Free Dirt

by Charles Beaumont

No fowl had ever looked so posthumous. Its boneslay stacked to one side of the plate like kindling:
white, dry, and naked in the soft light of the restaurant. Bones only, with every shard and filament of meat
gripped methodicaly off. Otherwise, the plate was avast glistening plain.

The other, smdler dishes and bowlswere equdly virgind. They shonefiercely against one another. And
al apae cream color fixed upon the snowy white of atablecloth unstained by gravies and unspotted by
coffee and free from the stigmata of breadcrumbs, cigarette ash, and fingernail lint.

Only the dead fowl's bones and the stippled traceries of hardened red gdlatine clinging timidly to the
bottom of a dessert cup gave evidence that these ruins had once been adinner.

Mr. Aorta, not asmal man, permitted amild belch, folded the newspaper he had found on the chair,
ingpected his vest for food leavings, and then made hisway briskly to the cashier.

The old woman glanced at his check.
"Yes dr," shesad.

"All righty," Mr. Aortasaid and removed from his hip pocket alarge black wallet. He opened it casudly,
whigtling "The Seven Joys of Mary" through the space provided by histwo front teeth.

The melody stopped, abruptly. Mr. Aortalooked concerned. He peered into hiswallet, then began
removing things; presently its entire contents were spread out.

He frowned.
"What seemsto bethe difficulty, Sr?"

"Oh, no difficulty," thefat man said, "exactly." Though the wallet was manifestly empty, heflapped its
sdes gpart, held it upside down and continued to shake it, suggesting the picture of a hydrophobic bat
suddenly seized in midair.

Mr. Aortasmiled aweak, harassed smile and proceeded to empty al of hisfourteen separate pockets.
In atime the counter was piled high with miscellany.

"Wel!" he said impatiently. "What nonsense! What bother! Do you know what's happened? My wife's
gone off and forgotten to leave me any change! Heigh-ho, well—my nameis James Brockelhurst: I'm
with the Pliofilm Corporation. | generally don't est out, and—here, no, | insst. Thisisembarrassing for
you aswel asfor mysdf. | insist upon leaving my card. If you will retainiit, | shal return tomorrow
evening a thistime and reimburse you.”

Mr. Aortashoved the pasteboard into the cashier's hands, shook his head, shoveled the residue back
into his pockets and, plucking atoothpick from abox, |eft the restaurant.



Hewas quite pleased with himsdf—an invariable reaction to the acquigtion of something for nothingin
return. It had al gone smoothly, and what adelightful meal!

He gtrolled in the direction of the streetcar stop, casting occasiond licentious glances at undressed
mannequinsin department store windows.

The prolonged fumbling for his car token worked as efficiently as ever. (Get in the middle of the crowd,
look bewildered, inconspicuous, search your pockets earnestly, the while edging from the vision of the
conductor—then take afar seat and read anewspaper.) In four years traveling time, Mr. Aorta
computed he had saved atotal of $211.20.

Thedectricsancient list did not jar hiswarm fedling of serenity. He studied the amusements briefly, then
went to work on the current puzzle, whose prize ran into the thousands. Thousands of dallars, actudly for
nothing. Something for nothing. Mr. Aortaloved puzzles.

But thefine print made reading impossible.

Mr. Aortaglanced at the ederly woman standing near his sest; then, because the woman's eyes were full
of tired pleading and ingnuation, he refocused out the wire crosshatch windows.

What he saw caused his heart to throb. The section of town was one he passed every day, soit wasa
wonder held not noticed it before—though generally there wasllittle provocation to sightsee on what was
irreverently caled "Desth Row"—adreary round of mortuaries, columbariums, crematories, and the like,
al crowded into afive-block area

He yanked the stop signal, hurried to the rear of the streetcar, and depressed the exit plate. In afew
moments he had walked to what he'd seen.

It wasasgn, atlesdy lettered though spelled correctly enough. 1t was not new, for the white paint had
swollen and cracked and the rusted nails had dripped trails of dirty orange over the face of it.

Thedgnread:

FREE DIRT
Apply Within
Lilyvale
Cemetery

and was posted upon the moldering green of awoodboard wall.

Now Mr. Aortafdt afamiliar sensation come over him. It happened whenever he encountered the word
FREE—amagic word that did strange and wonderful thingsto his metabolism.

Free. What was the meaning, the essence of free? Why, something for nothing. And to get something for
nothing was Mr. Aortas chiefest pleasurein thismortd life.

Thefact that it was dirt which was being offered Free did not oppress him. He seldom gave more than a
fleeting thought to these things; for, he reasoned, nothing iswithout its use.



The other, subtler circumstances surrounding the sign scarcely occurred to him: why the dirt was being
offered, where free dirt from a cemetery would logically come from, et cetera. In this connection he
considered only the probable richness of the soil, for reasons he did not care to speculate upon.

Mr. Aorta's solitary hesitation encircled such problems as: Was this offer an honest one, without strings
where he would have to buy something? Was there alimit on how much he could take home? If nat,
what would be the best method of transporting it?

Petty problems: dl solvable.

Mr. Aortadid something inwardly that resembled a smile, looked about, and findly located the entrance
tothe Lilyvale Cemetery.

These desolate grounds, which had once accommodated atwine factory, an upholstering firm, and an
outlet for ladies shoes, now lay swathed in amiasmic vapor—accreditable, in the absence of nearby
bogs, to a profusion of windward smokestacks. The blistered hummocks, peaked with crosses, dabs,
and stones, loomed gray and sad in the gloaming: witha, a place purely ddightful to describe, and apity it

cannot be—for how it looked there that evening haslittle to do with the fat man and what was to become
of him.

Important only that it was a place full of dead people on their backs under ground, moldering and
moldered.

Mr. Aorta hurried because he despised to waste, along with everything ese, time. It was not long before
he had encountered the proper party and had this sort of conversation:

"I understand you're offering free dirt.”

"That'sright.”

"How much may one have?'

"Much as one wants."

"Onwhat days?'

"Any days, most likely therell dways be some fresh.”

Mr. Aortasighed in the manner of onewho hasjust acquired alifetime inheritance or ameasured
checking account. He then made an appointment for the following Saturday and went home to ruminate
agreegble ruminations.

At aquarter past ninethat night he hit upon an excdlent use to which the dirt might be puit.

His backyard, an ochre waste, lay chunked and dry, abarren stretch repulsive to al but the grossest
weeds. A tree had once flourished there, in better days, ahaven for suburbanite birds, but then the birds
disappeared for no good reason except that this was when Mr. Aorta moved into the house, and the tree
became an ugly naked thing.

No children played in thisyard.



Mr. Aortawas intrigued. Who could say? Perhaps something might be made to grow! He had long ago
written an enterprising firm for free samples of seeds and received enough to feed an army. But thefirst
experiment had shriveled into hard, usaless pips, and, seized by lassitude, Mr. Aortahad shelved the
project. Now ...

A neighbor named Joseph William Santucci permitted himsdlf to be intimidated. He lent hisold Reo
truck, and after afew hoursthefirst load of dirt had arrived and been shoveled into atidy mound. It
looked beautiful to Mr. Aorta, whose passion overcompensated for his weariness with the task. The
second load followed, and the third, and the fourth, and it was dark as a codbin out when the very last
was dumped.

Mr. Aortareturned the truck and fell into an exhausted, though not unpleasant, deep.

The next day was heralded by the distant clangor of church bells and the chink-chink of Mr. Aortas
pade leveling the displaced graveyard soil, distributing it and grinding it in with the crusty earth. It had a
continental ook, this new dirt: swarthy, it seemed, black and saturnine: not at dl dry, though the sunwas
aready quite hot.

Soon the greater portion of the yard was covered, and Mr. Aortareturned to his sitting room.

Heturned on theradio in timeto identify a popular song, marked his discovery on apost card, and
mailed this away, confident that he would receive either atoaster or aset of nylon hosefor histrouble.

Then he wrapped four bundles containing, respectively: a can of vitamin capsules, haf of them gone; a
half-tin of coffee; ahaf-full bottle of spot remover; abox of soap flakes with most of the sogp flakes
missing. These he mailed, each with anote curtly expressing histota dissatisfaction, to the companiesthat
had offered them to him on amoney-back guarantee.

Now it was dinnertime, and Mr. Aorta beamed in anticipation. He sat down to amea of sundry
ddlicacies such as anchovies, sardines, mushrooms, caviar, olives, and pearl onions. It was not, however,
that he enjoyed thistype of food for any aesthetic reasons: only that it had al comein packages small
enough to be dipped into one's pocket without attracting the attention of busy grocers.

Mr. Aorta cleaned his plates so thoroughly no cat would care to lick them; the empty tins a so looked
new and bright: even their lids gleamed irridescently.

Mr. Aortaglanced at his checkbook balance, grinned indecently, and went to look out the back
window.

The moon was cold upon the yard. Itsrays passed over the high fence Mr. Aorta had constructed from
free rocks, and splashed moodily onto the new black earth.

Mr. Aortathought abit, put away his checkbook, and got out the boxes containing the garden seeds.
They were good as new.
Joseph William Santucci's truck wasin use every Saturday thereafter for five weeks. Thisgood man

watched curioudy as his neighbor returned each time with more dirt and yet more, and he made severd
remarksto hiswife about the oddness of it dl, but she could not bear even to talk about Mr. Aorta.



"He'srobbed usblind,” she said. "Look! Hewears your old clothes, he uses my sugar and spices, and
borrows everything € se he can think of! Borrows, did | say? | mean steals. For years! | have not seen
the man pay for athing yet! Where does he work that he makes so little money?

Neither Mr. nor Mrs. Santucci knew that Mr. Aorta's daily laborsinvolved stting on the sdewak
downtown, with dark glasses on and a battered tin cup in front of him. They'd both passed him severa
times, though, and given him pennies, both unable to penetrate the clever disguise. It wasdl kept, the
disguise, in afreelocker at therailroad termind.

"Here he comes again, that loony!" Mrs. Santucci wailed.

Soon it wastime to plant the seeds, and Mr. Aortawent about thiswith ponderous precision, after
having consulted numerous books at the library. Neat rows of summer squash were sown in therichly
dark soil; and peas, corn, beans, onions, beets, rhubarb, asparagus, watercress, and much more,
actually. When the rows were filled and Mr. Aortawas stuck with extra packs, he smiled and dispersed
strawberry seeds and watermel on seeds and seeds without clear description. Shortly the paper packages
weredl empty.

A few days passed and it was getting time to go to the cemetery again for afresh load, when Mr. Aorta
noticed an odd thing.

The dark ground had begun to yield to tiny eruptions. Closer ingpection reved ed that things had begun to
grow. Inthe soil.

Now Mr. Aortaknew very little about gardening, when you got right down to it. He thought it strange, of
course, but he was not darmed. He saw things growing, that was the important point. Things that would
become food.

Praising his good fortune, he hurried to Lilyvale and there received asingular disappointment: Not many
people had died lately. There was scant little dirt to be had: hardly one truckful.

Ahwsdll, he thought, things are bound to pick up over the holidays; and he took home what there was.

Its addition marked the improvement of the garden's growth. Shoots and buds came higher, and the
expanse was far less bleak.

He could not contain himsalf until the next Saturday, for obvioudy this dirt was acting as some sort of
fertilizer on his plants—the free food called out for more.

But the next Saturday came a cropper. Not even ashove'sload. And the garden was beginning to
desiccate ...

Mr. Aortas startling decision came as aresult of trying dl kinds of new dirt and fertilizers of every
imaginable description (all charged under the name of Uriah Gringsby). Nothing worked. His garden,
which had promised afull bounty of edibles, had sunk to new lows: it was amost back to itsorigina
gtate. And thisMr. Aorta could not abide, for he had put in considerable [abor on the project and this
labor must not be wasted. It had deeply affected his other enterprises.

So—with the caution born of desperateness, he entered the gray quiet place with the tombstones one
night, located freshly dug but unoccupied graves, and added to their six-foot depth yet another foot. It
was not noticeabl e to anyone who was not looking for such a discrepancy.



No need to mention the many tripsinvolved: it isenough to say that in time Mr. Santucci's truck, parked
ablock away, was aquarter filled.

The following morning saw arebirth in the garden.

And so it went. When dirt wasto be had, Mr. Aortawas obliged; when it was not—well, it wasn't
missed. And the garden kept growing and growing, until—

Asif overnight, everything opened up! Where so short atime past had been aparched little prairiewas
now amultiflora, multivegetable paradise. Corn bulged yellow from its spiny green husks, peaswere
brilliant green in their haf-split pods, and dl the other wonderful foodstuffs glowed full rich with life and
showcase vigor. Rows and rows of them, and crossrows!

Mr. Aortawas amogt felled by enthusiasm.
A liver for the moment and anidiot in the art of canning, he knew what he had to do.

It took awhile to systematically gather up the morsdls, but with patience, he at last had the garden
stripped clean of al but weeds and leaves and other unedibles.

He cleaned. He pedled. He stringed. He cooked. He boiled. Hetook all the good free food and piled it
geometrically on tables and chairs and continued with thisuntil it was dl ready to be eaten.

Then he began. Starting with the asparagus—he decided to do it in aphabetica order—he ate and ate
clear through beets and celery and pardey and rhubarb, paused there for adrink of water, and went on
egting, being careful not to waste ajot, until he came to watercress. By thistime his ssomach was twisting
painfully, but it was asweet pain, so he took a deep breath and, by chewing dowly, did awvay with the
find vedtigid bit of food.

The plates sparkled white, like a series of bloated snowflakes. It was all gone.

Mr. Aortafelt an dmost sexua satisfaction—by which is meant, he had had enough ... for now. He
couldn't even belch.

Happy thoughts assailed his mind, asfollows: Histwo greatest passions had been fulfilled; lifeés meaning
acted out symbolicaly, like acondensed Everyman. These two things only are what this man thought of .

He chanced to |ook out the window.

What he saw was abright speck in the middle of blackness. Small, somewhere at the end of the
garden—faint yet digtinct.

With the effort of a brontosaurus emerging from atar pit Mr. Aortarose from his chair, walked to the
door, and went out into his emasculated garden. He lumbered past dangling grotesqueries formed by
shucks and husks and vines.

The speck seemed to have disappeared, and he looked carefully in dl directions, ditting his eyes, trying
to get accustomed to the moonlight.

Then he saw it. A white fronded thing, a plant, perhaps only aflower; but there, certainly, and al that was



|eft.

Mr. Aortawas surprised to seethat it was located at the bottom of ashallow declivity in the ground, very
near the dead tree. He couldn't remember how a hole could have got dug in his garden, but there were
always neighborhood kids and their pranks. A lucky thing he'd grabbed the food when he did!

Mr. Aortaleaned over the edge of the small pit and reached down his hand toward the shining plant. It
resisted histouch, somehow. He leaned farther over and ill alittle farther, and still he couldn't lay fingers
onthething.

Mr. Aortawas not an agile man. However, with the intendity of a painter trying to cover onelast tiny spot
awkwardly placed, he leaned just amite farther and plosh! he'd toppled over the edge and landed with a
peculiarly wet thud. A ridiculous damned bother, too: now held have to make afool of himsdlf,
clambering out again. But, the plant: He searched the floor of the pit, and searched it, and no plant could
be found. Then helooked up and was appd led by two things: Number One, the pit had been deeper
than he'd thought; Number Two, the plant was wavering in the wind above him, on the rim he had so
recently occupied.

The painsin Mr. Aortas ssomach got progressively worse. Movementsincreased the pains. He began to
fed an overwheming pressurein hisribsand chest.

It was at this moment of his discovery that the top of the hole was up beyond hisreach that he saw the
white plant in full moonglow. It looked rather like a hand, a big human hand, waxy and stiff and attached
to the earth. Thewind hit it and it moved dightly, causing arain of dirt pelletsto fall upon Mr. Aortas
face.

He thought amoment, judged the whole Situation, and began to climb. But the pains were too much and
hefdl, writhing.

Thewind came again and more dirt was scattered down into the hole: soon the strange plant was being
pushed to and fro against the soil, and dirt fell more and more heavily. More and more, more heavily and
more heavily.

Mr. Aorta, who had never up to this point found occasion to scream, screamed. It was quite successfull,
despite the fact that no one heard it.

The dirt came down, and presently Mr. Aortawasto hiskneesin damp soil. Hetried rising, and could
not.

And the dirt came down from that big white plant flip-flopping in the moonlight and the wind.
After awhile Mr. Aortas screamstook on amuffled quality.

For avery good reason.

Then, sometimelater, the garden was just as still and quiet asit could be.

Mr. and Mrs. Joseph William Santucci found Mr. Aorta. He was lying on the floor in front of severa
tables. On the tables were many plates. The plates on the tables were clean and shining.

Mr. Aorta's sscomach was distended past burst belt buckle, popped buttons, and forced zipper. It was



not unlike the image of agreat white whaerising curioudy from placid, forlorn waters.
"Ate hissf to death,” Mrs. Santucci said in the fashion of the concluding line of acomplex joke.

Mr. Santucci reached down and plucked atiny bal of soil from the fat man's dead lips. He studied it.
Andanideacametohim...

Hetried to get rid of the idea, but when the doctors found Mr. Aorta's ssomach to contain many pounds
of dirt—and nothing else to speak of—Mr. Santucci dept badly, for amost aweek.

They carried Mr. Aortas body through the weeded but otherwise empty and desolate backyard, past the
mournful dead tree and the rock fence.

They gave him adecent funeral, out of the goodness of their hearts, since no provision had been made,

And then they laid him to rest in a place with amoldering green woodboard wall: thewall had alittlesign
naledtoit.

And thewind blew absolutely Free.

TheEnd
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