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Writing A Wrong


“How dare that miserable wretch steal my story,” Ralph Conchin told his wife, slamming down the paper and spilling some coffee on the end table beside him.

He’d just read the rave reviews in the “New Releases” column of The News-Gazette about bestselling author Jonathan Fargus’s new novel.

“Now, dear,” Marge said, “how do you know it’s your story?”

“Here’s how,” Ralph said. “Listen to this:”

“When a cold-blooded killer starts offing his victims with a pickaxe, veteran detective Mitch Matthews is summoned to solve the case. But the star sleuth is blindsided when an infamous mob boss issues a lucrative bounty on his head. Can Matthews find the killer before the next victim turns up—or will he become one instead?”

“Oh my,” Marge said.

“‘Oh my’ is right—for Fargus, that is. Well, I won’t stand for it.”

Jerking out of his recliner, Ralph stormed upstairs to his writing studio, where, sooner or later, every story panned out in his favor.

As he sat watching the cursor blinking, taunting him, one word came to his mind: Fargus. He tried channeling his rage to exact vengeance on the bestselling author who had every resource his high-paying status could afford—a pristine writing machine, top-of-the-line desk, chair, and maybe even a mini-fridge in his office.

And what did Ralph, the small-time novelist, have? He looked around the studio, which was little more than a spare bedroom their son, Henry, had long since moved out of. The dinosaur wallpaper had yellowed from years of daylight seeping in through the window.

Where Ralph wanted to be was at his custom-made writing desk, sitting in his thousand-dollar office chair, typing madly on his latest model Macbook Pro. But in reality, he sat in his broken-down office chair, staring at the blank screen of his nearly ten-year-old PC, a piece of junk if there ever was one, standing atop the tiny antique secretary desk his wife’s grandmother had once owned.

Disgusted, Ralph rose from the desk and told Marge he’d return soon. He needed a walk in the worst way, needed to clear his head.

“When will you be back, dear?” she called to him. But he didn’t answer, only grumbled an unintelligible reply.

Outside, an overcast sky greeted him, the pavement wet from a recent rain. Based on his current streak of luck, the same ominous cloud would still be looming over his house, waiting for its chance to dump a gully washer down on him upon his return. But if he’d managed to pluck an idea or two from his subconscious before then, he’d consider it worth the trouble.

The neighborhood they lived in was a small subdivision just outside of town. After moving here nearly three years ago, he and Marge had found the neighbors pleasant enough. Ed Douglas had just retrieved his own morning paper and was headed back inside when he noticed Ralph and raised the paper in a wave. Ralph waved back, grumpy at the interruption of his thoughts.

Then it happened.

Ralph’s feet flew out from underneath him as he slipped on a slick patch of wet leaves. The storm had blown them loose from the trees lining the walkway. He landed with a dull thud, banging his head on the sidewalk’s hard concrete.

The last thing he remembered before darkness took him was the distant shouting of Ed’s voice as his head appeared upside-down into Ralph’s view. Ed still had the newspaper in his hand, flourishing it over him like a magic wand to make the pain in his pounding head disappear.

And oh, how Ralph hoped it would.

He woke up in a hospital bed, unsure how he’d gotten there. Surveying his surroundings, he tried to grasp how bad his situation was. Thankfully, an IV and a few wires protruding from the sticky pads on his head seemed to be the worst of it.

He found the call button on the bed remote and pushed it. Much to his surprise, several nurses and doctors came bounding in mere seconds later. When they’d filled him in on the details of his unfortunate fall—and resulting coma—Ralph could hardly believe it.

“Six months,” he said almost inaudibly. “How is that possible?”

“It’s quite common, actually,” one of the doctors said. “Nothing to be alarmed about, especially since your brain and other bodily functions are giving normal readings.”

“Where’s Marge?” Ralph asked the doctor who’d spoken.

“Who?” he said.

“Marge, my wife?”

“I’m sorry, Mr....” the doctor picked up the bedside chart, “Mr. Conchin, but there’s no record of your spouse.”

“What? But that can’t be.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Conchin,” the doc resumed. “We had no intention of distressing you. Perhaps you should get some rest.”

“I’ve been resting for six months, according to you. No, what I need is to get discharged and find my wife. For all I know, she could be in a hospital herself.”

“Please, Mr. Conchin,” a nurse chimed in. “We’ll get this all sorted out once we’ve had a chance to do a final examination. It’s for your safety.”

And yours, Ralph thought but didn’t say. 

Two hours later, he was discharged and driving down the road to his house. Another ten minutes and he was parked in his driveway.

As he went inside, he called for Marge but heard no answer from anywhere in the house. On the outside, everything had looked just as he’d remembered it months ago. But the inside looked as if those months had been the only occupant all that time.

“Marge?” he called again. “Marge, where are you? It’s me, Ralph. I’m…” but he couldn’t think of what to say next. I’m back was what he’d almost spurted out, but he didn’t feel back; he felt as if it had been only yesterday when he’d left for his walk.

Why was I walking, anyway? He asked himself.

Did he have an appointment he was trying to get to? Someone to meet? If so, why not take the car or the city bus instead?

None of that was important. The only thing that mattered was finding Marge and getting the answers he so desperately needed. Where had she been, and what had she been doing all this time? Why hadn’t she listed her name on his hospital emergency contact records? Had she even been to see him in all that time?

He remembered hearing stories of people hearing conversations while unconscious, yet not once could he recall ever hearing Marge’s voice seep through the sleepy veil that had draped itself over him.

As he rounded the corner into the kitchen, his answers—at least some of them—lay on the dining table.

Two envelopes, one a standard white and one a larger manila, his name written on the front of both in Marge’s unmistakable script, protruded from underneath the salt and pepper shakers. Ralph set the items aside and opened the envelopes.

In the same handwritten script, he read the single piece of paper contained within the first.


Dear Ralph,

I hope this letter finds you well, all things considered. I’ve given a lot of thought about what I want to say as a result of what has happened, so I’ll just say it.

Ralph, dear, I’ve fallen for someone else.

I am truly sorry. Sorry for your unfortunate fall, sorry for your manuscript, sorry for everything. Please forgive me.

All the best,

Marge


Ralph collapsed into the seat nearest him. Just when he thought things couldn’t get any worse, now this. He tore open the manila envelope—and worse came.

She had served him divorce papers.

How could this have happened? Any of it? It all came flooding back to his memory. The story he’d written, his rage at being plagiarized by that good-for-nothing Jonathan Fargus, the fall that had resulted from his writer’s block.

All at once, he felt the walls closing in on him. A bit of fresh air, that’s what he needed right now. He stepped outside onto the front porch, trying to take it all in. Then, he noticed the paper on the front porch—several of them, in fact.

Even with the yellow bags they’d been wrapped in, many were soggy from weeks of exposure to the elements, hammering home even further the reality of his long absence. In his panic, Ralph hadn’t noticed them earlier on the way in.

One of the papers, in particular, looked pristine. He bent over to pick it up and saw yesterday’s date on the top-right header. Though glad to feel some sense of normalcy at the feel and smell of the publication, when he unfurled it and saw the front page, he knew his
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