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      I stand before the bathroom mirror in our honeymoon suite, fingers trembling as I unpin my veil. Mrs. French. The name sits new and strange on my tongue, like a prayer I'm still learning to recite. Behind me, through the crack in the door, I hear Alec moving about the room, his footsteps confident while mine feel like they're walking on glass. I've waited for this night, saved myself for this night, prayed about this night. So why does my heart flutter with something that feels less like anticipation and more like fear?

      The wedding was perfect—everyone said so. My father cried when he gave me away, something I'd never seen in all my thirty-two years. Mom beamed from the front pew, and Pastor Williams spoke of two becoming one flesh with such reverence that I felt holy just standing there in white. Alec looked so handsome, so sure, his eyes never leaving mine during the vows. When he said, "I promise to cherish and protect you," I believed him with every fiber of my being.

      I smooth down the silk of my nightgown—modest but pretty with delicate lace along the neckline. I bought it specially, after a whispered conversation with my sister who said, "You want something that makes you feel beautiful." I wonder if Alec will think I'm beautiful. We've shared kisses, of course, some that left me breathless, but we've been careful. Intentional. Sacred.

      My devotional this morning included Song of Solomon, and I blushed reading it alone in my childhood bedroom. "Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth—for your love is more delightful than wine." The poetry of it made my heart race, imagining the tenderness waiting for me. Two souls joining, two bodies becoming one covenant.

      I take a deep breath and open the bathroom door. Our suite is lovely—cream walls, plush carpet, rose petals scattered across the turned-down bed. Alec has dimmed the lights and sits on the edge of the mattress, scrolling through his phone. He looks up, and for a moment, I see something shift in his expression—something I can't quite name.

      "Finally," he says, placing his phone on the nightstand. "I was beginning to think you'd changed your mind." His smile doesn't quite reach his eyes.

      "Just nervous," I admit, crossing the room. My bare feet sink into the carpet. "It's been a long day."

      "Come here." He pats the space beside him, and I sit, careful to leave a small gap between us. I'm not sure why. We're married now. There shouldn't be gaps.

      "You were beautiful today," he says, and warmth floods my cheeks. "I'm a blessed man."

      His fingers trace my collarbone, and my skin prickles. Not unpleasantly, but not entirely comfortably either. There's something methodical in his touch, like he's following a memorized map.

      "I've been waiting for this," I whisper, because it seems like something I should say. And it's true—I have waited, believed that this sacred union would be worth every moment of patience.

      Alec doesn't respond with words. Instead, his mouth finds mine, but the kiss feels different from our others—harder, more insistent. His hands move from my shoulders to my waist, then beneath the silk of my nightgown. I gasp, not from pleasure but from surprise at the suddenness.

      "Alec, could we⁠—"

      "Shh," he murmurs against my neck. "You're my wife now. This is what we've waited for."

      Is it? Is this rush of movement, this push toward something undefined what I've been saving myself for? I try to slow him with gentle hands, to create space for tenderness, but he misreads my touch as enthusiasm.

      The lamp clicks off. The room plunges into darkness. I feel Alec's weight shift, feel the mattress dip as he moves above me. My nightgown is pushed upward, not removed but merely relocated, like an inconvenient obstacle. There are no more words, no whispered affirmations or questions about comfort. Just Alec's breathing, growing heavier as his movements become more urgent.

      I stare at the ceiling I can't see, searching for the passion I'm supposed to feel. My body feels distant, disconnected from the moment, like I'm observing rather than participating. I should say something, I think. Ask for gentleness, for time. But what if that's selfish? What if that's not what a godly wife does on her wedding night?

      A sharp pain jolts through me. I bite my lip to keep from crying out. Shouldn't there be more... preparation? More care? The marriage book my mother gave me spoke of discomfort, but also of joy, of connection. Where is the connection?

      It's over quickly. Alec's body tenses, then relaxes. He rolls away, his breathing already steadying toward sleep. I lie still, feeling a strange hollowness where I expected fullness.

      "That was perfect," he murmurs, his voice thick with satisfaction. His hand pats my hip, possessive but not passionate. "You're mine now. Completely."

      I should feel cherished. I should feel loved. Instead, I feel... used. The thought forms before I can stop it, and guilt immediately floods me. What kind of wife thinks that about her husband? What kind of Christian woman feels disappointment instead of gratitude on her wedding night?

      "I'm going to clean up," I whisper, slipping from the bed. My legs tremble beneath me.

      In the bathroom, I stare at my reflection again. I look the same, but I feel altered, rearranged somehow. Tears threaten, but I blink them back. This is normal, I tell myself. First times are awkward. We have a lifetime to learn each other's bodies, to find rhythm and tenderness.

      When I return to bed, Alec is already asleep, his back to my side. I slide beneath the covers, careful not to wake him, and curl toward the edge of the mattress. The space between us feels both too small and impossibly vast.

      "Dear Lord," I pray silently, "thank you for the blessing of marriage. Help me to be a good wife. Help me to understand what happened tonight. Help me not to feel this... disappointment."

      The word feels like betrayal, but I can't find another to replace it. Somewhere between my expectations and reality, something essential was lost. I just don't know what, or how to find it again.

      Sleep eludes me. I watch shadows move across the wall as cars pass outside, their headlights briefly illuminating our room before plunging it back into darkness. In a few hours, we'll wake as husband and wife for the first time. We'll smile and eat breakfast and begin our honeymoon. And I'll try to forget the coldness of tonight, try to believe that tenderness awaits us in the days ahead.

      But as I finally drift toward unconsciousness, a small voice inside me whispers a question I'm afraid to acknowledge: If this is how he treats me on our wedding night, what happens when the newness wears off?
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      The podcast host's voice flows through my earbuds like honey—sweet, smooth, and somehow sticking to everything it touches. "Ladies, submission isn't a dirty word," she says with a laugh that sounds like wind chimes. "It's God's design for a peaceful home." I pause the playback and jot another note in my journal, the margins already crowded with scripture references and question marks that look more like fishing hooks than punctuation. Three weeks into marriage, and I'm already turning to strangers on the internet for guidance. My fingers hover over the play button while doubt gnaws at the edges of my certainty like a persistent mouse.

      Our apartment is quiet on Tuesday afternoons. Alec won't be home for hours, which gives me time for what he calls my "women's stuff"—Bible studies and homemaking podcasts that he supports but doesn't want to hear discussed in detail. "That's your domain," he told me last week when I tried to share an insight from my morning devotional. "Mine is providing and leading." The memory of his dismissive wave still stings, a paper cut that reopens each time I reach for connection.

      I press play again. The host—Bethany something, with four children and a bestselling book on biblical womanhood—is interviewing a pastor's wife about Ephesians 5.

      "Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord," Bethany quotes. "So many women today bristle at this verse because our culture has poisoned us with feminist ideals that directly contradict God's Word."

      The pastor's wife hums in agreement. "When I finally embraced my role as helper and stopped fighting my husband's leadership, our marriage transformed. Women need to understand that submission isn't about being a doormat—it's about trusting God's ordained order."

      I scribble ordained order in my journal, underlining it twice. Is that what's wrong with me? Am I fighting God's design? The first weeks of marriage have been... not what I expected. The wedding night set a pattern that hasn't improved much. Alec's needs are straightforward, his satisfaction swift and complete. Mine remain unspoken, unexplored. When I tentatively tried to guide his hand last week, he looked at me with such surprise that shame flooded my chest and I never tried again.

      "Remember, ladies," Bethany continues, "your husband's happiness is a reflection of your obedience to the Lord. When he's satisfied, when your home runs smoothly, when arguments are avoided because you've yielded to his authority—that's your ministry."

      My pen stills. Ministry. I used to lead the middle school girls' Bible study, used to feel God's pleasure when I shared His Word. Now my ministry is... making Alec happy? The thought sits uncomfortably, like a pebble in my shoe that I can't quite shake loose.

      "Here's a practical tip," the pastor's wife offers. "Before responding to your husband, ask yourself: 'Is this response honoring his leadership?' If you feel the urge to correct him or disagree, take it to prayer first. Nine times out of ten, God will soften your heart and show you where you need to yield."

      I remember Sunday dinner, just two days ago. We had Alec's colleague and his wife over—our first time entertaining as a married couple. I spent hours preparing, wanting everything to be perfect. But when I joined the conversation about a recent sermon on forgiveness, Alec cut me off mid-sentence.

      "Maisie has such a tender heart," he said, patting my hand like I was a child who had recited the alphabet correctly. "But she sometimes misses the deeper theological points. What Pastor Williams was really saying was..."

      And then he proceeded to explain the sermon to me, though I'd taken detailed notes while he'd checked his fantasy football scores on his phone throughout the message. I sat silent, my cheeks burning, as his colleague nodded thoughtfully at Alec's insights—insights I had been about to share myself.

      Later that night, when I tried to express how his interruption had made me feel, he sighed heavily. "You're being too sensitive again. I was helping you make your point more clearly. Would you rather I let you ramble and confuse everyone?"

      I didn't answer. Couldn't. Was I being too sensitive? The podcast seems to suggest so.

      "God designed men and women differently," Bethany is saying now, her voice earnest. "Men need respect like they need oxygen. When you question your husband, especially in front of others, you're essentially suffocating him spiritually."

      I close my eyes, letting her words wash over me. "Father," I whisper, "help me. I want to be a godly wife. I want to honor You through how I honor Alec. But something feels... off."

      The prayer hangs in the air, incomplete. I can't articulate what exactly feels wrong because naming it feels like betrayal—of Alec, of my vows, of God Himself.

      I flip to a fresh page in my journal and create a heading: Ways to Better Submit. Underneath, I write:

      
        
          	
        Don't correct Alec, especially in front of others
      

      	
        Take concerns to prayer before bringing them to him
      

      	
        Focus on his needs before my own
      

      	
        Remember that his satisfaction is my ministry
      

      	
        Trust his leadership even when I don't understand it
      

      

      

      The list looks holy on paper. Biblical, even. So why does my hand tremble as I write the last item? Why does my throat tighten as if I'm swallowing stones?

      "The ultimate test," the pastor's wife is saying, "is whether you can submit when you deeply disagree. That's when your faith is truly proven—when you yield despite your own feelings."

      Is my hesitation rebellion, then? My discomfort just pride? The women on the podcast sound so certain, so at peace with their role. Maybe the problem isn't Alec's behavior but my response to it. Maybe if I were more yielding, more trusting, he would become more gentle. More present.

      The front door clicks. I startle, checking the time—Alec's home early. I quickly close my journal, remove my earbuds, and smooth my hair. He doesn't like finding me "in my head," as he calls it. Says it makes me distant and distracted from what matters.

      "Maisie?" His voice carries down the hallway, expectant.

      "In the living room," I call back, tucking the journal beneath a couch cushion. I stand, straightening my skirt, and paint on a welcoming smile. The podcast host's final words echo in my mind: "Your submission is a gift to your husband—and to the Lord."

      I take a deep breath and prepare to give that gift again, ignoring the small voice inside that whispers: But who receives the gift of you?

      Alec appears in the doorway, his tie already loosened, his eyes assessing me, the room, the moment. I step forward, ready to be the wife God wants me to be. The wife Alec deserves. Even if I'm still trying to understand what that means.
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      I arrange the last of the cheese cubes on the serving platter, forming a perfect circle around the grapes and crackers. The symmetry feels important tonight, as if maintaining order in small things might somehow prevent the chaos I feel brewing beneath my skin. Through the kitchen doorway, I watch Alec position chairs in our living room for the Bible study—his Bible study, though he calls it "ours" when he introduces it to new church members. He catches me watching and smiles, a genuine curve of lips that doesn't match the sharpness in his eyes. "Almost ready?" he asks, and I nod, the good wife preparing to serve. My fingers tremble as I add a sprig of rosemary for decoration. Not from the cold, but from knowing what's coming. Alec mentioned this morning that tonight's topic is "Boundaries in Biblical Marriage," and my stomach hasn't stopped churning since.

      The doorbell rings at precisely seven o'clock. The Sampsons arrive first—Brandon and Tara, newlyweds like us, though they're several years younger. Tara clutches a bottle of sparkling grape juice, her eyes bright with admiration as Alec welcomes them.

      "We're so excited for tonight," she gushes. "Brandon's been reading that book you recommended on servant leadership."

      Alec beams, clapping Brandon's shoulder. "Excellent choice, brother. We need more men stepping up in their God-given roles."

      I offer smiles and hugs, leading Tara to help with the final preparations while the men discuss church politics. "Your home is just perfect," she whispers, and I thank her, not mentioning how Alec insisted on rearranging the furniture I'd already arranged, explaining that my aesthetic sense "lacked functionality."

      By seven-fifteen, our living room fills with three other couples—the Robertsons with their matching silver-streaked hair, the Thompsons who lead the church choir, and the Davenports, who are expecting their first child. Alec stands near the fireplace, his Bible already open, Post-it notes marking passages he'll reference. He looks the part of the spiritual leader—confident, articulate, his blue button-down bringing out the intensity of his eyes.

      "Let's pray before we begin," he says, and heads bow obediently. I close my eyes but peek through my lashes, studying the faces around me—peaceful, trusting. They see what I once saw: a man passionate about God's Word, committed to living it out. They don't see what happens when the front door closes on the last guest.

      Alec's prayer ends with a resonant "Amen," and Bibles rustle open across laps.

      "Tonight, we're discussing a topic critical to godly marriages," he begins, voice warm with authority. "Boundaries. The world has perverted this concept, teaching that marriage is about individual rights rather than mutual submission to God's design."

      My pen hovers over my notebook. I write the date, then pause. The word "boundaries" looks strange in my handwriting, almost foreign.

      "Turn to First Corinthians, chapter seven," Alec continues. Pages flip in unison. "'The wife does not have authority over her own body but yields it to her husband. In the same way, the husband does not have authority over his own body but yields it to his wife.'"

      He looks up, scanning the room before his gaze lands on me, lingering just long enough to make my skin prickle.

      "Our culture teaches us that our bodies are our own, that we can refuse access whenever we feel like it. But what does Paul teach us here?"

      Brandon raises his hand. "That in marriage, we surrender that autonomy."

      Alec points at him approvingly. "Exactly. When Maisie and I married, we surrendered the 'my body, my choice' mentality that feminism promotes. We recognized a higher calling—to serve each other, to yield to each other."

      The room nods collectively. I nod too, though my chest tightens. Last night, when I had a migraine and asked if we could wait until morning, Alec quoted this very verse before turning his back to me, silent and cold until I relented.

      "Now, let's look at Ephesians 5:22-24," Alec continues. "'Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything.'"

      He emphasizes the last word—everything—his eyes finding mine again.

      "In our pre-marital counseling," he says, voice softening with what others might mistake for tenderness, "Pastor Williams guided us through these verses. Maisie, would you share how this teaching transformed your understanding of wifely submission?"

      The room turns to me. Expectant. Waiting. My mouth goes dry. This is a test—one we haven't rehearsed.

      "I..." I clear my throat, searching for words that will please both Alec and God. "I learned that submission isn't just about actions but about heart posture. About... trusting Alec's leadership even when I don't understand it."

      Alec's smile widens. "My wife struggled at first—" gentle laughter ripples through the room "—with the idea of yielding in everything. She's independent, my Maisie. But she's learning that true freedom comes within God's design, not outside it."

      The women nod, some making notes. The men look to Alec with respect bordering on reverence.

      "Last week," he continues, "Maisie came to me wanting to set a 'boundary'—" he makes air quotes, prompting more gentle laughter "—around our physical intimacy. She was tired, she said." His voice drops conspiratorially. "But we prayed together, and the Holy Spirit convicted her that withholding herself was actually a form of control, not self-care."

      My cheeks burn. What he describes never happened—not the prayer, not the conviction. Only my tired refusal and his cold manipulation until I gave in.

      "Would anyone else like to share how they've navigated this tension between worldly boundaries and biblical submission?" Alec asks, moving on as if he hasn't just exposed our most intimate struggle to our friends.

      The discussion continues around me while I sink deeper into my chair. Mrs. Robertson shares how she schedules sex on her calendar to "honor her husband's needs." Mr. Thompson praises his wife for "never refusing him except during her monthly time." Tara admits she's still learning to "die to herself daily."

      I smile at appropriate moments. Nod when expected. Inside, I'm screaming.

      When the study concludes, Alec leads another prayer thanking God for "wives who honor their husbands and husbands who love sacrificially." Amens echo around the room. Hands squeeze mine with approval. "Such a beautiful example," Mrs. Davenport whispers as she hugs me goodbye.

      After the last couple leaves, Alec closes the door and turns to me, his public persona sliding away like a mask removed.

      "You seemed uncomfortable tonight," he says, gathering abandoned coffee mugs. "Care to explain why?"

      I stack dessert plates, buying time. "You shared very personal things, Alec. Things that happened in our bedroom."

      He sighs, the sound heavy with disappointment. "This is exactly the problem, Maisie. You're still thinking in worldly terms of privacy and boundaries. Our marriage is meant to be a testimony—a living example of Christ and the church."

      "But—"

      "But nothing." His voice hardens. "When you set boundaries with me, you're setting boundaries with God. Is that what you want? To tell your Creator that parts of you are off-limits to His plan?"

      The plates tremble in my hands. His logic sounds right—wrapped in scripture, delivered with conviction. Yet something deep inside me recoils.

      "I just think some things should stay between us," I whisper.

      Alec steps closer, taking the plates and setting them aside. His hands cup my face, gentle but firm. "Sweet Maisie. Always overthinking." His thumbs brush my cheeks in a gesture that once felt loving but now feels possessive. "You're mine, and I'm yours. There are no boundaries in oneness. That's what you're missing."

      I nod because it's easier than arguing. Because maybe he's right and I'm wrong. Because the alternative—that God's Word is being weaponized against me—is too terrible to contemplate.

      "Now," he says, his voice dropping to that tone that signals what comes next, "let's put tonight's lesson into practice, shall we?"

      His lips find mine, insistent, as scripture verses about submission swirl in my mind like autumn leaves caught in a storm—beautiful words twisted into bindings I cannot escape.
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