
  
    [image: What the Mirror Hides]
  


  
    
      WHAT THE MIRROR HIDES

      
        ONLY GOD CAN SAVE HER

      

    

    
      
        KAYLA LOWE

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Kayla Lowe

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        When the Storm Breaks

      

      
        Maiden’s Blush - Exclusive Freebie

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      I remember the first time I saw Kerry across the Bible college cafeteria, his Bible open beside his lunch tray, surrounded by a circle of admiring students. The fluorescent lights seemed to find him specifically, casting a glow around his dark hair as he gestured with those expressive hands, making some theological point that had everyone nodding. I was drawn to him like a moth to flame, not realizing then that some flames don't just illuminate—they consume.

      I was twenty-one, shy but determined, my faith the cornerstone of my existence. Kerry was twenty-five, already marked for greatness in ministry circles, his voice carrying the kind of conviction that made people lean forward in their seats. When our eyes met across that cafeteria, I felt a flutter in my chest that I quickly attributed to the Holy Spirit's confirmation. Looking back now, I wonder if it might have been a warning.

      Our courtship moved with the perfect rhythm of a well-rehearsed worship song. Kerry pursued me with an intentionality that felt both flattering and godly. He quoted Scripture with the ease of breathing, prayed over our relationship with words that sounded like poetry, and talked about marriage as a ministry partnership that would glorify God. His gentle touches—a hand at the small of my back guiding me through doorways, fingers brushing mine as we shared a hymnal—they all felt like promises of a tender future.

      "You have such a servant's heart, Clara," he would say, his eyes soft with what I thought was admiration. "God has been preparing you to be a pastor's wife your whole life."

      I believed him. More than that, I wanted to believe him. The idea that God had designed me specifically for this role, for this man, gave my life a purpose that felt divinely ordained.

      Our wedding day remains pressed in my memory like flowers between Bible pages. I wore my mother's veil, altered slightly to match my simple dress. Kerry waited at the altar, his eyes never leaving mine as I walked down the aisle. The church was filled with faces turned toward us, smiling, approving. When he took my hands in his, they were steady and warm.

      "I will cherish you all the days of my life," he promised, his voice carrying to the back pews without effort. I repeated my vows through happy tears, believing every word with the complete faith of the truly devoted.

      The first years passed in a whirlwind of ministry building. Kerry had been called to a struggling church with a congregation of just sixty-five people. I threw myself into supporting his vision, organizing ladies' Bible studies, hosting dinners for church leaders, typing his sermon notes, creating bulletins. I believed we were building something eternal together, brick by spiritual brick.

      Within three years, attendance had tripled. Within five, we had to expand the sanctuary. Kerry's gift for preaching drew people from neighboring towns. His sermons were downloaded thousands of times. Local pastors began asking him to speak at conferences. And through it all, I stood beside him, the perfect pastor's wife—supportive, modest, always ready with a kind word for hurting congregants.

      "You two are just relationship goals," a young wife told me after service one Sunday, her eyes wide with admiration. "The way Pastor Kerry honors you publicly—I'm always telling my husband to take notes."

      I smiled and thanked her, feeling a flush of pride. Kerry did honor me publicly. His sermons often included anecdotes about our marriage, always painting me in the most flattering light. "My Clara," he would say from the pulpit, "has the patience of a saint." The congregation would chuckle, and I would look down at my hands, feeling both seen and somehow invisible at the same time.

      At church picnics, Kerry's arm would rest across my shoulders as he introduced me to new members. "This is my better half," he would say, and I would feel both pride and a strange hollowness I couldn't name. His fingers would press into my shoulder when I spoke too long to someone he wanted to speak with himself. A gentle pressure, a subtle redirection.

      "The James family is such a blessing to this community," our church board chairman declared at our five-year anniversary celebration. "Kerry and Clara show us what a godly marriage looks like."

      And from the outside, I suppose we did. Our home was always open for Bible studies and counseling sessions. We volunteered together at community events. We even coordinated our outfits for Sunday services—Kerry's tie often matching the color of my dress or cardigan. We were a unit, a team, a ministry partnership that seemed to embody everything Christian marriage should be.

      Sometimes, alone in our bedroom at night, I would watch Kerry arranging his clothes for the next day, methodically lining up his shoes, selecting the perfect tie. I would notice how his jaw tightened when something wasn't quite right—my failure to iron his shirt properly, perhaps, or a stain on his favorite suit pants. But these moments were fleeting, overshadowed by his public declarations of love and the approving nods of our congregation.

      "You're so blessed," women would tell me in hushed, reverent tones. "Kerry is such a godly man. You must be so happy."

      And I was happy, wasn't I? I had everything I'd been taught to want—a husband who loved the Lord, a meaningful ministry, respect from our community. If sometimes Kerry's criticism in private made me doubt myself, well, that was just part of marriage, wasn't it? If his needs always seemed to come before mine, wasn't that what submission meant?

      "Marriage is sacrifice," my mother had told me before my wedding. "Especially for a pastor's wife."

      I took her words to heart, treasuring each public affirmation from Kerry as proof that my sacrifices were worthwhile. When he praised my support from the pulpit, I would glow with validation. When he chose me from among all the women who clearly admired him, I felt chosen, special.

      Even now, ten years into our marriage, people still approach us after service to tell us how much they admire our relationship.

      "You two never seem to argue," they say with wonder.

      I smile and thank them for their kind words, not mentioning how Kerry's disapproval manifests in silent treatments rather than raised voices. How his disappointment comes not in angry outbursts but in meticulous inventories of my failings, delivered in the same measured tones he uses for his sermons.

      "God has truly blessed us," I say instead, the words practiced, perfect.

      And He has, hasn't He? We have a beautiful home, a growing church, a respected position in the community. If sometimes I lie awake at night, wondering why I feel so empty despite having everything I thought I wanted, that's surely just ingratitude. A spiritual failing on my part, not a reflection on our perfect marriage.

      Kerry rolls over in his sleep beside me, one arm flung across my pillow but not touching me. Even in sleep, he commands space, presence. I watch the ceiling fan rotate above us, counting the rotations, and tell myself that this sense of isolation is normal. That all marriages have their seasons of distance.

      That tomorrow, when Kerry stands before our congregation and describes me as his helpmate, his support, his blessing from God, it will fill the hollow spaces inside me that grow a little larger each day.

      This is what I wanted. This is what I prayed for. This perfect marriage that everyone admires.

      So why do I feel like I'm disappearing?
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      I stand before the bathroom mirror, applying mascara with careful precision. Kerry likes my eyes "enhanced but natural." Three coats on the upper lashes, one light touch on the lower. I've been at this for twenty minutes already, and my arm aches from holding the perfect angle. Sunday mornings have their own choreography—every step planned to ensure Kerry walks into church with the perfect wife by his side. I feel a knot forming between my shoulder blades, an uncomfortable tension that I recognize as anxiety.

      "Your dress is wrinkling in the back," Kerry says, appearing in the doorway. His eyes scan me from head to toe, clinical and assessing. "And that shade of lipstick is too bright for morning service. We've talked about this."

      We have, indeed, talked about this. We've talked about everything from the appropriate length of my sleeves to the exact height of my heels. Too high suggests vanity; too low implies a lack of effort. Finding the middle ground is an exercise in precision.

      "I'll change it," I say, already reaching for a tissue to wipe away the offending color. "I thought this one might complement the new choir robes."

      Kerry doesn't respond, already turning away. I catch a flicker of something in his expression—not anger, exactly, but a subtle tightening around his eyes that I've come to recognize as disappointment. The weight of it settles on my shoulders, heavier than any physical burden.

      Later that week, I sit at our dining room table, pages of notes spread before me. The women's ministry has been growing, and I've spent weeks developing a new Bible study series focused on women of faith throughout Scripture. I've researched, prayed, and crafted discussion questions that I hope will inspire deeper spiritual growth.

      "I think the women will really connect with these stories," I tell Kerry as he comes in from his study. "Especially the younger ones who are struggling to find their place in the church."

      Kerry glances at my notes, his eyes skimming the pages without really seeing them. "Women's ministry is important," he says, the words hollow with disinterest. "But I need you to focus on the capital campaign right now. The building committee needs those donor packets assembled by Friday."

      "I can do both," I offer, trying to keep the eagerness from my voice. "The Bible study doesn't start for three weeks, and I've already⁠—"

      "Clara." His voice cuts through mine, gentle but firm. "The capital campaign is our priority. Pastor Mike's wife runs women's ministry at their church, and she told me she has some great pre-packaged studies we could use instead of creating something from scratch. Wouldn't that be easier for everyone?"

      The deflation is instant, like air rushing from a punctured balloon. "Of course," I say, gathering my notes into a neat stack. "You're right. The campaign is more important."

      Kerry smiles then, reaching out to squeeze my shoulder. "That's my girl. Always supporting the vision God has given us."

      Us. The word echoes as he leaves the room. When did God's vision for our church become exclusively Kerry's vision? When did my contributions become limited to supporting roles rather than partnership?

      I tuck the Bible study notes into a folder, filing them away with other discarded ideas. Maybe Pastor Mike's wife does have better materials. Maybe Kerry is right about prioritizing the building campaign. He usually is right about church matters—everyone says so.

      The following Sunday, I watch from my usual front-row seat as Kerry delivers a powerful sermon on servant leadership. The congregation hangs on every word, nodding and occasionally murmuring agreement. Kerry's gift for public speaking is undeniable—his voice rises and falls with perfect cadence, his gestures emphasize key points without seeming rehearsed.

      After service, we stand at the doors, greeting members as they leave. Kerry's hand rests at the small of my back, a gesture that appears loving but feels like a steering mechanism.

      "Pastor, that sermon spoke directly to my heart," says an older woman, clasping Kerry's free hand between hers. "You have such insight into Scripture."

      Kerry's entire demeanor shifts, his posture straightening as he receives her praise. "Thank you, Mrs. Reynolds. It's all God's doing—I'm just a vessel." But his eyes shine with pleasure, drinking in her admiration.

      More congregants offer similar comments, and with each one, Kerry seems to expand, growing more animated, more engaged. His smile becomes more radiant, his laughter more genuine. I stand beside him, offering supportive nods and thank-yous when members include me in their praise.

      "You two are such a blessing to this church," says a deacon's wife, looking between us. "Clara, you must be so proud of your husband."

      "I am," I reply automatically. "He works so hard on his sermons."

      Kerry's fingers press into my back, a silent signal. "Clara is my greatest supporter," he says, his voice warm with public affection. "I couldn't do any of this without her prayers and encouragement."

      The woman beams at us, clearly touched by this display of mutual appreciation. But as she walks away, Kerry's hand drops from my back, his attention immediately captured by the next person waiting to speak with him. The warmth in his eyes cools, replaced by the polite interest he reserves for those he considers less important.

      At home that afternoon, I move around the kitchen preparing Sunday lunch while Kerry relaxes in his study, "recharging" after the morning's spiritual exertion. The chicken is roasting, potatoes simmering on the stove. I've set the table with the good plates—Sunday tradition.

      "I invited the Hendersons for dinner next Saturday," I mention when Kerry emerges from his study. "Jim mentioned they're considering increasing their pledge for the building fund."

      Kerry pauses, looking at me with that particular expression that makes me feel I've made an error in simple addition. "Why would you do that without consulting me first? You know I have sermon preparation on Saturdays."

      "I thought—since they're potential major donors⁠—"

      "That's exactly the problem, Clara. You thought." His voice remains even, reasonable. "If you'd asked me, I would have told you that I already have plans to meet Jim for golf on Thursday. That would have been the appropriate time to discuss their contribution, not over a dinner that disrupts my preparation schedule."

      I feel heat rising in my cheeks. "I'm sorry. I was trying to help."

      Kerry sighs, the sound heavy with forbearance. "I know you were. But sometimes your help creates more work for me." He approaches, placing his hands on my shoulders. "I appreciate your enthusiasm, but maybe check with me before making these decisions? Ministry requires strategy, not just good intentions."

      His words land like pebbles, small but accumulating weight. I nod, accepting both his correction and the implicit message beneath it: my judgment isn't trustworthy.

      Later that evening, as I'm loading the dishwasher, Kerry approaches from behind, wrapping his arms around my waist. "You seemed quiet at dinner," he says, his breath warm against my ear.

      "Just tired," I reply, leaning back against him despite myself.

      "Well, you did have a busy morning. The welcome table looked beautiful—several people commented on it."

      Pride flutters in my chest at his acknowledgment. "Thank you. I thought the fresh flowers made a nice touch."

      "They did." He turns me to face him, his expression softening in a way that reminds me of our early days. "You're good at those details, Clara. It's one of the things I love about you."

      The compliment washes away hours of tension, like rain clearing dust from leaves. This is the Kerry I married—the one who notices my efforts, who appreciates the small ways I try to support his ministry. These moments sustain me, reminding me that beneath the occasional criticism lies genuine affection.

      That night, I lie awake long after Kerry has fallen asleep, trying to reconcile the man who dismisses my ideas with the one who holds me tenderly; the pastor who publicly praises my support with the husband who criticizes my decisions.

      Perhaps it's the pressure of ministry that causes these inconsistencies. The weight of spiritual leadership must be enormous—hundreds of people looking to him for guidance, the constant demands of sermon preparation, counseling, administration. Or maybe it's ambition—the divine drive to build something significant for God's kingdom sometimes requires difficult choices, hard conversations.

      I turn on my side, watching Kerry's profile in the darkness. His face in sleep lacks the intensity it carries during waking hours—softer, almost vulnerable. I reach out, not quite touching him, my hand hovering above his shoulder.

      "Lord," I whisper, a prayer barely audible even to myself, "help me be the wife he needs. Help me support his calling without getting in the way. And please... help me not to be so sensitive to correction."

      I withdraw my hand, curling into myself on my side of the bed. Tomorrow I'll try harder. I'll be more careful with my words, more thoughtful about my actions. I'll remember that Kerry's work for God's kingdom matters more than my momentary feelings.

      After all, no marriage is perfect. And Kerry loves me—he tells the whole church so every Sunday.
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      I smooth the tablecloth with practiced hands, arranging the centerpiece just so. The church fellowship hall has been transformed for tonight's annual fundraising dinner—white linens, soft lighting, tasteful decorations that suggest both elegance and stewardship. My fingerprints are on every detail, though no one will know it. Hours of planning, coordinating volunteers, selecting menus, and creating place cards—all to ensure Kerry's vision comes to life perfectly. I step back to survey my work, a familiar tightness in my chest. The room looks beautiful. I hope it will be enough.

      "Clara, the Peterson family just arrived," one of the volunteers calls from the doorway. "Pastor Kerry asked if you could greet them specially—they're considering a major donation for the youth center."

      "Of course," I reply, quickly checking my appearance in the reflection of a serving tray. My navy dress is appropriate for the occasion—modest yet elegant, as befits a pastor's wife. I've styled my hair in a simple updo that Kerry once described as "dignified." The woman in the reflection looks composed, serene even. Only I can feel the flutter of anxiety beneath her calm exterior.

      Kerry stands at the entrance, one hand extended toward Mr. Peterson, the other resting on Mrs. Peterson's elbow. His smile is radiant, eyes crinkled at the corners with genuine-seeming warmth. His laughter rolls out at something Mr. Peterson says—full-bodied and inviting, the kind of laugh that makes others want to join in.

      "Ah, here she is!" Kerry announces as I approach, his arm sweeping out to draw me into the circle. "My better half and the real genius behind tonight's event."

      His fingers intertwine with mine, our palms pressing together in a gesture of unity. The touch feels foreign—when was the last time he held my hand at home?

      "Clara, you've outdone yourself," Mrs. Peterson gushes, glancing around the transformed space. "Everything looks absolutely perfect."

      "Our Clara has a gift for creating beauty from nothing," Kerry says, his voice warm with pride. "When we first married, she could make our tiny seminary apartment feel like a palace with just a few thoughtful touches."

      The Petersons smile appreciatively, clearly charmed. I feel Kerry's hand squeeze mine—not affectionately, but with a specific pressure that I've learned to interpret: play along.

      "Kerry gives me too much credit," I say, the words flowing from a well-rehearsed script. "I just support his vision for the church. He's the one with the true gift."

      Kerry beams, releasing my hand to guide the Petersons toward their table. "Let me introduce you to some of our ministry leaders," he says, already shifting his attention away from me. "Clara, would you check if the caterers need anything?"

      It's not really a question. I nod and step away, the momentary warmth of inclusion already fading.

      Throughout dinner, I watch Kerry work the room with masterful precision. He moves from table to table, remembering details about each person's life—a child's college acceptance, a recent surgery, a work promotion. His hand rests briefly on shoulders, his head tilts in perfect listening posture. Everyone receives the gift of his focused attention, if only for a moment.

      "Your husband is remarkable," whispers the woman seated beside me, the wife of a church elder. "The way he connects with people—it's a true spiritual gift."

      "Yes," I agree, watching as Kerry leans in to hear something a donor is sharing, his face a study in compassionate attention. "He has a way with people."

      When Kerry takes the podium to speak about the youth center project, the room falls into expectant silence. His voice fills the space, rising and falling with practiced cadence, weaving Scripture and vision into a compelling narrative that makes opening checkbooks feel like a sacred act. I've heard versions of this speech in our bedroom as he practiced, have offered feedback that was sometimes incorporated, sometimes dismissed. But watching him deliver it now, even I feel moved to give more, do more.

      "And I couldn't do any of this without my supportive wife," Kerry says, finding me in the crowd with a gaze that, to everyone else, must look like adoration. "Clara's prayer support and wisdom keep me grounded. She's the heart of our ministry, working behind the scenes to make everything we do possible."

      Applause ripples through the room, and several people turn to smile at me. I feel a flush of pleasure despite myself. In these moments, I almost believe the narrative Kerry crafts about our partnership, about my value to him and the ministry.

      After his speech, Kerry works the room again, collecting pledges and promises of support. I circulate as well, thanking volunteers, ensuring coffee is replenished, managing the dozens of small details that make events run smoothly.

      "Pastor Kerry was looking for you," a deacon tells me as I adjust a centerpiece that's tilted askew. "Something about the dessert service."

      I find Kerry near the kitchen, speaking with the caterer. His face brightens as he spots me, but the expression doesn't reach his eyes.

      "There you are," he says, his voice lower than the one he uses with congregants. "The Hendersons were asking about the building timeline, and I didn't have the information folder to show them. I thought you were supposed to have those at the welcome table."

      "I did," I reply, keeping my voice even. "There were fifteen folders. They must have all been taken."

      Kerry's jaw tightens imperceptibly. "Well, it would have been helpful to have extras on hand. This was an opportunity to secure their commitment."

      "I'm sorry. I can go print⁠—"

      "It's too late now. They've left." He sighs, adjusting his tie. "Just make sure the dessert service goes smoothly. The Andersons are particularly interested in supporting the children's wing, and they specifically requested to speak with both of us."

      Our hands brush as he moves past me, and I feel a spark—not of affection or connection, but of something akin to static electricity: sharp, momentary, slightly painful.

      When the Andersons approach us later, Kerry transforms again. His arm slides around my waist, drawing me against his side in a picture of marital harmony.

      "Clara and I were just saying how much we appreciate your family's faithful support," he tells them, though we've discussed no such thing.

      "We believe in what you're doing here," Mrs. Anderson says warmly. "Both of you. It's clear God is working through your partnership."

      "Clara is my rock," Kerry declares, his fingers pressing into my waist in a gesture that appears affectionate but feels possessive. "I'm the visible one, but she's the foundation that makes it all possible."

      The conversation continues, Kerry guiding it expertly toward their potential donation. I stand beside him, smiling and nodding, offering the occasional supportive comment when Kerry creates space for me to speak. To anyone watching, we must appear the perfect ministerial couple—united in purpose, complementary in gifts.

      As the evening winds down and guests begin to leave, I find myself standing alone near the dessert table, surveying the remnants of the event. Cleanup will take hours, though volunteers will handle most of it.

      "Clara." Kerry's voice startles me. He's appeared at my elbow, his public smile replaced by a more neutral expression. "Good work tonight. We received pledges for nearly eighty percent of the youth center budget."

      "That's wonderful," I say, genuinely pleased. The youth center has been a dream for our church for years. "God is faithful."

      Kerry nods, already glancing at his phone. "I need to speak with the board chairman before he leaves. Would you make sure the caterers don't leave any equipment behind? Last time they forgot two serving trays, and it was a hassle getting them returned."

      He doesn't wait for my response, already moving toward the board chairman across the room. I watch as he approaches the man, his posture shifting, animation returning to his features as he extends his hand in greeting.

      "You're so blessed," says a voice beside me. I turn to find one of our newer church members, a young mother with a sleeping toddler on her shoulder. "Pastor Kerry is so attentive and appreciative of you. My husband barely notices when I plan his birthday, let alone publicly praise me like that."

      I smile, the expression feeling stiff on my face. "Yes, I'm very blessed."

      "And the way he looks at you—like you're the only person in the room. That's rare after years of marriage."

      Her words echo in my mind as I help direct the cleanup effort. The way he looks at me. But which look does she mean? The adoring public gaze that makes congregants sigh with appreciation? Or the cooler, assessing glance he gives me at home, the one that catalogues imperfections and missed expectations?

      Later, as we drive home in silence, Kerry focused on returning texts from church members, I stare out the passenger window and wonder if I'm imagining the distance between us. Perhaps every marriage has this divide between public and private personas. Perhaps I'm expecting too much, wanting the charismatic, attentive Kerry from church events to exist at home as well.

      "The event was a success," Kerry says eventually, not looking up from his phone.

      "Yes," I agree, turning to study his profile in the dim light. "People seemed very generous."

      "God is moving in our congregation," he replies, the statement practiced, perfect.

      I turn back to the window, my reflection ghostly against the darkness outside. Two Claras looking back at me—one the poised, supportive pastor's wife visible to the world, the other increasingly hollow, increasingly unseen.

      Which one is real? And if I can't tell anymore, how can I expect anyone else to see the truth?
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      I sit at our dining table, arranging flowers for the women's ministry brunch tomorrow, while Kerry reviews his sermon notes across from me. The quiet domesticity of the scene would make a lovely photograph—devoted pastor and his supportive wife, each focused on their ministry tasks. But beneath the surface, my mind replays last night's dinner with the church elders, turning Kerry's words over like stones in a riverbed, examining each for the sharp edges I'm increasingly certain I didn't imagine.

      "You know Clara and her memory," Kerry had said with a laugh when I mentioned the missions committee had originally planned to allocate funds for the homeless outreach before redirecting to the building fund. "She remembers everything slightly differently than everyone else. It's endearing, really."

      The elders had chuckled good-naturedly. One's wife had patted my hand sympathetically, as if poor memory was a chronic condition I'd learned to live with. But I remember that committee meeting clearly—I'd taken the minutes. The decision had been made exactly as I'd described it.

      "Clara, have you decided on a devotional for the brunch yet?" Kerry's voice pulls me from my thoughts. He doesn't look up from his notes, his pen moving steadily across the page.

      "Yes, I'm using the passage from Proverbs about the virtuous woman, but focusing on the aspects of wisdom and⁠—"

      "Hmm," he interrupts, finally glancing up. "That's a bit... predictable, isn't it? What about something from Ephesians? The ladies always respond well to Paul's teaching on marriage."

      I feel a familiar sinking in my stomach. "I thought, since the theme is 'Women of Wisdom,' that Proverbs would be more⁠—"

      "It's your decision, of course," Kerry says with a dismissive wave, already looking back at his notes. "I just think you might want something fresher. You tend to go back to the same passages. The women notice these things."

      His comment lands like a papercut—small but surprisingly painful. I continue arranging flowers, my movements more mechanical now. Each stem I place feels like an act of defiance and surrender simultaneously.

      Two days later, I stand in our church kitchen, overseeing the final preparations for the women's brunch. The counters are lined with casseroles and fruit platters brought by volunteers. Kerry pokes his head in, his Sunday suit already on despite the early hour.

      "Just wanted to see how things are coming along," he says, his eyes scanning the kitchen. He spots the devotional materials I've arranged at each place setting—small cards with the Proverbs passage I'd chosen despite his suggestion.

      "Oh, you went with Proverbs after all." His tone is light, but I catch the slight narrowing of his eyes. "Bold choice."

      Several of the kitchen volunteers glance our way, and I feel heat rising in my cheeks. "I prayed about it and felt this was the right direction," I say, trying to keep my voice steady.

      Kerry smiles—the public smile that creases the corners of his eyes. "Well, I'm sure the ladies will appreciate your... traditional approach." He turns to the volunteers. "My wife is nothing if not consistent, isn't that right, ladies? Some might say predictable, but I prefer to call it reliable."

      They laugh, the sound harmonizing with Kerry's own chuckle. On the surface, it's a harmless joke, even a compliment. But beneath it lies the subtle message: Clara lacks creativity. Clara can't innovate. Clara stays in safe territory.

      "Pastor, we're blessed to have Clara leading our women's ministry," says Margaret, one of our longest-serving volunteers. "Her devotionals always speak right to my heart."

      Kerry's smile doesn't waver. "Of course they do. Clara has a gift for connecting with certain types of women." He glances at his watch. "I should get back to sermon prep. Good luck with the brunch, sweetheart."

      As he leaves, I notice Margaret watching me with a slightly furrowed brow. She opens her mouth as if to say something, then seems to think better of it, turning back to the fruit tray she's arranging.

      The brunch itself goes well. Forty-three women gather in our fellowship hall, enjoying food and fellowship before I lead them in the devotional. As I speak about the wisdom found in Proverbs, connecting it to practical challenges in women's lives, I see heads nodding, pens moving across notepads. A few women dab at their eyes when I share a personal story about seeking wisdom during a difficult time.

      Afterward, women line up to thank me, several mentioning how the message seemed tailor-made for their current struggles. I feel a warm glow of satisfaction, a reminder of why I love ministry despite its challenges.

      "That was truly inspired, Clara," Margaret says as she helps me clean up after the others have left. "I've been struggling with a decision about my aging mother, and your words about wisdom being kind as well as practical really spoke to me."

      "Thank you," I say, genuinely touched. "That means a lot."

      "You know," Margaret continues, stacking empty plates, "you have a real gift for teaching. Have you ever thought about developing it further? Maybe even pursuing some formal training?"

      Before I can answer, Kerry's voice comes from the doorway. "My Clara's quite content supporting my ministry, aren't you, dear? Not everyone needs to be at the forefront."

      Margaret's eyes flick between us, and I see something in her expression—concern? pity?—that makes me uncomfortable.

      "Of course," she says after a moment. "I just meant she has a talent."

      "Oh, I know my wife's talents better than anyone," Kerry says, coming to stand beside me, his hand resting on my shoulder with gentle pressure. "She's extraordinarily gifted at supporting others. It's one of the things I treasure most about her."

      Later that evening, as I'm preparing for bed, I find myself replaying the interaction. Kerry's words were complimentary on the surface. Anyone overhearing would think he was praising me. So why did they feel like a cage closing?

      "The women really responded to your devotional," Kerry says as he enters our bedroom, loosening his tie. "Though I noticed you seemed to lose your train of thought in the middle section."

      I pause, mentally reviewing my presentation. "Did I? I don't remember stumbling."

      "It wasn't obvious," he assures me, his tone generous. "Just a slight hesitation. Probably only I noticed, knowing you so well."

      There it is again—the subtle undermining wrapped in seeming support. I didn't lose my train of thought. I'd paused intentionally for emphasis before moving to the next point.

      "Margaret seemed to think it went well," I say carefully, testing the waters.

      Kerry's expression shifts slightly—so slightly I might have imagined it if I hadn't been watching for it. "Margaret means well, but she's hardly a reliable judge of public speaking. Remember how her Sunday School presentation went last month?"

      I do remember—Margaret had been nervous and rushed through her material. But what does that have to do with her assessment of my teaching?

      "I think she was just being kind," I venture.

      "Of course she was," Kerry agrees readily. "Everyone appreciates your efforts, Clara. I'm just trying to help you improve. As your husband, I notice things others might be too polite to mention."

      His words sound reasonable, loving even. Am I being ungrateful for the feedback? Overly sensitive to constructive criticism?

      "I appreciate that," I say, the words feeling like small betrayals of myself.

      Kerry smiles, apparently satisfied with my response. "You know I only want what's best for you. For us." He crosses to kiss my forehead. "You're doing fine. Just keep following my lead on these things."

      That night, I lie awake long after Kerry's breathing has settled into the deep rhythm of sleep. I catalog the events of recent weeks: the comments about my memory, the jokes about my abilities, the way he frames criticism as helpful guidance. Each incident alone seems minor, hardly worth mentioning. But together, they form a pattern I'm finding harder to ignore.

      Am I seeing problems where none exist? Kerry works under enormous pressure—perhaps his delivery is sometimes less than perfect. Perhaps I'm being oversensitive, reading negativity into innocent comments.

      But Margaret's expression today had suggested that someone else noticed too. That brief flicker of concern in her eyes had validated my own unease.

      Still, Margaret isn't living in our home. She doesn't see how hard Kerry works, the burden of spiritual leadership he carries. Maybe his directness with me is simply the honesty that exists in a close marriage. Maybe this is normal.

      I turn onto my side, watching Kerry's profile in the darkness. His face is peaceful in sleep, untroubled by the doubts that plague me. He loves me—he tells our congregation so regularly. He values me—as a support, an assistant, a helper.

      Is it wrong to want more? To want my voice to be heard, my gifts acknowledged as more than extensions of his ministry?

      I close my eyes, willing sleep to come. Tomorrow I'll try to be less sensitive, less needy for affirmation. Tomorrow I'll remember that marriage requires sacrifice, especially in ministry.

      Tomorrow I'll be better, so these small hurts won't matter so much.
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