You Never Did Anything Wrong

“A little to the left.”

My fiance, no, my wife- it was the week after our wedding- adjusted the framed picture about an inch on the wall.  I had hoped she would have chosen a different picture.  In the one she picked, we were still dressed up before the reception, wearing smiles almost as wide as the bottom of her dress, but while she was looking towards the camera, my gaze was off to the side.


“How's that?” she asked, turning around with a slight smile that seemed to fit perfectly on her almond shaped face.


I kept my gaze on her face, not even looking at the framed picture.  “Perfect.”


Her smile grew wider and she came over to where I was sitting in a wooden rocking chair.  The new chair, with our initials engraved on the back within a sunflower, her favorite flower, rocked back and forth with the sway of her hips as she walked over.  Everything in the house seemed new, at least if you just glanced around the room.  But under closer scrutiny, you could see the flaws: a stain on the couch, a scratch in the table, a cap missing from a chair that made it wobble.  Most of the items that surrounded us were in fact secondhand.

“Hello, Mr. Flennigan,” she said, sitting down on my lap.


“Hello, Mrs. Flennigan,” I retorted with the answer she was waiting for.


Even so, she recoiled a bit, smiling with the comfort of a man waiting in line at the DMV.  It took her a little while to get used to the name, I suppose.  Figures that the one legacy my parents left me was the ridiculous name of Flennigan.

Sitting with her in my arms, we looked out through the back window, where a black gate shined with a darkness deeper than shadows running along the yard, contrasting with the grass and multitude of bright colors of the flowers.  Out past the gate, we could see the lake, enormous though it was, seeming inconsequential against the mountains positioned beyond the water.  I was focused on the lake though, my favorite feature of the new house.  The sunset reflected in the water, forming a sparkling line that ran all the way up to the dock by our house.  I looked back into Claudia's eyes; they were the same as the water, the same color at least, a blue as pure and natural as if God had poured the lake itself into her eyes.  The only thing missing was the sparkle that came from the sunset.


“So, I was thinking maybe we could put a swingset or something in the area out back, you know, for when...”


“Claudia, we talked about this.  With this new job and everything, I don't think we have enough time for that right now.  It'd be irresponsible, neglectful even, to do things that way.”


“Why?  I could take care of them myself while you're at work.”


 “Why don't we think about this maybe when we get settled in more?”


“I don't want to reach forty without being a mother.”


“You won't, I promise.”


Again I looked out the window, to where the sun was still just barely showing.  I held her tighter as we rocked back and forth in the chair.


I always tried to be original with my anniversary gifts, but I gave Claudia my favorite gift on our third anniversary, and perhaps the one I now regret.  I took the day off work in secret- I had been promoted to a supervisor early on and was able to set my own working hours to whatever I wanted these days- and waited for her to get back from her errands.  I sat in our chair, the one with the sunflower, waiting for her, and when she came into the room, I gave her a wide smile.


“What?” she asked suspiciously, immediately knowing I was up to something.


I patted my lap.  “Come sit down.”


She came over, the sway of her hips somewhat less than when we first moved in, but still noticeable, and sat down on my lap.  “Why hello there, Mr. Flennigan,” she said coyly.


“Hello, Mrs. Flennigan.”  She didn’t even flinch at the name, but instead wrapped her arms around me tighter.  “Look out there.”  I pointed outside as I held her in our chair by the window.


She looked outside, scanning the yard for any differences.  Finally she saw him, the yellow golden retriever laying in the yard.  She could see him up close yet, but I was sure from the start that she would soon fall in love those big brown eyes of his.  


“His name is Oscar.”


A smile lit up her face as she looked back at me after seeing Oscar for the first time.  Her eyes, though, seemed a darker blue than usual, like the sea during a storm.  She jumped up and ran out the patio door into the yard.  Oscar immediately took to her, and she to him; he ran right into her arms.  I stood off to the side, watching her embrace my gift, with a slight smile of triumph on my face.  


Fourteen years later, we buried Oscar.  He had lived an unexpectedly long life for a dog, more than even I expected, despite my heartfelt denial that he would ever die.  Maybe he lived so long because he received more love from me, and particularly Claudia, than most dogs do from their owners.  We buried him in the woods near our house on a Saturday in June.  I went to his grave to visit him often; I went there both because I missed him and because I enjoyed the solitude of walking through the woods out back where he was buried.  Claudia never visited him; she never had since the first time when we buried him.  One day in November I walked through woods again on my way to where he was buried, but that day was more to visit him rather than a leisurely walk; I had to clutch my coat tightly around me to fight the chill of the wind.  Nearby, a squirrel hopped from tree branch to tree branch, following parallel to me along the path as I walked.  The few crumpled leaves left on the trees being blown by the wind rustled in protest as he went by. 


After a long walk down beaten paths, I reached the small stone that marked where he was buried.  I used to keep it constantly clean but now I've given up on the effort.  The bush right next to the stone had begun to grow over it and some dirt and leaves tainted the perfection of the marble stone.  Underneath the dates, the epitaph, which Claudia had chosen, remained darkly etched into the stone.

27/5/72 – 12/6/86

You never did anything wrong.


You never did anything wrong.  At the time, I had thought that she had chosen those words to show how innocent our Oscar was.  I realized at this moment that her choice may have had more to do with me.  All those years, I kept all that love that she had to offer to myself, too scared to share it with anyone.  At least anyone except an animal; I could deal with that competition.  I wasted that love, squandered it like an obese pig who watches others starve while he gorges; I was a fool to steal her love from a person who, because of me, never even existed, except perhaps in Claudia's dreams.  Oscar was only a sad substitute for what she wanted, but she had accepted that substitute for all these years anyway.  Had she stayed with me all that time because her love for me had been strong enough to push aside her desires, hopes, and dreams?  I guess most people force themselves to realize eventually that life is not always perfect the way they want it to be, and just accept it.  For me, life was perfect, so I never experienced that particular epiphany.


“You never did anything wrong,” I whispered down to Oscar, who rested content and deaf in his grave as the wind swept through above in rasping whispers.  “But I did.”

*****

It was the end of November and Claudia and I sat on a blanket by the dock, enjoying a pleasant picnic-esque dinner.  She always seemed to love just lying down by the dock with me and watching the sun set in the sky.   I wore a blue and white striped collared shirt, somewhat casual yet just dressy enough to show her that I thought this moment, like all the ones I spent with her, was a special occasion.  Claudia sat with a strange little smile on her face as I held her till the time where the sun was almost below the horizon.  I looked more at her than at the sunset and shifted uncomfortably while she sat still in my arms.

“Claudia…lets do it.”


“Do what?”


“Children.  What you wanted.”


There was long period of silence where Claudia just looked out at the horizon; she did not look at me.


“No.”


“No?” I asked, not trusting my ears.


“We can’t, we’re too old for children.”


“Why not?  We’re not so old.  I could quit my job.  We have more than enough money.  You always wanted a child.”


“It’s not about what I wanted.  It’s just…far too late for that.”


“We could even adopt.”

“Why would you say this now?” she asked, finally looking at me with watery eyes.


“I’m sorry.  I just…I want to make it up to you.”

  
“You don’t have to make anything up to me.  You didn’t do anything wrong.  Besides, if we did, it wouldn’t be the way it’s supposed to.  It just wouldn’t feel right.”  


“Wasn’t this your dream, what you wanted?”

She looked back at the horizon.  “Let the dream stay a dream.  I have you.  That’s all that matters to me now.”

Claudia leaned her head against me and we watched as the sun finally dipped below our sight.  We stayed out there by the dock for much longer until there was total darkness.  Late that night, we walked back inside the house, hands entwined but not having said one more word to each other. 

*****


All the memories sift through my head, scattered and yet distinct.  Sitting in my greened wooden chair, from the look of it as old as me and marked with a faded sunflower, I hold her in my arms.  I know that it is for the last time.  Rocking back and forth, the chair creaks in turn, protesting my presence.  Looking around, the walls seem bare, though the old decorations and mementos still hang there.  Pictures placed in gaudy frames depicting smiles, hugs, and laughter cling to the walls as if they were about to fall.  One from the park.  Another from the wedding.  The most recent, one in which our wrinkles are more than apparent but we still wear young smiles, hangs within a frame marked January 1st, 1999.  I remember wishing she would have chosen a different picture to put there.  Now all I can think about is how I would give anything to go back to that moment.  Yet I am stuck in this present, a time where the walls appear dark, foreboding, no longer my home.


Standing up from the chair, I carry her gently in my arms from the house.  I still hear the creaking of the chair, only this time the sound comes from my joints, used far past their expiration date.  I step out through the long rusted gate and a few feet later my sandals slap against the wood of the dock .  I am wearing her favorite shirt, blue and white striped, the one that always made her smile at me when she saw me wearing it.  Before me lies a vast body of water, just barely ending at the edge of as far the eye can see, where a mountain landscape lays waiting.  The same shade as her eyes, the once reassuring blue of the water seems painfully bright to me now.  I keep staring at it anyway.  The sun, tinged with an angry red, rests upon the horizon, stuck in place.  A sunrise or sunset?  I can't tell anymore.  Or maybe it is just that I don't care.


I am at the edge of the dock now, standing still.  I look backwards at our house, and it looks alright from the outside.  The white siding still looks remotely new, some repairs are obviously needed and the fence is a bit worn, but any normal family could be living there.  There is no swingset resting in the yard; maybe that normal family who might live in the house after I’m gone will have one.  Once more I hear the incessant creaking.  Now, however, the sound is only in my mind.  Or was it always just in my mind?



I say one word, the first word I've said in a week, and it is a lie.  “Goodbye.”


Our lives are the masterpieces that we create.  I look at my reflection in the water and see my masterpiece, something I once saw as perfect while I was creating it; now I see the flaws in that life, the mistakes I've made.  Or perhaps I just realize I have marred someone else’s masterpiece during the creation of my own.  Some people say the world is beautiful; I wonder if God thought so when he first created us.  Does he now look down on us and see nothing but mistakes?


I lift the lid off of the simple black urn and hold it upside down over the water.  The ashes scatter as soon as the wind hits them, some flying down into the water, others up into the sky against the backdrop of the mountains.  I wish the wind would take me away too.  The ashes that hit the water float away, seeming to sparkle against the soft ripples, almost beautiful.  They float away just like the love Claudia dedicated to me in her masterpiece- a beautiful mistake.

