Short Story

SOUL SURGEON

The first layer of skin peeled off easily. Little resistance. No ripping. Soft, supple meat bulged underneath, resembling fresh bologna. “ Almost there, ” the surgeon assured his patient. He pulled off the last of the body ’ s nearly transparent shell with a gentle tug and released it from the tips of the toes. He placed the dermis on a nearby surgical table. It formed a perfect outline of a man. The surgeon straightened, observing his work. “ Yes, I think that went quite well. Don ’ t you? ” He turned his gaze toward the young man, naked and shivering. The man ’ s eyes were wide in fear and never left the surgeon. “ You trust me, don ’ t you? ” the doctor asked. “ Our work here is very important. It is the most enlightening work one can do. The healing will begin soon. ” With that, the surgeon moved over the patient once more and slipped the scalpel under the skin of the man ’ s forehead, just beneath the hairline, to begin removing the second layer. The patient closed his eyes in an effort to block out the nightmare, hoping to find it was only a dream. His body still shivered from the exposure—after all, he ’ d just been stripped of his first layer of skin. The skin that remained was drying and felt like it would split open in places, probably from the heat of the bright surgical lamps overhead. He tried to stop shaking as the doctor worked his way down past his forehead, one tedious slice and tug at a time. The second layer seemed more difficult to remove than the first. Surprisingly, there was little pain, only the monotonous scrape-tug, scrape-tug of the scalpel and the annoying way the sleeve of the surgeon ’ s gown kept grazing raw skin. The good doctor was no more than five feet tall, dressed completely in surgical garb. The green cap covered only the top of his head, leaving his bushy hair to hang over his shoulders in sooty ropes. Crow ’ s feet clutched the skin around his red spider-veined eyes. Looking around, the patient saw the surgical suite was large enough to accommodate an entire team of doctors, yet he saw no one else. Where were the nurses? he wondered. Who was the assisting surgeon? Glass-faced cabinets lined the walls on either sides, filled with plastic bottles and stacks of white linens. The room had a medicinal odor to it that seemed to go with the mint green walls. A tall stand supported a small draped tray nearby with instruments glinting under the bright lights above. There were no restraints that he could see or feel, yet he was unable to move. Perhaps his body was blessedly numb from whatever drugs he ’ d been given to paralyze him. All he could manage were slow, shallow breaths, enough to sustain life. Life , he thought. What life? He ’ d moved from one paranoid state of being to another ever since that day so long ago. He ’ d tried to get past it but it was like combing his hair in a windstorm. Futility and hopelessness had finally taken over, wreaking havoc in his existence. Is this where it had led him? He was being peeled like an onion; each later exposed for close examination. Thinking back, he tried to recall what had landed him in this mess in the first place. How had his life brought him to a place where he was being literally sheared away? What was the doctor really searching for? Why me? he wondered. I ’ m certainly not a perfect physical specimen. The jackknife shaped scar on his left knee came to mind. That was a real pisser, he remembered. He ’ d been ten at the time and a bit of a rebellious smart-ass. He immersed himself in the memory as the surgeon peeled back the last of his facial skin and started cutting under his jaw. The coins he ’ d stolen from his little sister ’ s piggy-bank to cover the movie expenses jingled in his blue jean pocket as he rode his ten-speed to Jimmy Warren ’ s house. They ’ d planned to see “ Invasion of the Body Snatchers ” at the Royal Victorian Theater in town. Now the Royal Vic, as it was known to the locals, was a scary enough place on its own. The theater had once been a speakeasy where several gangsters had danced their last Charleston to the tune of the tommy-gun jive, and rumor had it, it was haunted. Finally, in the late fifties, it had been turned into a movie house. That was part of the draw of seeing “ Invasions of the Body Snatchers ” at the Royal Vic— Jimmy was convinced the movie would bring out the dead. Jimmy told him that other boys from the neighborhood had seen the gangsters first hand in the mirror of the men ’ s room. They said they felt a small gust of wind as they zipped up and when they turned to look, there were three bloodied men reaching for them from inside the mirror. One of the men had only half a head and face, the other side was a mass of pulsating flesh and gray matter. He moaned with half his mouth wide open, spilling out yellow, bile-like liquid. He asked Jimmy what the other two looked like, anticipating the worst, but his friend had only shrugged, saying, “ The guys took off before they got too close. They said they thought the ghosts were going to bust through the mirror. ” The whole story sounded like bull, but if Jimmy believed it, there had to be some truth to it. That ’ s why he had to find out for himself. Somehow, this justified stealing from his sister—in his mind anyway. He knew she ’ d been saving for months for the new kind of doll that gave kisses when her arms were squeezed. She ’ d just have to wait a little longer he surmised with little guilt. This was important. Halfway through the movie, Jimmy elbowed him saying, “ Hey. Wanna hit the john? ” His grin fell in a twisted shadow as the screen ’ s images turned his lips into a black squirming serpent. “ What about the movie? ” he asked Jimmy, stalling. “ Screw it. I bet the bathroom ’ s more fun. ” With that, his friend headed toward the doors. A sudden pain, as sharp as a knife, shot across his neck cutting the image from his mind. “ A slight problem near the clavicle but nothing to worry about, ” the surgeon assured him. Then he heard the sound of tearing, like ripping a piece of paper towel in half. The patient closed his eyes once more to focus on his previous thoughts. It was what was going to keep him sane until he could get out of the mess he was in. Jimmy waited until the men ’ s room door whooshed closed behind them before unzipping. “ C ’ mon, ” Jimmy ordered. “ I don ’ t have to go. ”“ Pretend. That ’ s what we have to do. ”“ Why? ” Jimmy rolled his eyes. “ Because, nimrod, that ’ s how the other guys did it. ” Suddenly, he did have to go. Really go. Turning, he unzipped and closed his eyes, hoping Jimmy would lose interest and get back to the movie. He lost his grip briefly missing his mark, when an ice-cold hand grabbed his upper arm. “ Hurry up, man. I ’ m gonna check out the mirror. ” Jimmy headed across the mint green tiles. “ Damnit! ” The surgeon ’ s guttural voice intruded once more. “ The skin is too dry. I ’ ll have to use the saline. There ’ s no other way. We can ’ t have any rips or blemishes if the healing is to begin. ” He watched the gloved hand, too large for the rest of his body, take a plastic bottle from the shelf and uncap it. “ This might sting a bit, ” he warned as he poured copious amounts over the chest area. Liquid fire consumed his exposed skin. He heard someone screaming as he fought to hold into his sanity. This can ’ t be happening, he tried to convince himself as he dove deeper into his own mind. When the screams died down to a steady whimper, he realized they had come from him. He watched as the saline bottle tipped over his genitals and forced his mind back to the Royal Vic ’ s washroom. He focused on the last trickle of urine flowing down the urinal and into the small dark mouth in the center. Jimmy ’ s voice stole his attention. “ Check it out! ” He rapped hard with his fist against the glass. The mirror ran the length of the wall across from the stalls and urinals. There were black freckled areas in several places where the silver paint had chipped off the back. It was supposed to be the original mirror from the speakeasy. “ C ’ mon, you dead bastards! Show yourselves! ” Jimmy ’ s voice echoed in the large room. “ Don ’ t do that! ” He nearly caught himself in the zipper. “ Why not? There ’ s no on here. ” Jimmy pressed a cheek to the mirror trying to see inside. The shredded fingers exploded through the mirror, shattering glass shards across the tiles with a high-pitched tinkling sound. The next few seconds passed in slow motion. It was as if his legs were trying to run through jelly; he just couldn ’ t get to his friend fast enough. Then he froze. A pair of bloody hands had Jimmy ’ s throat, yanking his head through the jagged mouth of the open mirror. His legs kicked and dangled against the wall like a pissed off marionette. His cries for help were garbled screeches as a thick bloody slug fell from his mouth with a solid splat. He realized in shocked silence that it was Jimmy ’ s tongue. He watched it pulsate on the ground as Jimmy tried to call out for help. He fought the urge to run away. Jimmy needed him. All he ’ d have to do was grab Jimmy ’ s legs and pull. He knew that. He just might be able to save him. When he looked back, he saw the three gangsters clearly inside the mirror, feasting on what used to be his friend ’ s face. They stopped long enough to meet his gaze, staring hungrily, as if here dessert. With that, he felt burning fear consume him and gave an angry yell as he rushed the mirror. He didn ’ t want to do it. Guilt tore through his soul when he realized that he was about to murder his best friend. As one of the ghosts reached for his arm, he made the choice to sacrifice Jimmy in order to save himself. Grabbing Jimmy ’ s limp legs, he quickly lifted them up and pushed them through the hole, jumping back as they disappeared into the mirror. He was sweating and out of breath. What had he just done? his mind screamed . Had it all really happened? The sound of bones crunching echoed in the room. He saw Jimmy ’ s tongue lying still and flat on the floor. He stared back at the mirror, which seemed to have closed up on itself. Could this be happening? he thought. Could the mirror have sucked Jimmy up whole? He jumped when a mangled head shot through the hole, its left side missing entirely, leaving only a mass of stringy red must attached to a jagged skull. The other side of the face sagged like melted candle wax. A thick wad of Jimmy ’ s blond hair hung from its lower lip. He bolted toward the door, slipping on glass shards and falling to his knees. Fire sliced his left knee but he ignored it and scrambled out of the door and into the lobby. No one was there. Checking his leg, he saw a large chunk of protruding mirror. He yanked it out, crying sharply. Still no one came. He started to run for the doors and to the blessed warmth of bright sunlight. He gasped as he heard the sound again; the drawstring sound of final release of the skin from his toes. The next several skin layers were removed with little trouble; at least he didn ’ t recall anything unusual. He slipped in and out of consciousness several times, dreaming about his life. He smelled the sharp sanguine aroma he identified with fresh blood and realized that even though he couldn ’ t move, he was beginning to feel weak, tired; as though sleep would mean his end. The surgeon was tireless in his endeavor, placing another body layer atop the previous ones on the surgical cart. His partially masked face hovered overhead, blocking out some of the bright lamp ’ s light. Snake-like eyes gleamed above, staring intently at his work. “ The healing will begin soon. I see the signs. ”“ What healing? ” The good doctor never replied, but placed the scalpel to the hairline again to begin another layer. “ What healing? ” he shouted. Warmth spread over the burning skin of his face and he was blinded by something running into his eyes. “ We ’ re getting close now, the cleansing has begun, ” the surgeon seemed to be smiling behind his mask. Blood spurted across the doctor ’ s gown in a thick arc. Pins and needles sensations cascaded down his limbs and he wondered if he was getting the use of his body back; what was left of it. He struggled to lift his left hand or foot, but movement was still impossible. His mental fog seemed to be lifting as well and he wondered again if he ’ d been given some sort of drug that was finally wearing off, or if it meant something entirely different. He ’ d read somewhere that shortly before death, many people get a temporary burst of energy, making them appear to be getting well. He hoped that wasn ’ t the case with him. He tried to recall how he came to be paralyzed on a surgical stretcher at the mercy of a madman. Forcing his mind back, he could only remember drinking a latte at a coffee bar in town and that it didn ’ t taste as good as usual. Was this all just a terrible nightmare? Was it punishment for that day in the Vic ’ s john? He ’ d carried the guilt of his actions ever since, like a hole in his soul eaten away by acid. But he ’ d been ten years old, for God ’ s sake. He panicked, that was all. Surely he wasn ’ t completely to blame, after all, Jimmy had insisted on going into the men ’ s room to investigate. He ’ d tried to stop him. Every time he ’ d replayed his actions of that awful day, he ’ d convinced himself he ’ d done poor ol ’ Jimmy a favor. And what about those ghouls inside the mirror? Aren ’ t they really the ones to blame? Where is their punishment? Anger surged through him as he decided he ’ d had enough. If this was a dream it was time to wake up. If not, it was time to get some answers and put an end to it all. “ Hey, Doc. Don ’ t you think it ’ s about quitting time? There ’ s not much left and I ’ m tired of this nightmare. ” The surgeon continued to peel down a thick layer of meat from his left leg. “ Did you hear me? Look at me you asshole! ” The scrape-tug of the scalpel stopped and the man stared at him briefly. “ The healing is ready to begin. ”“ What healing? Why do you keep saying that? ” He tried again to move his limbs. This time his hands lifted slightly from the table. Keep talking to him, keep stalling, he told himself. “ Why am I here? ”“ To start the healing. It is a very necessary thing. ”“ Who the hell are you anyway? ”“ I ’ m the soul surgeon. I introduced myself at the beginning, but you seemed distracted. ”“ Well, I guess so! If someone were peeling you down in layers, you ’ d be a little preoccupied too! And what are you going to do with all that skin? ” He nodded with little effort at the nearby cart. Good, now he could move his head. “ It is crucial for the cleansing. ” The surgeon continued without looking up. “ Then why didn ’ t you leave it where it was? ” His right foot jerked at that. “ Each layer must be taken off to expose the next in order to find your soul ’ s dark spot. It must be removed. Most people have many, as you do, but there is always one, which is the darkest and requires healing. It is the most dangerous of all. ”“ What do you mean by dark spots? ”“ The vilest deeds possible. ”“ If I can live with them, why can ’ t you ? ”“ It is what I do. Now shall we finish up? ”“ No! Leave me alone. Let me out of here! ” Before he could move, the doctor gutted him like a fish. His scream filled the suite and bounced off the shiny green tiles, tiles strangely reminiscent of the ones in the Vic. He glanced down at his gaping would seeing only blackness. No organs. No blood. Then something moved and he saw a shiny tar-like mound wriggling just below his abdomen; or where it used to be. “ There it is! ” the surgeon clapped his gloved hands like a child about to receive ice cream. “ What is it? Get it out! ” the patient screamed at the madman. “ That is your black spot. It must come out. ” The slimy mound bulged upward at this, as if stretching inside. “ What ’ s in me? What is it? ”“ I ’ ve already told you. ” The doctor picked up large steel forceps and plunged them inside the great dark hollow. The throbbing black growth began squirming making it difficult to hold on to. Finally, he stepped backs with sudden force, swinging the forceps upward. A loud rip followed by a great sucking sound escaped the wound and the surgeon grappled to keep a hold on the wriggling form. He plunged the scalpel into the shiny membrane and tore it away. With a football hold he kept the thing from dropping to the floor while he wiped it off and then held it up for his patient to see as if he ’ d just delivered a newborn baby. It resembled an iridescent oil slick. The sinuous form writhed and pulsed against the surgeon, smearing his chest with gray grease. Then there was a sound. It was more of soft mewing at first, growing steadily louder until it was actually screeching. Turning it around for a better look, the doctor held it up saying, “ Ah. There we go. Now we can proceed. ”“ What is that thing? Are there any more in me? ” He stopped when the squawking blob produced an opening in its middle, exposing rows of knife-like pink nipples. Several squirted out a thick yellow substance resembling pus that quickly foamed and ate through the surgical drape on the instrument tray. The surgeon grabbed the top layer of discarded skin lying on the nearby table and held it up to the nipples. A loud slurping sound filled the room as the creature began eating it. “ Hey! What are you doing? That ’ s mine . Why are you feeding it? ”“ It feeds best on your layers of guilt, sorrow, and evil deeds. The list goes on and on. Now if you ’ ll allow me to continue. ” He turned his back to pick up another slab of deflated flesh. If anything could be salvaged out of the whole nightmare, it had to be done then. While the doctor ’ s back was turned, the patient forced himself to move and managed to flip onto his side in an awkward jerky motion. The movement proved too much for his weakened arms and he rolled off the cart, landing on the floor with a dull thud. He began crawling as fast as his deadened arms would allow. His legs were still heavy and uncooperative; they dragged along behind him like giant sausages. With each arm motion he saw how little was actually left of his body; only pink muscle with fat, night crawler veins straining underneath. The surgeon turned to see what the commotion was. “ What are you doing? ” he screamed. “ You ’ ll ruin everything! ”“ That ’ s your problem, pal. I ’ m getting out of here, with or without the rest of me. ” The squirming sinuous creature spewed out a line of thick mucous acid, burning a smoldering hole into the last of the dermis layers. Time was running out, but as long as the doctor had to hold onto the blob, he couldn ’ t do anything else. The patient crawled faster. He could see the suite doors only a few feet away. What now? he thought. Where could a guy in his condition go and how far would he actually get before the madman or his little monster caught up with him? Glancing behind , he saw he was leaving a trail of blood and organs as he slid across the polished tiles. I ’ m a goner. He thought of Jimmy with his legs dangling and banging helplessly against the wall under the mirror. He wished someone would do him the favor he ’ d done Jimmy and just end it. Then he heard it, the sound of death approaching in the form of a slick pulsating glob of muscle. The creature slithered quickly toward him its wet body slapping the floor as it came. He slowed, out of breath and waited for the first shock of pain when the poison nipples would clench his exposed body into their grip. He thought of how some people might call this his just desserts. Suddenly the light of truth flashed inside his darkened brain and he realized what was really happening. What is it that people look for after the main meal? Dessert. That ’ s what the creature was looking for now. It had finished its meal and needed something sweet to finish it off. Eating him , its host, would suffice. It had to devour the source of its creation to be cleansed. When the surgeon spoke of healing, he wasn ’ t talking about healing him ; he was trying to cleanse the creature! But what if…what it… He flipped onto his back in time to meet the creature as it jumped onto the wide bloody gully from where it had come. He grabbed the bulbous form with both hands, digging his fingernails into its body. The thing screeched and opened its nippled mouth to shoot its poison. Before it shot, the patient brought it to his own mouth and bit hard. The creature screamed. He clamped down and tore off a large rubbery chunk from its side. Tar-like fluid oozed into his mouth, tasting like warm bile. He quickly spit it out and went back for more. He bit and ripped until the thing lay in small pieces on the floor around him. He watched the leach-like slivers twitch and jump until they all, finally, lay still. He ’ d eaten the guilt and evil that had tried to consume him. It was finally over. That night he dreamed of dancing lattes while a pair of snake eyes watched him, waiting…waiting…

