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      I tap the makeup sponge against my cheekbone, careful not to press too hard on yesterday's gift from Jake. The foundation is thick and cool against my skin, a second face I've become too skilled at applying. Three layers and the purple-green shadow finally disappears, but I still see it there, lurking beneath the surface like a secret written in invisible ink. I lean closer to the bathroom mirror, checking for any telltale signs. The church newsletter photographer won't use filters or forgiving lighting. Today, we are the picture-perfect Christian family—the Evans family—smiling for all to see.

      "Mommy, is my dress pretty enough?" Emma's voice floats in from the hallway, small and uncertain.

      I blink away from my reflection, tuck the concealer into the drawer beneath a stack of hand towels. My special hiding place for emergency cover-ups.

      "Let me see you, sweet pea." I turn, my face arranged into the smile I reserve just for her—the only genuine one I have left.

      Emma twirls in the doorway, her blue dress floating around her knees. Her dark hair, so much like Jake's, falls in gentle waves past her shoulders. At six, she's all gangly limbs and enormous eyes that seem to absorb everything—even the things I try to shield her from.

      "You look like a princess," I tell her, kneeling to straighten her collar. My fingers work carefully, smoothing the fabric, checking for invisible imperfections that Jake might notice. "The prettiest girl in the whole church."

      "Prettier than Mrs. Halloway's daughter?" She grins, revealing the gap where her front tooth should be.

      "A thousand times prettier." I tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. "And smarter too."

      Emma's smile broadens, and I feel a fierce surge of love—the kind that sometimes terrifies me with its intensity. I would do anything to keep her safe, to make sure Jake's rage never turns in her direction. So far, I've succeeded in being the exclusive target, the lightning rod that draws his storms.

      "Where are my girls? We're going to be late." Jake's voice carries up the stairs, pleasant but with that underlying edge that makes my shoulders tense automatically.

      "Coming, Daddy!" Emma calls back, eager to please him in the way children instinctively are with unpredictable parents.

      I stand and smooth my own dress—navy blue with a modest neckline, appropriate for church and for Jake's approval. Long sleeves despite the April warmth, covering the fingerprint bruises on my upper arms.

      "Remember, best behavior for the pictures," I whisper to Emma, though she's never anything but perfect in public. It's a reminder to myself, really. Don't wince if Jake squeezes too hard. Don't show discomfort if his hand presses against yesterday's bruise. Smile like you mean it.

      Jake is waiting at the bottom of the stairs, car keys jingling impatiently in his hand. He's handsome in his tailored gray suit, his dark hair perfectly combed, his jaw freshly shaved. Looking at him now, no one would guess what happened yesterday when I mentioned that his mother had called while he was at work.

      "Finally," he says, but his tone is light, playful for Emma's benefit. His eyes scan me from head to toe, and I recognize the assessment: checking for flaws, for anything that might reflect poorly on him. I hold my breath.

      He nods once. I've passed inspection.

      In the car, Jake turns on Christian radio, humming along to songs about God's love and forgiveness. His left hand rests on my knee, a gesture that might look affectionate to anyone watching but feels like a paperweight pinning me in place. Emma chatters from the back seat about Sunday school and her friends, and Jake responds with enthusiasm—the devoted father, the family man.

      This is the Jake that everyone else sees: successful financial advisor, church board member, devoted husband and father. The Jake who brings donuts to the office and remembers everyone's birthdays. The Jake who prays eloquently during Bible study and volunteers for charity fundraisers.

      No one sees the other Jake. The one whose smile disappears the moment our front door closes. The one who catalogs my failures in a ledger only he can see. The one whose voice drops to a dangerous whisper before the storm breaks.

      The church parking lot is already filling up when we arrive. Jake parks in his usual spot—close to the entrance, befitting his status in the congregation. He comes around to open my door, a gesture of chivalry for watching eyes.

      "Pastor Jim was asking about that donation for the youth ministry," he murmurs as he helps me out, his fingers digging slightly into my elbow. "Make sure you mention we'll be increasing our giving this year."

      "Of course," I answer, the words automatic. More of our money to the church means less chance of anyone suspecting anything amiss in the Evans household. Jake's generosity buys both admiration and privacy.

      Emma skips ahead of us toward the entrance, where Mrs. Nichols, the pastor's wife, greets her with a warm hug. I watch them carefully, always alert to any sign that Emma might inadvertently reveal something about our home life.

      "Lydia! Jake! We're so excited about featuring your family in the newsletter." Mrs. Nichols embraces me gently. "Such a blessing to have role models of Christian marriage for our younger couples."

      I feel a tightness in my chest, an uncomfortable heat that I recognize as shame. My smile doesn't waver.

      "We're honored," Jake says, his arm sliding around my waist. "Lydia and I believe in showing God's design for family."

      We follow Mrs. Nichols inside, where the photographer has set up near the altar. Several other families are waiting their turn, and we exchange greetings. I'm careful to ask about children, jobs, health concerns—storing away their answers for future conversations. People love being remembered, and remembering details helps keep the focus off me.

      "Evans family, you're up next!" The photographer, a cheerful man with a salt-and-pepper beard, waves us forward.

      Jake guides me to the center of the backdrop—a simple blue cloth with the church logo. His hand presses against my lower back, directing me like a chess piece to my proper square.

      "Let's have Mom in the middle," the photographer suggests, "with Dad's arm around her and little one in front."

      Jake positions himself behind me, his arm coming around to rest just below my ribcage. I focus on keeping my expression serene as his fingers settle exactly where his fist connected yesterday.

      "Perfect! Now, can you angle toward each other a bit more? That's it—like you're really connected."

      I turn slightly, feeling Jake's body against mine. His cologne—expensive, subtle—fills my nostrils. Once, that scent made my heart race with love. Now it triggers a different racing: fear, adrenaline, survival instinct.

      "Beautiful! Emma, sweetie, can you tilt your head up toward your parents?"

      Emma beams up at us, her innocent face radiating genuine happiness. For a moment, seeing her joy, I almost believe in the scene we're creating.

      "Great! Now everyone say 'blessed'!"

      "Blessed," we chorus. The camera clicks and whirs.

      "One more for safety," the photographer says. "Can we get an even bigger smile, Mom?"

      I stretch my lips wider, feeling the tender skin pull near my concealed bruise. I've mastered this—the eyes that crinkle just right, the teeth that show enough but not too much, the tilt of my head that suggests contentment and submission in equal measure.

      Click.

      "Perfect! What a gorgeous family. This will be on the cover for sure."

      As we step away, several church members compliment us. Jake accepts their words with humble gratitude, his hand never leaving the small of my back.

      "You have such a beautiful wife," Mrs. Henderson says to Jake, patting his arm.

      "I'm blessed beyond what I deserve," he responds, and kisses my temple gently.

      I smile and nod, the perfect Christian wife. My face is beginning to hurt from maintaining the expression, but inside, where no camera can capture it, something else hurts more—the knowledge that tomorrow, when the newsletter goes out, hundreds of people will see a lie printed in high resolution. They'll see the Evans family, united in faith and love, while I stand in their midst with makeup-covered bruises and a heart full of fear, wondering if God sees past the perfect pose to the truth beneath.
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      I check the chicken again, sliding the meat thermometer into the thickest part of the breast. The numbers climb past the safe temperature mark and keep going—168, 169, 170. My stomach tightens. Three degrees too high. Most people wouldn't notice, but Jake isn't most people. Jake notices everything. I glance at the clock—5:47. Thirteen minutes until he walks through the door, briefcase in hand, eyes already scanning for imperfections. The potatoes are perfect, the asparagus bright green and tender-crisp, the table set with the good plates because it's Wednesday, and Wednesdays are always the good plates. But the chicken is three degrees too done, and suddenly the kitchen feels like a minefield I've been tiptoeing through for hours, only to step wrong in the final moments.

      "Is dinner ready, Mommy?" Emma stands in the doorway, clutching her favorite stuffed rabbit by one well-loved ear. Its blue fur has been rubbed almost white in patches, but Jake hasn't noticed yet to throw it away.

      "Almost, sweet pea." I force lightness into my voice. "Can you help me finish setting the table? Remember how Daddy likes the forks?"

      She nods solemnly, taking her responsibility seriously. "On the left, lined up with the edge of the plate, not too close to the napkin."

      "Perfect." I watch as she carefully arranges each utensil. At six, she's already learned the invisible rulebook of our house—the one written entirely in Jake's handwriting, the chapters and verses of his preferences that we navigate like a religious text.

      I mentally calculate Jake's day. Wednesday means the weekly leadership meeting with his team at the financial firm. He hates those meetings—feels they waste his time. Afterward, he would have had client meetings until 4:30, then the commute home. If traffic was good, he'll be in a manageable mood. If not...

      The chicken sits on the cutting board, mocking me. I consider my options: Serve it and hope he doesn't notice, or admit the mistake immediately and accept whatever follows. Neither choice feels safe. I slice into the meat, hoping the juices might somehow have redistributed, but the knife confirms what the thermometer already told me. Slightly dry. Not inedible—not even close—but not up to Jake's standards.

      I transfer the chicken to the serving platter, arranging sprigs of rosemary around it like I'm staging a crime scene. Perhaps presentation will distract from the minor transgression of the meat.

      "Emma, sweetie, when Daddy gets home, let's tell him about that nice picture you drew in school today, okay?" Distraction tactics, deployed like military strategy.

      "The one with the rainbow unicorn?" Her eyes light up.

      "That's the one." I smooth her hair. "And remember, let Daddy relax for a few minutes when he first comes home. He works so hard for us."

      Her little face grows serious again, nodding with the weight of understanding beyond her years. The sound of a car in the driveway makes us both straighten reflexively.

      "He's home!" Emma whispers, part excitement, part warning.

      I wipe my hands on a dish towel, check my reflection in the microwave door—hair smooth, lipstick fresh, expression pleasant but not too eager. I've learned not to appear too happy when he arrives; it makes him suspicious, as if I've been enjoying myself too much in his absence.

      The door opens, and Jake's footsteps sound in the entryway—measured, deliberate. He doesn't call out a greeting. Never does. We're expected to greet him.

      "Welcome home," I say, moving to the hallway with a practiced smile. "How was your day?"

      Jake stands taller than necessary in the doorway, his suit still crisp after a full day of work. His jawline is tight, a muscle flexing at the corner—not a good sign.

      "Traffic was a nightmare." He loosens his tie slightly—one inch, never more. "Henderson's team outperformed us again this quarter."

      My heart sinks. Henderson—Jake's rival at the firm. This means his mood is already precarious, balanced on the knife's edge of professional jealousy.

      "I'm sorry to hear that." I take his briefcase, exactly as he likes. "Dinner's ready whenever you are."

      Emma peeks around the corner, waiting for her cue. Jake's eyes soften slightly at the sight of her—they always do.

      "There's my princess." He bends down and she runs to him for a hug. "Did you behave for Mommy today?"

      "Yes, Daddy. I helped set the table just how you like it."

      "That's my good girl." He straightens, hand briefly touching her head.

      I give Emma a small nod, and she launches into a description of her rainbow unicorn picture as we move toward the dining room. Jake listens with half an ear, his eyes already surveying the table, taking inventory of every fork, every glass placement.

      "I made roast chicken with herbs," I say as we sit down. "And those red potatoes you like."

      Jake nods, reaching for his napkin, spreading it precisely across his lap. I serve his plate first—always first—making sure to give him the best pieces. Emma chatters about school, a stream of innocent conversation that fills the dangerous silence.

      The moment arrives as I know it will: Jake cuts into his chicken, puts a piece into his mouth, and pauses. His chewing slows. I feel my pulse beating in my throat.

      "It's a little dry, isn't it?" His voice is quiet, controlled.

      "I'm sorry," I respond immediately. "The thermometer must have been off."

      "The thermometer." He sets his fork down with deliberate care. "So it's the thermometer's fault."

      "No, I—I should have been more careful. It's my mistake." I've made it worse by suggesting the blame lies elsewhere. Rookie error.

      Emma senses the shift, her happy chatter fading. She looks down at her plate, suddenly very interested in separating her asparagus from her potatoes.

      "I work all day," Jake begins, his voice still soft but gaining that dangerous edge I know too well. "I deal with incompetent people, with traffic, with Henderson and his smug face. And all I ask—" he leans forward slightly "—is to come home to a decent meal."

      "I know. I'm sorry." The words tumble out automatically. "I can make something else."

      "That's not the point, Lydia." My name in his mouth sounds like an accusation. "The point is attention to detail. Care. The kind of care that shows respect."

      I nod, eyes lowered. Emma's fork scrapes against her plate—too loud in the tense silence.

      "Emma, don't scrape your silverware," Jake snaps, his focus shifting abruptly.

      She freezes, eyes wide. "Sorry, Daddy."

      The sight of her fear sparks something in me—a protective instinct that momentarily overrides my own fear. "She didn't mean to⁠—"

      "And now you're contradicting me?" Jake's voice rises slightly. "In front of our daughter?"

      "No, I wasn't⁠—"

      The plate moves so quickly I barely register it leaving his hand before it shatters against the wall behind me. Ceramic shards spray across the hardwood floor, a constellation of sharp white stars. Emma flinches but doesn't cry out—she's seen this before.

      "I work myself to the bone for this family," Jake says, standing now, his napkin thrown onto the table. "I provide everything. I make sure we're respected in the community. And I can't even come home to a properly cooked meal?"

      "I'm sorry," I say again, the words as automatic as breathing. "You're right. I should have been more careful."

      I'm already rising, already moving toward the mess on the floor. This is the dance we've perfected over years—his rage, my apology, my cleanup. Emma sits frozen in her chair, a statue of childhood interrupted.

      "Emma, sweetie, go upstairs and play in your room for a little while, okay?" I keep my voice light, as if nothing unusual has happened, as if walls regularly receive dinner plates as unexpected gifts.

      She slides from her chair without a word and disappears up the stairs, taking the practiced, silent steps of a child who knows when to make herself invisible.

      Jake watches her go, then turns back to me as I kneel on the floor, picking up the larger pieces of broken ceramic.

      "Look what you made me do," he says, his voice dropping back to normal volume. "Now Emma's upset."

      "I know. I'm sorry." The words are empty vessels, carrying no meaning anymore, just sounds I make to calm the storm.

      He shakes his head, disappointment etched into every line of his face. "I'm going to change. Clean this up before I get back."

      I nod, not trusting myself to speak again. As his footsteps recede up the stairs, I continue gathering sharp edges in my palms, careful not to cut myself—not because I fear the pain, but because blood would be another mess to explain, another failure to apologize for.

      The chicken sits on the table, cooling rapidly, three degrees too done and somehow bearing the weight of all my inadequacies. I will finish cleaning, then check on Emma, then return to the table and eat my own dinner—cold now, but that doesn't matter. I will apologize again when Jake returns, and tomorrow I will be more careful with the thermometer, more vigilant about the traffic reports, more attuned to the invisible trip wires that surround us.

      This is Wednesday. Wednesdays are the good plates.

      One less now.
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      The church sanctuary glows with morning light as we file into our usual pew—third from the front on the right side, close enough to appear devoted but not so close as to seem showy. Jake guides me with his hand at the small of my back, five gentle fingers that could be mistaken for affection. Emma skips ahead in her Sunday dress, a vision of childhood innocence with her patent leather shoes clicking against the polished floor. We are the Evans family, arriving exactly twelve minutes before service begins—not too early to seem overeager, not so late as to draw attention. Jake has calculated this timing as carefully as his investment portfolios. I slide into the pew with practiced grace, my smile fixed in place like a photograph, while inside my chest a hurricane of guilt and shame swirls relentlessly.

      "Lydia! That dress is just lovely," Mrs. Peterson whispers, leaning across the aisle. "You always look so put together."

      "Thank you," I whisper back, smoothing the fabric of my royal blue dress—chosen by Jake, of course. Long sleeves despite the warm spring morning, high neckline, modest hem. The bruise on my upper arm has faded to a sickly yellow, but I'm not taking chances.

      Jake beams at the compliment to his wife, his accessory. "She has excellent taste," he says, his arm sliding around my shoulders. The weight of it feels like a yoke.

      Emma sits between us, already opening the children's Bible we brought. She knows the routine—quiet book during the sermon, no squirming, no whispering. At six, she sits more still than most adults, another small sacrifice on the altar of Jake's expectations.

      The Millers stop by our pew on their way to their seats. They're newlyweds, married just six months, still glowing with that particular light of early love.

      "We were just saying how much we admire your marriage," Sarah Miller says, her hand intertwined with her husband's. "Twenty years next month, right? And still so in love."

      "Twelve years," Jake corrects smoothly. "Though it feels like we just met yesterday." His hand squeezes my shoulder. Not quite painful, but a reminder.

      "You two are relationship goals," Josh Miller adds. "We hope we're half as solid when we've been married that long."

      I smile, nod, say something appropriate about God being the center of our marriage. The words taste like ashes in my mouth. Twelve years. Twelve years since I walked down the aisle to Jake, my college sweetheart, the charming business major who quoted scripture and promised forever. When did his possessiveness transform from flattering to frightening? When did his spiritual leadership become spiritual weaponry?

      The organ begins the prelude, saving me from further conversation. Jake's arm remains draped across my shoulders as we rise for the opening hymn. His voice carries strong and clear above the congregation—Jake Evans, baritone in the Easter cantata, financial committee chairman, respected church elder. I sing too, the notes coming automatically while my mind drifts to Wednesday night's broken plate, to the new bruise hidden beneath my sleeve.

      "Let us turn to God's Word," Pastor Jim instructs after the hymns. Pages rustle as hundreds of Bibles open. Jake shares his with me, though I have my own in my purse. Another small control—we must follow along together, his finger tracking the verses, setting the pace.

      "Today we're in the Gospel of John, chapter 8," Pastor Jim announces. "The theme of our message is 'Truth and Freedom.'"

      Something cold settles in my stomach. I stare at the words on the page as Pastor Jim reads: "'Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.'"

      Jake nods along, his expression serious and engaged. He takes notes in the leather-bound journal he brings each Sunday, his handwriting precise and measured. I wonder what would happen if I stood up right now, in the middle of Grace Community Church, and told the truth. If I rolled up my sleeve and showed the congregation what happens when dinner is three degrees too done or when I speak to Jake's mother without permission.

      "Living in truth means living authentically," Pastor Jim continues. "It means no deception, no false faces. God sees past our Sunday best into the reality of our lives."

      Emma leans against me, her small shoulder warm against my arm. I rest my hand on her knee, anchoring myself in her realness, in the one true thing in my life. Jake glances over, his eyes softening at the sight of us together. This is the cruelest part—these glimpses of the man I thought I married, appearing like mirages in a desert of fear.

      The service continues. Announcements, prayers, more hymns. The routine is comforting in its predictability. Unlike home, where I never know what might trigger Jake's anger, church follows a liturgy, a script we all know by heart.

      "And now we prepare our hearts for communion," Pastor Jim says. "Let us examine ourselves, confess our sins, and come to the Lord's table with clean hearts."

      The communion plates are passed down the pews. Jake takes the bread, bows his head in reverent prayer before eating. I hold the small piece in my fingers, wondering if I'm worthy to take it. Is living a lie a sin if the truth might destroy your child's safety? Is pretending wholeness when you're shattered an offense to God?

      I place the bread on my tongue, the texture dry and scratching against the roof of my mouth. The grape juice follows, sickly sweet. I imagine it washing away my sins, my fear, my complicity in this charade, but when I swallow, I feel no different.

      Jake serves as an usher during the offering, moving confidently down the aisles with the collection plate, nodding warmly to each person. Everyone sees a godly man, a pillar of the community. Only I know about the fingers that left marks on my wrist last night when I mentioned we might need new tires for the car.

      After the benediction, we stand in the requisite after-church circle of conversation. Jake's hand rests at the small of my back again, guiding me between groups, deciding which conversations we'll have and for how long.

      "Your family's newsletter photo was just beautiful," Mrs. Nichols gushes. "Such a testament to Christian marriage."

      "You two always seem so in tune with each other," Mr. Henderson adds. "Never see you argue or disagree."

      "The secret is communication," Jake says with a humble smile. "And putting God first, of course."

      I nod along, my face beginning to ache from holding the same expression. Each compliment about our marriage feels like another brick in the wall between me and help, between me and truth. These well-meaning people are unknowingly reinforcing my prison, cementing the image Jake has so carefully constructed.

      "Lydia is the perfect wife," Jake tells Reverend Thomas, his voice warm with pride. "I couldn't do any of what I do without her support."

      The reverend beams at us. "It's obvious how much you love each other. A model for the younger couples, truly."

      Emma tugs at my hand, whispering that she needs the bathroom. Grateful for the escape, I excuse myself, promising to bring her right back. As we walk away, I feel Jake's eyes tracking us, monitoring our movements, the invisible leash stretching but never breaking.

      In the ladies' room, I help Emma wash her hands, then check my appearance in the mirror. My makeup is flawless, my hair smoothly styled, my smile convincing enough that even I almost believe it. But my eyes—I quickly look away from them. They hold questions I can't answer, accusations I can't face.

      "Mommy, Mrs. Wilson asked if we're coming to the marriage retreat," Emma says innocently, drying her hands.

      "Did she?" I straighten her dress collar. "What did you tell her?"

      "I said Daddy would decide." She looks up at me, her expression suddenly older than her years. "Did I say the right thing?"

      My heart cracks a little more. "Yes, sweet pea. That was perfect."

      We return to Jake's side, slipping back into our assigned places in this carefully orchestrated performance. The Sunday crowd is thinning now, people heading to lunch or home for Sunday rest. Jake makes our goodbyes with charm and warmth, the perfect amount of Christian brotherhood in each handshake.

      As we walk to the car, Pastor Jim catches my eye and smiles kindly. "'The truth will set you free,'" he quotes again, patting my arm. "Powerful message today, wasn't it?"

      I nod, lowering my eyes. "Very powerful."

      The truth. What even is the truth anymore? That I'm afraid in my own home? That I've become so skilled at lying that sometimes I can't recognize what's real? That I sit in church every Sunday and pray for courage I never find?

      Jake holds the car door for me, the perfect gentleman. As I slide into the passenger seat, he leans close, his breath warm against my ear. "You were fidgeting during the sermon," he whispers. "People notice these things."

      I close my eyes briefly, then nod. "I'm sorry."

      In the backseat, Emma arranges her Bible and coloring book neatly beside her. Jake starts the car, his hand reaching for mine across the console—a gesture for anyone who might be watching from the church steps.

      "Beautiful service today," he says as we pull away, his voice now normal, conversational.

      "Yes," I agree, watching the church recede in the side mirror, a building full of good people who see exactly what Jake wants them to see. "Beautiful."

      # Scene 4

      # Chapter 4: Blame Game

      I arrange the cheese plate with careful precision, placing each grape in the negative spaces between crackers and brie. The doorbell rings, and I freeze momentarily, running through my mental checklist one final time. Dinner is ready but not sitting out to cool. Wine is breathing—Jake's preferred cabernet for Ryan and Melissa, chardonnay for Sarah and Tom. The guest bathroom has fresh hand towels folded into perfect thirds. My dress—navy blue, conservative but not matronly—has been approved by Jake's discerning eye. I've reviewed the topics to avoid: politics (Ryan and Jake disagree), Sarah's recent promotion (Jake was passed over for his), and anything about Jake's mother's health issues. I take a deep breath and smooth my hair. Jake's work friends are important connections. Tonight needs to be perfect.

      "They're here," Jake calls from the foyer, his voice carrying that public
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