Faithful


He crawled on hands and knees across the thick green grass.  It was wet with an evening dew.  The chill of September was floating down from the heavens like a leaf fluttering to the ground.  The air was misty, cool, and black.  It was a moonless night with a thick cloud cover.  The absence of light made the air seem thick.  A single block of yellow light pierced the darkness at eye level.  He looked at the light, framed inside the screened window, then lowered his head and continued to crawl along the ground, attempting silence.


Through the screen came the soft sound of muffled voices.  They grew louder but still indistinct as he approached the window.  He felt the cool wet grass underneath his palms change to warm, leathery mulch.  The light bled through the window and illuminated a small, cone-shaped patch of ground.  He could see the outlines of daffodil stems amidst small bushes.


He steered in between the flowers beds and the bushes and crouched on his haunches directly beneath the window.


The window had been left open a few inches.  He took the deepest breath of his life.  Careful to remain in the shadows, he slowly rose and stood up, his back pressed into a dwarf lilac bush.  He looked into the bedroom of the cedar shake shingle ranch.  The room was painted light yellow with bright white trim.  A gold foil accent border spun around the room at waist height.  There was a cane rocking chair in the corner - the kind you see on the front porch of Cracker Barrel restaurants.  The bed was a large platform model with a cherry finish.  A row of slats curved away to form the headboard.  A burnt orange comforter was folded and covered the bottom third of the bed on top of a thick yellow blanket.  A cherry dresser stood against the far wall and seemed to dwarf the room.  Above the dresser, hanging off the wall at a downward angle, was an over sized oval mirror.  It was encased in a simple cherry frame.  The dresser and mirror were opposite the window.


The murmured voices continued.  One, low and husky, was coming from the wall directly in front of him.  He couldn't see the source.  The other voice, high and sweet, was coming from a woman standing in front of the mirror – unbuttoning her linen blouse.  His wife.


He watched her take off the blouse.  She folded the shirt and laid it neatly on top of the dresser.  A short burst of air escaped his nostrils.  She always did that – folding her clothes neatly after taking them off.


She wore a sheer white lace bra.  He had watched her put it on and take it off a hundred times in their bedroom.  She crooked her arm, reached up her back, and unhooked the bra.  It slipped off and she caught it in her right hand.  She carefully folded the bra and place it on top of her blouse.  She hesitated, then turned away from the mirror and faced the window.


“Nice,” he heard the other voice say clearly.


Suddenly a thousand voices exploded in his head.  He felt his knees go weak when he realized it was going to happen.  A cacophony of sound threatened to melt his brain.  Then one voice, crystal clear, rang in his head.


“You've seen enough.  It's time to go,” the voice said.  


He hesitated.  “You can't stay!  Don't put yourself through it,” the voice said.  It grew in tone, volume, and urgency.


“For the love of God, man, get out of here.  Save yourself.  LEAVE!”


He fell to the hard ground, and the moment of pain that shot through his buttocks cleared the air.  The voice prompted him.  It sounded something like an angel and a drill sergeant.  But he did not leave.  He sat in heap underneath the window.  The voices, pleasant and relaxed, flowed on.  He lowered his head and ran his hand through the clump of mulch at the base of the lilac bush.  The bush was dormant, but the mulch smelled fresh, and musky.


It reminded him of the playground.


She was much younger then.  She wore a yellow sun dress and swung on the old wooden tree swing at Miller's Ranch.  He sat beneath the oak tree and fell in love with every inch of her glowing skin.  She was barefoot.  Her legs were tan and her toenails were painted brown.  Tightly woven pigtails trailed across the front of her shoulders, cinched at the ends with rubber bands.


He watched as she twirled slowly in the swing.  She gripped the ropes with her hands at shoulder length.  She pirouetted on her big toe and used it to draw circles in the dirt patch underneath the swing.


He had felt much joy in his 26 years.  But as he watched her rock in the summer breeze – so innocent, so pure, so devoted – he knew this was the highest joy.  The joy of true love.


She was giggling and talking and alternately acting like a young girl and deep woman, but he wasn't listening.  He was watching her left hand, so soft and supple, wrapped around the frayed gray cord of the swing.  He swore he saw sunlight glistening off her engagement ring, like a beam from heaven that split into crystal rays.  Their private sunshine.


The voice in his head cajoled at a frantic pace.  But his humanness got the best of him.  He rose up quietly again.  They were lying on the bed, naked.  He didn't have to look at the man.  He knew it was Joe Robinson.


She lay on her back, resigned, and let him rub his thick hands over her body while he kissed her forehead, cheeks, and neck.  There was a multitude of sounds slipping through the base of the window and mingling with the crickets, but he heard only one.  It was her deep breathing tinged with soft exclamations.  The kind of sounds people make when they are asleep.


Joe reached down and grabbed the comforter.  He pulled it up to cover their bodies.


“You cold?”


“A little,” she said.


“You want me to close the window.”


“This is all right.”


He was most angry because she seemed this comfortable with Joe.  A stranger.


The ropes that held the swing on the mighty crooked branch of the tree creaked and moaned against her weight.  He looked at that sun dress, saw the white lace edges fluttering in the breeze, and calculated the days, minutes, and hours until she would surrender her virginity to him and they would make love.  And she would be his, the two would become one flesh, forever.


She stopped twirling and began to swing, back and forth, pumping her arms and pointing her toes like a ballerina.  He sat against the base of the tree and chewed on a long stem of grass.  The yellow buds on the caterpillar end of the grass dislodged and floated through the air while he chewed.  She launched herself from the swing, arched through the air, and landed squarely, feet together, like a gymnast.


She spun, bowed, and clapped her hands together, overjoyed.


“Let's head back, buddy,” she said.


“Awwww,” he protested, pulling the grass stem from his teeth and flicking it away.


“Come on, I gotta date.  And my other boyfriend's the jealous type.”


His eyes grew cloudy and he dropped his head.


She noticed.


“What,” she said with a laugh.  “I'm joking.”


She smiled.  He returned a cold, empty stare.


“What?”


“We have to have a talk sometime,” he said softly.


“No time like the present,” she said with a sudden edge in her voice.


“Not today.  I want to remember today.  Forever.”


He rose to his feet and wiped the dirt from the seat of his jeans.


She slumped back into the swing, suddenly silent.


He wrapped his hands around the ropes just above her hands.


“We can go,” he said.


“Tell me now, whatever it is,” she said.


“When I was about 10, my mother cheated on my father,” he said.  “It destroyed him.  We lived in a small town, and everyone knew she had made a fool of him.  He took his vows very seriously – for better or worse, richer or poorer, etc. -- until death do them part.  So he stayed with her.  But it ruined him.  The happy, smiling, loving dad I knew when I was a child turned into a silent, depressed, uninterested man.


The voices in his head were pleading now.  “Go home and get some sleep.  For God's sake, man, don't do this to yourself.  You can deal with it tomorrow.”


He screamed back in his head.  'Why did the council go into Executive Session,' he thought.


He had worked for 23 years as the afternoon news anchor at Cheyenne's number one radio station.  And this night, as she well knew, he would be covering the town's monthly City Council meeting.  The meetings went from 7 to 11 pm, like clockwork, every month.


But the council had gone into Executive Session at 7:15 to deal with a personnel issue.  


“Go on home, folks,” Ernie West had instructed him and the woman from the Sentinel Newspaper.  “We won't be coming back from Executive Session tonight. You'll get a press release at noon tomorrow.”


So he had returned home to his bride of 22 years.  As he has waited at the traffic light down the street, he saw her leaving the house in formal clothes.  Every alarm in his body went off.  And he had followed her down the Laurel Canyon Road, far out of town.  He was able to stay far behind her car, because he knew where she was going.

He knew.


Joe Robinson had been in town for about six months.  He was Cheyenne's new assistant district attorney.  Joe was a good man.  Well mannered, polite, direct, and one of the few lawyers he had met who was willing to treat members of the press with respect and courtesy.  Joe was in his mid 30s, about 10 years younger than he and his wife.  He dealt with Joe frequently on radio station business.  Once in June, at a city anniversary cookout, he had introduced his wife to Joe Robinson.  And as they shook hands, he had seen a look on his wife's face that he hadn't seen in twenty-five years – a look of instant attraction, interest, piqued curiosity, of being lost.  There had been no denying it at the time.


He looked at his watch as the rope swing twisted gently between his hands.  He was nose to nose with her.  Her face had shifted from soft and joyful to dark and sullen.


She looked up and he felt her breath beating against his mouth and chin.


“How can you even suggest that?  Of course I will be faithful to you, forever.”


He stuttered and tried to backtrack.  “Look, if you grow tired of me, or don't want me or love me anymore, you just have to tell me.  Or leave me.  But you can't humiliate me like my mother did to my father.  You can't cheat on me.  I couldn't take that.”


She reached up and slapped him across the face and pushed him away from the swing.  “I don't know what to think of you, right now,” she said with honest disgust in her voice.  


“How can I feel comfortable starting the rest of my life with you if you don't trust me?”


She looked at him in raw anger.  It looked like her eyes were blazing.  He had no words, no answer.


“Of course you can trust me.  I will be faithful.  But you know what, people have affairs.  It's not the end of the world.  I'm sorry you father was hurt so much and that it hurt you.  But I'm not your mother!”


It was getting cooler by the moment, and he shivered involuntarily.  He wondered how his father had found out.  Was it as painful as this?


He rose again and gripped the edges of the window sill with his hands.  He rested his chin on his fingers.  Joe rolled under the blanket on top of his wife..  He braced himself.


Suddenly she opened her eyes wide and let out a cry of intense pleasure followed by and embarrassed motion.


“Make as much noise as you want,” Joe said, “there's nobody within ten miles of here.”


Joe began to move.  She closed her eyes and let out another exclamation.


“Wow,” she said as he watched her cheeks flush, “I've always heard that size doesn't matter.”


A moment went by.


“Wow,” she repeated.  “What a bunch of liars.”


Joe laughed.  “You're gonna get all of me.”


He closed his eyes and surveyed the situation.  There was a giant shard of glass ripping out his intestines – this betrayal.  And now a small, sharper dagger was randomly slicing into his body.  He had always been concerned they he wouldn't be good enough for his wife.  As endowments went, he was pretty small.  Not embarrassingly small, but smaller than average.  He was sure of that.  He had always felt sorrow and a sense of guilt about that.  And now the truth was out.  Now she knew he was inadequate.


She slipped off the swing and began marching through the field.  He trailed after her, silent, trying to think of an adequate apology.  He came up empty.  She suddenly stopped and spun to face him.  Her finger jabbed at his face like a branding iron.


“You don't have anything to worry about with me, buddy.  But people make mistakes in life.  Nothing's guaranteed.  Maybe you'll make a mistake.”


“Never,” he shouted firmly.


“Well, I'm not going to either.  But what if I did?  What are you going to do?  Kill me?”


“Yes,” he answered firmly.


She stopped, breathless.


“What?”


“Yes,” he confessed.  “I told you I couldn't handle it.  Not any more than my father.  If we were married and you cheated on me, I'd kill you.”


Tears welled in both of their eyes as they stood in silence.


She melted.  “Oh buddy,” she said, wrapping him in her arms.  “I had no idea it meant that much to you.  I promise, promise, promise my fidelity to you.  Always and forever.  Don't ever hurt yourself by thinking about it again.”


He had been comforted, and relieved.  She really did understand.  And from that moment forward he knew that he could trust her.  That he would not have to deal with this form of betrayal.


Until he had introduced her to Joe Robinson.  She had been completely faithful for more than 20 years.  Not once had he seen an ounce on impropriety in her behavior.  That's why it had been so easy to spot “the look” when she met Joe.


Things were spinning at a torrid pace in Joe Robinson's bedroom.


The voice is his head was screaming, threatening, and pleading, but he paid it no heed.  He felt the need to stay and endure every second of the pain, the torture, and the humiliation.  'At least it can't get worse,' he thought.


Then a new sharp and twisted instrument of torture appear and began to tear at his flesh.  She began to scream a series of obscenities and directions to Joe.  He had spent twenty years trying to get her to talk like that, for his sake, when they made love.  And she had always declined. 


“It's not right,” she always said.  “It wouldn't be genuine.  And I don't talk or think like that.”


Amidst the climax, his mind snapped.  He cursed himself for not having charged into the bedroom before it all began; for not having the courage and resolve to bust in and kill Joe with his bare hands, while she had still only made love to one man in her life.


As the drama concluded, he sat in the mulch pile and thought of Katie, his beautiful daughter.  Just last weekend the three of them had experienced the most bittersweet of family rituals.


They had unpacked the van and loaded all of Katie's belongings into a freshman dorm at the University of Wyoming.  And they had lingered as long as they could, not wanting to unclip that lifeline and let their young daughter begin her journey.  And Katie, anxious for freedom, had been dropping ever more obvious hints and trying to shoo them away.  Finally they exchanged their hugs and kisses, climbed in the minivan, and drove home.  She had cried the entire way home and cried herself to sleep that night while he lie in bed next to her, feeling relief, anxiety, sadness, and old.


Katie was going to miss her mother.


Against the blast of screaming and swearing that slid through the window ledge above him, he tried to remember the combination to the safe where he kept his 38.


The screaming stopped and there was silence for a few thick moments.  He peered in again.  She was on top of the bed, naked, panting on all fours.  Joe slapped her hard on the ass.  She laughed as his hands caressed her smooth round bottom.  Then she shrieked as he twisted his hand.


“Hey, that's my ass,” she shouted, a hint of anger in her voice.


“Just warming it up,” he said slyly.


“Oh no, no, no.  No way,” she said, violently shaking her head.


Joe rubbed the head of his large member against her asshole.


She sighed in submission.  “Oh well,” she said, “you only live once.”


He rose gingerly to his knees.  The voice in his head convinced him.  “That's enough,” it said.


He slipped across the lawn in darkness, walked to his car, and drove home.  He was a tornado of rage, pain, and humiliation.  He felt the death of his marriage and the smell of rotting meat filled his nostrils.  When he reached the house, he parked around the corner, out of sight, and walked the block to his home in the chilly night air.


Inside the front hallway, he paused to mark the spot where she had met him at the door earlier that evening, her soft hand grazing his cheek.  Where she gave him her last faithful kiss.  


He hurried to the den and fumbled with the combination lock on the safe.  After ten minutes of failure, he went to the desk and rifled through the drawers until he found the file card with the combination scribbled in pencil.


He opened the safe, loaded the 38, and spun the chamber.  Then he poured a glass of grape juice.  He stood at the breakfast bar, drinking slowly, and grieved for Katie.  Her mother murdered, her father in jail.


He rinsed the glass and put it back in the cabinets.   She kept a spotless house; insisted on it.


The he repaired to the hallway to wait.


Half an hour later he heard the whining of her car as she rolled into the driveway.


He checked his watch.  She was home 15 minutes before he was scheduled to return from the council meeting.


She flew open the door, flipped on the light, and screeched when she saw him standing in the hallway.


“God, Roger, you scared me.  What are you doing home so early?”


He didn't answer.  She looked up inquisitively.  She saw that his face was broken and knew that he knew.


“Oh baby,” she half-whispered.  “I, I, The, I,.....I'm so sorry baby.”


He pursed his lips and drew the gun from behind his back.


Her eyes opened wide.  “Oh my God, what are  you doing?”


“I warned you, Julie,” he said through clenched teeth.  “I wasn't kidding.”


She stood in front of the door, in the spot where she had last kissed him.


He raised the gun to eye level and gently squeezed the trigger.  The bullet raced through her forehead and blood splattered throughout the hall.


She moaned and gurgled, then her knees buckled.  She dropped to her knees, her eyes frozen in disbelief.  Then she flopped face-first onto the carpet runner and he watched the blood drain from her forehead and mingle with the tan and brown swirls in the carpeting.


That was how he saw it going down, in his mind's eye, as he lay in bed.  He listened for the sound of her car in the driveway, and presently it came.  Seconds later, on schedule, the front door opened.  He listened to her rummage around downstairs for a while, then heard the lights snapped off and her footsteps softly ascending the stairs.  He took a few deep breaths as she slipped in the room so it sounded like he was sleeping.  With his eyes closed, he heard the sound of her clothes casually coming off and being tossed into the hamper.  He heard the friction as she lowered one of her flannel nightgowns over her head.


He emptied his mind as he felt her slip into the bed beside him.   She sighed deeply.  His nightmares soon flickered on.

