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  Of Faith and Fallow

William R.D. Wood


Deidre Lopez slumped on the side of the bed, elbows on her knees, face pressed into her hands. Pain hammered in her skull threatening to splinter bone with each blow from her heart. 
Christmas Eve party, she thought. 
She rubbed her eyes, hard, until the pressure made her heave. At least she kept it down, even though she'd probably feel better if she just let it go. Sight blurry, she looked around, willing her sleep-gummed eyes to focus.
She wasn’t home. The feel of the sheets against her bare skin was wrong—too coarse and crisp. The smell of the room was unfamiliar too, all the wrong air fresheners and fabrics. And there was a lingering tang of sweat too. 
She was at his place…in base housing. 
Damn. Way to go, Lopez.
She shook her head, ignoring the sharp stabs behind her eyes. She was in…oh, God, she couldn’t even remember his name. 
Please tell me you didn’t…
But she knew she had. 
She stood, legs wobbly, the small interwoven collection of crosses and stars dangling between her breasts, and picked through the mixed pile of clothes at the foot of the bed. His civilian stuff and her own duty uniform. Her detail from the master-at-arms office had been charged with making sure the partiers didn’t get themselves into compromising positions. Hell of an example she was. 
The pain ebbed in her head but lingered in her gut, twinges tugging in her stomach when she bent or twisted. That’s just great. It wasn't bad enough she was so desperate and lonely the one or two drinks she'd managed to sneak while on duty had screwed her up so much she could barely remember a thing. She did remember he was young, though. Ten years her junior. A civilian husband with an active duty wife deployed in Afghanistan. 
No, that wasn't enough. She stretched, wincing at the needling response in her abdomen. No, she'd gone and pulled a muscle too. 
Merry freaking Christmas.
The morning sun crept through the windows, playing across wedding pictures on the wall and the vase of dried roses on the dresser. Garland hung from a false mantel beside crayon drawings of Christmas trees and stick figures with huge heads and crescent smiles. 
I love you Mommy. I miss you Mommy.
Even better. He has a kid too.
Deidre pulled her clothes on faster, the ache in her stomach a reminder of the indiscretion she'd be able to enjoy for a few days while she healed. 
Taking her sidearm and duty belt from the bedside floor, a glint caught her eye. An etched glass plaque lay on the floor, cracked, announcing the wedding date of John and Heather Morrison a year and a half ago. 
She nodded. His name was John. A flood of details returned. He’d had a few too many to drive and needed to get home so the babysitter could get to a midnight party herself. 
It was just supposed to be a ride home. 
Where was he, anyway? Probably crawled into bed with his kid. She vaguely recalled a child climbing between them last night, happily hugging her and calling her Mama in the darkness. 
Deidre didn’t even know if the kid was a boy or a girl.
Pushing fingers through her close-cropped black hair, she slid her beret into place. Her hair, felt tangled despite the length and coarse. Tiny black specks and rigid fibers like steel wool clung to her palms. Nausea swelled in her gut at the thought of what that might be. Best just to leave.
Let's just forget it ever happened, John.
“Sorry,” she mumbled to the wedding photo from the bedroom doorway. A fellow woman in uniform. We're supposed to stick together, aren't we? 
A small dog, mostly Jack Russell, lay with its head between its paws facing into the child’s room. She knew it was a kid's room from the cartoon jungle scene painted there. Small Santa hats had been thumbtacked to all of the animals. Raising its head, the dog groaned more than growled, then flopped flat on the carpet returning its attention to the room's interior. 
John and his kid must be in there. What if they were awake? Awkward would not even begin to describe that encounter.
Deidre could see the front entrance to the small house, framed in silver tinsel. To one side, white lights cycled through various patterns on a scrubby tree. The thought of dashing across the doorway in hopes of an unnoticed escape were tempting.
You’re not in combat, Lopez. Stand down. Just peek in and, if they're awake, wish them a Merry Christmas. Then bow out before it can get awkward.
Taking a deep breath, she stepped into the doorway. They lay huddled on the bed and didn't stir despite the shadow she cast across them. 
At last, a break.
The front door knob was in hand before the way they lay in the bed struck her as odd. Not bad, necessarily. Just odd.
The dog repeated its earlier acknowledgement and she had to step over the lethargic animal to get into the kid's bedroom. 
A single west-facing window and the green glow of a toy aquarium providing as much light as the brightening sky outside and the Christmas tree down the hall combined. The room was sparsely appointed but the jungle theme held down to the efficient way the kid had managed to cover the floor completely with stuffed animals, board books, and clothes. 
Deidre wrinkled her nose. The room was sour probably from a diaper pail needing a mercy dump in an outside bin. But there was another smell, faint. Like burning paper.
She looked at the sleeping form on the bed. He was a big one, all muscles and musk. 
Stop it, she warned herself.
He faced away from the door, a blue blanket pulled up under his arm. Another blanket, maybe pajamas covered him above that, even his head. Who wears a hoodie to bed?
A guy who doesn't want his kid to smell a strange woman on him, that's who, moron, she thought.
Moving closer, hand outstretched to touch his shoulder, she just wanted to make sure he was okay. 
The dog yipped. 
Deidre snatched her hand back and spun on the little creature. Heart pounding, hand on the butt of her sidearm, she relaxed. The poor little thing was whimpering.
Another ten minutes off my life. Thanks, Fido.
Turning back to John, she reached out and shook the upper blanket where his shoulder should be. “John?” The hoodie crackled beneath her touch, like old paper, brittle and waiting to crumble. Flakes like crushed leaves coated her palm.
“John.” She crouched, shaking him more vigorously, pulling gently. He rolled toward her, crinkles and pops filling the small room. She lost her balance and fell onto her butt as his body flopped against her, lighter than it should have been. A flurry of tiny flakes spread in the air like dust. 
Scrambling to her feet she backed away. John looked as if he’d been covered in filmy layers of paper, bread even, and allowed to dry. The face was unrecognizable, open in a gash extending from where his forehead should have been all the way down to his groin. Inside, nothing but wispy smoldering layers. A smaller form, the shape of a young child, was cradled under a husk-like arm, their individual layers fused and blurred.
She vomited. 
Everything she’d eaten last night, everything she’d drank, everything she’d done that she shouldn’t have. All erupted from her as she struggled to her feet, staggering for the  door. 
She threw on the light in the room but kept moving for the kitchen and the living room, hitting switches as she went. A phone. There had to be a phone.
She snatched at the wall unit, hitting 911, her gaze alternating between the short illuminated hallway, the blinking white lights of the tree and the small dog scratching frantically at the front door. 
The phone in her hand was cold, the ring from the speaker hollow. How many times had it rang? 
A series of pops came from the receiver and she opened her mouth hoping she could speak at all when prompted but the ringing continued. She hung up and redialed. Ten rings and it popped again. 
Cell phone.
Deidre charged through the front door to the squeals of the dog as it charged between her legs, equally eager to leave the house. Her Explorer sat parked at the end of the drive, along the cul-de-sac’s curb. She pulled at the handle, fingers stinging when the handle didn't move. Fumbling keys from a pocket, she pressed unlock, almost giggling when the vehicle bleeped in response.
A moment later her arm hung limp at her side, cell held loose in trembling fingers. 
Keep it together, Lopez. 
A quick look around the cul-de-sac didn't help. Two sets of duplexes flanked by two single-family units. John and his family occupied the rightmost. 
Pain radiated from her stomach again and she doubled over, heaving what little remained in her stomach. She wiped at her mouth, vision panning across the yards of the other houses. A dozen or more lounge chairs sat on the lawn of the farthest house. White plastic tables were scattered everywhere covered in bowls and bottles. Partying folks enjoying the unseasonably warm San Joaquin Valley Christmas. Only there were no people passed out on the lawn or in the chairs. Only gray and white figures, roughly in the shape of people, scattered like heaps of garbage. And the ground immediately surrounding each was smudged as if the limp grass had dried and withered away.
Deidre didn’t need to get closer to confirm. Just like John and his kid, they were husks. She’d torn open an old wasp nest in the attic as a girl, fascinated by the sheets of ashy paper all layered around a honeycombed center. Like papier-mâché.
Her stomach churned. 
The base. She had to get the hell out of base housing and get out to the master-at-arms office on the base proper.
Jumping into the Explorer, she drove. The motion and the mission helped her focus. The base was split into two bases really. One section was barracks, family housing, a huge commissary, and the medical center. The other section, where the work got done, was the Naval Air Station. Located eight miles away to minimize the impact of the twenty-four hour noise aircraft training ops created. 
"No other cars," she mumbled to herself. No one walked or jogged on the streets as she passed the convenience store, the enlisted club or the gym. 
Everything was wrong and, she feared, the longer she searched, the more wrongness she would find. 
The clock on the dash said 8:13. People should be awake and moving around. Holiday or not, this was a military base and they never completely went to sleep.
A playground lay ahead on the right. Just beyond a guardhouse and a gate opened to the eight-mile stretch of road leading to the base proper. Several vehicles sat at odd angles on the right shoulder, the lead a white duty officer’s truck. As she passed, she craned her neck to see the gray mass slumped forward against the steering wheel, pieces spilling across the dash. 
Turning back to the road, she snatched the wheel hard to the left to avoid someone staggering in the road. Momentum carried the Explorer over the curb, skidding into the grass. 
Deidre leapt from the vehicle and rushed to the woman's side. “Are you okay?”
The woman, wearing a Winnie the Pooh sleeper shirt and bed head only possible for women with impossibly long hair, stood in the middle of the road staring blankly toward the airfield. 
Taking the woman's head in her hands, Deidre forced the woman to face her. “Are you okay?”
Eyes focusing, the woman's face shuddered through a flurry of emotions, her hands rubbing her swollen belly. “I went to hospital. Everyone’s…” Her lips continued to move though she stopped speaking.
In the loose-fitting shirt, Deidre hadn’t noticed the woman was clearly with child. “It’s okay—it’s okay. You come with me. I’m headed out to the base—“
“I think there’s something…wrong with the baby.”
Deidre looked at the surrounding buildings, willing someone—anyone—to come running to their aid. Any second the world would erupt with sound and motion. People would rush to their aid and she'd be wondering what kind of mental lapse had made her imagine all of this insanity? 
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder? Or maybe she just couldn't bear that she'd slept with another woman's husband. Or maybe she was just a psycho in a funny farm somewhere who'd been flushing her meds too long. 
Deidre clutched at the pendants hanging beneath her uniform. A dozen religious and philosophical icons cast in silver and half-melted together. A gift from her twin brother when she'd forsaken her inheritance and joined the Army to find herself all those eons ago. “No one at the hospital?”
The woman shook her head. 
Shit, she thought, biting her lip. “That's okay. What’s your name?”
The woman’s brow furrowed and her lips played with the word before she spoke it. “Holly.”
“Okay, Holly. Let's get in my car
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