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      I find my wedding dress tucked away in the back of the closet, wrapped in yellowed preservation paper that crackles beneath my fingertips. Something about the sound makes my chest tighten—a paper-thin memory of happiness, preserved just like this dress, but fading at the edges where reality has begun to seep in.

      The house is quiet. Craig won't be home for hours. These stolen moments of solitude have become precious to me, though I'd never admit that aloud. I gently pull the dress free from its hiding place, laying it across our bed—a bed that feels too large some nights, too small on others.

      My fingers trace the delicate beadwork along the bodice, tiny crystals catching the afternoon light. I remember how they sparkled under the church chandeliers, how Craig's eyes had followed me down the aisle with an intensity that made my cheeks flush. I'd felt beautiful that day. Chosen.

      The dress smells faintly of preservation chemicals and something else—perhaps the ghost of my grandmother's perfume from when she helped me dress that morning. I close my eyes and I'm twenty-two again, standing in the church anteroom, my hands trembling as I smoothed invisible wrinkles from the satin.

      "You'll be the most beautiful bride Mapleton has ever seen," my grandmother had whispered, tucking a strand of honey-blonde hair behind my ear. "That boy better know how lucky he is."

      That boy. Craig Langstaff. I'd first noticed him during a regional debate competition junior year. He stood at the podium, confidence emanating from him like heat, making arguments that sliced through his opponent's case with surgical precision. I remember thinking he was like a thunderstorm in human form—powerful, unpredictable, electrifying.

      When he approached me afterward, I expected arrogance. Instead, he offered a crooked smile and said, "Your rebuttal on educational funding made me nervous. You've got a brain that doesn't quit, Ginger Mitchell."

      I sit on the edge of the bed now, the dress pooling beside me. That debate tournament feels like someone else's memory, a scene from a movie I watched long ago. The girl who blushed at his compliment seems like a stranger—confident, bright-eyed, filled with possibilities. She'd been debate team captain, youth group leader, graduated with honors. She had plans.

      Our courtship unfolded like a whirlwind. Craig's sarcasm made me laugh in ways no one else could. He'd say things like, "God clearly spent extra time on you—must be why the rest of us got rushed through production." I'd blush, believing I'd found someone who saw me as special.

      When I introduced him to my parents, he charmed them effortlessly. Later, he'd whisper in my ear, "Your mom's casserole could use some help from above," and I'd stifle a giggle, mistaking his criticism for shared humor. I thought we had a secret language, an understanding that bound us together.

      On our wedding day, I remember standing with him for photographs outside the church. My feet were already aching in my new heels, and I'd whispered as much to him.

      "Only you would wear uncomfortable shoes on the most important day of your life," he'd said, his smile not quite reaching his eyes. "My beautiful, impractical bride."

      I'd laughed, taking it as endearment. Now, the memory sits differently in my mind, like a puzzle piece that was forced into the wrong space.

      I press the fabric of the dress between my palms, feeling its weight. I'd chosen it because it made me feel like a princess, and Craig had said he wanted everyone to see that he'd "landed the beauty queen." I remember how my sister had frowned slightly when he said it, but I'd been too wrapped up in the compliment to notice her concern.

      Our vows echo in my memory. I'd written mine on scented stationery the night before, pouring my heart onto the page. Craig had improvised his, making the congregation laugh with quips about my stubbornness and his patience. "I promise to love you even when you're being completely irrational," he'd said with a wink, and everyone had chuckled. I'd smiled too, interpreting it as his charming way of saying he'd love me through anything.

      At the reception, he'd danced with me beneath twinkling lights, whispering that everyone else looked "painfully ordinary" compared to us. I'd felt special, chosen—not recognizing how he separated us from others, building a world where only his opinion would matter.

      I'd believed I was marrying a passionate, brooding artist trapped in a businessman's body. His moodiness seemed like depth; his criticism felt like attention. When he pointed out flaws in others, I thought he was perceptive. When he began pointing out flaws in me, I thought he was helping me grow.

      My fingers find a small tear in the dress's hem that I never noticed before. When did that happen? During our first dance? When I knelt to hug my flower girl? Or has it been there all along, a tiny imperfection I overlooked in my determination to see only beauty?

      I carefully fold the dress, returning it to its acid-free box. Thirteen years have passed since I wore it. Thirteen years of small compromises and subtle shifts, like sand eroding beneath my feet so gradually that I didn't notice I was sinking.

      The front door slams downstairs. Craig is home early.

      "Ginger? Where are you?" His voice carries up the stairs, and I hurriedly tuck the wedding dress box back into the closet, smoothing my hair with suddenly damp palms.

      "Coming!" I call, my voice automatically lifting into the bright, accommodating tone I've perfected. I cast one last glance at the closet before heading downstairs, tucking away more than just a dress—burying the memory of a girl who once thought sarcasm was the same thing as love.
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      The morning light filters through the kitchen blinds in thin strips, painting the countertop in golden lines as I measure coffee grounds with the precision of a chemist. Two level tablespoons—not heaping, never heaping. Craig says that makes the coffee bitter, and a bitter cup ruins his entire morning. And when Craig's morning is ruined, the day stretches before me like a minefield.

      I woke before the alarm, as usual. Slipped from beneath the covers without disturbing him, padded downstairs in my slippers that make no sound against the hardwood. Mornings have a rhythm in our house, a carefully choreographed dance where my role is to ensure everything goes smoothly. The thermostat set to sixty-eight degrees—warm enough to be comfortable, cool enough that Craig doesn't complain about the electric bill. Breakfast dishes arranged just so. The newspaper unfolded to the business section and placed beside his plate.

      The coffee maker hums, a gentle white noise that soothes my nerves. Craig will be down in exactly twelve minutes if this is like most mornings. Twelve minutes to ensure everything is perfect. I select his favorite mug—the navy blue one with his company logo. Not the slightly chipped one, not the one from my sister that he thinks is "trying too hard to be clever." The right mug matters.

      I open the refrigerator and reach for the cream. The bottle feels suspiciously light. I tip it over—empty save for a film of white clinging to the plastic walls. My heart stutters. I swear there was enough yesterday. I must have misjudged.

      Frantically, I dig through the refrigerator, pushing aside containers and condiments. Nothing. No backup cream. The coffee maker gurgles its final notes, signaling completion as panic rises in my throat. I check the time—seven minutes until Craig comes down.

      I grab my keys from the hook by the door, slip my feet into the first shoes I find, and rush to the corner market two blocks away. The teenage cashier barely looks up as I place the small carton of cream on the counter, my fingers tapping an anxious rhythm against my thigh.

      Back home, breathless, I pour the cream into Craig's coffee with a slightly trembling hand. Three seconds of pouring, no more, no less—creating the precise caramel color he prefers. I stir it twice counterclockwise. It's ridiculous, I know, this attention to detail. But experience has taught me that details matter. Details are the difference between peace and tension.

      I hear his footsteps on the stairs just as I'm setting the mug at his place at the table. Perfect timing. I smooth my hair, adjust my expression into one of pleasant welcome.

      "Good morning," I say, my voice bright but not too bright—enthusiasm irritates him before his first cup.

      Craig grunts in response, sliding into his chair. His dark hair is perfectly styled despite having just risen, not a strand out of place. Even in his bathrobe, he maintains an air of authority, of control. It's what drew me to him once—that unwavering confidence.

      He lifts the mug, takes a sip, and immediately his face changes. The subtle tightening around his eyes is my first warning.

      "What did you do differently?" he asks, setting the mug down with deliberate care.

      "Nothing," I say too quickly. "It's exactly how you like it."

      "Don't lie to me, Ginger. This tastes different." His voice remains even, conversational almost, which somehow makes it worse.

      I swallow hard. "I—I had to run out for cream. We were out. Maybe it's a different brand?"

      He sighs, a long-suffering sound that makes me feel small. "You know I like the organic cream from Westfield's. This tastes like it came from a gas station."

      "The corner market," I correct automatically, then wish I hadn't when his eyes narrow.

      "So I'm supposed to start my day with inferior coffee because you couldn't manage to keep track of groceries?" He pushes the mug away. "Perfect."

      The dismissal stings more than it should. It's just coffee. Just cream. Why does my chest feel tight, like I can't quite draw a full breath?

      "I'm sorry," I say, the words practiced and smooth from frequent use. "I'll pick up the right kind today."

      "You should have picked up the right kind yesterday, before we ran out." He unfolds the newspaper with a snap, a physical barrier between us.

      I turn away, busying myself at the sink so he won't see how his words have landed. When did this begin? This walking on eggshells? I remember early in our marriage, making French toast that was slightly burned on one side. Craig had laughed then, calling me his "culinarily challenged bride" before eating every bite. Somewhere along the way, his tolerance for imperfection vanished—or perhaps my perception of harmless teasing has changed.

      "I made your favorite omelet," I offer, sliding a plate in front of him. Western style with diced ham, green peppers, just a hint of onion. Cooked until set but still slightly soft in the center.

      He glances at it, then back at the paper. "I'm not hungry anymore."

      The rejection of the food feels like a rejection of me, though I tell myself that's dramatic thinking. Craig has taught me how I tend to catastrophize, to make mountains of molehills. This is just a bad morning. Just coffee. Just cream.

      I clean up the kitchen while he reads, the silence between us thick enough to slice. When he finally speaks, it's to remind me about the dinner party at his boss's house this weekend.

      "Make sure you wear the blue dress," he says, not looking up from his paper. "The green one makes you look washed out."

      "I thought you liked the green one," I say carefully, remembering the compliment he once gave me.

      "Did I say that? Well, I've changed my mind. The blue one is more appropriate." He stands, folding the paper precisely. "I'll be home late tonight. Don't wait up."

      He leaves without kissing me goodbye, a cold shoulder that shouldn't hurt after all these years but somehow still does. I watch through the window as he backs his car out of the driveway, his posture perfect, his expression unreadable behind designer sunglasses.

      The house feels both empty and too full at the same time—absent of his presence but crowded with unsaid words. I pour his rejected coffee down the sink, watching the caramel liquid swirl away. It's fine. Everyone has bad mornings. Marriage is about weathering these small storms, about not making everything into a federal case, as Craig often reminds me.

      I touch my wedding ring, twisting it around my finger—a nervous habit I've developed. It's just coffee. Just cream. Just a momentary displeasure that will be forgotten by dinner.

      But as I wipe down the already-clean counter, I can't quite shake the feeling that I'm apologizing for taking up space in my own home. I brush the thought away. That's my tendency toward melodrama again. Craig is a good provider, a successful man who could have chosen anyone. He chose me.

      Sometimes I just need to try harder to be worthy of that choice.
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      I stand before the bathroom mirror, applying mascara with the steady hand of a surgeon. One mistake would mean starting over, and we're already running ten minutes behind Craig's preferred schedule. The blue dress hangs on my body exactly as he likes it—not too tight to appear desperate, not too loose to look sloppy. Just right. Presentable. Appropriate. The wife of a regional sales manager should look polished but not attention-seeking. I've learned this lesson through years of gentle corrections and not-so-gentle sighs.

      "Ginger! Are you almost ready?" Craig's voice carries up the stairs, the edge in it sharp enough to cut.

      "Just finishing my makeup," I call back, adding a final swipe of nude lipstick. Nothing bold. Nothing that might draw the wrong kind of attention.

      I give myself a final assessment. My honey-blonde hair falls in soft waves to my shoulders—not too styled, not too casual. The sapphire earrings Craig gave me for our tenth anniversary catch the light when I turn my head. They match the dress perfectly, which was no accident. Craig plans these things with precision.

      Downstairs, he's checking his watch, keys already in hand. His eyes scan me from head to toe, a familiar inventory that makes my skin prickle.

      "The necklace is too much," he says, gesturing to the delicate silver chain with its tiny cross pendant. "It competes with the earrings. Take it off."

      I reach up to unclasp it, fingers fumbling slightly under his gaze. It was my grandmother's, a confirmation gift I've worn since I was thirteen. But tonight it's "too much."

      "And your hair—" he steps forward, tucking a strand behind my ear, "—you always miss this spot."

      His touch is gentle, but I feel corrected all the same. I nod, swallowing the familiar lump that forms when I've disappointed him in some small way.

      "We're going to be late," he says, though we both know his boss is notorious for starting dinner parties half an hour after the stated time. "I told you we needed to leave by six-thirty."

      "I'm sorry," I say automatically. "I lost track of time."

      His smile doesn't reach his eyes. "What would you do without me to keep you on schedule, hmm?"

      The correct answer is to laugh, to play along with the premise that I'm hopelessly disorganized without his guidance. So I do, the sound hollow in my own ears.

      The drive to his boss's sprawling home in the expensive part of town passes in relative silence. Craig rehearses talking points for work-related conversations while I focus on being a good listener, nodding at appropriate intervals. This is my role tonight: supportive wife, pleasant companion, social asset.

      We arrive at a Tudor-style mansion with perfectly manicured gardens. Craig squeezes my hand as we walk to the door, a gesture that once made my heart flutter but now feels like a pre-emptive reminder. Be good. Don't embarrass me.

      "The Langstaffs!" Craig's boss, a silver-haired man with ruddy cheeks, opens the door before we can ring the bell. "Right on time, as always. Craig never misses a deadline, Barbara," he says to his wife, who appears behind him with two wine glasses.

      "Unlike some of our other executives," Barbara adds with a conspiratorial wink. "Come in, come in. White or red, Ginger dear?"

      "White, please," I say, accepting a glass with a grateful smile. The cool glass against my palm is grounding.

      The house is filled with Craig's colleagues and their spouses, all engaged in the familiar dance of professional networking disguised as social interaction. I follow Craig from group to group, smiling and nodding, speaking when spoken to. His hand rests at the small of my back, a gesture that appears loving but serves as a steering mechanism, a subtle control.

      We join a circle where the conversation revolves around a recent company retreat.

      "Craig, tell them about that presentation you gave," his boss encourages. "Knocked it out of the park."

      Craig laughs modestly, though we both know modesty isn't in his nature. "It was nothing special. Just showcased the new marketing strategy."

      "Nothing special? You had the board eating out of your hand," says another executive. "Must be all that debate team experience from your glory days."

      "Speaking of debates," Craig says, his hand tightening slightly against my back, "you should have seen Ginger try to argue with our GPS on the way to the airport last month."

      I freeze, my smile fixed in place as he continues.

      "There she was, absolutely convinced we needed to take the parkway, telling the GPS it was wrong. 'That can't be right,'" he mimics my voice, making it higher, more uncertain than it actually is. "'There must be a mistake.' Meanwhile, I'm telling her the GPS knows more about traffic patterns than she does. Lo and behold, we hit the mother of all traffic jams exactly where she wanted to go."

      Everyone laughs. I laugh too, though something inside me wilts like a flower in frost.

      "Classic Ginger," says someone I've met at previous functions. "Always second-guessing technology."

      "She second-guesses everything except her choice in husbands," Craig adds with a wink, sliding his arm around my shoulders in what appears to be affection. The group laughs louder.

      I take a sip of wine to hide the tightness in my throat. The story isn't even true. It was Craig who insisted on taking the parkway, despite the GPS warning of delays. When we hit traffic, he'd blamed me for not researching alternative routes beforehand. But here, in this retelling, I'm the foolish, technologically-challenged wife, and he's the patient, long-suffering husband.

      "Honey, you're terrible," I manage to say, the expected response in this script we're performing. My voice sounds normal enough, though my chest feels hollow.

      Later, I find myself in conversation with Barbara about her garden when Craig's voice rises from across the room.

      "Oh, that reminds me of the time Ginger tried to cook lasagna for my parents' anniversary," he announces, and all heads turn. "Tell them, sweetheart."

      I don't want to tell them. The memory of that dinner—how the oven had malfunctioned, how Craig had criticized each attempt to salvage the meal, how his parents had exchanged knowing glances—still makes my stomach clench.

      "I—" I begin, but Craig is already launching into the story, embellishing details, casting me as the hapless homemaker who can't tell oregano from basil.

      "The smoke alarm was going off, my mother was opening windows, and there's Ginger, holding a charred casserole dish, looking like she might cry." He shakes his head, smiling fondly as if recounting the antics of a beloved but hopeless child. "I ended up ordering takeout. Chinese food for an anniversary dinner—my poor parents."

      More laughter. More eyes on me, amused and pitying. I smile through it, the good sport, the woman who can laugh at herself.

      The pattern continues through dinner. Every lull in conversation becomes an opportunity for Craig to share another anecdote with me as the punchline. The time I got us lost in Boston. How I once mixed up his dry cleaning. My apparent inability to parallel park.

      Each story contains a kernel of truth wrapped in exaggeration and disdain, presented as harmless humor. Each laugh from the group feels like a small betrayal, though I can't blame them. They don't know they're reinforcing a narrative that follows me home, that seeps into my private thoughts.

      On the drive back, Craig is energized, pleased with the evening.

      "Markowitz was impressed with that deal breakdown I gave him," he says, tapping the steering wheel in time with the radio. "And did you see Anderson's face when I mentioned the quarterly projections? Priceless."

      I murmur agreement, staring out the window at passing streetlights that blur together in the darkness.

      "You were quiet tonight," he observes, though he had barely let me speak. "Everything okay?"

      "Just tired," I say, the easiest answer, the one that won't lead to conflict.

      "You should take vitamins or something," he suggests, as if my fatigue is a personal failing rather than a natural response to an evening of subtle humiliation.

      At home, I stand in our darkened kitchen, a glass of water in my hand, listening to Craig moving around upstairs. The house feels too large and too small simultaneously. I think about the young woman who once captained a debate team, who had opinions and voiced them confidently. Where is she? I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the window above the sink—a faint ghost against the night beyond. I barely recognize myself.

      But I brush the thought away. It's just harmless teasing. Just jokes. Every couple has their dynamic, and this is ours. I'm being too sensitive.

      Still, as I climb the stairs to join my husband, I can't shake the feeling that with each laugh at my expense, a small piece of me disappears.
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      The lasagna bubbles in the oven, filling the kitchen with the aroma of tomato and herbs. I've followed Craig's mother's recipe to the letter this time—no improvisations, no well-intentioned tweaks that might render it "not quite right." My fingers ache slightly from the careful chopping, layering, and measuring, but there's satisfaction in the precision. Tonight will be different. Tonight, we'll talk like we used to, find that connection that seems increasingly elusive, like trying to grasp at smoke with bare hands.

      I glance at the clock—6:45. Craig should be home any minute. The table is set with the good dishes, the ones we received as wedding gifts and rarely use. A bottle of his favorite cabernet breathes on the counter. I've even put on makeup and changed into the sweater he once said brings out the warmth in my eyes. Every detail planned to create an evening of connection.

      The garage door rumbles open right on cue. I smooth my hair, adjust my expression to something pleasant but not overeager. The door from the garage opens, and Craig appears, his suit jacket slung over one shoulder, tie already loosened.

      "Something smells good," he says, setting his briefcase down with a thud that suggests a heavy day.

      "Your mom's lasagna recipe," I reply, keeping my voice light. "I thought we could have a nice dinner tonight."

      He nods, distracted, scrolling through his phone. "Let me change first."

      When he returns downstairs in jeans and a polo shirt, I've already served the lasagna and poured the wine. He settles into his chair with a sigh that sounds like the weight of the world releasing.

      "This looks great," he says, and the simple compliment warms me more than it probably should.

      We eat in relative silence for a few minutes. I wait until he's had several bites and half a glass of wine before carefully venturing, "How was your day?"

      It's a simple question, the kind exchanged by spouses across millions of dinner tables every evening. But I've learned to read the weather patterns of Craig's moods, to time these inquiries when the barometric pressure feels right.

      His fork pauses halfway to his mouth. "Fine."

      The single syllable lands with a finality that suggests the conversation is over before it's begun. But tonight, I've prepared too carefully to accept that dead end.

      "Anything interesting happen at work?" I try again, keeping my tone casual, interested without prying.

      Craig sets his fork down with a sharp click against the porcelain. "Why the interrogation, Ginger?"

      The question catches me off guard. "I'm not—I'm just asking about your day."

      "Well, it was a day. I went to work. I dealt with idiots. I came home." His voice has taken on that edge, the one that warns of stormy weather ahead.

      I should retreat now. Change the subject. Comment on the food. But something in me—some small, stubborn part that hasn't completely surrendered—pushes back.

      "That's not an interrogation, Craig. That's normal conversation between
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