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      I wake to the familiar hollow on his side of the bed, the sheets cool and undisturbed. The alarm clock's red numbers—5:47—tell me Gerry's been gone for at least an hour, slipping away before dawn as he always does now. I place my palm on his pillow, searching for some lingering warmth, some evidence that we still share this space, but find only the chill of absence that has become the constant companion of our marriage.

      Morning light filters through the blinds, casting prison-bar shadows across our bedroom. I lie still, counting the strips of light on the ceiling, postponing the moment when I must rise and face another day of carefully constructed smiles and meaningless small talk. The house creaks and settles around me, emphasizing its emptiness rather than breaking it.

      When did silence become the third person in our marriage? I can't pinpoint the exact moment, just as I can't recall when Gerry stopped kissing me goodbye or when his "I love you" transformed from a declaration into a habit, then faded into nothing at all.

      I swing my legs over the side of the bed, my bare feet meeting the cold hardwood floor. The shock of it jolts me fully awake, and I shuffle toward the bathroom, where evidence of Gerry lingers—the cap left off his toothpaste, the damp towel hanging crooked on the rack. Such intimate traces of a man who feels miles away even when standing right beside me.

      In the kitchen, I find his coffee mug in the sink, lipless and clean, rinsed with the methodical precision that defines him. His briefcase is gone from its spot by the door, his keys missing from the hook on the wall. It's as if he's trying to erase all evidence of himself from our home, leaving only ghost-like impressions that I chase throughout the day.

      There was a time when mornings meant something different. Five years ago—or was it six?—Gerry would wake me with a gentle hand on my shoulder, sometimes with coffee already brewing, the scent wafting up the stairs. On Saturdays, we'd linger in bed, his arm draped across my waist, talking about everything and nothing. Those memories feel like scenes from someone else's life now, faded photographs of strangers who wore our faces.

      I pour cereal into a bowl, the sound of each piece hitting the ceramic echoing in the empty kitchen. The milk swirls around the flakes, softening them too quickly. I eat standing up, leaning against the counter, watching the clock on the microwave count the minutes. The cereal turns to mush in my mouth, tasteless and obligatory, like so many aspects of my life have become.

      After rinsing my bowl, I head upstairs to dress for my part-time job at Riverside Community Church. I select a modest blouse and skirt, clothes that say, "I'm put together. I'm fine. Don't ask too many questions." The woman in the mirror looks back at me with tired brown eyes, and I brush my hair into a ponytail, not bothering with makeup beyond a touch of concealer to hide the shadows beneath my eyes. No one at church will notice anyway; they see what they expect to see—Bethany Crane, reliable administrative assistant, quiet pastor's ally, woman whose life must be blessed because her husband has a good job and they have a nice home.

      If only they could see the emptiness that fills these rooms, the silence that has a weight and presence all its own.

      I grab my phone from the nightstand and type a quick message to Gerry: "Hope your day is going well. Leftover lasagna okay for dinner?" Simple, safe, requiring minimal effort to respond. I watch the screen for a moment, waiting for the three dots that might indicate he's typing back, but they never appear. My message sits there, delivered but unacknowledged, like so many of my attempts to reach across the growing chasm between us.

      Standing in our bedroom, I'm suddenly struck by how the absence of small gestures has eroded the foundation of our marriage. It's not the big arguments or dramatic betrayals that have hollowed us out—it's the disappearance of a hand squeezing mine during prayer, the loss of his eyes finding me across a crowded room, the extinction of those tiny acknowledgments that once said, "I see you. You matter to me."

      People talk about emotional neglect like it's a subtle thing, but there's nothing subtle about drowning in plain sight. Each day, I feel myself sinking deeper, gasping for the oxygen of connection while Gerry moves around me, unseeing, unaware of my slow suffocation.

      I gather my purse and keys, locking the front door behind me. The neighbor across the street waves, and I return the gesture with a practiced smile. My car starts on the first try, a small mercy. As I back out of the driveway, I glance at our house—two stories of brick and siding, manicured lawn, a picture of suburban success—and wonder how something so solid can contain so much emptiness.

      At work, I move through my tasks with mechanical efficiency. Update the prayer list. Print the bulletin. Order supplies for the children's ministry. Respond to emails. My mind wanders constantly to Gerry, to our home, to the gnawing hunger for affection that grows more insistent with each passing day. When Pastor Mike asks if everything's alright, I smile and say I'm just tired. It's not exactly a lie.

      My phone remains silent throughout the day. I check it during lunch, during bathroom breaks, during the quiet moments between tasks. Nothing from Gerry, not even a perfunctory "fine" or "ok." The lasagna question hangs unanswered, a tiny rejection that somehow feels monumental.

      When I pull into our driveway at 4:30, I allow myself a moment of hope. Maybe today will be different. Maybe Gerry will have come home early. Maybe there will be some small gesture—a note, a text, anything to indicate I'm more than just background noise in his life.

      But the house stands quiet and empty, exactly as I left it. I step inside, the door closing behind me with a finality that echoes through the rooms. The silence wraps around me like a familiar shawl, heavy and suffocating. I stand in the entryway, keys still in hand, and feel the weight of another evening stretching before me, hours to fill before Gerry returns, distant and preoccupied, bringing his physical presence but little else into our home.

      "I'm home," I say aloud to no one, my voice swallowed by the emptiness, a prayer without an answer.
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      The garage door rumbles to life at precisely 7:15, the mechanical groan announcing Gerry's arrival like some modern town crier. I smooth my hands over my hair, check my reflection in the hallway mirror, and take a deep breath. Each evening, I reconstruct myself—Bethany, the attentive wife, the woman worth talking to, the woman worth seeing. I wonder if he notices this daily resurrection or if, like so many things between us, it has become invisible to him.

      I stand in the kitchen, arranging dinner plates with careful precision, as if the perfect angle of silverware might somehow create the connection I crave. The lasagna sits steaming on the counter, a meal I know he likes but never quite praises.

      The door from the garage swings open, and Gerry steps through, his six-foot frame filling the doorway with a presence that still, after all these years, makes my heart quicken. His steel-blue eyes scan the room, taking inventory without truly seeing. He looks impeccable, as always—crisp white shirt still unwrinkled after a full day, tie loosened just slightly at the neck, dark hair with its distinguished threads of silver combed neatly back from his forehead. The very picture of success.

      "Hi," I say, infusing the single syllable with warmth I've been saving all day. "How was your day?"

      Gerry sets his briefcase down by the kitchen island, his movements precise and economical. "The Hendricks account is going to be more complicated than I anticipated. Their portfolio is a mess." He doesn't look at me as he speaks, already loosening his tie further, his mind clearly still at the office.

      "That sounds frustrating," I offer, trying to find a foothold in the conversation. "Do you think you'll be able to sort it out?"

      He reaches for a glass from the cabinet, filling it with water from the refrigerator dispenser. "I'll have to. The firm can't afford to lose them as clients." The glass meets his lips, and I watch his throat work as he swallows, struck by how intimate this glimpse feels compared to the emotional distance stretching between us.

      "I made lasagna," I say, gesturing toward the pan. "I wasn't sure if you'd gotten my text."

      Gerry glances at the food, then at his watch. "I didn't check my phone much today. Back-to-back meetings." Not an apology, just a statement of fact.

      I serve the food while he sits at the table, already scrolling through emails on his phone. The screen's blue light illuminates his face from below, casting strange shadows that make him look like a stranger. I place his plate before him and sit across the table, where I can watch his face if he ever looks up.

      "Pastor Mike asked me to coordinate the fall festival this year," I say, trying again. "It's a bigger responsibility than I've had before at church. I'm a little nervous about it, but also excited." The words feel light and inconsequential as they leave my mouth, but they're true—this small recognition of my capabilities had brightened my whole day.

      "Hmm," Gerry murmurs, his fork moving methodically between plate and mouth, his eyes never leaving his phone. "Make sure it doesn't interfere with the dinner next month. The one with the senior partners."

      His dismissal slices through me, swift and clean as a paper cut. I want to press my hand against the wound, to acknowledge its sting, but instead, I take another bite of lasagna that tastes like nothing in my mouth.

      "It won't," I say quietly. "I've already marked the dinner on my calendar."

      We eat in silence for several minutes. The ticking of the kitchen clock marks the passing of another evening where words are exchanged but nothing is said. I watch Gerry's hands as he eats—strong, capable hands that once held mine as if they never wanted to let go. Now they move with mechanical precision, cutting food, lifting fork, reaching for water, all while his left thumb continues to scroll through messages that are apparently more deserving of his attention than I am.

      Something rises in me—a desire not to disappear completely into the wallpaper of our home. I set down my fork with a deliberate clink against the plate.

      "Gerry." I say his name firmly, like I'm testing whether it still has the power to reach him. "Could we talk for a few minutes? Without the phone?"

      His eyes flick up, meeting mine for perhaps the first time since he walked through the door. There's a flicker of something—irritation? Surprise?—before his expression settles into the neutral mask I've grown so accustomed to.

      "About what?" he asks, setting his phone face-down beside his plate with reluctance that's almost palpable.

      The question catches me off-guard. About what? About us. About this silence growing between us like some invasive plant. About how I can be sitting three feet away from you and feel like I'm shouting across a canyon. About how I'm dying for just a crumb of real connection.

      "I just thought we could catch up," I say instead, my courage faltering. "It feels like we've both been so busy lately."

      Gerry sighs, a sound tinged with impatience. "Bethany, I've had a long day dealing with actual problems. The Hendricks account could mean a promotion if I handle it right. I don't have the energy for small talk right now."

      The dismissal hangs in the air between us. Actual problems, he said, as if my loneliness, my reaching out, is some trivial inconvenience compared to the important work he does. Our eyes meet across the table, and I see him register the hurt on my face before I can hide it.

      "I'm not asking for small talk," I say, my voice softer than I intend. "I just want to connect with my husband."

      His expression shifts from impatience to that particular blend of condescension and pity that makes me feel two inches tall. "We're sitting here having dinner together, aren't we? What more do you want?"

      What more do I want? The question is so sincere, so genuinely bewildered, that I almost laugh. How can I explain hunger to someone who's never felt it? How can I make him understand that sitting across from each other while he mentally remains at the office isn't togetherness at all?

      "Never mind," I say, retreating into the safety of acquiescence. "You're right, it's been a long day. Tell me more about the Hendricks account if you want to."

      Relief flashes across his face as he reclaims his phone, launching into a detailed explanation of portfolio diversification and tax strategies that requires no emotional investment from either of us. I nod at appropriate intervals, ask questions that sound intelligent enough, play my part in this performance of marriage.

      Inside, something withers a little more. I feel the hurt curl up in my chest, a wounded animal seeking shelter. I tuck it away carefully, adding it to the collection of small rejections I've archived over the years. Perhaps, like pressed flowers, they'll eventually become something beautiful in their desiccation—evidence of what once was living.

      When dinner is over, Gerry disappears into his home office with barely a backward glance. I clear the table, wash the dishes, wipe down the counters with methodical precision. My hands move through these familiar motions while my mind catalogs the evening's attempt at connection, analyzing where I went wrong, how I might adjust my approach next time. Like a scientist documenting failed experiments, always believing the breakthrough is just one trial away.

      In the quiet kitchen, I dry my hands on a dish towel and stare out the window into the darkness of our backyard. My reflection stares back—a woman with eyes too bright, standing very still, as if any sudden movement might shatter something fragile.

      "Tomorrow," I whisper to her. "We'll try again tomorrow."
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      The text message comes at 4:37, just as I'm logging off the church computer: "Working late. Don't wait up." Five words that reshape my evening into a hollow shell, five words that have become so familiar they've worn a groove in my heart. I stare at my phone screen until it dims, then goes black, reflecting my face in its darkened surface. No "sorry," no explanation. Just the facts, delivered with the efficient brevity that characterizes all of Gerry's communications these days.

      I drive home with the radio off, preferring the hum of tires on asphalt to the cheerful voices of DJs or the emotions of songs that might crack my carefully maintained composure. The sky darkens early, autumn asserting itself in the shortening days, and raindrops begin to speckle my windshield. By the time I pull into our driveway, the rain is coming down in earnest, drumming on the roof of my car like impatient fingers.

      Our house looms before me, dark except for the porch light I left on this morning. Two thousand square feet of emptiness waiting to swallow me whole. I make a dash through the rain, fumbling with my keys at the door, water sliding down my neck and beneath my collar. Inside, I flick on lights as I move through the rooms, as if illumination might somehow populate the space with something other than absence.

      "Hello?" I call out, a ritual without purpose. My voice bounces back to me, confirmation that I am, indeed, alone.

      I hang my damp jacket in the laundry room and kick off my shoes. The hardwood floors feel cold beneath my stockinged feet as I pad into the kitchen. Opening the refrigerator, I survey its contents—ingredients for meals I'd planned to make for two, now reimagined for one. I pull out chicken breast, a bell pepper, half an onion.

      Cooking for one person feels fundamentally different than cooking for two. It's not just the reduced quantities or simpler preparation. It's the absence of purpose. When I cook for Gerry, even when he's distracted or dismissive, I'm performing an act of service, of care. Cooking for myself alone feels like an obligation to my body rather than an expression of love.

      I slice the chicken into thin strips, the knife hitting the cutting board with rhythmic precision. The pepper and onion follow, my hands working on autopilot while my mind drifts. The house creaks and sighs around me, settling into its foundation as rain continues to patter against the windows. Each sound seems amplified in the silence, a reminder that this space was designed for a family, for voices and laughter and the beautiful chaos of shared lives.

      When the food is ready, I plate a small portion and carry it to our dining table, a beautiful oak piece that seats six. We bought it when we first moved in, dreaming of dinner parties and holiday gatherings. Now it stretches before me, vast and empty, my solitary place setting a tiny island in a sea of polished wood.

      I sit in my usual chair, the one that faces the kitchen rather than the one with the view of the backyard—that's Gerry's spot. Even in his absence, I maintain these invisible boundaries, these habits of accommodation. The first bite of food tastes like nothing in my mouth. I chew mechanically, nourishment without pleasure.

      Five years ago, dinner meant conversation. Gerry would tell stories about his clients or colleagues, his hands animated as he spoke. I'd share anecdotes from the church office or ideas for projects at home. We'd linger at the table long after the food was gone, sometimes opening a bottle of wine, sometimes just talking until one of us realized how late it had gotten. The memory feels like something I read in a novel rather than something I lived.

      I finish eating and rinse my plate, leaving it in the dishwasher that won't be run tonight because there aren't enough dishes to justify it. Another small consequence of solitude.

      Moving through the living room, I trail my fingers along the spines of books on our shelves, over the framed photos from happier times—our wedding, a vacation to the coast, Gerry's arm around my shoulders, both of us smiling. The images feel like artifacts from another life, preserved behind glass like museum exhibits.

      I climb the stairs slowly, each step an effort against the gravity of emptiness pulling at my limbs. Our bedroom looks different in the evening light, the king-sized bed dominating the space with its precisely arranged pillows and the duvet I smoothed this morning. I sit on the edge of it, on my side, and look at the expanse where Gerry should be.

      The television remote sits on my nightstand. I pick it up, consider turning on a show for background noise, something to fill the silence that has physical weight now, pressing against my eardrums. Instead, I set it back down and reach for the novel I've been trying to finish for weeks. The bookmark hasn't moved in days. I open to my place but the words swim before my eyes, refusing to form coherent sentences.

      This is what emotional starvation feels like—this inability to concentrate, this restless emptiness that makes even simple pleasures inaccessible. I close the book and set it aside.

      "This is ridiculous," I say aloud, my voice startling in the quiet room. "You're a grown woman. You can handle an evening alone."

      But it's not about being alone for an evening. It's about the accumulation of evenings, the slow erosion of togetherness, the growing certainty that even when Gerry is physically present, I am fundamentally alone.

      I move to his side of the bed and open his closet door. His suits hang in perfect alignment, organized by color, his shoes arranged in neat pairs below. I run my fingers along the sleeve of his favorite dress shirt, the pale blue one that matches his eyes. The fabric is cool and smooth beneath my touch, offering none of the warmth or comfort that his actual presence might provide, yet I find myself pressing my face against it, inhaling the lingering scent of his cologne.

      This is what I've been reduced to—stealing intimacy from empty garments, finding connection with the echo of his presence rather than the man himself.

      I change into my nightgown and complete my evening routine—wash face, brush teeth, apply lotion—all the little rituals that structure the shapeless hours of solitude. When I finally slide between the sheets, the emptiness of the bed seems to expand around me, a vast ocean of untouched linens.

      I check my phone one last time. No new messages. No update on when he'll be home. I set the alarm and place the phone on my nightstand, then turn out the light.

      In the darkness, I curl onto my side, drawing my knees up toward my chest, making myself smaller in the too-big bed. The rain continues outside, a gentle percussion against the roof and windows. I focus on the sound, trying to find comfort in its steady rhythm, trying to ignore the hollow ache spreading from my chest to my limbs.

      Sleep will come eventually. It always does. But first there's this liminal space, this time when the house holds its breath around me and loneliness takes physical form, pressing down on my chest like a heavy hand. I close my eyes and whisper a prayer into the
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