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The office doors swung open. Ethan Miller strode in, his tousled brown hair catching the fluorescent light. A grin spread across his face as he spotted his coworkers huddled around the coffee machine.

"Morning, folks! Did I miss the daily roast?" Ethan quipped, his hazel eyes twinkling.

Laughter rippled through the group. Sarah from accounting rolled her eyes good-naturedly. "Only you could make terrible coffee puns before 9 AM, Ethan."

He winked, grabbing a mug. "It's a grind, but someone's gotta do it."

More groans. More chuckles. Ethan's smile widened. This was his element. The easy banter. The laughter. It pushed away the darkness lurking at the edges of his mind.

"So, big plans this weekend?" he asked, turning to Tom from sales.

Tom shrugged. "The usual. Little league with the kids, maybe catch the game."

Ethan's eyes lit up. "Ah, the glamorous life of suburbia. Tell me, Tom, does your wife know about your torrid affair with the remote control?"

Snickers erupted around them. Tom playfully shoved Ethan's shoulder. "Watch it, Miller. At least I don't spend my weekends talking to concrete."

"Hey now," Ethan protested, raising his hands in mock surrender. "Those blocks are great listeners. Never interrupt, always support my weight. Can't say the same for you lot."

The office filled with more laughter. Ethan basked in it, pushing down the nagging voice in his head that whispered, *They don't really know you. If they did...*

He shook off the thought, focusing on the present. The camaraderie. The normalcy. It was a lifeline he clung to desperately.

"Alright, time to make the donuts," Ethan announced, heading to his desk. "Or in our case, the concrete. Let's build something lasting today, shall we?"

As he settled in, Ethan's smile faltered for just a moment. But he quickly plastered it back on. The show must go on. And he was determined to keep playing his part.

Ethan's fingers flew across the keyboard, his eyes darting between multiple spreadsheets. The office's background chatter faded as he immersed himself in cost projections and supply chain logistics. His brow furrowed in concentration, a stark contrast to his earlier joviality.

"Hey, Miller," called out Sarah from accounting. "Those quarterly reports ready yet?"

Without looking up, Ethan replied, "Almost there, Sarah. Just crunching the last numbers. They'll be so beautiful, you'll want to frame them."

A soft chuckle rippled through the nearby cubicles. Ethan allowed himself a small smile, but his focus remained unbroken. He'd built a reputation for delivering thorough, accurate work, and he wasn't about to let that slip.

As he finalized the last report, a fleeting thought intruded: *What's the point of all this? Building things that will outlast you when you feel so... empty inside?*

Ethan's fingers froze over the keys. The silence in his head was deafening, drowning out the office noise. He stared at the screen, unseeing, as the mask of cheerfulness slipped for just a moment.

"Ethan?" Sarah's voice cut through his reverie. "You okay there?"

He blinked rapidly, forcing a grin. "Yeah, just... uh, lost in thought. Concrete does that to you, you know? It's a... weighty subject."

The weak joke didn't quite land, but Ethan was already turning back to his screen, determined to bury himself in work once more. Anything to keep the darkness at bay.

Ethan slung his messenger bag over his shoulder, his usual spring-loaded stride noticeably subdued as he headed for the exit. The weight of the day seemed to press down on him, each step a conscious effort.

"See you tomorrow, Ethan!" called out Dave from the break room. "Don't forget, we're counting on you for that killer presentation!"

Ethan mustered a grin, though it didn't quite reach his eyes. "You got it, Dave. I'll bring the razzle-dazzle."

As the glass doors swung shut behind him, Ethan's smile evaporated. The crisp evening air hit his face, and he inhaled deeply, feeling the mask of affability slip away.

In his car, Ethan sat motionless, key in the ignition. The silence enveloped him, broken only by the soft ticking of the cooling engine. His fingers drummed an erratic rhythm on the steering wheel.

*What am I doing?* The thought crept in, unbidden. *Playing the clown at work, faking it at home. When did I become this... hollow?*

He started the car, the familiar rumble doing little to drown out the cacophony in his head. As he navigated the streets of Oakville, his mind drifted.

"Keep it together, Miller," he muttered to himself. "You've got a good thing going. Don't screw it up."

But the words rang hollow, echoing in the confined space of his vehicle. The façade he'd so carefully constructed at work seemed to crumble with each passing mile.

At a red light, Ethan caught his reflection in the rearview mirror. For a moment, he didn't recognize the man staring back at him – tired eyes, tight jaw, a stranger wearing his face.

The light turned green. Ethan drove on, the silence in the car growing heavier with each passing moment, filled with the weight of unspoken thoughts and mounting despair.

The front door swung open, and Samantha's warm smile greeted Ethan. "Hey, you," she said, wrapping him in a quick hug. The familiar scent of her shampoo enveloped him, momentarily pushing away the darkness that had followed him home.

"Hey yourself," Ethan replied, mustering a grin. He shrugged off his jacket, hanging it on the hook by the door. The routine felt comforting, like slipping into well-worn shoes.

Samantha headed towards the kitchen. "How was your day?" she called over her shoulder.

Ethan followed, his steps matching the rhythm of their nightly dance. "Oh, you know, same old concrete jungle," he quipped, reaching for plates in the cabinet. "How about you?"

As Samantha stirred something on the stove, her long dark hair cascading down her back, Ethan set the table. Their movements were synchronized, a well-rehearsed performance of domestic bliss.

"Not bad," Samantha replied. "I had that conference call with the new client. Went better than expected."

Ethan nodded, laying out forks and knives. "That's great, Sam." He paused, watching her graceful movements. *She deserves better*, the thought flickered through his mind, unbidden.

"Can you grab the salad from the fridge?" Samantha asked, her voice pulling him back to the present.

"On it," Ethan replied, his tone light. He retrieved the bowl, setting it on the table. Their hands brushed as Samantha placed the main dish down, and for a moment, Ethan felt anchored.

*This is normal*, he told himself. *This is good*. But even as they settled into their chairs, a part of him remained adrift, lost in the turmoil he couldn't quite shake.

Samantha settled into her chair, her brown eyes meeting Ethan's with a warmth that made his stomach clench. She took a breath, her fingers lightly tapping the edge of her plate. "Ethan, I've been thinking..."

Ethan's fork paused midway to his mouth. He recognized that tone. Gentle, probing. His mind raced, searching for a deflection. "Uh oh, should I be worried?" he chuckled, forcing a grin. "Last time you said that, we ended up repainting the entire house."

Samantha's lips curved into a small smile, but her eyes remained serious. "It's about us, actually. I feel like we've been... disconnected lately."

Ethan's heart rate quickened. He shoved a forkful of food into his mouth, buying time. "Disconnected?" he mumbled around the bite. "Come on, Sam. We're as connected as Wi-Fi and procrastination."

"I'm serious, Ethan," Samantha pressed, her voice soft but insistent. "You've been... different. More distant. I'm worried about you."

Ethan's mind whirled, searching for another joke, another distraction. *She can't know. She can't see*. "Different? Nah, I'm the same old Ethan. Still terrible at dancing and expert at burning toast." He winked, but it felt forced.

Samantha reached across the table, her hand covering his. "Please, talk to me. What's going on in that head of yours?"

The warmth of her touch sent a jolt through Ethan. He wanted to lean into it, to spill everything. But the darkness lurking beneath the surface surged, warning him to keep it contained. "Nothing exciting, I promise," he said, pulling his hand back to grab his water glass. "Just work stuff, you know how it is."

Samantha's eyes softened, a mixture of compassion and resolve shimmering in their brown depths. She leaned forward slightly, her voice barely above a whisper. "Ethan, I'm here. Whatever it is, we can face it together."

Her words hung in the air, heavy with sincerity. Ethan felt a tightness in his chest, torn between the urge to confide and the need to protect her from the tumult in his mind.

"I appreciate that, Sam. Really," he managed, his usual joviality strained. "But it's nothing we need to worry about. Just the usual work stress, you know?"

Samantha nodded slowly, her gaze never leaving his face. "Okay. But remember, I'm always ready to listen. No judgment, just support."

The silence that followed was deafening. Ethan's fork scraped against his plate, the sound unnaturally loud in the quiet room. He could feel Samantha's eyes on him, patient and expectant.

His leg began to bounce under the table, an involuntary outlet for the tension coiling inside him. Ethan's gaze darted around the room, landing anywhere but on Samantha's face. The walls seemed to close in, the air thick with unspoken words.

*Tell her*, a part of him urged. *No*, another voice hissed, *she'll never understand*. The internal struggle manifested in a slight tremor in his hands as he reached for his water glass.

Ethan cleared his throat, forcing a grin that didn't quite reach his eyes. "Hey, remember that time I tried to fix the garbage disposal and flooded the kitchen? Talk about a real mess, huh?"

He chuckled, the sound hollow even to his own ears. Samantha's lips curved into a small smile, but her eyes remained serious, searching his face.

"That was quite the adventure," she replied softly. "We got through it together, though. Just like we always do."

Ethan nodded, his throat tight. "Yeah, we're quite the team." He stood abruptly, his chair scraping against the floor. "I think I'll go check on that leaky faucet in the bathroom. Been meaning to get to that."

Samantha's gaze followed him as he moved towards the doorway. "Okay, honey. I'll clean up here."

As Ethan retreated down the hallway, his footsteps echoing in the quiet house, he could feel the weight of Samantha's concern pressing against his back. He slipped into the bathroom, closing the door behind him with a soft click.

Samantha remained at the table, her hands resting on either side of her plate. The clink of silverware as she began to clear the dishes seemed to underscore the growing chasm between them. She paused, glancing towards the hallway where Ethan had disappeared, her brow furrowed with unspoken worry.

Ethan gripped the edge of the bathroom sink, his knuckles turning white. The drip of the faucet echoed in the small space, a steady rhythm that matched the pounding in his head. He stared at his reflection, searching for traces of the man Samantha had fallen in love with.

"Get it together," he muttered, running a hand through his tousled hair.

The sound of dishes clinking in the kitchen drifted down the hallway. Ethan's chest tightened. He should be out there, helping her, talking to her. Instead, he was hiding, like a coward.

He twisted the faucet, silencing the drip. The sudden quiet felt oppressive.

"Everything okay in there?" Samantha's voice floated through the door.

Ethan forced a lightness into his tone. "Just fixing world peace and curing cancer. You know, the usual."

A pause. Then, "Alright, Superman. Don't forget to wash your hands when you're done saving the world."

Her footsteps retreated, leaving Ethan alone with his thoughts. He slumped against the wall, sliding down until he hit the cold tile floor.

What was wrong with him? Samantha was trying so hard, and he kept pushing her away. He could feel the cracks forming between them, hairline fractures that threatened to shatter everything they'd built.

Ethan closed his eyes, the weight of unspoken truths pressing down on him. How long could he keep this up? How long before Samantha saw through his carefully constructed facade?

The bathroom suddenly felt too small, too confining. He needed air, space to breathe. To think.

As he stood, catching his reflection once more in the mirror, Ethan realized with a sinking feeling that he didn't recognize the man staring back at him anymore.
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The coffee mug warmed Samantha's fingers as she traced its rim, her eyes following Ethan's restless pacing. Back and forth he went, like a caged animal, his usually tousled hair now a wild mess atop his head. The kitchen clock ticked, punctuating the heavy silence.

Samantha took a steadying breath. "How was your day, honey?" she asked, her voice a gentle lifeline.

Ethan's steps faltered for a moment. He glanced at her, hazel eyes distant, before resuming his frantic movement. "Fine," he muttered, the word clipped and hollow.

She watched him, her heart aching. This wasn't her Ethan—the man who filled rooms with laughter, who made silly faces just to see her smile. Where had that man gone?

"Did something happen at work?" Samantha probed, careful to keep her tone light, inviting.

Ethan's jaw clenched. "No. Everything's fine." His gaze darted around the room, refusing to meet hers.

Samantha's fingers tightened on the mug. She wanted to reach out, to bridge the chasm growing between them. But Ethan's agitation was a tangible force, pushing her away.

"You seem... tense," she ventured. "Maybe we could—"

"I said I'm fine!" Ethan snapped, his sudden outburst making Samantha flinch. He ran a hand through his disheveled hair, his breathing ragged. "Just... leave it alone, Sam."

The silence that followed was deafening. Samantha stared into her cooling coffee, willing the tears not to fall. What was happening to them? To him? She longed for the days when a simple touch, a shared joke, could dispel any darkness. Now, she felt like she was losing him, watching helplessly as he slipped further away with each restless step.

Samantha took a deep breath, steadying herself. "Ethan, honey," she said softly, "I was thinking we could spend some time together this weekend. Maybe go for a hike or have a picnic at the lake?"

Ethan's pacing faltered for a moment. He waved his hand dismissively, not even turning to look at her. "I need space, Sam. Can't you see that?" His voice was low, almost a growl. "Just... I need to be alone."

The words stung, but Samantha forced a small smile. "Of course, I understand. If you change your mind—"

"I won't," Ethan cut her off, disappearing into the hallway.

The next morning, Ethan's alarm blared, unanswered. When he finally stirred, panic seized him. "Shit!" He scrambled out of bed, fumbling for clothes.

Arriving at the concrete company's office, Ethan pushed through the doors, acutely aware of the stares. His wrinkled shirt hung untucked, his hair a mess. Gone was his usual cheerful entrance, replaced by terse nods as he hurried past curious colleagues.

"Late night, Miller?" someone called out.

Ethan's jaw clenched. "Something like that," he muttered, avoiding eye contact. His mind raced. *They're watching. Judging. Do they know? Can they see right through me?* The weight of unspoken thoughts pressed down on him as he made his way to his desk, the once-familiar office now feeling like hostile territory.

Ethan slumped into his chair, the screen before him a blur of numbers and charts. His fingers hovered over the keyboard, trembling slightly. *Focus, dammit,* he thought, but his mind refused to cooperate.

"Hey, Ethan!" A cheerful voice cut through his haze. "How about those Leafs last night? What a game, huh?"

Ethan's head snapped up, meeting the grin of his coworker, Dave. He forced his lips into what he hoped was a passable smile. "Yeah, great," he replied flatly.

Dave's enthusiasm faltered. "You catch it? That overtime goal was—"

"Missed it," Ethan cut him off, turning back to his screen. "Busy night."

"Oh, okay," Dave's voice trailed off. "Well, if you want to grab lunch later—"

"Got work to do," Ethan muttered, not looking up.

As Dave retreated, Ethan's shoulders sagged. *Why can't they just leave me alone?* He rubbed his temples, fighting the urge to bolt from the office.

Across the room, Autumn Reynolds watched the exchange, her green eyes clouded with concern. She'd known Ethan for years, had seen his infectious laughter light up company parties. But lately... She bit her lip, debating whether to approach. The tension radiating from him was palpable, a stark contrast to his usual easygoing demeanor.

*Something's not right,* Autumn thought, her empathetic nature warring with hard-learned caution. *But how do I reach out without overstepping?* She hesitated, her hand gripping the edge of her desk as she weighed her options.

Autumn took a deep breath and approached Ethan's desk, her footsteps light but deliberate. She leaned against the cubicle wall, her voice soft as she spoke. "Hey, Ethan. Everything alright?"

Ethan's head jerked up, his hazel eyes meeting hers for a brief moment before darting away. He forced his lips into a smile that didn't reach his eyes. "Yeah, sure. Why wouldn't it be?"

Autumn's brow furrowed slightly. "You just seem a bit... off today. Anything you want to talk about?"

"Nah, I'm good," Ethan replied, his tone clipped. He turned back to his computer, fingers hovering uselessly over the keyboard. "Just, you know, busy."

Autumn hesitated, weighing her next words carefully. "Well, if you ever need an ear..."

"Thanks, but I'm fine," Ethan cut her off, his forced cheerfulness cracking slightly. "Really."

As Autumn retreated, Ethan's facade crumbled. *She knows,* he thought, panic rising in his chest. *They all know something's wrong. But how can I explain when I don't even understand it myself?*

Miles away, Samantha Miller stood in her kitchen, the steady rhythm of her knife against the cutting board a counterpoint to her racing thoughts. Steam rose from a pot on the stove, carrying the aroma of Ethan's favorite pasta sauce. She paused, brushing a strand of dark hair from her face, and surveyed the table she'd set with care – their best plates, candles waiting to be lit.

*Tonight will be different,* she told herself, ignoring the knot in her stomach. *We'll talk, really talk. We'll find our way back to each other.* She resumed chopping, each precise cut an act of hope, a silent prayer for the connection she desperately missed.

The front door slammed, startling Samantha from her reverie. She turned, a warm smile lighting up her face as Ethan trudged into the kitchen. "Hey, honey," she said softly. "How was your day?"

Ethan grunted, barely glancing her way as he made a beeline for the fridge. He yanked it open, the bottles inside rattling. Samantha's smile faltered, but she pressed on.

"Dinner's almost ready. I made your favorite."

Another grunt. Ethan grabbed a beer and slouched into a chair, his hazel eyes distant and stormy. Samantha's heart sank, but she forced herself to remain upbeat as she brought the steaming dishes to the table.

"This smells delicious," she said, settling into her seat. "I thought we could talk about that trip we've been planning. Maybe look at some dates?"

Ethan shrugged, pushing his pasta around the plate. "Sure."

Samantha took a deep breath. "I was thinking maybe we could go in the fall. The leaves will be beautiful, and—"

"Whatever," Ethan muttered.

She tried again. "Or if you'd prefer, we could wait until spring. I know you mentioned wanting to see the cherry blossoms in—"

"Sam, can we not do this right now?" Ethan snapped, his fork clattering against the plate.

Samantha flinched, her own appetite evaporating. She watched Ethan, searching for a glimpse of the man she married. His tousled hair, usually endearing, now just looked unkempt. The sparkle in his eyes had dimmed to a dull, haunted look.

*What's happening to us?* she wondered, her chest tight with worry. *How do I reach him when he's a million miles away?*

The silence stretched between them, broken only by the scrape of utensils and Ethan's occasional swig of beer. Samantha's mind raced, grasping for something, anything, to bridge the widening chasm.

Samantha set her fork down, her heart racing. "Ethan," she began softly, "I've been thinking... maybe we should consider talking to someone. A counselor, perhaps?"

Ethan's head snapped up, his hazel eyes flashing. "A counselor? What the hell for?"

"I just thought—"

"You thought what?" Ethan's voice rose sharply. "That I'm broken? That I need fixing?"

Samantha's hands trembled, but she kept her voice steady. "No, honey. I'm worried about us. About you. You've seemed so distant lately, and I—"

"Jesus, Sam!" Ethan pushed back from the table, his chair scraping loudly. "Not everything needs to be analyzed to death! Can't you just leave it alone?"

*Don't back down,* Samantha told herself. *He needs this. We need this.*

"I love you, Ethan," she said, meeting his gaze. "I'm here for you, no matter what. If something's wrong, we can face it together. I just want to help."

Ethan's anger seemed to deflate, replaced by a weariness that made him look years older. He slumped back into his chair, eyes fixed on his half-eaten meal.

"I don't need help," he mumbled, but the fight had gone out of his voice.

Samantha reached across the table, her fingers stopping just short of his hand. "We all need help sometimes," she whispered. "It doesn't make you weak. It makes you human."

Ethan didn't respond, lost in the swirls of sauce on his plate. The silence stretched between them, heavy with unspoken fears and fading hope.

Samantha's hands shook as she stacked the plates, the ceramic clinking softly. She glanced at Ethan, still motionless at the table. His eyes, once sparkling with mischief, now looked dull and distant.

"I'll take care of this," she said, forcing a smile. "Why don't you relax?"

Ethan grunted, pushing himself up. Without a word, he trudged to the living room. The couch creaked as he sank into it.

Samantha's throat tightened. She scrubbed a pot with unnecessary vigor, willing the tears not to fall. *When did we become strangers?* she wondered.

In the living room, the TV flickered to life. The laugh track from some sitcom felt like a mockery of happier times.

Samantha dried her hands, hesitating at the kitchen doorway. Ethan's silhouette was barely visible in the dim light. She opened her mouth, then closed it. What was left to say?

She retreated upstairs, the distance between them stretching like a chasm.

***
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Autumn tapped her pen against her desk, Ethan's haunted expression replaying in her mind. The office had emptied hours ago, but she couldn't shake her unease.
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