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      I smile when Micah smiles. I laugh when his clients laugh. I am a mirror reflecting exactly what this dinner party needs me to be—charming, attentive, impressed. My dress is new but feels like a costume, a burgundy sheath that Micah selected because it was "appropriate." My lips are frozen in this pleasant curve while beneath the table, my fingers twist the cloth napkin into rope, the only evidence of the morning's humiliation still burning inside me.

      The private dining room at Castillo's gleams with crystal and silver. Eight of us sit around a table that could seat twenty, the empty space a canvas for Micah's expansive gestures as he discusses market trajectories and investment portfolios. I've learned the vocabulary over our seven years of marriage, can nod at the right moments, but tonight the words wash over me like waves over a stone.

      "Winona has an exceptional eye for presentation," Micah says, his hand finding my shoulder, fingers pressing slightly. "She used to plan corporate events before we decided she'd focus on our home life."

      Before we decided. I take a sip of water to wash down the correction rising in my throat.

      This morning feels like it happened to someone else. Standing at the pharmacy counter, the bottle of Micah's prescription cologne in my hand—the one he insists is the only acceptable brand—and the cashier's voice dropping to a sympathetic whisper. "I'm sorry, ma'am. Your card has been declined."

      I tried another card. Same result. My cheeks burned as I fumbled through my wallet, knowing before I looked that there wasn't enough cash. The line behind me grew. Someone sighed audibly.

      "I'll just…I'll come back later," I'd mumbled, leaving the cologne on the counter, feeling the weight of stares as I walked out empty-handed.

      "Don't you agree, darling?" Micah's voice pulls me back to the present.

      I haven't heard the question. His eyes narrow slightly—the warning sign I've learned to recognize. The banker's wife across from me looks expectantly in my direction, her earrings catching the light with each tilt of her head.

      "Absolutely," I say, infusing warmth into my voice. "Though I think there's always room for a bit of faith in these matters."

      It's a safe answer—non-committal enough to work for almost any topic. Micah's grip on my shoulder relaxes. I've guessed correctly.

      "Speaking of faith," the banker's wife says, leaning forward, "do you attend service anywhere, Winona?"

      Before I can answer, Micah chuckles. "We're more spiritual than religious, aren't we, sweetheart? Finding God in good works rather than stuffy pews."

      I remember the comfort of my childhood church, the community that felt like extended family. I haven't been in months. Micah always has a reason why we can't go—a brunch meeting, a conference call with Tokyo, a headache that requires absolute quiet.

      "Yes," I say, the word tasting like ash. "Though I was raised Baptist."

      "How charming," she replies, clearly losing interest.

      The waiter appears at my elbow, refilling wine glasses. Micah signals him to skip mine.

      "My wife gets the most adorable flush with too much wine," he explains to the table. "One glass is her limit."

      I'd had half a glass.

      The memory of my independent life flashes unbidden—coordinating galas for the arts foundation, my own checking account with a healthy balance, friends who didn't need Micah's approval to call me. When did I become this woman who needs permission for a second glass of wine?

      "Winona was just telling me about your anniversary plans," the investment banker across the table says, his fork pointing between us. "Sounds extravagant."

      I wasn't. I haven't spoken to him all evening. I look at Micah, waiting for his cue.

      "Just a quiet weekend in Napa," Micah says smoothly. "Nothing is too good for my girl."

      Our anniversary is next month. This is the first I've heard of Napa. I picture myself there, smiling on cue at wineries, sleeping in a strange bed, still performing this role.

      "How long has it been?" another woman asks.

      "Seven years," I answer, finding my voice. "Though sometimes it feels like just yesterday." Or a lifetime, I don't add.

      "The secret to our success," Micah says, his arm sliding around my waist, "is clear roles. I handle the finances, Winona handles our social calendar and home. No confusion."

      The table nods appreciatively. I think of my declined credit card, of how I have no idea what's in our accounts anymore, of how every purchase is scrutinized when the statement arrives.

      "Many of our clients could learn from your example," says the senior partner, chuckling. "Prevents unnecessary arguments."

      Micah beams. I feel myself shrinking, becoming smaller and smaller until I might disappear between the molecules of air.

      Dessert arrives—delicate chocolate structures with gold leaf that seem too precious to eat. The conversation shifts to summer homes and school districts. I contribute when expected, my responses automatic while my mind circles back to the morning, to standing at that counter, powerless.

      I need to check our accounts when we get home. This has happened before—Micah changing passwords, moving money between accounts for "tax purposes." He'll have an explanation. He always does.

      "...wouldn't you say, Winona?" The question comes from the quiet man at the end of the table, the one whose name I've already forgotten.

      "I'm sorry, could you repeat that?" I ask, feeling Micah tense beside me.

      "I was just saying how fortunate Micah is, having such a supportive wife. Many career women wouldn't sacrifice their ambitions so readily."

      I feel Micah's eyes on me, waiting. Everyone is waiting.

      "It wasn't a sacrifice," I hear myself say. "It was a choice."

      A lie wrapped in truth. I had chosen—chosen Micah, chosen marriage, chosen what I thought was partnership. I didn't choose this slow disappearing.

      Later, as we say our goodbyes in the restaurant foyer, Micah's hand presses against the small of my back, guiding me through the motions. His smile never wavers. Neither does mine. We are perfect reflections, showing the world exactly what they expect to see.

      In the car, I gather my courage. "My card was declined this morning."

      Micah starts the engine, his profile illuminated by the dashboard lights. "I've been meaning to talk to you about that. We need to tighten things up for a while."

      "Is everything okay?" I ask, my heart quickening.

      "Everything's fine. I just think you've been a bit...excessive lately." He pulls into traffic, eyes straight ahead. "Don't worry about it. I'll take care of everything."

      I turn to look out the window, at the storefronts sliding past, each one filled with things I apparently can't afford. The street lights blur, and I realize my eyes have filled with tears. I blink them back. This is what wives do, isn't it? Trust their husbands?

      But as we drive home in silence, I can't shake the feeling that I'm traveling somewhere I never intended to go.
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      I wait until Micah's car disappears down the street, counting to one hundred just to be sure he hasn't forgotten anything. The house settles into silence around me, a silence that feels both like freedom and abandonment. My fingers hover over the laptop keyboard, my heart beating faster than it should for such a simple task. Our bank account. Our money. Our marriage. I type in the password I've always used—Micah's birthday followed by the year we met—and wait for the familiar dashboard to appear. Instead, a red error message blinks back at me: Incorrect password. Please try again.

      My fingers freeze above the keys. I must have made a typo. I try again, more carefully this time, watching each character appear in the password field. Another error message. A small knot forms in my stomach, the same one I felt yesterday at the pharmacy counter.

      I try variations—adding capital letters, removing the dash, switching the order. Each attempt ends with the same accusatory red message, as if the computer itself is judging me for not knowing something so basic about my own life.

      The kitchen clock ticks loudly in the background. I've been sitting here for twenty minutes now, locked out of accounts that should be as accessible to me as they are to Micah. I remember when I first gave up my separate bank account, three years into our marriage. "It just makes more sense to consolidate," Micah had explained. "Why pay two sets of fees? Besides, what's mine is yours."

      What's mine is yours. The phrase tastes bitter now as I stare at the screen.

      I try the "Forgot Password" option. A message appears: "A verification code has been sent to m****@v*****.com." Micah's email, not mine. Of course.

      My reflection in the dark computer screen looks hollow-eyed, uncertain. When did I last check our accounts? Two months ago? Three? Micah has always handled the bills, the investments, the taxes. "You're too creative for these tedious details," he'd say, kissing my forehead. "Let me worry about the numbers." It had seemed thoughtful then. Protective. Now I'm not so sure.

      I close the laptop and pad across the plush carpet to Micah's home office. The door is closed but not locked. Still, I hesitate before turning the handle, feeling like an intruder in my own home. The room smells of leather and Micah's cologne—that same brand I couldn't purchase yesterday. Everything is meticulously organized: pens aligned, papers stacked, calendar open to the current month with meetings marked in his precise handwriting.

      I start with the desk drawers, sliding each one open carefully, as if they might sound an alarm. Folders labeled "Investments," "Property Taxes," "Insurance." Nothing labeled "Banking" or "Accounts." The file cabinet yields similar results—plenty of documentation for everything except what I'm looking for.

      My search grows less careful, more desperate. I rifle through stacks of papers, check beneath the keyboard, even look behind the artwork on the walls for a hidden safe like in the movies. Nothing. Not even an old bank statement with an account number I could call about.

      I return everything to its exact place, wiping away my fingerprints from the desk surface. This isn't a crime scene, I remind myself. This is my home. These are our finances. So why do I feel like I'm trespassing?

      The rest of the day crawls by. I clean already clean rooms, prepare an elaborate dinner, anything to keep my hands busy while my mind circles the same questions. Why would Micah change the password without telling me? What was he trying to hide? Or am I overreacting—was it just an IT security thing his company required?

      By six o'clock, I've rehearsed a dozen ways to broach the subject. Casual: "Hey, I tried to check our account today and the password didn't work." Direct: "Why did you change the banking password without telling me?" Joking: "Am I locked out of our money for a reason?" None of them feel right.

      I hear his key in the lock at 7:30. Dinner is ready, wine is poured, my questions are buried beneath a careful smile. I wait until he's settled in, his favorite meal before him, his day's stresses apparently ebbing away with each bite.

      "This is excellent," he says, raising his glass in my direction. "You've outdone yourself."

      "Thanks." I take a small sip of my own wine. "I actually tried to order that specialty cheese you like, but..." I let the sentence hang there, an opening.

      "But what?" He's scrolling through emails on his phone, only half listening.

      "My card was declined again." I keep my voice light, conversational. "And when I tried to check our account today, the password had been changed."

      His fingers pause over the screen, just for a moment, then resume their tapping. "Oh, yeah. Bank required a security update. New protocols."

      "Could you give me the new password? I wanted to see if the automatic payment for the water bill went through."

      He sets his phone down now, gives me the full force of his attention. His eyes are the color of rain-washed slate, cool and impenetrable. "Don't worry about it. I've got everything handled."

      "I know you do," I say carefully. "But I like to stay on top of things too. We're partners, right?"

      Something flickers across his face—annoyance? concern?—before his expression settles back into gentle authority. "Winona, you have enough on your plate managing the house and our social calendar. There's no need for both of us to track every penny." He reaches across the table to pat my hand. "Don't worry about it."

      Three words that should be reassuring but instead feel like a door closing between us.

      "But my card⁠—"

      "I'm switching our accounts around, consolidating some investments. It's a temporary thing." He takes another bite, chews thoroughly. "I'll give you cash for whatever you need this week."

      Cash. Like an allowance. Like I'm sixteen again, asking my father for movie money.

      "I had my own career, Micah. I managed budgets for events that cost more than our mortgage. I'm perfectly capable of understanding finances." My voice comes out sharper than I intended.

      His expression softens in a way that doesn't reach his eyes. "Of course you are, honey. And that's exactly why I don't want to burden you with this mundane stuff. You're too valuable to waste time on administrative details." He wipes his mouth with his napkin, places it beside his plate. "This was delicious. I'm going to take a shower."

      And just like that, the conversation is over. No new password. No explanation for my declined card. Just a pat on the head and a dismissal.

      I clear the dishes, scrubbing each one harder than necessary. The water runs hot over my hands, turning them red, but I barely notice. What I do notice is how cleanly Micah sidestepped my concerns, how thoroughly he shut down any further discussion.

      That night, I lie awake beside him, listening to his even breathing. There was a time when I found that sound comforting, a constant in the darkness. Now it feels like a reminder of how separate we've become—him sleeping peacefully while my mind races through dark corridors, searching for answers.

      What keeps me awake isn't just the changed password or the declined card. It's the realization that Micah doesn't see me as an equal partner in our marriage. Somewhere along the way, I've become someone to be managed rather than consulted.

      And I have no idea how to find my way back.
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      The grocery store fluorescent lights cast everyone in the same sickly glow, turning produce unappetizing and faces mask-like. I stand at the checkout, my small collection of essentials beeping their way across the scanner—chicken breasts on sale, pasta, a bag of apples, shampoo to replace the bottle that's been empty for days. The cashier, a woman with tired eyes and a name tag that reads "Debbie," tells me the total. I slide my credit card into the machine with practiced nonchalance, only to watch the error message appear: "Card Declined." Not again. Debbie tries running it once more, her expression shifting from boredom to pity. "I'm sorry, ma'am," she says, keeping her voice low. "It's coming up as canceled."

      Canceled. Not declined. Canceled.

      "That can't be right," I say, my voice coming out higher than I intend. "Can you try again?"

      She does, with the same result. The line behind me grows restless—a mother with a fussing toddler, an elderly man leaning heavily on his cart, a businessman checking his watch.

      "I have cash," I say, opening my wallet with trembling fingers. I count out the bills I have—forty-three dollars. The total on the register reads sixty-seven eighty-two.

      "Maybe…maybe just the food items," I tell Debbie, pushing the shampoo and cleaning supplies aside. "Not these."

      Debbie nods, voids the items without comment. The new total is forty-one twenty-six. I hand over the cash, acutely aware of the watch-checking businessman's sigh behind me.

      "Would you like your receipt?" Debbie asks.

      I take it automatically, though what I really want is to disappear, to dissolve into the linoleum floor and seep through the cracks. I gather my reduced groceries, now bagged in plastic instead of the reusable totes still sitting unused in my cart, and head for the exit.

      In the car, I grip the steering wheel until my knuckles turn white. Canceled. Not a mistake, not a temporary hold, but canceled. Micah would never do that without telling me. Would he?

      The drive home is a blur, my mind racing through the possibilities. Maybe it was fraud protection. Maybe the card expired and the replacement got lost in the mail. Maybe, maybe, maybe—but none of the maybes can drown out the certainty growing in my chest: Micah did this deliberately.

      At home, I put away the groceries with methodical precision, rehearsing what I'll say when he returns. I need to be calm, rational. Micah responds to logic, not emotion. I arrange the chicken, pasta, and apples like pieces on a chess board, planning my opening move.

      When his key turns in the lock at 6:45, I'm waiting in the living room, perched on the edge of the sofa, hands folded in my lap like a schoolgirl called to the principal's office.

      "Hey," he says, loosening his tie. "Something smells good."

      "Chicken is marinating," I say, my voice steady. "Micah, my credit card was declined at the grocery store today. The cashier said it was canceled."

      He sets his briefcase down carefully, straightening it so it aligns perfectly with the edge of the console table. "That's right."

      Two words, delivered with such casual certainty that I momentarily doubt my own reaction. Am I overreacting? Did we discuss this and I've somehow forgotten?

      "You canceled my credit card without telling me?" The question comes out smaller than I intend.

      Micah walks to the bar cart and pours himself two fingers of whiskey. "I told you I was reorganizing our finances. The card had a high interest rate and unnecessary annual fees." He takes a sip, watching me over the rim of his glass. "Besides, you spend too much on nonsense. It's for the best."

      "Nonsense?" The word ignites something in me. "I was buying groceries, Micah. And shampoo, which I couldn't even afford because apparently forty-three dollars is all I have to my name right now."

      He sighs, the sound weighted with exaggerated patience. "Don't be dramatic, Winona. You know very well that what's mine is yours. I'm simply streamlining our expenses."

      "By cutting me off completely? How am I supposed to buy anything?"

      "You ask me." He says this as if it's the most reasonable solution in the world. "I'm happy to give you cash for whatever you need. That way we can both keep track of where our money is going."

      Our money. The phrase sticks in my throat. When did "our money" become something I need his permission to access?

      "What if you're not around? What if there's an emergency?" I try to keep my voice level, appeal to his sense of practicality.

      "Then you call me." He sits beside me, close enough that our legs almost touch. His cologne—the one I couldn't buy last week—fills the space between us. "Winona, I'm doing this for us. You've never been good with financial boundaries. Remember when you were planning events? How many times did you go over budget because something 'felt right'?"

      "That was different. Those were calculated risks that paid off. The Hendricks gala came in over budget but brought in three times the expected donations."

      "And now you're not planning galas, you're buying groceries." His tone softens, becoming almost patronizing. "It's a different skill set."

      His fingers brush against my hand, and I feel a jolt—not of connection but of something darker, a current of control passing from his skin to mine.

      "So what's your solution?" I ask, pulling my hand away. "I just…ask you for money like a child asking for an allowance?"

      "I prefer to think of it as a partnership where we each have strengths." He stands, moving to his briefcase. "I've actually been giving this a lot of thought." He removes a small leather notebook and hands it to me. "This is for you to track your expenses. I'll give you a set amount each week—let's start with one hundred dollars—and you can record how you spend it."

      I stare at the notebook in my
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