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Billionaire’s Muse

Chapter 1: A Chance Encounter
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Marry Ann had spent most of her life surrounded by beauty.

Beauty hung on the walls of her penthouse in the form of priceless paintings, sat glittering around her neck in diamonds and emeralds, and stretched before her in every polished marble floor, silk curtain, and fresh bouquet arranged by the finest florists money could buy.

Yet none of it moved her anymore.

At fifty-seven, Marry Ann was one of the wealthiest women in the country—a billionaire whose name appeared in magazines beside headlines praising her business genius, her charity galas, and her impeccable taste. She owned luxury fashion houses, vineyards in Europe, resorts in the Caribbean, and homes she rarely visited.

People envied her life.

They saw the gowns, the jewels, the chauffeur-driven cars, the invitations to the world’s most exclusive events.

What they did not see was the silence.

The endless, crushing silence that greeted her each night when she returned to her penthouse alone.

She stood now before the tall windows of her Manhattan apartment, staring down at the city glittering beneath her. The skyline shimmered with life, with energy, with promise.

But inside her chest, there was only emptiness.

Her assistant, Claire, entered quietly, carrying a silver tray with coffee and the evening itinerary.

“Your car will be ready in thirty minutes,” Claire said gently. “The Hawthorne Gallery expects you at seven.”

Marry Ann turned from the window and offered a faint smile.

“The charity exhibition?”

Claire nodded. “Emerging contemporary artists. You promised the director you would attend.”

Marry Ann exhaled softly.

She had indeed promised.

For years she had sponsored galleries, funded museums, and invested in artists. It was one of the few parts of her life that still held some meaning.

Art had honesty.

Unlike people.

“Very well,” Marry Ann said, lifting her coffee cup. “I’ll be ready.”

Claire hesitated. “You seem tired. Would you prefer to cancel?”

Marry Ann shook her head.

“No. If I stay here, I’ll only stare at the walls.”

Claire gave a sympathetic nod and left.

Marry Ann looked around the enormous penthouse—the museum-like perfection of it all. Every object had value. Every detail had been curated.

And none of it made her happy.

She walked toward her dressing room, where rows of designer gowns waited in perfect order.

Tonight required elegance, but not extravagance.

She selected a fitted black silk gown with long sleeves, understated but undeniably luxurious. Diamond earrings. A sleek silver bracelet. Her reflection in the mirror revealed what the world saw: grace, confidence, wealth.

What the world did not see were the cracks.

The years of betrayals.

The husband who had loved her fortune more than her heart.

The younger lovers who had seen her as an opportunity.

The endless parade of people who wanted something.

Money had given her everything—except the one thing she secretly still longed for.

Real connection.

She pushed the thought aside.

Romantic fantasies were for younger women.

At her age, she knew better.

By seven o’clock, Marry Ann arrived at the Hawthorne Gallery, stepping out of the black town car into the cool evening air.

The director, Lionel Hawthorne, greeted her immediately.

“Marry Ann, magnificent as always,” he said, kissing her hand theatrically.

She smiled politely. “Lionel.”

The gallery buzzed with patrons in designer suits and expensive dresses, champagne glasses in hand as they admired the work displayed on white walls under soft lighting.

Lionel gestured proudly.

“The finest young artists in the city. I’ve been dying to show you this collection.”

Marry Ann accepted a glass of champagne from a passing server and began to walk through the exhibition.

Painting after painting greeted her—technically impressive, fashionable, safe.

Abstract bursts of color.

Minimalist portraits.

Modern pieces designed to provoke.

She had seen it all before.

Lionel watched her face anxiously.

“You don’t look impressed.”

Marry Ann gave a small smile.

“It’s lovely work.”

But her tone lacked conviction.

She moved to the next room, her heels clicking softly against the polished floor.

There, on the far wall, one painting stopped her cold.

She forgot the champagne in her hand.

Forgot the people around her.

Forgot even Lionel.

The painting was unlike anything else in the exhibition.

It depicted a woman seated alone by a large window at dusk, the city lights glowing beyond the glass. Her face was turned partly away, but the curve of her posture radiated loneliness so vivid that Marry Ann felt it like a hand closing around her heart.

The colors were rich and moody—deep blues, warm golds, soft shadows.

The emotion in the brushstrokes was raw, intimate, almost unbearably honest.

Marry Ann stepped closer.

The woman in the painting wore elegance like armor.

Behind her beauty was sorrow.

Marry Ann felt as if the artist had somehow seen directly into her soul.

“Who painted this?” she asked quietly.

Lionel came to stand beside her.

“Ah,” he said, smiling. “That one caught your eye.”

“It’s extraordinary.”

“It’s by a young painter named Bill Carter.”

Marry Ann kept staring at the painting.

“He understands loneliness.”

Lionel nodded. “He’s talented. Wildly talented. But impossible.”

She turned to him.

“Impossible?”

“He’s refused nearly every collector who approached him. Suspicious of money. Suspicious of galleries. Frankly, I’m amazed he allowed this piece here.”

Marry Ann looked back at the painting.

There was no pretension in it. No attempt to impress. Only truth.

“How old is he?”

Lionel shrugged. “Twenty-seven, I believe.”

Twenty-seven.

Young.

Yet somehow capable of capturing an emotion many artists twice his age never reached.

“Where is he?” she asked.

Lionel’s brows lifted.

“You want to meet him?”

“Yes.”

Lionel laughed softly.

“He isn’t here.”

Marry Ann frowned.

“Why?”

“He couldn’t afford the train ticket.”

She stared at him.

“One of the finest works in this building, and the artist couldn’t afford to attend his own exhibition?”

Lionel spread his hands.

“He’s talented, not successful.”

Marry Ann’s gaze returned to the painting.

Something stirred inside her—something stronger than admiration.

Curiosity.

A pull she couldn’t explain.

“Give me his address.”

Lionel blinked. “His address?”

“Yes.”

“You intend to visit him personally?”

Marry Ann set down her untouched champagne.

“I do.”

Lionel studied her face, surprised by the intensity in her voice.

Then he smiled knowingly.

“Well... Bill should consider this the luckiest night of his career.”

He wrote the address on the back of an invitation card and handed it to her.

Marry Ann slipped it into her clutch.

For the remainder of the evening, nothing else mattered.

People approached her.

Collectors tried to speak with her.

Lionel introduced artists.

She nodded politely, but her thoughts remained fixed on the painting—and the mysterious young man who had created it.

By nine o’clock, she left the gallery.

Instead of returning home, she gave the driver Bill’s address.

The car traveled north, leaving behind the gleaming avenues of wealth and entering neighborhoods where luxury gave way to worn brick buildings and dim streetlights.

Marry Ann stared out the window.

It had been years since she had ventured into this part of the city.

The driver slowed beside an aging warehouse converted into artist lofts.

“We’re here, ma’am.”

Marry Ann stepped out, looking up at the weathered building.

The contrast between this place and her world could not have been sharper.

She entered the building and climbed the narrow stairs, heels echoing against concrete floors.

At the end of the third-floor hallway, she found the studio number Lionel had given her.

A line of warm light shone beneath the door.

She knocked.

There was movement inside, then silence.

After a moment, the door opened.

A tall young man stood there, paint on his hands, dark hair tousled, sleeves rolled to his forearms.

He stared at her, stunned.

His eyes were striking—clear, intense, wary.

For a moment neither spoke.

Then he frowned slightly.

“Can I help you?”

Marry Ann met his gaze.

“You’re Bill.”

“Yes.”

She took a slow breath.

“My name is Marry Ann.”

Recognition flashed across his face.

That Marry Ann.

The billionaire.

The patron.

The woman whose name dominated art circles.

His surprise deepened into suspicion.

“What are you doing here?”

Marry Ann held his gaze steadily.

“I saw your painting tonight.”

Bill crossed his arms.

“And?”

“And it moved me.”

He said nothing.

She glanced past him into the studio.

Canvases leaned against the walls. Paint tubes covered every surface. The room was small, chaotic, alive.

It was more alive than her penthouse had felt in years.

“I wanted to meet the artist,” she said.

Bill’s expression remained guarded.

“Well, now you have.”

There was no awe in his voice.

No attempt to impress her.

No eager gratitude.

Only caution.

Oddly, Marry Ann found it refreshing.

“You paint beautifully,” she said.

Bill shrugged.

“I paint honestly.”

She smiled faintly.

“That’s rare.”

He studied her carefully.

“People like you usually buy art to decorate walls.”

“People like me?”

“Wealthy collectors. They care about trends, names, prestige.”

“And you think I do?”

He met her eyes.

“I don’t know why you’re here.”

Marry Ann looked at him for a long moment.

Neither did she.

Not fully.

She only knew that his painting had reached a place inside her that had long been untouched.

“I’m here,” she said softly, “because your work made me feel something.”

The honesty of her words seemed to disarm him.

His posture eased—slightly.

Marry Ann looked around again.

“You deserve better than this studio.”

His expression hardened.

“I didn’t ask for charity.”

“I’m not offering charity.”

“Then what are you offering?”

She met his gaze.

“Opportunity.”

Bill stared at her in silence.

The tension between them was immediate—not romantic, not yet, but charged.

Two strangers from different worlds, each measuring the other.

Marry Ann saw pride in him.

Fire.

Talent.

Bill saw elegance in her—but also something else.

Loneliness.

Finally he stepped back from the doorway.

“You’d better come in, then.”

Marry Ann entered the studio.

As the door closed behind her, neither of them realized that this moment—this simple, unlikely meeting—would change both of their lives forever.
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The studio smelled of linseed oil, turpentine, and fresh paint.

Marry Ann stepped carefully over scattered canvases and open sketchbooks as she entered Bill’s small loft. The room was cramped and dim, lit by two industrial lamps and the faint glow of city light leaking through tall dusty windows.

The space was raw and unfinished.

Exposed brick walls.

Paint-stained wooden floors.

A worn sofa in one corner.

A narrow bed behind a half-drawn curtain.

And yet, despite the poverty of the surroundings, the room pulsed with life.

Every wall held art—unfinished portraits, rough charcoal studies, vivid landscapes, and emotionally charged abstract pieces that felt far more alive than the carefully curated works hanging in elite galleries.

Marry Ann stood still, absorbing it.

She had walked through mansions decorated by the most celebrated designers in the world, yet this little studio held more honesty than all of them combined.

Bill shut the door behind her but remained near it, arms folded.

He was watching her cautiously.

Marry Ann could feel the tension in the room.

He didn’t trust her.

And why should he?

To him, she was likely just another rich woman wandering into an artist’s life because she found his work interesting for a moment.

She turned slowly, looking at one canvas leaning against the wall.

A stormy ocean under a bruised gray sky.

Violent, emotional, beautiful.

“You made all of these?” she asked.

Bill nodded.

“Yes.”

She moved to another—an unfinished portrait of an elderly man with weary eyes.

The detail was astonishing.

The sadness in the man’s expression was so vivid that Marry Ann felt it instantly.

“You see people,” she said softly.

Bill frowned slightly.

“What?”

She turned to him.

“You don’t just paint faces. You see what’s beneath them.”

Bill shifted uncomfortably, as though praise embarrassed him.

“I paint what’s there.”

Marry Ann smiled faintly.

“Most people never notice what’s there.”

He said nothing.

His silence was not rude, only guarded.

Marry Ann studied him more openly now.

He was tall, lean, broad-shouldered beneath an old gray shirt marked with streaks of paint. His dark hair fell carelessly across his forehead, and his hands were rough, stained with color.

There was something rugged about him.

Unpolished.

Honest.

He looked nothing like the men who usually occupied Marry Ann’s world—slick executives, polished socialites, charming opportunists.

Bill looked real.

And there was something in his eyes she recognized immediately.

Pride.

The kind that survives hardship.

He gestured toward the only chair in the room.

“You can sit.”

Marry Ann glanced at the wooden stool near an easel and sat gracefully.

“And you?” she asked.

Bill leaned against the wall.

“I’m fine.”

The distance he kept between them was deliberate.

Marry Ann admired that.

Most people rushed toward her wealth, her status, her approval.

Bill did none of those things.

He looked at her directly, his expression wary.

“So why are you really here?”

She met his gaze.

“I told you. Your painting moved me.”

“That’s not enough for someone like you to show up in person.”

“Someone like me?”

He gave a small shrug.

“A billionaire.”

The word hung between them.

Marry Ann was used to hearing admiration in that word.

Or greed.

But Bill spoke it like a fact, nothing more.

She folded her hands calmly.

“I came because I wanted to know the person who painted that woman by the window.”

Bill’s jaw tightened.

“That piece isn’t for sale.”

“I didn’t ask to buy it.”

“They all want to buy it.”

“Perhaps I want something else.”

He looked skeptical.

“What?”

“The truth.”

Bill let out a short humorless laugh.

“You think artists spill their souls for wealthy strangers?”

“No,” she said calmly. “I think your art already has.”

For the first time, Bill had no immediate answer.

He looked away, running a hand through his hair.

Marry Ann let the silence breathe.

She had spent enough years negotiating billion-dollar deals to know when to push and when to wait.

Finally, Bill looked back at her.

“People like you don’t usually care about truth. They care about ownership.”

“Perhaps I’m not what you think.”

He tilted his head.

“And what am I supposed to think?”

She rose from the stool and walked slowly toward the painting station in the center of the room.

Brushes lay in jars, palettes smeared with rich oils, half-finished sketches pinned to the wall.
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