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Chapter One


Together Again

 


Early one morning

 


Otto Waldorf stood in his kitchen doorway,
staring in confusion at the corpse of his dead uncle. In Otto’s
professional experience, not to mention just plain logical
reasoning, corpses didn’t move, didn’t drink and most certainly
didn’t hang around his kitchen. Yet there sat the late Uncle
Walter, drinking a cup of coffee as though it were a typical Friday
morning, and not the day after his own funeral. The corpse lifted
his usual mug to his blue lips and sipped. He pondered the taste
for a moment, while the single mouthful of hot coffee gushed forth
from the open gash in his throat. The site of it drove Otto to a
crouch, hiding behind the kitchen counter as if a thin layer of
wood and drywall could protect him from the ire of his dead
uncle.

“Come on out, Octavious,” Dead Uncle Walter
said. His voice came with the distant wheeze of far too much air
joining the conversation. “I can see you back there. And I know you
can see me, else you wouldn’t be squatting behind the counter like
a moron.”

“You’re not real,” Otto whispered.

“If I’m not real, then you won’t mind if I
assault your sugar.” The corpse stood—a feat that took a few
moments of moaning and groaning, stretching and popping—then
shuffled his way to the cupboard beside the fridge. Peering into
the open cabinet, Uncle Walter let out a disappointed grunt.
“Where’s the damned sugar bowl?”

“It’s a sugar jar,” Otto said, “and it’s in
the next cupboard over. To the left.”

The corpse moved to the right.

“No,” Otto said, “your other left.”

Completely ignoring Otto’s instructions, the
corpse rummaged through the cabinets with no luck.

“Seriously, it’s the other one,” Otto said as
he got to his feet. “The second shelf down. No, I said down.
That’s too far down. It’s one up from that.” Otto ducked behind the
counter again, leaning against it as he grabbed his hair with both
hands in frustration. “Why am I telling my dead uncle where the
sugar is?”

“Because you were too stupid to leave it out
on the counter.” The corpse shuffled back to the table and sat. He
opened the jar, scooped out a heaping spoonful of sugar, then
proceeded to turn the jar over, emptying what was left into the cup
of coffee. Once the jar was empty, he thought about it a moment,
then added the spoonful for good measure. Walter gave the
combination a stir and finally a taste. The concoction oozed free
from his open throat, a thick, gritty mix of blackened sweetness.
This didn’t seem to faze the dead old goat. He licked his lips and
grinned. “Much better. Can’t have coffee without sugar. You know I
like my coffee like I like my women.”

“Dark and sweet,” Otto recited out of
reflex.

Walter raised his mug to Otto. “You got it,
Eightball.”

If there was any doubt in Otto’s mind that
the corpse sitting at the table was indeed the ghost of his late
uncle, the pronouncement of that single pet name did the trick,
following that doubt into a darkened alleyway, pouncing on it,
cutting its throat, robbing it of everything of value and leaving
it for dead.

Much in the manner Walter himself passed
on.

“Walter?” Otto said.

“Otto?” Walter said.

Otto got to his feet again, staring slack
jawed and wide eyed at a man he’d laid to rest the night before.
Obviously the laying to rest didn’t stick. At the very least, Otto
had shown some respect for the man. Then again, maybe respect was
too strong a word. Otto did what he could, with the money he had,
which consisted of a sparsely attended service followed by a prompt
cremation. And, as far as he was concerned, that should have been
enough.

Yet there the late Walter Waldorf sat.

In Otto’s kitchen.

Deader than a can of ham.

And drinking a cup of coffee.

“You’re dead,” Otto whispered.

Walter closed his eyes with a groan. “Thank
you for that insight. Would you like to comment on how the sun is
hot or the night is dark? I’m sure you have a lot more wisdom to
impart.”

“No,” Otto said, moving out from behind the
counter. “I only meant, well, you’re dead, dead. As in properly
dead.”

“I’m even deader than that.”

Otto took a few steps toward the talking
corpse. “I pushed your coffin into the crematorium yesterday.”

“I know.”

“I prepped you.”

“I know.” The corpse shifted in his seat.
“Don’t remind me.”

“I … I … I grieved for you.”

“I said I know. I was there, wasn’t I? Thanks
for the tears. It was a nice touch. Every man should have a weeper
at his funeral.”

“You’re welcome, but I don’t think you
understand what I am saying.” Otto took the seat across from his
dead uncle. “How can you be here if you’re dead?”

The corpse shrugged. “Beats me.” He sipped at
the mug again, leaving another stream of coffee dribbling down his
shirt.

“You’re getting coffee all over your suit,”
Otto said, pointing to the dead man’s throat.

Walter lifted a mottled hand to his wet neck
with a grimace. “Ah, for shit’s sake, son, why didn’t you tell me
that sooner?” He snatched up a handful of napkins from the table’s
centerpiece and dabbed at the mess. “Now I’ll be all sticky. Crap
on a cracker.”

Otto watched his dead uncle clean up the
spilled coffee and pondered the possibilities of what was happening
here. Two probabilities cropped up, laying themselves out in Otto’s
tired mind. He didn’t like either of them. He grabbed the first one
and spoke it aloud, just to get the feel of it.

“I’m dead too,” he said.

“What was that?” Walter said.

“Dying hasn’t improved your hearing any,”
Otto mumbled.

“Actually it has, smartass. I just didn’t
catch that last bit.”

“I was saying this must be the afterlife, and
I am dead too.”

Walter glanced around the kitchen. “I don’t
think so. I’ve heard of Hell being other people, but never a
kitchen.”

“What about Hell’s Kitchen?”

“That’s in Manhattan, boy, not your
house.”

Otto slumped against the table. “I guess
you’re right. Well, it certainly can’t be heaven.”

“Why not?” Walter bristled at the comment.
“You sayin’ I’m not good enough to get into heaven?”

Truthfully, Walter Waldorf was probably
not good enough to get into heaven. The man was well known
for living a life of thieving, lying, stealing, womanizing—and
those were the least offensive of his various sins. Octavious
Waldorf was no saint himself, yet in comparison to his uncle, well,
one could say that the Vatican owed Otto a rather impressive hat
and a lot of white smoke.

“No,” Otto lied. “I’m saying that if heaven
turns out to be a small kitchen filled with aged appliances, a
fridge that’s in dire need of a good cleaning, and a talkative
corpse, then Preacher Pruitt down at Antioch Baptist Church has an
awful lot of explaining to do.”

“Talkative?” Walter said, cocking his head at
the idea. “Really? I never thought of myself as talkative.”

Otto smirked. “I can officially and with some
authority say that at this moment in time you are far more
talkative than a corpse has any right to be.”

“You should know.”

As a mortician, Otto did know. And what he
knew, he didn’t like.

“I’ve lost my mind,” Otto said. “That must be
it. Working with the dead for all of these years has finally gotten
to me. I’ve lost my marbles.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” Walter said.

“Sure you wouldn’t. You’re part of my
delusion.”

Walter dipped his head, motioning to the
floor beside him. “You better tell your dog I’m not real then,
because he’s been staring at me for ten minutes now.”

Otto leaned to the side of the table and
found the miniature Schnauzer parked next to Uncle Walter’s feet,
staring up at the man in awe.

“Who’s a spoilt brat?” Walter said.

Finster wagged his tail and yipped in
reply.

“I always liked that dog,” Walter said.

“He always liked you,” Otto said. He sighed
as a third possible reality settled upon him with the clingy
assuredness of a death shroud. “It really is you, isn’t it?”

“Must be me, Eightball, because who the hell
else would want to be such a cantankerous old fart?” He winked.

Otto smiled at the sound of a nickname he
thought he would never hear again. The corpse sure sounded like
Uncle Walter. Sure looked like him too. Although admittedly, the
corpse looked like the Uncle Walter that Otto identified in the
morgue of the police station a few days prior, not the uncle that
Otto cleaned and stitched and dressed before the service yesterday.
And certainly not the uncle that Otto watched burn asunder
either.

“I still don’t understand what is happening
here,” Otto said.

“Search me,” Walter said. “All I know is one
moment I was alive, then I was dead, and now I’m here.” Walter
lifted the cup to his mouth, taking a sip and intending to swallow,
then paused when he thought better of it. He grabbed his throat,
pressing his fingers tightly to the open wound and tried to swallow
the mouthful. A bit of coffee seeped through his fingers.
“Crapdoodles. This is going to get old.”

“I could stitch it shut again for you. If you
think it would help?”

“Don’t waste your time. I ain’t planning on
hanging around that long.”

Otto sat straight up at that. “Why? Where are
you going?”

“Hopefully above, as opposed to below.”

“I see. So this is temporary?”

“I sure hope so. Don’t you?”

“Point taken. Speaking of being here at all …
why is that exactly?”

The corpse shrugged again. “I really don’t
know. Must be haunting you.”

“Haunting me? Why me? I was the only one that
cared enough about your remains to claim them.”

“Maybe that’s why? I don’t make the
rules.”

“Okay then, why like this?” Otto waved a hand
at the dead form of his uncle.

Walter glanced down at his suit, then back up
to Otto. “What are you talkin’ about, boy? I always wore a suit. I
died in a suit, and I’d do it again too. I like this suit. Clothes
make the man, you know.”

“I meant why a corpse? If you’re haunting me,
then why aren’t you, I dunno, more ghost like? How can you pick up
things? How can you drink? Why can Finster see you? How long will
you stay? Can anyone else see you?”

“Will you quit grilling me? I don’t have all
of the answers. I’m as new to this whole thing as you are.” Walter
lifted his mug again, then lowered it when an idea struck him.
“What do you mean you were the only one who cared enough about me
to claim me?”

Otto squirmed in his seat. The truth was a
delicate, as well as an awful, thing.

Walter didn’t give Otto a chance to consider
a fib. “Don’t lie to me, boy. I can see ya eye twitching. That
means you’re trying to work up a good story. Tell me the truth, you
hear me?”

“Yes, Uncle Walter,” Otto said. “The truth is
… well, at first when folks heard about your death, everyone came
out of the woodwork to mourn you. Relatives I didn’t even know we
had showed up wanting to know when the funeral was. It was very
touching.”

Blinking, the corpse relaxed back. “Really?
Didn’t expect that.”

“Neither did I. At first I thought they were
there to help me share the burden of the funeral and grieving and
all of that. Turned out they were searching for your money.”

Walter crossed his arms with a grunt. “Now
that I did expect.”

“So did I.”

Once upon a yesteryear, Walter Waldorf was
known across three states as the King of Vinyl Siding, a fact
evidenced by his lucrative business, Waldorf’s Inexpensive
Exteriors. He was also known among the same folks as the world’s
tightest fist when it came to money. A miser of the first degree,
he made more in one week than most folks saw in a year, yet with
all the money coming into the house, very little went in the other
direction. He would, for example, let that same house crumble
around him rather than spend a dime to fix it, as long as there was
a single wall standing to call home. He never married, claiming he
could pay a woman what she was worth for an evening’s pleasure
instead of owing her half of his rumored fortune for a lifetime of
misery.

And what a fortune that rumor rumored.

It was said around town, especially amongst
the extended Waldorf family, that despite Walter selling the
business ten years prior for a lump sum, the man was still sitting
on an easy million, maybe more. The meat of this gossip promised
the man kept said money stuffed into his mattress, hidden under his
floorboards, even a buried in various holes in the backyard. This
was easy to believe, because the rumored fortune was accompanied by
a simple, well known fact.

Walter Waldorf never kept a bank account in
the whole of his rotten life. He held a professional account,
certainly, one that he emptied and closed the day he sold his
business. But a personal bank account? Not on his life. Or
death.

“They tore your place apart,” Otto said,
“looking for any money you left behind. I tried to stop them, I
tried to tell them you didn’t have any. They wouldn’t listen to me.
They dug up your garden, your lawn, shredded your furniture, your
carpet. They even started taking apart the house, slat by slat and
brick by brick, when someone finally called the police.”

“Was that someone you?” Walter said.

“Well, yes, sir.” Otto’s cheeks went an
embarrassing soft pink. “I couldn’t sit back and watch them destroy
your home. It was disrespectful.”

“Not to mention it lowers the selling
value.”

Otto blinked in surprise. “I guess so. I
didn’t care about that.”

The corpse seemed unconvinced. “Tell me the
rest.”

“Um, when they discovered you didn’t actually
have any money, they … well you see … they scattered.”

“Scattered,” Walter echoed.

“Like ashes to the wind. They didn’t even
stick around for the service. And they certainly didn’t help with
it.”

“Everyone scattered huh? Except for you, it
would seem.”

“It would seem.”

“What made you stick around?”

“Someone had to take care of your
remains.”

“And my worldly possessions?”

“As if.” Otto gave a short snort. “No
offense, Uncle Walter, but you didn’t have much to speak of. What
little you had in the house, the family either destroyed or took
with them. Except for your Crown Vic.”

“The Vic? What happened to her?”

“While they were tearing up the house I snuck
it away.”

“You’ve got her?”

“Sure. It’s parked out back. Aside from her,
everything else is gone.”

“Everything?”

“Everything. There’s nothing left.”

“What about the house? It certainly isn’t
gone.”

“Not yet, though it probably will be when
Aunt Betty is done with it.”

“My sister? What has that lying bitch got to
do with anything?”

“She said the house went to her because she
was your closest relative.”

Walter wheezed a sharp laugh, sending Finster
skittering into the living room to escape the sudden noise. “She’s
in for a rude awakening, because that’s not what my will says.”

“Ah yes, your will.” Otto swallowed deep,
dreading this next bit.

“What about my will?”

“You mean that greasy napkin in your
underwear drawer?”

“That’s the one.” Walter grinned wide enough
to match the slash across his throat. “Did you read it?”

“Not really. I didn’t get a chance.”

The smile slipped away. “How so?”

“When I first found it, and realized what it
was, I gave it to Aunt Betty.”

Walter eyed Otto as if he were the
talking corpse. “Why on earth would you do something so stupid,
boy?”

“She’s your closet relative. I thought it was
the responsible thing to do. How was I supposed to know she would
blow her nose on it, set it on fire, then dump her vodka on the
ashes?”

“Why am I not surprised?”

“I wasn’t either.”

Walter grunted again while he stared at the
tabletop, deep in thought. The kitchen clock ticked and tocked,
doing its best to fill the growing silence between the men. The
pair sat like that for some time, the corpse staring at the table
while Otto wondered what to say next.

“Seems I left you with a bit of a mess,”
Walter said at length.

“It’s okay,” Otto said. “You didn’t know you
were going to… you know.”

“Be murdered in a dark alley?”

“Yeah. I guess death has a way of sneaking up
on a guy.”

“Sometimes with a switchblade.”

“Yeah.”

“So where is it?”

“Where is what?”

“Me.”

“You? Aren’t you here with me?”

“Stop fooling around, kiddo. Where are my
ashes?”

Otto looked away. Once again, the next bit
was going to be tricky.

Walter got to his feet in another slow rise
and shuffled to the living room. “Where is it?”

Otto stayed behind at the kitchen table,
wondering how to explain the way of things. He was never good at
lying, and despised sharing uncomfortable truth even more.

“Where is the urn?” Walter said from the
living room.

“Well,” Otto started, then paused as he
struggled to finish it.

A deep seated moan rose from the living room,
followed by, “Ah, shit.”

Closing his eyes, Otto braced himself for a
classic, Waldorf meltdown.

“It ain’t this fancy thing on the mantel is
it?” Walter said. “I don’t think I can deal with a frou-frou urn
for all eternity. Wait, why are there two? I wasn’t that big of a
man.”

“Neither of them are you,” Otto said, finally
joining his uncle. He tapped the matching ceramic containers on the
mantelpiece in turn as he explained, “That’s Mom. The one beside it
is Pop.”

“Ah, sorry, son. I forgot about them.” Walter
scanned the living room, shifting his attention to a flower vase on
the end table. He picked up the delicate work of art and held it
out to Otto. “It ain’t this, is it?”

“No, and be careful with that. It’s hand
blown.”

“It blows, alright. What are you doing with a
thing this pink? Isn’t it kind of prissy for a single guy?”

“It used to belong to Muriel.”

“The ex-wife?”

“Yes.”

“That ball busting bitch?”

Otto sighed. “That’s the one.”

“Why in the hell do you have anything from
her? I would’ve set fire to anything she had the nerve to leave
behind. After I smashed it to a million pieces first.”

Finster barked.

“Sorry, Finny,” Walter said. “Present company
accepted.”

The dog barked again.

“I know,” Walter said. “That’s what I said.
Why would he keep it?”

“I kept it because I like it,” Otto said.

Unimpressed, Walter stared at Otto. “You
should smash it. It would be good for you. It’ll bring you … what’s
the word?”

Finster gave a sharp yip.

Walter snapped and pointed to the dog.
“Closure. That’s it. Thanks, Fin.”

“I’ll do no such thing.” Otto snatched the
vase from his uncle—which if he were forced to admit, always
was a bit pink for his tastes—and placed it carefully back
on the end table.

“I can see I’m not the only lifeless, cold,
heartless stiff haunting you.”

Otto sighed again. It was an ageless
argument, one neither of them were going to win any time soon. “Can
we please not go over the unpleasant details of my divorce?
Again?”

“Fine with me. You think I like reminding you
that she left you with a broken down home, a mountain of debt, and
an animal that couldn’t pass for a dog even if it tried?”

Whimpering, Finster lay down and covered his
snout with his paws.

“You’re only proving my point,” Walter said
as he nodded to the dog.

“Here we go,” Otto said and dropped onto the
couch.

“I’m just saying that she left you with this
mess, this poor excuse of a life.”

Otto pinched the bridge of his nose and
groaned. “I’m having a hard enough time dealing with you being here
at all, can we not add this to it?”

“I’m not trying to judge.”

“You could’ve fooled me. You’ve only been
back fifteen minutes and you’ve already started on her. Again.”

“Sixteen hours.”

“I mean, don’t you get bored berating me
about her? I thought death was supposed to …” Otto lost his retort
when he realized what Walter said. “What do you mean sixteen
hours?”

“I mean I’ve been here since last night.”

“Where?”

“Here.”

“I didn’t see you.”

“Nope.”

“Why not?” Otto touched his chin in thought.
“Maybe it was because I wasn’t ready to see you yet. I bet that’s
it. I probably had to be in the right frame of mind to see your
spirit. Or maybe it’s the coffee that lets you manifest?”

“No,” Walter moaned, “you didn’t see me
because I hid.”

Otto shuddered at the thought of the corpse
of his dead uncle hiding anywhere for any length of time. Which
left one question.

“Why?” Otto said.

“I told you,” Walter said, “I don’t know why
I came back.”

“No, I mean why did you hide? Why didn’t you
show yourself sooner?”

All at once, Walter appeared uncomfortable.
He shifted in his stance, keeping his eyes to the floor and
worrying his pale hands. “I didn’t know how you would take it.
Plus, you seemed awful tired at the service last night.”

“You were there?”

“For a bit of it. I didn’t think it was the
right time to spring myself on you. Thought you could use a good
night’s sleep first.”

“You’re right about that. That service took
everything out of me. We aren’t usually permitted to prep our
relations, but Mr. Gerald took pity on me and allowed it. That way
I wouldn’t have to pay another mortician for the work.”

“How kind of him,” Walter said, his voice
dripping with enough sarcasm to make even Finster snort in
agreement.

“Mr. Gerald is not a bad boss. Most people
just don’t understand him.”

“Oh I understand him, all right.” Walter
joined Otto on the couch, lowering himself with a protracted grunt.
“You forget, I wasted a lifetime being a greedy son of a bitch
too.”

“Sixteen hours, huh? It seems awful
specific.” Otto glanced at his watch, then did the math of sixteen
hours in his head. “Okay, you were cremated at about four in the
afternoon yesterday. So you sort of arrived right after that.”

The corpse touched the gash in his neck, as
if made uncomfortable by all the talk of his demise and return.
“I’ll admit I was good and confused when I woke up at the funeral
home. It was kind of a shock. The last thing I remember was those
hooligans kicking the shit out of me. That and my windpipe flapping
in the breeze.”

Otto stuck a tongue out in disgust. “I’ll
bet.”

“I tried to talk to that cleanup kid, wassis
name?”

“Jimmy?”

“That’s the one. I tried to get his
attention, but he ignored me. It’s like I wasn’t even there. I
tried to get a couple of other folks’ attention. It was no good. I
don’t think anyone else can see me. When I spotted you leaving out,
I guess I panicked and hid.”

“Hid where?”

“In the back alley behind the funeral
parlor.”

“Ah.”

“Then in the trunk of your clunker.”

“Oh dear.”

“And then in that closet until you went to
bed.” Walter pointed across the living room, to a small closet by
the front door.

Otto winced. “You were here all night?”

“Most of it.”

“Which means you—”

“Watched you bawl like a baby about me being
dead and all?” Walter chuckled. “I sure did, Eightball.”

Otto covered his face with his hands and
leaned onto his side, away from his dead uncle. Of all the people
Otto didn’t want to see him crying over the death of his late
uncle, against all possible logic, Walter was the one soul that
witnessed it anyways.

“I don’t think I have ever seen a full grown
man cry like that,” Walter said. “It was like staring into Niagara
Falls.”

“I was grieving for you,” Otto said between
his fingers. “It’s perfectly natural to weep when someone close to
you dies.”

“Sure, sure. Whatever gets you through the
night. I hear ya.” The corpse continued to laugh softly. “So, where
is it?”

“Where is what?”

“You know perfectly well what, goddamn it.
Where in the hell is my urn?”

Otto coiled tighter into a full on fetal
position, and mumbled his response into his palms.

“What was that?” Walter said.

Otto mumbled again.

“I’m a bit deaf,” Walter said. “Can you speak
up?”

“It isn’t here,” Otto confessed.

“What do you mean it isn’t here?”

Otto buried his head into his knees, curling
ever tighter, trying to shut out the assured anger of his dead
uncle.

“Octavious?” Walter said, in an
unconvincingly gentle voice. “What do you mean it isn’t here?”

Doing his best to ignore his uncle, Otto
began mentally reciting the techniques for breaking rigor mortis
out of a fresh corpse.

“Otto?” Walter said after a full minute of
silence.

Otto had already moved on to the different
methods of embalming. Dealing with the dead always calmed him,
because the dead usually didn’t talk back. And they certainly
didn’t argue. Or ask for bad news.

“Listen,” Walter said. “I can sit here all
day and wait if I have to. I ain’t got nowhere to go. You, on the
other hand, have to get up sometime. You’ll get hungry. Need to
take a leak. Feed that mutt of yours.”

Finster yipped.

“Not right now,” Walter said. “I just gave
you a can.” Walter leaned in closer to the curled up form of Otto,
his dead breath cold on Otto’s back. “Me? I’m fine. Comfy even. So,
tell me what I want to know and we can get this over with. Where is
my urn?”

Otto considered this a moment, and decided
Walter was probably right. That and his bladder reminded him that
he had yet to visit the little boy’s room this morning.

“It isn’t here,” Otto said, unfurling
himself.

“Why not?” Walter said.

Otto sat up again and faced Walter with the
truth. “Because while I could barely afford the service, I
certainly couldn’t afford to retain your ashes.”

“Son of a …”

“I spent my last dime on you, Walter.
Thankfully they waived the two hundred dollar fine to claim your
body, on account of your death being the result of a crime. I had
to put up five hundred dollars as a deposit on the service. I will
have to come up with another five hundred before I can take your
remains home. It took everything I had for the first five hundred.
I don’t know where I will get the second.”

Walter grunted once more. “So, if I ain’t
here, where am I?”

“At the funeral home.”

“For Pete’s sake! You can’t just leave me
there.”

“Mr. Gerald says he will hold them until I
can pay them off. I have two years, according to state law. God
knows it’s probably going to take me that long to come up with the
money.”

“Bastard,” Walter growled.

Finster growled as if agreeing.

“After all you’ve done for him,” Walter said.
“He’s paid you peanuts all these years, and in your hour of need,
he robs you blind.”

“I think he was rather generous,” Otto
said.

“Rather generous?” Walter said. “You work for
the man, least he could do was cut you a deal. A grand? For a lousy
cremation that you did all the work on?”

“You don’t understand, uncle. That was
a deal. Our cremations usually start at fifteen hundred.”

“Highway robbery!”

“It’s funny how no one thinks about these
things until they have to deal with them.” Otto grinned as he
added, “Though, you’re probably the first client to complain from
beyond the grave.”

Walter ranted and raved regardless of Otto’s
observation. “What kind of world are we living in when a decent man
can’t get a decent funeral for a decent price? When a man spends
his whole life a slave of the system, only to have his final wishes
denied because of corporate greed? I ask you, boy, what kind of
world is this?”

“The real world?

“Good point.” Walter settled back down,
easing onto the couch once more in silence.

“If you don’t mind me asking, and now is as
good a time as any I suppose, what were your final wishes?”

“They were in my will.”

“Which Aunt Betty destroyed.”

“Right. I suppose it’s good I came back then.
At least I can have my desires honored.”

“Which were?”

“Easy enough, I wanted to be cremated
and—”

“That’s a bit of luck then,” Otto said over
him, pleased by this turn of events.

Pleased, that was, until Walter finished
with, “And have my ashes spread near the Bahamas.” Walter leaned in
to add, “Can you guess who was supposed to do the spreadin’?”

Otto swallowed hard and said, “Me?”

“You always were a clever boy.”

“You must be joking.”

“What? I think of you as clever. Isn’t that
how you described yourself on those dating sites? An
intellectual?”

“That’s not it.”

“You sure? Because I’m pretty sure it was.
It’s also probably why you never got any responses.”

“No, I mean why on earth would you want
something so… so… extravagant?”

“I’ve got my reasons.” Walter went
suspiciously quiet, set his jaw and turned away.

That turn, that sudden silence, that setting
of the jaw suggested there was a story there, somewhere. A story
that, knowing Uncle Walter, promised intrigue and lust and betrayal
and a fast car. Uncle Walter’s stories always involved a fast car,
for some reason. On any other day, Otto would’ve sat at Walter’s
feet and begged to hear the tale. But not today. Today, Otto wasn’t
up for a Walter tale, interesting or otherwise.

“Walter,” Otto said, “as much as I would love
to sit here all day and hear those reasons, I would like to point
out that the idea of me taking your ashes to the tropics and
dumping them across the Bahamas is, well, preposterous.”

“Why not? You could use a vacation
anyways.”

“That’s the point. I don’t have time for a
vacation, much less the money. I have responsibilities and
obligations. I have bills to pay. Unless you’ve been ignoring me
for the last five minutes, you are one of those bills now. How do
you expect me to claim your ashes from the funeral home, much less
afford to take them to the tropics?”

Walter grinned wide again. “My boy, I thought
you would never ask.”



Chapter Two


If I Had a Million

 


A few minutes
later

 


Otto stared at Walter in disbelief.

“Are you joking?” said he asked.

“You know I never kid about money, boy,”
Walter said.

The corpse had Otto on that one. Once, when
Otto was seven, he told his uncle a rather mature joke that
included the mention of an aquatic fowl, a sexual act, and a dollar
bill in the punch line. Walter responded by washing Otto’s mouth
out with soap. Young Otto thought his uncle liked dirty jokes.
Uncle Walter explained the soap wasn’t for dropping the f-bomb. It
was rather for dragging money into the equation. No, Walter Waldorf
had never joked about money a day in his life.

Yet the man wasn’t alive now, which left Otto
to wonder if the same rules applied.

“There’s enough to keep you comfortable for
the rest of your days,” Walter said.

Otto considered this idea. “I am not trying
to offend you, but by comfortable, do you mean your kind of
comfortable, or a normal person’s idea of comfortable?”

The edges of Walter’s blue lips curved
downward, dragging the dead man’s mouth into a nasty frown. Otto
found it an unbearable thing to witness; like looking at the behind
of a baboon that had a particularly bad case of diarrhea and also
happened to be on fire. A flaming, diarrheic baboon’s behind. Yes,
that about summed it up. Otto held his hand to his eyes, trying to
peer at that dreadful frown between his fingers.

“Could you please put that scowl away?” Otto
said. “It’s disturbing.”

“Only if you apologize for criticizing my
lifestyle,” Walter said.

“I’m sorry, Uncle Walter.”

“A lifestyle, I might add, that stands to
make you filthy rich.”

Otto perked up at that. He had never been
filthy rich. As far as he could remember, he had never been filthy
anything. If was going to start being filthy, then rich was
definitely one of the best filthy things to become. “Do you mind if
I ask you a personal question?”

“Sure. I reckon I ain’t got nothing to hide
now.” The corpse shifted in his seat. “I mean, you done seen
everything down there.”

“Yes, sorry about that. I did have to clean
you up first.” Otto tried to push the image of a naked Uncle Walter
from his mind, and focused on the question at hand. “If you had so
much money, why didn’t you spend more of it on yourself while you
were alive?”

Walter contemplated this question for a
moment, rolling his sallow eyes about as he hummed to himself. “I
guess I thought I could take it with me. Boy was I wrong about
that.”

“You really didn’t believe that. Did
you?”

“Of course not. I kept it hidden so the
vultures would leave me alone. Trust me son, money don’t bring
nothing but trouble. I spent a whole lifetime learning that little
lesson. Now, here is what you need to do to get the money I spent a
whole lifetime saving. Go to the—”

“Why would I want your money if it caused you
nothing but trouble?”

“Don’t be a smartass, boy.”

“Sorry, sir.”

“Go to the bus station, and ask to speak to a
man named Scotty Weller. Tell him you’re Eightball, and that
Waldorf sent you. Scotty should give you a key to locker number
six. Inside you will find a brown suitcase.”

“Why don’t you have the key?”

“And leave it where Betty could get her
grubby mitts on it?”

“Good point. What if this Scott doesn’t have
the key? Or if he’s taken the money?”

“Scotty is an old buddy of mine. He’ll have
the key, and he thinks the suitcase is full of paperwork.”

“Why would he think that?”

“Because I paid him to think that.”

“Ah.” Otto failed to ask if Scotty was such a
good friend, why he wasn’t at Walter’s funeral.

“Are you paying attention?”

“Yes, yes. Scotty Weller, locker six, brown
suitcase. I heard you.”

“Right. Grab the suitcase and bring it back
to me. Once we use the cash to get my ashes where they should be,
I’ll tell you where to find the rest of the money.”

“Why not tell me now?” Otto said. “I could
save gas by going and getting it all at once.”

“Can’t have you grabbin’ the cash and
skipping town on me, can I?”

“Don’t you trust me?”

“Nope.”

“Geesh, you’d think cremating a guy would
bring you closer.”

“Don’t take it personal. I don’t trust no
one. That goes double for my kin, and triple when it comes to my
money.”

“I don’t see how I can possibly skip town, as
you put it, when you’re haunting me. Won’t you just follow me from
place to place and make my life more miserable than it already
is?”

“This kind of money makes the worst things
tolerable.”

“I don’t see how.”

“That’s because you never had any. Now button
your lip and go get my money.”

“You mean my money.”

“Your money?” The corpse grunted. “You
see? That’s why I can’t tell you where it is until I am laid to
rest. You’re already getting all uppity.” The corpse grunted again.
“Your money indeed. I should smack you for that, boy.”

“Sorry, Uncle Walter.” Otto slipped on his
jacket and grabbed his keys while Walter stretched out on the
couch. “Aren’t you coming with me?”

“No. I’m gonna catch up on my soaps.” Walter
turned the television on and began flipping through the
channels.

Finster jumped onto the couch, curling up at
Walter’s feet. For Otto, witnessing that single act was as familiar
as the smell of formaldehyde. Many were the evenings Otto came home
late from a hard day’s embalming to catch Walter curled up on his
couch with Finster at his feet, the pair of them watching some
trashy talk show or other. Looking at the pair now… it was as if
Walter never died.

“You don’t want to come?” Otto said
Finster.

The dog cut Otto a look that said, Are
you kidding?

Otto should’ve expected that. “How much will
there be?”

“How much what?” the corpse said.

“Money.”

Walter ignored the question, keeping his
yellow eyes glued to the TV.

“Walter,” Otto said, “I need to know how
mu—”

“You’re awful chatty for a man that’s
supposed to be gone by now,” Walter said.

Finster yipped in agreement.

“Oh don’t you start taking his side,” Otto
said. “I want to make sure no one’s stolen any.”

“No one’s stolen any,” Walter said.

“How can you be sure?”

“Because I know.”

“How big will it be?”

“It’s in a single suitcase. You can’t miss
it.”

“Uncle Walter, please. I just want to know
what I am in for.”

So, Walter told him, and Otto immediately
wished the man hadn’t.

There was a time, eons ago, when Otto almost
didn’t ask Muriel to marry him because he was fairly sure he would
pass out before he got the chance to get the words out. He assumed
that was and would always remain the most nervous moment of his
life. He was wrong. The trip to the bus station to pick up a
suitcase filled with money was officially the most nervous moment
of his life. To be fair, there wasn’t as much money involved in
asking Muriel to marry him. Oh, there was a certain amount involved
when she left him—he still couldn’t believe she demanded alimony
when she was the one cheating on him, the conniving bitch—but not
when they first got together. Not money like this.

Not ten thousand dollars.

Ten grand may not seem like much money to
most folks, yet to Otto it was a marvelous amount. Muriel left him
swimming in so much debt Otto doubted he could recognize fifty
dollars’ worth of cash, much less ten thousand. Once upon a time,
he and his wife shared a savings account with nearly as much in it,
as well as retirement funds with matching amounts. All of that was
gone now, thanks to the Unholy Terror that was Muriel Waldorf.

What in the world would Otto do with ten
thousand dollars? He supposed the first thing to do was take it to
the bank. No, wait, Walter said to bring it to him. Not to mention
the fact that Walter despised banks. There was a good chance Walter
wouldn’t tell Otto where the rest of the cash was if Otto put the
first round of money in the bank. No, it was best he followed his
dead uncle’s instructions, else he may never see the rest of the
money.

It was then that Otto carefully considered
his last, passing thought: Follow my dead
uncle’s instruction, else I may
never see the rest of the
money.

He wondered if it was just him, or did that
sound like a completely crazy thing to think? In fact, the entire
idea that he had spent the last hour discussing a trip to the
Bahamas to spread his dead uncle’s ashes across the sea, as
requested by the corpse/ghost of said dead uncle, left Otto with a
bit of a bad feeling. A feeling that perhaps, perchance, possibly
he may have gone off the deep end. Just a tad.

Otto pulled his Buick off the shoulder and
parked it in the tall grass that ran along the side of the road.
After the car came to a stop, he drew a few deep breaths, looked up
in the rear view mirror and, as he often did in times of doubt,
said to himself, “Am I really going to go through with this?”

His reflection looked doubtful.

“Did I spend the morning talking to myself?”
Otto said. “Or did my dead uncle tell me to pick up a suitcase full
of money at the bus station?”

Again, his reflection seemed unimpressed.

“I figured as much,” Otto said, then sighed.
“Who knew I would miss the old fart so bad? Bad enough to bring him
back from the dead. And make him tell me what to do. An undead
figment of my grief stricken imagination, and he is still bossing
me around. How pathetic is that?”

His reflection shrugged.

“I have to prove it to myself,” Otto said.
“That’s what I have to do. I have to go to that station, ask for
Scotty Weller, tell him Walter sent me, and let the man laugh.
That’s the only way to prove to myself I imagined the whole thing.
Yes. That makes perfect sense.”
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