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Chapter 1: The Weekend Visitor




Maryanne stood at the kitchen window, watching the birch trees shed their October leaves across the backyard. The coffee maker gurgled behind her, brewing a pot she'd drink alone. Rocky's suitcase sat by the front door where he'd left it Thursday night, still unpacked three days later. 

"I'll get to it Sunday before I leave," he'd said, in the same tone he used for everything these days, as if he were just adding it to a list of business tasks.

She heard the shower running upstairs. He would come down in twenty minutes, wearing the golf clothes he now kept in the guest room closet. The guest room. She wondered when that had started. She couldn't remember the exact weekend he stopped sleeping in their bedroom. He had only said he didn't want to wake her when he came in late. That was two years ago, maybe three.

The coffee finished brewing. Out of habit, she poured two cups, then paused, staring at the second one and questioning why she still did this. Rocky would just take a protein shake from the fridge and leave.

"Morning." His voice came from the doorway, already distant, already gone even though he stood right there in his navy golf shirt and khaki pants.

"Morning. Coffee?"

"I'm good. Meeting the guys at seven-thirty." He checked his watch, a Rolex she'd given him for their twentieth anniversary. That was fifteen years ago.

"It's only six forty-five."

"Yeah, but traffic." He took the shake, gave a quick kiss near her cheek. "Don't wait up. We're having dinner after."

The garage door rumbled as his Mercedes backed out. Suddenly, she was alone again in the house. It used to feel too small when the kids were young, but now it felt too big with only her in it.

She dumped the second cup of coffee down the sink.

Her phone buzzed. A text from her daughter Stephanie: Coming for Thanksgiving?

Maryanne stared at the message. Thanksgiving was still six weeks away, but Steph was already making plans. That’s what people did when they had a real family, a real life. They made plans. They looked forward to things.

Of course, she texted back. Wouldn't miss it.

Another text came through, this one from her son Alex: Mom, can we talk? Call when you have a chance.

Her stomach had a sudden pang as a muscle tightened. Alex didn't ask to talk unless something was serious. She hit the call button.

"Hey, Mom." His voice sounded careful, the way it had when he was twelve and had something to confess.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing's wrong. I just... Lindsey and I were talking, and we think you should know something."

Maryanne sat down at the kitchen table. "Know what?"

"We saw Dad. Last month, in Chicago. We were there for Lindsey's conference."

"Okay." Her heart started beating faster.

"He was with someone. A woman. They were at a restaurant, and Mom, they weren't talking about business."

She thought she should feel shock or betrayal, something sudden and painful. Instead, she felt a dull recognition, as if she was finally hearing aloud what she had known deep down for years.

"Mom? You there?"

"I'm here."

"I'm sorry. I didn't want to tell you, but Lindsey said…"

"It's okay, Alex. I appreciate you telling me." Her voice sounded calm, almost robotically calm. "I need to go. We'll talk later."

She ended the call and sat, staring at her reflection in the dark phone screen. She was fifty-nine. Silver strands ran through her brown hair, and lines circled her eyes that no cream could erase. When had she become invisible, unnecessary and unneeded?

The house was too quiet. She heard the refrigerator humming, the clock ticking in the hallway, and her own breathing. This was her life now: this silence.

She remembered the country club, where she and Rocky had been members for twenty years. Last week, she went to lunch there alone, and the hostess seemed uncomfortable, unsure how to handle a woman by herself. They put her at a small table near the kitchen door, the kind of table given to people who didn’t matter.  Well, it was better than being seated by the restroom door.

Her friend Rose had stopped calling months ago, and so had Nancy and Diane. At first, Maryanne thought they were just busy. Then she saw them at the club, having lunch together. They waved but didn’t invite her to join. Later, Rose pulled her aside.

"It's awkward, you know," Rose had said, not quite meeting her eyes. "With you and Rocky having... problems. Tom doesn't want Rocky to feel uncomfortable."

"We're not having problems," Maryanne had said, which was true in the way that anything can be true if you ignore enough reality. "We're fine."

"Of course," Rose had said. "But still."

Maryanne got up and walked through the house. The living room sat unused, the dining room hadn’t seen a family dinner in months, and the den was empty now that Rocky spent his weekends elsewhere.

She stopped at the photo wall in the hallway. In a dozen frames, she saw herself smiling. There was Maryanne at her wedding, younger and thinner. Maryanne holding baby Stephanie. Maryanne and Rocky at a corporate event, his arm around her waist. Maryanne with both kids at Alex’s college graduation. In the photo, she was smiling. In every photo, she looked happy. When had the photos stopped being true?

Her phone buzzed again. Rocky: Dinner running late. Don't wait up.

She looked at the message for a long time, then did something she'd never done before. She typed back: We need to talk when you get home.

Three dots appeared, then disappeared. Then appeared again. Finally: Okay.

She spent the rest of the day cleaning things that were already clean and organizing drawers that didn’t need it, just to keep her hands busy and her mind occupied. At eight, she made a grilled cheese sandwich and ate it standing at the counter. At nine, she took a bath. At ten, she heard the garage door.

Rocky came in looking tired and older. When had he gotten old? When had they both changed so much?

"So," he said, standing in the kitchen doorway like a stranger waiting to be invited in. "You wanted to talk."

"I know about Chicago."

His face didn't change. He didn't ask what she meant, didn't pretend confusion. He just nodded slowly. "Alex told you."

"Does it matter how I found out?"

"No. I guess it doesn't." He pulled out a chair and sat down heavily. "I wasn't trying to hurt you."

"But you were trying to do something."

He looked at her then, really looked at her, maybe for the first time in years. "I was trying to feel alive again. Is that terrible?"

She wanted to be angry. She wanted to yell, throw something, and make him feel as small as she had felt at that table by the kitchen door. But all she felt was tired.

"How long?" she asked.

"Does it matter?"

"It does to me."

He rubbed his face. "Five years. Different women. Nothing serious."

Five years. All that time, she had been planning Thanksgiving dinners, buying him shirts for Christmas, and pretending everything was fine. Five years.

"I want a divorce," she said. The words came out steady and sure. She was as surprised to hear them as he looked to hear them.

"Maryanne…"

"I want a divorce," she said again. "I don't want to be the person waiting at home anymore. I don't want to be invisible."

He looked like he might argue, might try to talk her out of it. Then something in his face shifted. Relief, maybe. Or resignation. "Okay," he said. "Okay."

They sat in the kitchen where they had shared countless meals, helped the kids with homework, paid bills, and planned vacations. Now, the only sounds were the refrigerator humming, the clock ticking, and the quiet end of a marriage.

"I'll sleep in the guest room," he said finally. "We can figure out the details in the morning."

"You're already sleeping in the guest room."

"Right." He stood up. "Right. Well. Good night, then."

"Good night."

She listened to his footsteps on the stairs and the guest room door closing. Alone in the kitchen, she wondered what would happen next. Who was she if she wasn’t Rocky Richardson’s wife? Who was she if she wasn’t the woman in those photos?

Outside, the wind picked up and sent more leaves skittering across the yard. She watched them fall and thought about starting over. At fifty-nine. Starting over.

The idea scared her. But sitting in this silent house, feeling invisible and alone, scared her even more.

Tomorrow, she would call a lawyer. Tomorrow, she would figure out what to do next. But tonight, she would just sit in her kitchen and let herself feel the weight of everything she had lost.

And maybe, if she was brave enough, she would let herself imagine what she might find.








