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The Music
Died

 

February 3

“Goddamned bitch bit me.” Jape
was just repeating the words, over and over, no longer with much
vehemence. Still, it was getting on his friends' nerves.

“Just leave it alone,” said
Buddy. “We're on our way and you can see the doctor as soon as we
land."

"Until then, there's nothing you
can do but try to get some rest."

“Goddamned bitch bit
me.”

Ritchie spoke up, no longer
pretending to sleep. “You saw the police drag her off. Now, come
on, that's not the first crazy fan to try to get a piece of you,
now is it?”

Buddy chuckled, but Jape only
shook his head slowly, the instrument lights turning the beads of
fever sweat on his face into a fine net of gemstones.

Buddy was still in the suit he
had worn on stage at the Surf Ballroom in Clear Lake, but Jape and
Ritchie had changed into more comfortable clothes for the trip. The
Winter Dance Party tour was turning out to be a real bitch-kitty,
and any comfort they could find was worth the effort. Buddy was out
of clean clothes, though, and until Jape came down ill, he kept
complaining about having no damned clean skivvies. Now Jape
complained enough for the three of them – and for Roger Peterson,
the hired pilot who never spoke, but who kept sneaking peeks at the
three men who had chartered his plane for a midnight run from Mason
City Municipal, Iowa to Hector International in Fargo,
ND.

“C'mon, Jape, man, keep it
together, would you?” Ritchie had moved beyond irritated and was
now all the way into terrified. He'd never been on a plane before,
and really wanted to settle in and enjoy it, and Jape was starting
to freak him out.

 

But Jape wouldn't stop. Jim and
Buddy and Rickie were pretty sure by now that this was no simple
case of influenza.

"The bish bimme," he said, and
"thpshh bumeeee" he moaned, and finally it became a sort of drawn
out gravelly sound, like pebbles rolling against each other in the
tide.

Jape was straining against his
seatbelts, and Rickie reached over to press him back. "Keep it
together, man, we'll get to the hospital soon enough."

"He looks like Hell," said
Buddy.

Jim couldn't see behind him, but
he knew Jape sure sounded like hell. In fact, he smelled pretty
bad, too. Like a sickroom. Like death. Like rotting meat. It was
the same smell, really, when you get down to it, he thought. His
mind tripped back to last year when his father had died after a
long bout with cancer, the big 'C'. On the last day, the day his
father died, he'd wanted to stay back in the doorway, behind the
rest of his family — his mother, the soon-to-be-widowed wife of the
dying man and the rest of them.

His father's body was limp, and
bulged in odd places, as if the muscles holding the joints together
had given up entirely. Its head lolled to one side on a neck gone
asymmetrical and grotesque. Drool pooled in the hollow by the
collar bone. The breath that came out was what kept him at bay. It
was the smell of meat, not of a human being. His father, James
Throppe the senior, former accountant with Finnegan, Whitman and
Wilson of Hill City and father of three, was already gone. His body
had already started to decompose. Why was he the only one who saw
that? This was a repulsive pile of meat, breathing, yes, mouthing
words out of some sort of muscle memory habit, perhaps, but no
more.

There was a bump, and Jim drew
his attention back into the moment. The storm they were flying
through was kicking up some turbulence, and the little Beechcraft
Bonanza, bucking and protesting, couldn't rise above it. Damned
storm. They'd be lucky if they didn't crash and burrow under the
snow until spring. And Jape thrashing around and screaming int he
back was doing nothing for his concentration.

That ass Jennings had been
joking when he said he wished the plane crashed, just joshing with
his friends before they separated, some to the drafty old bus, the
others to the tiny plane. But still.

There was a sound that Jim
couldn't quite place. A horrible, tearing sound, and Jim checked
his instrument panel for signs of electrical failure.

But it was Jape's seatbelt
tearing.

The wreckage of the Beechcraft
Bonanza was found in Albert Juhl's frozen pasture, 43°13′12″N,
93°23′0″W. Only about five miles from the airport.

Jape's body was found 40 feet
from the wreckage of the plane. The others were all still strapped
in to their seats. An autopsy was performed on the pilot, but
everyone else was buried with much weeping and national
mourning.

Buddy Holly's pistol was found
in the field two months later.

 

In 2007, almost 50 years later,
Jiles Perry Richardson Junior, The Little Bopper, ordered his dad's
body exhumed and an autopsy performed, largely to dispel rumors
surrounding his father's death. Dr. Bill Bass of the University of
Tennessee declared no sign of a gunshot, and no indication of foul
play. Jape's bones were broken in a manner consistent with a death
by plane crash.

The Little Bopper marveled at
how good his father looked after 48 years in the ground.

"But at least all that is
finally laid to rest," he said.
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