her waist.

“I just like having you around,” he murmured. “Is that so bad?”

Sharah sighed. “No. I’ll tell her another time.”

“That’s my girl,” Tim said, kissing her cheek.

She didn’t notice the tiny smile he hid — the satisfied kind, the kind that came from getting exactly what he wanted.

That evening, Sharah sat on the corner of the sofa, scrolling through old photos. There she was, smiling with Mia at a café. There she was at an art market, laughing over something she could no longer remember.

She felt a sudden ache — a strange mix of longing and confusion.

Tim glanced up from his laptop. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing,” she said quickly, locking the screen.

“Good,” he replied, as though that were the correct answer.

Sharah stared at her blank phone, a strange heaviness settling over her.

It was small. Barely noticeable.

But something inside her had shifted — the faintest awareness that the life she had wasn’t quite the life she’d chosen.

And somewhere deep down, a quiet voice whispered:

Pay attention.


CHAPTER THREE


The Mirror Maze 



Sharah used to think she understood Tim — or at least the version of him he showed the world. But lately, she felt as if she were living in a hall of mirrors, where reflections changed depending on where she stood, and nothing she saw was quite the same for long.

Some mornings, Tim woke up energized, affectionate, and eager to impress her with a new idea or project. Other mornings, he moved through the apartment like a storm cloud, silent and simmering, irritated by the smallest things — the way she folded laundry, the sound of her stirring tea, the “tone” he claimed she used when she said hello.

Sharah couldn’t predict which version of him she would get.

One Saturday morning, Sharah woke early and began making pancakes — something simple and warm to start the day. The batter was mixed, the pan was heating, and she felt a flicker of calm.

Tim walked into the kitchen, expression unreadable.

“What’s that smell?”

“Pancakes,” Sharah said, offering a hopeful smile. “I thought it would be nice—”

He cut her off with a sigh.

“You know I don’t eat carbs in the morning.”

She blinked. “You had pancakes last weekend.”

“Yeah, because you wanted them,” he snapped. “You never pay attention.”

Her breath hitched. The mirror shifted again.

“Oh. I—sorry. I can make something else.”

He shook his head with exaggerated disappointment.

“Never mind. I’ll just get coffee on the way out.”

He grabbed his keys, walked out the door, and didn’t look back.

That afternoon, he returned acting as if nothing had happened. He kissed her cheek, asked about her day, and stretched on the couch with his head in her lap as though the morning’s frost hadn’t existed at all.

Sharah kept her hands still on his shoulders, unsure which version of him she was supposed to respond to.

“Did you miss me?” Tim asked casually.

“Of course,” she said, because it felt like the safest answer.

He smiled, satisfied.

That smile felt like a test she had passed.

Over the next few weeks, the unpredictability grew sharper.

If Sharah expressed frustration, Tim accused her of being dramatic.

If she stayed quiet, he accused her of being distant.

If she tried to explain her feelings, he accused her of attacking him.

No matter what she said, it was always somehow wrong.

One evening, after a long day at work, she sat at the dining table while Tim typed furiously on his laptop. His fingers flew across the keys, his jaw clenched.

She looked at him gently.

“Is everything okay?”

He slammed the laptop shut.

“Do you have to interrupt me every time I’m focused?”

“I didn’t mean—”

“You never mean anything,” Tim snapped, standing up. “But you still mess everything up.”

The words cut. Not because of their volume, but because of how casually they were delivered — like he was stating a simple fact.

Sharah felt tears sting her eyes, but she swallowed them back.

Tim watched her, his expression shifting.

And then, as if a switch had flipped, his face softened.

“Hey,” he said, wrapping his arms around her. “Come on. Don’t be so sensitive. You’re tired. I didn’t mean it.”

She forced a nod against his chest.

Every time he hurt her, he softened just enough to blur the edges — to make her doubt what she’d felt.

To make her wonder if she was the problem after all.

That night, lying beside him, Sharah stared at the ceiling.

Tim’s breathing was steady, peaceful.

But her thoughts were tangled, echoing the question she was too afraid to ask aloud:

When did love turn into walking on glass?


CHAPTER FOUR


Isolation in Plain Sight 



Sharah didn’t notice the isolation at first. It came quietly, disguised as concern, wrapped in the softness of Tim’s voice and the warmth of his arms around her. It came in suggestions, in gentle nudges, in explanations that sounded almost reasonable.

Almost.

It started with her friends.

One afternoon, while Sharah slipped on her shoes to meet Mia for coffee, Tim leaned against the doorway with a puzzled look.

“You’re going out again?”

She paused. “It’s just for an hour.”

“I mean… I thought we were going to relax together. But if you’d rather be somewhere else…”

The guilt landed instantly, like it was waiting just beneath her skin.

“I didn’t know you wanted to stay in,” she said softly.

He shrugged. “It’s fine. I’ll just find something to do alone.”

Sharah hesitated, then took off her shoes.

“I can cancel.”

Tim kissed her forehead. “You’re sweet. You always do the right thing.”

It wasn’t the last time.

After a few weeks, Mia texted less. Then the others did too. Sharah always meant to reach back out, but every time she tried, Tim’s mood, his disappointment, or his timing made it difficult.

Over time, the invitations stopped.

Then came her hobbies.

Sharah used to take a weekend art class — an outlet that made her feel grounded and human. The first time she skipped it, she told herself it was because she was tired. The second time, she told herself the class felt repetitive.
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