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THE VIBRATION ON NEAL PERRY’S hip yanked his attention away from the commuter train’s passing scenery. He ran his thumb across the text message icon.

Steph? Her name made his pulse race, though not as before. “Please call. Need to talk.” Three weeks of silence—now she needs to talk? He was starting to accept their marriage might be over.

“Will call from home,” he texted back. “15 mins away.”

Her reply came back, “Will meet you there.”

He stared at the screen. Her gallery was close, so why meet at the house two miles away? He didn’t dare hope. Is she serving legal separation papers tonight?

Stephanie had left a lot of unanswered questions when she’d walked out on him by sending the text message: “Need to be alone. Can’t explain.” What had that meant? When he got home, he found a handwritten note telling him that she’d moved into the studio above her gallery. He’d rushed over there, but she wouldn’t come to the door or answer her phone. The next morning, he’d gone back only to find one of her art students minding the store.

“She’s gone into the city,” the woman had said.

“Did she act as if she were upset about anything?”

The woman had shrugged a shoulder and turned her head to keep from making eye contact with him.

“I don’t know. I really don’t want to...”

The screech of train wheels braking on metal rails jerked him out of the memory. From the window, he could see the depot ahead. He turned off his phone and returned it to his pocket. He stood and found a place in line at the nearest exit. When the doors opened, the other commuters dashed from the train and made their way to the hundreds of cars that filled three parking lots alongside the tracks. He bided his time—unlike when he and Steph were first married. Back then, it seemed as if it took forever to get home to her. This evening, he had no idea what awaited him at what had once been their home. I’m in no hurry to find out.

Stephanie stared at the door, clasping her hands together to keep them from shaking. The pills aren’t working today. Come on, Neal. What’s taking you so long? She lowered her head and closed her eyes. She couldn’t bear to look at the happy home she’d decorated, or her own artwork adorning the walls. Those paintings depicted beautiful things—birds, flowers, and seascapes. She must’ve been living in a fantasy world to think that her past would never come back to haunt her.

The door opened, and he seemed surprised to see her sitting on the sofa. He loosened the knot in his tie, removed his suit jacket, and tossed it over the back of the nearest chair.

“Okay, what’s this all about?” he asked without any preliminary pleasantries.

It didn’t bode well for her. She took a deep breath and blurted it out.

“My dad emailed me this morning,” she said. “He wants the family to spend a week in Blowing Rock at a B&B that used to belong to his grandfather.”

He ran a hand across his forehead as if he had a headache.

“Blowing Rock? Where is that?”

“In the North Carolina mountains,” she said.

His shoulders relaxed, and he sat down in the chair across from her. She stared at the coffee table. She couldn’t look at his face—couldn’t bear to see the hurt and confusion she’d placed on those handsome features.

“The woman who owns the place found artwork hidden in the house that belonged to Dad’s uncle, Stephen,” she said. “And she’s created some sort of memorial to him. She’s establishing a college scholarship in Uncle Stephen’s memory. There’s going to be a formal presentation, and Dad wants everyone to be there.”

“That all sounds nice,” he said. “But what does it have to do with me?”

The lump in her throat felt like a tennis ball. Time to rip off the bandage. Just say it.

“I want...I need you to go with me and pretend that everything is fine between us,” she said.

He leaned forward with his elbows on his knees.

“Why would you want me to do that?” he asked.

“Because my parents don’t know that we’re living apart right now, and I’d rather not tell them yet,” she said.

“You haven’t told them? I don’t understand,” he said.

It killed her to hear the hopeful tone in his voice. Why did life have to be so unfair and reopen old wounds that she’d thought were healed?

“Are you kidding me? I thought they would never speak to me again when I dropped out of law school to open an art gallery. How am I supposed to tell them that we’re separated and disappoint them again?”

He flopped backward in the chair. “But you dropped out of law school ten years ago,” he said. “I hope they would be over that by now.”

She stood up and paced to the other side of the room and back.

“You really don’t know my parents,” she said.

“Maybe not in the way you do, but I can’t believe you haven’t shared this with them, Steph.”

“They would want an explanation,” she said. “And I can’t give them one.”

He squinted and massaged his temples.

“Any more than you can give me one?” he asked. “You’ve spent the last three weeks rejecting me, and now you want me to go on some family vacation and lie to your parents.”

She stood in front of him with clenched fists at her sides.

“I don’t blame you for being confused,” she said. “All I’m asking for is one week of your time.”

“Can’t you see how unfair that is?” he asked.

She wished that she could tell him the truth about why she’d left. She’d never get the words out without breaking down and retreating into that dark place that threatened to consume her.

“You’re right,” she said. “I haven’t been fair to you, but it’s complicated.”

His grip on the arms of the chair turned his knuckles white.

“Is there another man?”

His question threw her off guard. Where did that come from?

“No, of course not,” she said. “I can’t believe you would assume that I’d be unfaithful...”

He sprang forward in the chair, slamming one fist into the leather upholstery. She jumped backward.

“What the hell am I supposed to assume, Steph? Tell me why you left,” he said. “Was it me? Did I do something wrong? I thought we were happy. For God’s sake, we were trying to have a baby.”

She fought back tears. He doesn’t know what he’s asking of me.

“Tell me,” he said. “Tell me the truth, and I’ll go with you to North Carolina.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” she said. “This is my problem.”

“But it’s our marriage,” he said. “So that makes it my problem, too. Why can’t you tell me what’s going on?”

She cupped her hands over her cheeks.

“Because it’s too difficult,” she said.

“Whatever it is,” he said. “We can work through it together for better or for worse. Wasn’t that in our wedding vows?”

He stared at her with those translucent blue eyes that always seemed to look straight through her. What answer can I give him? He deserves one, doesn’t he?

“As I said, it’s complicated, but I’m seeing a doctor...”

He got to his feet and came to her side.

“Oh, my God, are you ill?”

“No, not that kind of doctor. I’m seeing a psychiatrist,” she said.

His chest heaved with the sigh he released.

“Then it’s an emotional problem,” he said. “That doesn’t happen all of a sudden. Was I too self-absorbed to notice you were having problems? Is that why you had to leave me?”

She reached for his arm but drew her hand back before she could touch him—before she could feel his strength and attempt to hide in it.

“Please don’t blame yourself,” she said. “It wasn’t like that at all.”

“What was it like?” he asked. “I need to know. This is killing me, Steph. I can’t sleep. I can’t eat. I can barely get myself through my work.”

He’d described her feelings to a tee, and she’d been so wrapped up in her emotions that she hadn’t considered his.

“I left because...” She paused, taking deep breaths in and out. “I had a breakdown, and I didn’t want you to see me that way. I never want you to see me that way.”

“I’m strong enough to handle it,” he said. “I love you. Tell me what caused it.”

She swallowed. “I-I can’t tell you. I’m not ready,” she said.

He turned his back to her, went into the kitchen, and took a bottle of water from the refrigerator. He rummaged in the cabinet where they kept the medicines and shook an ibuprofen from its bottle. Oh, great, I’ve given him a headache. That’s why I had to leave, Neal. I didn’t want to transfer any of my pain to you.

“I’ll go with you to Blowing Rock,” he said. “Maybe spending time with me will help you to trust me enough to open up about this.”

Relief, mixed with a little trepidation, washed over her.

“I can’t promise that right now,” she said. “But I’m grateful that you’re willing to do this for me.”

“So when do we leave?” he asked.

“Next Sunday,” she said. “Dad rented the place for a whole week, but if you wanted to make up some excuse for why we couldn’t stay longer, we could leave after the scholarship presentation.”

He downed the glass of water and shook his head.

“I’m not going to make a career out of lying to your parents,” he said. “If they expect us to stay a week, then we’ll stay a week.”

A whole week. Could she keep her emotions in check for that long? I can’t argue with him when he’s doing me a tremendous favor.

“Do you think you’ll have any problems getting away?” she asked.

“I doubt it,” he said. “My dad has been worried sick about us, and he’ll be glad to give me the time away with you. What about the gallery? Do you feel comfortable closing for a week during tourist season?”

“One of my adult art students has been helping me this summer,” she said. “I think she can handle the place for a week. I’ll ask another of my students to lend her a hand.” She paused and picked up her purse. “Speaking of the gallery, I’d better get back.”

She walked toward the door.

“Oh, what time do we need to leave on Sunday?” he asked.

“I looked up the mileage, and it will probably take eleven hours to get there, so we’ll need to leave very early Sunday morning.”

“Eleven hours? Why don’t we fly down?” he asked. “Like when we visit your parents in Charlotte.”

She gripped the doorknob and pressed the latch with her thumb.

“The nearest airport is over the mountains in Tennessee, and it doesn’t have commercial flights. The alternative is to fly into Charlotte and ride with my parents to Blowing Rock. Obviously, I don’t want to be trapped in a car with my mom for two hours.”

What if she were to ask about...? Thinking about it made her stomach twist into a knot. Maybe she won’t even remember. Please, God, don’t let her remember.

“Could you stand to be in a car with me for eleven hours?” he asked.

She spun back around and faced him.

“Of course, I could, Neal,” she said. “I don’t have any bad feelings toward you. I’m so sorry for what I’ve done to you, but...”

She stopped when cold dread crept up into her chest and choked her words. No, I can’t tell him, she thought. Not yet.

“Steph?”

“I’ll see you around five a.m. Sunday morning,” she said.

He nodded, and she opened the door. Once outside, she clutched her stomach until the pain subsided.
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Neal reached across the seat and tapped Stephanie’s shoulder.

“Wake up, Steph,” he said. “We’re ten miles from Boone.”

She stirred and stretched her arms out in front of her. “I can’t believe I fell asleep. I’ve slept so little lately.”

“You were snoring,” he said.

“I don’t snore,” she said.

He smiled. Yes, she does, and I miss hearing her next to me in bed.

“I need you to navigate,” he said. “In case this GPS is off. Didn’t your dad say that we should take the Parkway?”

She reached down between her feet and retrieved her phone from her purse.

“I need to pull up Dad’s email with the directions,” she said. “I’ve only been there once when I was twelve. Grandpa was still alive, and he asked Dad to go with him to meet with a plumbing contractor. I tagged along. It was a sad and kind of spooky old place.”

She paused to wait for the email to open. “Here it is. Yes, take the Parkway, go south toward Blowing Rock, but don’t turn off at the Blowing Rock exit. Go past that for about a mile and take the exit for Old Mill Road.”

“Okay, that’s what I’m getting on the GPS, too,” he said.

The brown sign came into view, and he eased left into the exit lane. When he entered the Parkway, the smell of evergreen trees wafted in through the car’s air vents. It reminded him of tramping through the snow on his grandparents’ farm in upstate New York to cut down their annual Christmas tree.

“When I was fourteen, my Girl Scout troop camped out not far from here,” she said. “They took us hiking in Linville Gorge. My first painting in the ninth-grade art class was Linville Falls. I painted it from a photograph I’d taken on that hike.”

“Why haven’t we ever gone hiking?” he asked.

“I never knew you wanted to,” she said. “You’re not the outdoorsy type.”

“When I was younger, I did my fair share of camping,” he said. “It’s funny, because I was just thinking about my grandparents, and I spent a lot of time outdoors when we visited their farm.”

As he drove along, the Parkway’s terrain alternated from dark woods to open meadows to steep hills.

“I’m glad I brought my easel and paints,” Stephanie said.

“I hope you brought plenty of green paint,” he said. “With all of these pine and fir trees, no wonder the B&B is named Evergreen.”

“Grandpa called it Muriel Manor,” she said. “Muriel was my great-grandmother’s name. I remember how Grandpa became teary-eyed when he talked about her. Dad told me that she totally lost it when his Uncle Stephen was killed in the Second World War, and she was never the same again.” Her voice trailed off to a whisper. “I guess it runs in the family.”

Since she’d told him about her breakdown, he’d been searching his memory for any clues that she’d been depressed or unhappy. He couldn’t think of anything out of the ordinary that had happened prior to her moving out. Whatever pushed her over the edge must have occurred that same day. During the drive down from Long Island, he’d hoped that she would open up and talk to him. He didn’t want to be insistent and drive her further away. His dad had cautioned him to be patient, and for once, he’d take his father’s advice.

“I dread this week,” she said. “I wish I could’ve said no.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“When we get to Evergreen, remind me to introduce you to my parents,” she said.

“I’ve always thought they were nice,” he said. “But then, we don’t get together too often.”

“Yeah, I make them sound worse than they are,” she said.

She scrounged around in her purse, retrieved her compact and lipstick, and flipped up the mirror on her sun visor.

“I look awful,” she said.

You look beautiful, he wanted to say. You always do.

“I’m sure your family will allow for the fact that you’ve spent eleven hours in a car,” he said.

She loosened her ponytail, and her long brown hair fell across her shoulders.

“I need a haircut,” she said. “I haven’t let my hair get this long since I was...since I was...” Her voice broke. “...in high school.”

The color drained from her cheeks, and her eyelids drooped. He reached his right hand across the seat and laid it on her thigh. She flinched at his touch, and he pulled his hand away. Her chest heaved, and she expelled a long breath. Her bottom lip trembled.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “This is why...” Her tears strangled her words.

She turned her head toward the window so he couldn’t see her face. He didn’t enjoy feeling helpless. He’d always prided himself on being able to handle anything—to be able to fix things. It was killing him that he couldn’t fix Steph. What can I do if I don’t know what’s wrong with her? Maybe this is why she left home—to spare me, but I don’t want to be spared. I want to love her through this. He parked in the next overlook.

“Let’s sit here for a minute until you pull yourself together,” he said.

“Thank you,” she said. “I don’t want anyone to see that I’ve been crying.”

While she reapplied her makeup, he stared through the windshield at the large rock outcropping in front of his car. What set her off? She was fine until she mentioned cutting her hair. No, it was when she mentioned high school. Had something happened to her in high school that she’d repressed for all these years?

When they’d met at Duke University, Steph seemed reserved—not outgoing like other pre-law students that he knew. It had taken him almost a month to work up the nerve to ask her out on a date for fear that she'd turn him down.

“I’m ready now,” she said.

Neal gazed at her before maneuvering the car back onto the road. Any sign of distress had vanished from her features. She even managed to smile. He wished he could. Whatever else happened at Evergreen, he had to discover Stephanie’s secret and get back the woman he’d married.

* * *
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At the end of the gravel driveway, Steph spotted her brother’s SUV parked next to her parents’ Cadillac.

“Good, Joe’s already here,” she said. “If my parents are occupied with their grandchildren, they’ll have less time to bother me.”

Neal shook his head and parked in the empty space next to her parents’ car. While he retrieved their luggage from the trunk, she surveyed the house. It seemed different from her memories and yet, the same. She remembered the long, wide porch and the second-story dormers, but the white clapboard siding had been changed to forest green cedar shingles. As if the property weren’t green enough. Then again, maybe the new owner wanted the house to blend in with its surroundings.
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