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Chapter One
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I sit before my easel, my current watercolour painting unfinished. I’m struggling to find inspiration. I have other troubling thoughts on my mind. I’m only twenty-four—too young to feel like I have the weight of the world on my shoulders. But being married to Justin isn’t what I’d envisioned it would be like when we got married six months ago. His emotional distance and constant belittling are like a dull knife cutting away at my confidence. He never shows any interest in me or anything that I do. I’m craving some affection and comfort, but it seems that these needs of mine will remain unsatisfied as long as I stay married to him.

"Jen, is that you?" my husband’s older brother’s deep, velvety voice echoes through the hallway as he lets himself into the apartment where I live with Justin. My heart catches in my throat as I turn to face Paul, my husband’s brother. The sound of his deep baritone voice sends shivers down my spine. A dangerous desire lives within me, one that threatens to consume me whole—my secret love for my husband’s older brother.

“Hey, Paul,” I smile, trying to keep my voice steady. It isn’t easy being around him, especially as I know I can’t have him and that he’s off-limits to me.

“Long time no see,” he smiles, stepping closer. 

His tall, muscular frame fills the space between us, making it difficult to focus. At forty, Paul is almost twice my age, but that only adds to his appeal. His confident stride and knowing smile makes it clear he’s a man who knows what he wants and how to get it. 

“Is Justin home?” Paul asks looking past me at my unfinished painting attached to the easel.

“No...he’s out again,” I sigh, quickly covering the painting that I’m far from happy with.

"I’m sure I’ll catch up with him another time,” Paul says, looking at me as if reading me with his eyes.

“Good luck with that,” I mutter under my breath.

Sensing that I’m not entirely happy, Paul says, “How have you been?"

"Good," I lie, averting my gaze. I don’t want him to see the frustration and unhappiness hidden behind my eyes. “Just busy painting and stuff.”

“Ah, I see,” Paul says. 

Then suddenly he reaches out and gently tucks a stray strand of hair behind my ear. My breath hitches at his unexpected touch, and I dare to look up at him. Our eyes lock, and for a moment, I feel seen—truly seen—by this older man who has secretly consumed my thoughts and fantasies for months.

“Justin's lucky to have you,” Paul says softly, his eyes never leaving mine. “I hope he knows that.”

“Thanks,” I whisper, feeling my cheeks flush red. To hear him say those words makes my heart race with longing, yet even though he’s the man that I truly desire, I look away. I can’t let myself go down that path as I know it would only lead to heartache.

“Jen,” Paul begins before hesitating for a moment. He seems to be weighing his next words carefully. “I know this might sound crazy, but if you ever need someone to talk to or just...someone to be there for you, I'm here.”

"Paul...” I stammer. I don’t know what to say. How can I tell him that his words both comfort me but also torture me in equal measure, and that I long to be held by him, even if I know it would be wrong?

“Think about it,” he says quietly, before turning to leave the apartment. As I watch him leave, the magnetic pull I have for him feels stronger than ever, leaving me to wonder what might have been if I’d married him instead of his brother. 
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Chapter Two
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The next day, I find myself in mine and Justin’s favorite café—a cozy little place with worn leather seats and the scent of freshly ground coffee hanging in the air. I take a seat at our usual table, my fingers drumming nervously against the wooden surface as I wait for Justin to arrive. This morning over breakfast I’d asked if he wanted to meet me on his lunch break as there is something I want to talk to him about. I thought our favorite café would be the best place as he’s always too busy in the morning to talk before he sets off to work. So, I thought it would be better to talk over lunch, as I hoped to have his full attention.  

“Hey, babe,” Justin says as he saunters in, late as usual. “Have you been waiting long?" He doesn’t wait for my answer, instead he grabs the menu and scans it without so much as a glance in my direction. This is so typical of him—always more interested in what he wants than in me.

“Justin,” I begin hesitantly, “I want to talk to you about something.”

“Can't it wait?” he groans dismissively, not even bothering to look up from the menu. “I'm starving.”

“Please, it's important,” I insist, trying to keep my voice steady despite the knot forming in my stomach.

“Fine, what is it?” he sighs heavily, tossing the menu onto the table and finally meeting my gaze.

“I feel like you don't really care about me anymore,” I find the courage to tell him, my heart pounding in my chest. “You're always so distant, and when we do spend time together, it feels like you'd rather be someplace else.”
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