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Imperfectum

by

Dave D’Alessio

 

Sonata: Exposition

 

WILLIAM SEBASTIAN RALTS SAT IN HIS TINY, cluttered basement office, his chair cranked up as high as it would go. He hunched over the cheap keyboard unrolled across the student essays, piled three and four deep beneath it. He stroked the plastic keys; the tinny tones of the keyboard’s tiny speaker could not disguise the power and grace of the composition.

Ignoring the scarf that hung from the coatrack and tickled his ear, and the mouse that darted across the desk to help itself to a bite of forgotten pastrami sandwich, Ralts played a sequence of chords, three, and then four, and then a full four bars’ worth. He reached across the keyboard to tap his pad, correcting a note it had transcribed improperly.

In the doorway, Okajima cleared his throat.

Ralts played on, fingers running across the keys, lost in the music he was composing. Soon Okajima was as well; the two of them wafted away on the elegant melody.

The theme resolved. It concluded on the tonic, which Okajima found perhaps too conventional, but, when it was done, Ralts leaned back and looked up. “Ah, Rokuro,” he said. He bit into the sandwich. “How lon ’ve oo enn ere?”

“Just a few minutes, sir,” Okajima said. He bent his head toward the pad. “It sounds most excellent. An étude, perhaps? Or a rondo?”

Ralts beckoned his assistant forward to let him read the notes off the pad. “A symphony, Rokuro. A symphony for the ages. And I mean that most literally.” He tapped the work’s title on the screen.

Okajima read, “Imperfectum.” He sounded dubious. “You intend it to be flawed?”

“I intend it,” Ralts said, “to be unending. I intend it to go on forever, never finished, always in performance, new passages to be added as they are written. An infinite work for the infinite future of Humanity.” There was a gleam in his eye that made the hair on the back of Okajima’s neck stand up.

Okajima said, “I liked what I heard. Is it for the sonata?” Traditionally a symphony opened with a sonata.

“Yes, the exposition.” Ralts spun back to his keyboard. “It’s going quickly. Now that I have the theme, the development and recapitulation follow logically.” He stroked the keys quickly, a second theme developed from the original melody, the notes scrolling across the pad as they were transcribed.

Ralts played on as though Okajima were not there, fingers on the keys, eyes on the pad, watching to be sure the transcription was perfect. Okajima had to clear his throat again. “How long will you be working on that, sir?”

Perhaps the assistant meant, “How long will you be working on that today, because you have classes and tutorials,” but Ralts answered the larger question. “For the rest of my life, of course.”

Ralts quickly completed the first movement, the sonata. He created an adagio for the second movement, a piece that moved more slowly but with great intricacy, lasting almost thirty minutes on its own. For the third movement, he chose the scherzo form; the simple ABA structure lending itself to extension, ABABA, ABABABA, and so forth. Okajima saw the point: a work meant to be unendingly performed needed to be flexible in structure.

For the fourth movement, Ralts chose a rondo with intertwining melodic lines, one twisting through the other and around a third. It was here that his genius truly showed as he added a fourth and a fifth voice to the music. Okajima listened in awe as they chased each other up and down and around and around, Ralts eventually weaving all five together. He added yet a sixth voice, sending it in to dash back and forth across the cloth the first five themes formed. The rondo lasted, according to Okajima’s phone, for two hours, and when the sixth voice came together with the other five in a final chorus, it was clear that the symphony did not, could not, would not possibly end there, after only four movements.

As to the next movement, “Perhaps a recapitulation of the sonata,” Okajima said.

Ralts faced him, eyes pointed in his direction but focused a thousand miles away as he heard the music in his head. “Brilliant, Rokuro,” he said. As the fourth movement, another sonata would have signaled the end of the symphony; as the fifth, it led the music yet further on. “Brilliant.”
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Sonata: Development

 

Fourteen movements of the Imperfectum were transcribed on the pad when the symphony’s performance started. It was played in a small hall, one specially built on the second floor of a building near campus. As befitted the playing of a song that would never end, rooms surrounding the hall included cots, showers, and lockers for the musicians. A small kitchen provided sustenance, and a storeroom was well equipped with violin strings and clarinet reeds and any other knick-knacks that might be of use to the modern major orchestra. Listeners were shepherded to and from their seats by silent ushers in black leotards and slippers; phones were checked at the door. “Not allowed inside, I am most sorry, sir or madam.”

Sir Sergei Godzich conducted the first eight hours, his handlebar mustache twitching in time with his baton; he cycled through the rondo twice and was seen to cry at each performance of it. At the end of his shift, he turned the dais over to Marion Powell, on loan from the New York Philharmonic, with a whispered, “It is magnificent!”

As Powell looked down at the score on her pad, she saw a fifteenth movement upload, this one a largo, long and slow, but as she scanned it, she saw it was no simple musical brick house but a cathedral of sound, constructed of strong, soaring arches; she signaled the orchestra to skip ahead to it and forever after Ralts’ fifteenth movement was called The Twelfth.

Ralts wrote and the orchestra played. Not for hours or days or weeks, but for years, exactly as he had planned. Twenty movements, fifty, a hundred and more, and always there was someplace else for the music to go, always a new director with a favored movement or set of movements. There was always an audience, willing to sit and listen to old music constructed in new ways as conductors jumped from movement to movement, or to the simple Imperfectum from beginning to end, now a two-day event.

Through the years, Ralts did not live on deli sandwiches and Chinese take-away alone: he was wined and feted, accepting the accolades he was offered with gratitude and a distant look in his eye as he heard more music in his head. He grew stouter and his fringe of hair grew out white, and he stooped rather than hunched over his keyboard. It was a real keyboard now, specially manufactured with ivory keys recycled from an older age before people learned respect for their elephant brothers, but integrated with his pad by the most modern wireless connection.

Okajima, too, was recognized for his contributions to the symphony, and for his own compositions, a series of concertos that was said to “infuse Eastern instrumentation with Western sensibilities to give us a new way to hear what we have heard all our lives.” Strands of gray streaked his black hair now, and he sometimes brought his grown children with him to watch Ralts at work, the maestro smiling and writing leitmotifs for each that were subsequently heard in the Imperfectum.

It was as inescapable as physics that they were growing old. Ralts especially: prostate cancer slowed his productivity for several months. He survived the big C, but wrote only one new movement in that time. By then conductors had over a hundred twenty to choose from, and there was lively betting in Las Vegas on which would be played next as the performance went on and on.

And through this Okajima could not shake his sense of disbelief. Despite Ralts’ intentions, the Imperfectum would end. It had to end. When listeners believed they had heard it all, when conductors looked over the score and decided there was nothing new to be learned, the infinite symphony would become finite.

And then one day Okajima went to Ralts’ office, now a fine, sunlit studio instead of the cramped basement he had started in, and found the old man lying across his keyboard, smiling with his eyes closed.

Ralts was already cold.

Okajima did not try to find a pulse. He did not bother 9-1-1; he simply called Campus Security. They handled everything.

Once Ralts was gone, Okajima was left alone with the expensive keyboard and the detritus of Ralts’ life. Most of it would be his after the will was probated; the old man had died childless and had told Okajima, “Rokuro, it’s yours. The books, the instruments … The symphony is yours as well. It is endless. It is Imperfectum, Rokuro. It must go on.”

Okajima did not want to be enslaved to one piece of music the way his mentor was. He had a life, a career of his own. He closed the keyboard, started to turn away.

The pad, Ralts’ pad, began to play.

It was a minuet that danced and laughed and spun the listener around and around, and deep inside it Okajima heard a tiny echo of the original theme, the theme that had started the Sonata, buried in the minuet. He heard how the new movement echoed what had come before and suggested what would someday come after.

To Okajima’s ear, the minuet cut off three bars and two beats early. It was the point Ralts had died at.

Okajima could hear it in his mind, hear how the minuet would end, could feel the notes in his bones and feel his fingers playing them on the keyboard. Eleven beats. Surely, he could do that much for his mentor?

He played through the notes he could hear, the notes that would resolve the movement, and tapped “Upload.”

After the minuet, the next movement should be slower, an allegro perhaps. Okajima sat down at the keys, adjusting the height of the chair.
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Adagio

 

Critics hailed the Okajima era in the Imperfectum. “A worthy pupil of the master, respecting what has come before while adding a new vision of the future.” “A-plus, an eleven out of ten.” “Double-plus good.”

Okajima added nearly seventy movements to the symphony. Of them all, he was fondest of the first; the eleven notes he had added to what Ralts had written, for that was the one piece that was both of theirs and bigger than both of them.

He retired. It would have been clichéd to die at the keyboard, and unlike Ralts, he had family. But by the time he retired there were others.

Jacob N’Dede added African sounds, African instruments, African sensibilities to the Imperfectum. At first, they were played en bloc but later integrated into the whole, the sound of one man’s legacy heard through another man’s ears, and they were beautiful in themselves. So, too, Shenhua Chang. She took time from her composing to direct the orchestra, and showed rapt audiences how her allegro (Movement 302) followed from the ideas behind a lento from the fingers of Ralts himself (Movement 37), through Okajima’s sublime Adagio (Movement 172). It was subtle and beautiful, and when she called N’Dede up from the audience to lead his version of the Sonata (Movement 212) with her, the standing ovation lasted for twenty minutes.

The orchestra played constantly, now in a new concert hall outside the city proper, an entire campus for the orchestra and guest musicians, and for the people it took to support a small city of that size: the cooks and hairdressers, the janitors and bartenders, the dishwashers and floor moppers and bottle washers.

As they played, all year, every year, Humanity spread through the Solar System, into Luna’s tunnels and to a terraformed Mars, to the balloon cities bobbing in Venus’ winds, and domed colonies on Ganymede and Ceres and Titan. With them they took the Imperfectum, the original transmitted by radio, local musicians and high school bands picking out two or three movements to add to their repertoires, closet composers in a dozen solar colonies delicately taking hold of one of Ralts’ themes and twisting it and turning it, speeding it up or slowing it down, building in their spare hours one single movement, one tiny part of the ever-expanding whole, for upload. New conductors knitted them into the body of the symphony, sliding them in here, using them to counterpoint there, as if to say, “These are the thoughts of many writers, but on a single subject.”

The Earth-killing asteroid, long predicted, arrived. Earth was abandoned, her billions of people evacuated, the orchestra transported to Marsport, the symphony to anywhere there were human beings prepared to sit and listen, to feel the music moving forward.

Sol System suffered invasion. The Zarn, green-scaled and taloned, came to seize the riches of the system, the gas giants Jupiter and Saturn; when Humanity protested, the Zarn slapped them down, ruined their cities, herded resisters into camps. Only those who bowed their heads were left alone while Zarn factory ships dipped into the fifth and sixth planets, converting them into products only the Zarn understood. And still the symphony went on, quiet rebels writing subversive movements to be played under the snouts of Zarn foot soldiers, the rhythms tapped out on the steel walls of corridors, a few notes drawn in Mars’ sand or scratched into the rock of uninhabited asteroids, symbols of unity, and of hope.

And when Humanity rose up against its cruel masters, when its tiny suicide ships destroyed the great Zarn cruisers, when men and women and children threw themselves bare-handed on the foot soldiers and slew each and every one, wordless voices sang the simple theme of the Imperfectum’s Sonata, the song that had come to mean all that it was to be human.

Liberated, Humanity celebrated its freedom with a fete like none held before. There were games and feasts, and a party that lasted a week. Flags were flown wherever there was atmosphere, and fireworks fired into space, and at the height of the celebration a new movement was revealed, a chorale that added words to Ralt’s symphony for the first time. A chorus of school children in red and white robes sang of poor, dead Terra:

“Our mother’s bright, clear skies

“Stand over her green, cool hills

“Ocean waves lap

“Sweet winds waft

“Great rivers her lakes refill…”
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Scherzo

 

The Zarn died, but their machines did not. Humans took them and learned their secrets, the way the factory ships transmuted hydrogen into higher elements, the way their engines powered cruisers at hyperlight speeds. Humans took those secrets and improved them and made them their own, and used them to leap out of the Sol System and into the Milky Way. They brought with them human determination and human ingenuity, and a symphony that never ended, that grew daily and even hourly as the anthem of an entire people.

The galaxy was full, full of planets and full of life. Homo sapiens met friends among the stars, allies they could depend on; they met enemies, warrior races prepared to fight for any reason. A great human Federation formed, arching across thirty planets in a dozen systems. There was a golden age as Humanity grew rich through trade and invention, became the idol of older, slower, less clever races. Ralts’ Imperfectum was the soundtrack of the age, swifter, more upbeat movements preferred in performance, played by an orchestra of over a thousand pieces organized at the capital.

The Federation lasted for three hundred years before it was torn apart, looted by jealous and greedy neighbors.

Desperate and poor again, religion made its way to the front of peoples’ minds. A prophet came forth, eyes glowing in his fervor, and Humanity united behind him. They freed themselves of their oppressors and vowed to bring human gods to the unbelievers. New movements in new styles were added to the Imperfectum, psalms and hymns and chansons; certain of its verses were sanctioned and some proscribed, to be erased from all official files of the score.

The theocracy marched forward to convert, or conquer then convert. Again, Humanity expanded; again, its neighbors resisted violently; again, it was driven back, its planets bombarded and occupied, its temples defiled.

After a century of occupation, Humanity rose once more, united by a single strong woman who declared herself Empress as she stood before a crowd of a hundred thousand souls, screaming themselves hoarse, tears streaming down their faces, the martial strains of Movement 2317 welling up behind her. This time Humanity would conquer!

And humans took their ships and weapons, and with their Imperfectum as their anthem they fought, defeating twenty, fifty, a hundred alien systems. They took that globe of space by force and held it for a dozen generations, powerful, respected, feared. The Imperfectum took another martial turn with new movements added at march tempos and in major keys, with new lyrics containing words like “hail” and “victorious,” but still it continued to grow, in length, in volume, in spectacle.

After those dozen generations, the Empire of Man fell. It was an old story: a weak ruler, ambitious usurpers … it collapsed into squabbling sectors, each with its own warlord.

The fall of their empire was the end for Humanity. Too dangerous to be allowed to roam free, occupying planets enemies lusted after, they were fought and fought hard, no quarter taken and none given. Most stood and died, hunted down by races who had vowed never to allow humans to injure them again.

A few, a lucky few, found their way through cordon and blockade, and looked for new lives on new planets.

Separated, isolated, these pockets of Humanity clung to life as they knew it: they worked hard to survive, they kept their history alive, and they played the Imperfectum, a voice or two every generation finding another way to add yet another movement.

But slowly they disappeared: their colonies were found and exterminated; or died of despair; or were too small, too inbred, to survive. Or they evolved into new species, one that was almost hairless, one that had a back that would not go out when lifting a weight, one whose telomeres repaired themselves, giving them extraordinary lifespans in human terms that no longer applied.

The candle that was Humanity, burned low, sputtered …
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Coda

 

The planet was called “Nest” in the common language, and its predominant species had once been avian. They were too heavy to fly now; millennia upon millennia of making and using tools, using wingtips that evolved into deft, useful fingers, had built their muscle mass as a species so high they were no longer aerodynamic.

Now they were intelligent, and built great soaring cities, structures that were fixed in the soil but spread upward, pods made of light metals replacing nests woven of twig and fluff.

There was a menagerie on Nest. It was a proper menagerie, with enclosures meant to mimic open habitats and not cages. One whole wing contained their ancestors, some of them still able to fly, others grounded forever; another wing housed the great predators they had once flown from but by now had outthought and outfought for Nest.

And there was a third wing, more of a tail as the zoo was laid out, and in it were wonders from around the galaxy, endangered in the wild but cared for here by keepers who loved them and veterinarians who did their best to care for their alien metabolisms. There was a Blacksport wyrm, and a Thalaxian tingler, and prowling its cage, tasting the air with its sensory tendrils, was a declawed Franexx, fifteen feet high at least.

In that wing there was a human, a solitary human, so far as anyone knew the last human, and it was very, very old. It had good days and bad; on the good days it would stand at the edge of its enclosure—there was no need to lock it in—and twinkle its fingers at the immature fledglings hopping by. On bad days it stayed in its hut, humming a song no one but it knew. The song was simple, only a few bars long it seemed, but it hummed those bars over and over, all day until it finally dozed off.

The time came when the vets just looked at each other and shook their heads, their cranial feathers flat with sorrow.

It seemed to know as well. It lay down on the pads it slept on, breath growing short, and stared up, humming when it was not coughing. Its habitat was open to the skies when the weather was clear, and it stared up at the stars and wondered if any of them was Sol.

Its breaths grew short and rattled in its chest. It gasped for air. Its fingers flexed, its fists clenched, its toes curled as it fought to inhale one more time.

It forced itself to take one more breath.

It sang.

“Our mother’s bright, clear ssss……..”
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Sonata: Recapitulation

 

The Woolalon might have been designed to be archeologists. They were motile and intelligent, but their bodies owed more to ferns than lions or orynx or thrawls. Their four upper limbs were stronger than they looked and tipped with sturdy pads. It was like having a brush at the tip of every finger.

There was an old star, a G2V in a quiet arm of the galaxy, that was about to expand into a red dwarf. It wasn’t going to happen today or even during this orbit of the planet, but it was going to happen soon, and when it did the inner planets of its system would be scorched down to their mantles, destroying any signs of past civilization.

The closest planet to the star was nearly volcanic even as the star shined normally, and they decided not to waste time there. The second had some artifacts, but its atmosphere was brutally hot and savagely windy; it wasn’t worth the risk, at least not yet. The third planet was barren. Tests showed it had once been habitable, but an asteroid strike had finished that.

The fourth planet, though, was loaded with artifacts. There were entire cities still intact after a fashion; the constant winds and scouring sands might have damaged them, but their outlines were still clear, and here and there artifacts could be recovered.

The inhabitants had mastered printing. Fragments of ancient writing were arranged horizontally and composed of a number of symbols so restricted that it suggested a phonetic language. Scholars labeled it “Linear X,” and turned it over to the linguists.

Ona-Wool flicked her fingers across the sand, brushing the grains aside a layer at a time. There was something delicate below; the scanners had detected it. Now, bringing it to light required her delicate touch.

It was bound in stiff, heavy paper, the best kind from her standpoint, because the hard, heavy outside would protect lighter pages inside. She breathed across it, clearing the last dust away. There was writing on the outside. She sounded out the phonemes of Linear X: “Ee-mm-pp-urr-f-eck-tu-mm.” The sounds meant nothing to her, but the subtitle, “Ralts’ Unending Symphony,” well, “Ralts’ ” was nonsense, “Unending” she thought she understood, and “Symphony” included “phon,” which indicated sound.

She slid a tendril under the cover and carefully turned it over.

There was a whole new text inside, most of it clearly not in Linear X. For one thing, the characters were outlined on a graph or table of five horizontal lines; sets of them cascaded down the page. There were some markings in Linear X, but inside the grids was an entirely different text, a simplified notation of circles and lines.

She brushed her tendrils across it carefully. One day … one day they’d be able to read this too, and when they did … “We’ll hear this,” she said.
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From the Author

 

Imperfectum was originally written to a prompt I can’t remember any more, and originally appeared in Space Opera Libretti, edited by Jennifer Lee Rossman and Brian McNett. Like a lot of my stories, it’s full of Easter Eggs, since I love them dearly. One is the obvious shoutout to Robert A. Heinlein, but one is more personal to me: The character of Rokuro Okajima is named after a character from the anime Black Lagoon, but patterned after a friend, Dr. Michael Ego. Michael unexpectedly passed away before publication and never got to see “himself” in print. I hope he would like “himself.”

You can drop me a line and ask about some of the other Easter Eggs if you like.
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Free Pie

by

Matt J. McGee

 

THE FIRST CALL CAME AT 3:17AM LAST TUESDAY. I know most people don’t have home phones anymore, but I do. I’m a 90’s guy. I may have an iPhone but in some ways I still smell like teen spirit.

The ringing Panasonic cordless broke a lovely Ambien slumber four hours before the alarm. Unfortunately, the answering machine didn’t pick up; the power had gone out Monday during a windstorm, and I hadn’t reset it.

Ring.

I fumbled around the nightstand, found the phone, beeped the answer button, and pressed it to my ear.

“Hello.”

“I want free pie!!!”

A stereo played in the background. A couple people talked casually. The guy didn’t seem to be in any kind of a prankster hurry. Apparently, he just wanted pie.

“What?”

“Isn’t this where I call to get free pie?”

“What? No. You woke me up. What’s wrong with you?”

I plopped back on my pillow. The world had other plans. That would be the first of eight calls, the last coming at 7:18am.

“Hello?”

“Free pie guy!! I want my free pie!”

By now I had showered and was getting ready to go out the door. I was sitting on my bed buttoning my shirt. “Look man. I don’t know anything about free pie. Stop calling.”

“But—!”

I went to the answering machine, pressed a couple buttons and waited for the red RECORDING light.

“Hi this is Simon. If you have a message for us, leave it on the tape. If you’re calling for free pie, I’m sorry. We’re all out.”

BEEP.

I came home that night to eight messages. For a guy without a possessive stalker girlfriend, that’s a bit high.

Beep.

“Hi—my name’s Bekka. I know you said there’s no more pie, but do you know where I can get some? Marie Calenders sucks, and there aren’t any good bakeries around that I know of. Call me back.” Then this woman, who sounded around 30 and attractive in a haven’t-got-too-many-cats kinda way, left her number. I wrote it down. She sounded like the kind of woman I could learn to bake for.

BEEeeeP.

“I want my free pie!!!”

That did it.

I went over to my laptop, opened Google, typed in “Free pie” and my city. Nothing. I added my name.

Bingo.
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I work for Crane’s, a high-end audio-video store. Last week I sold this guy a new big screen for his house. I gave Sylvester, that’s the guy, my personal card and told him to call if he had any problems.

Not only did he have a problem with literally everything, he couldn’t even program channels without calling us for detailed instructions. He called to ask what kind of batteries to put in the remote. Sometimes he’d call just to talk. His girlfriend, car trouble, Star Wars, blah blah.

After a couple days, I stopped taking his calls. There are limits to everything, and I draw the line at calling me while I’m trying to work the sales floor just to say, “I’ve decided red is no longer my favorite color. I think black is more neutral and less offensive to people, don’t you think? I mean, everyone wants to be liked...”

I finally said, “Hey man I’ve got a customer, I gotta split.”

“Oh, yeah, yeah. Go do your thing! Sorry to bug you.”

“Thanks, talk to you later.”

Bad choice of words. An hour later the desk phone rang again.

“Hey man, I was just going through the newspaper, and they’ve got these kickass deals on Sara Lee frozen dinners. There’s all kinds. They’ve even got little desserts in the middle, like cornbread, and pie, and stuff. You feel like having one for dinner tonight? There’s even one where—”

“Listen, Sylvester. I appreciate you’re just trying to be friendly. But this is too much. I want you to stop calling.”

“I—”

“No, listen man—don’t fucking call me again or I’ll slap you with a cease and desist so fast you won’t know what hit you.”

“You don’t have to curse.”

“Yeah, apparently I do, because you don’t take a hint. I’m hanging up, Sylvester. Don’t call again.”

“I just thought you’d want some pie…”

I slammed the phone down.

And apparently that’s where it started. Sylvester had my number, along with his very own Facebook and Yelp accounts. By doing a little tracing, I found a post on his page dated the previous Tuesday saying “call this guy for free pie!” and giving my home number. Who’d have thought a nutjob would have 807 online friends to do his bidding.

After a couple days the calls slowed down, and life got pretty much back to normal. I learned to shut the ringer off before bedtime. My calls for free pie were down to two a day. Sometimes no one called at all. I didn’t miss it.

And Sylvester never called back, though that didn’t stop me from calling my lawyer.

“These people usually forget about you. They’re nuts and have other shiny objects to distract them. A cease and desist would just stir things. Don’t kick a snake.”

“You mean a sleeping dog.”

“Exactly. Three months from now he’ll be in jail or left town, moved on. Crazies always have a new target. They rarely recycle. They’re constantly finding new battles to fight and never finish the ones they start. Makes life hell for us a little while but,” he concluded, “eventually they just fall off.”

“Like a wart.”

“Or some other bad infection.”

“Yep. So, meantime...”

I did what he said. I went to work like usual. One night, feeling good after having made a particularly big sale, I stopped by the bakery. I set the pink box on my kitchen counter and put away my things.

I picked up Bekka’s number.

“Hello?”

“Hi,” I began. “I’m returning your call about the free pie.”
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From the Author

 

At the time I was having trouble with some people using encrypted software for ‘spoofing,’ where the caller mimics another phone number. I talked with a friend at the FCC who said the law hadn’t caught up with the usage yet. About 40 miles away, Ashton Kutcher’s haters were calling 911 to say there’d been a shooting at his house. Turned out that prank was a 12-year-old boy. The dateless losers calling me were in their 40s and apparently still own Jerky Boys CDs. They even used a similar voice. They stopped after I called one of them Sizzle Chest.

 

Then I took out my Blackberry and turned it into a story.
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Matt McGee writes short fiction in the Los Angeles area. In 2022 his work has appeared in Red Penguin, Sweetycat Press and Gypsum Tales. When not typing he drives around in rented cars and plays goalie in local hockey leagues.


Wicked Wellingham

by

Jason A. Wyckoff

 

REFRIGERATION IS WHAT KILLED GRAVE-ROBBING,” the man said, and damned if he didn’t use the same tone my great-grand-pappy the train engineer did when he talked about what the interstate highway system did to rail freight. “Late Nineteen-teens. Slowed the ticking clock of decay. By then the government had decided they had no particular obligation to keep the unclaimed poor from giving back to society one last time, which considerably upped the available supply for medical schools’ demand, but the ability to cut into the same corpse, again and again, at your leisure, was the thing that really put an end to it.”

He pursed his chapped lips as he stared off like he sure did miss that old tire swing hanging over the creek. “About the only time you’d want to dig up a grave now is to hide another body on top of the already-interred one. Nobody looks the one place you’d expect to find a corpse, even with the disturbed dirt.”

Again, I was uncomfortable with the familiarity in his observation. I didn’t want to ask him straight out, but he must have guessed what I was thinking because he chuckled. His voice was so low it sounded like the AC was rumbling.

“No, sir. Not a grave-robber. Just the opposite: grave-digger. But, same as any profession, you have to educate yourself about the competition. It brings to mind Oscar Wilde: ‘You can always judge a man by the quality of his enemies.’ What, I can’t quote Wilde? Sure, I read. Lots of time to read: I’ve had my share of ‘hurry up and wait’ odd jobs over the years. But the one I did most consistently was grave-digging.” He winced and muttered, “Don’t ever say ‘planting stiffs.’ It’s disrespectful.”

How’s this for dissonance? We weren’t holed up near a low fire in a gothic castle while banshees rode tempest winds in the night; in fact, we were seated at the bar of a donut shack while the sun said ‘how-do-you-do’ to another gorgeous fall day in Michigan, and the closest thing to screaming going on was our server, half-tucked into the kitchen, cursing at her deadbeat baby-daddy on her cell phone.

I’d been holding on to a steady job, for once, at a natural food mart in Traverse City, when someone in the family tracked me down a couple days prior to tell me that Great Auntie Miran was losing to the big C in a big way, and, truth be told, I knew I was probably already too late to see her by the time I pulled out of the car rental agency. But, hard as it was to interact with my family at times, they were still family, and I owed it to Auntie Miran to see her off.

Maybe I’m too young to love a sour cream donut the way I do, but nothing else hits the spot four-plus hours into a drive. And of course I’m always up for friendly conversation. Now, if you said you were on your way to a funeral and the stranger next to you starts talking about grave-robbing, that would be pretty messed up. You know what’s nuttier, though? When he starts in talking about it on his own accord. I never did say where I was bound.

“I can tell you about two exceptional things,” the man continued, “and these are both first-hand accounts: the death of Jeffy Reebus, and the un-death of Parson Phillip Wellingham. The first led to the second, and the second led to my exit from that particular profession.”

I admit he fit the mold. He was undeniably of Scandinavian descent, with gold-grey hair and beard, and ruddy, hollow cheeks. Even seated, he was a head taller than me. He looked like he might’ve used to participate in seal-throwing contests or whatever it is Danes do. And I told you about that voice. You put this feller in a cloak and hand him a scythe and anyone who saw him would say, ‘Yeah, that’s about right,’ just before they turned and ran.

He said, “I was employed at a large cemetery with old and new sections on different hills, split by a county road. I was all-in-one caretaker, groundskeeper, and security. There wasn’t anything more than a pizzeria and a one-screen theater within three counties back then, so I often stayed late in the visitor’s center to chase off bored teenagers. The shack I was renting wasn’t much worth going home to, anyway. This was outside of a small town you’ve never heard of, called Meadowlark, on the Ohio-Pennsylvania border.”

He was surprised to hear I’d once dated a young lady from the western side of the divided town.

He rumble-chuckled again and said, “Well, that is a coincidence. A word of advice: don’t go back. Me, I won’t go within fifty miles of there ever again.”

Naturally, I sized him up a second time, and of course I wondered what it was that could scare a frost giant who slept soundly in a graveyard. And then, right before he began on his narrative, our server, apparently concerned that we were listening while she harangued her man, nudged up the generic nu-country piping reverb-soaked twang from corner speakers.

Again, this isn’t how these stories are supposed to be told, but there ain’t anything I can do about the reality of the situation.

“I’d been living in Meadowlark for maybe ten years then. It was about the closest I’d ever been to putting down roots. I almost had a wife, and we almost had a child. But that was ancient history by the time I left. We’d had one desecration, a few years before: a couple of headstones got busted. If I tell you the names on them were Applebaum and
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