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We live our lives within the limits of our beliefs. What we have been taught, what we learn through experience, what we perceive to be real, what is right and what is wrong. The things we believe are untrue – “fake” as often coined these days – we dismiss easily. As individuals, with all of our permutations, this is our safety net. 

Strange, extraterrestrial, supernatural occurrences, which are beyond our comprehension, our beliefs, are the stuff of nightmares. We read about them in books, see and hear them in movies and TV shows. They are not real! we tell ourselves. There are times, however, when some people find themselves without that safety net, and they are pushed beyond their limits. Who and how? you ask. Read on...
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Autopsy-turvy
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The bespectacled man sitting behind the desk, Chief, Medical Examiner, Doctor Warren Biddle, leveled a festering stare at me with eyes that seemed even more inanimate than usual. I knew what was coming next: same old ‘I’ve got better things to do with my time’ bullpucky. Then he opened his mouth as if his lower jaw had come unhinged and sighed heavily, exhaling air so rank I thought I might vomit. 

What did this moron eat for breakfast? 

The Chief leaned in as if inviting me to savor his foulness as one would delight in the bouquet of a fine wine. “I simply cannot understand why you insist on bringing this up time and time again. I’m sorry Doctor Hadley, but these accusations have to stop.” 

“They’re not accusations,” I said. 

“What are they then?”

Wow, he asked me a question. Like he cares or something. “As I’ve previously stated, I’m tired of those two new interns treating me like I’m some old dinosaur. They show me no respect. I’m the bloody senior medical examiner.” 

“And what do you wish me to do?”

For starters, sucking on a breath mint would be nice. I shrugged that thought from my mind and continued, “Let them go. Replace them. After all, interns are as abundant around here as maggots in a graveyard.”

He arched a gnarled eyebrow, opting not to respond to my witty medical examiner humor. Instead, he reclined in his chair, leaving me giddy with joy on the inside knowing I could once again breathe through my nose. As his gaunt frame slumped against the backrest, something went kerclunk. At first, I thought it might be his fancy executive chair popping a nut or ejecting a bolt, and I imagined him flipping loafers-up into a reverse dive, only without the swimming pool beneath him to cushion the fall. 

That mental vignette improved my mood exponentially. 

But then he bent his head to one side and then to the other. He was either doing neck stretches or his shoulders had something interesting to tell him. He repeated the motion ad nauseam, clearly finding this bizarre behavior more entertaining than listening to me. But what really took me aback: kerclunkety-clunk resounded loud-and-clear with each contortion of the man’s chicken-neck as it lolled from side to side.

Weird! ...And more than just a little spine-shivering.

Stutteringly, and through gritted teeth, I said, “Couldn’t you at least talk to them? Give them a little rundown on how things work around here. You know, respect for the hierarchy, shape up or ship out, yadda-yadda-yadda.” 

The repugnant little man’s head finally wobbled to a stop at the twelve o’clock position. He just sat there, slid his glasses down his nose, peered over his Buddy Holly frames with those hollow orbs of his, and said nothing. Nothing!

Now I was getting uncomfortable and had to fight an overwhelming urge to jump up and dash out the door as if stricken by the sudden onset of diarrhea. At that point I thought a decidedly more professional approach might be prudent; perhaps utilizing phraseology more appealing to the little worm’s ego, but most importantly, something – anything – that would expedite my departure.

“Or... you could exert your authority as the Chief, Medical Examiner...” oh, Great Exhalant One ... “and demand they adhere to the Employee Guidelines and Code of Conduct by treating senior staff with dignity and respect.” Like an expert seamstress manipulating the finest silk, I delicately wove senior management speak into my discourse – all big-wigs like that.

It seemed an effective tact because, finally, he spoke. “Tell you what, I’ll call them into my office and speak to them. But after that, you’ll have to work it out between yourselves.” He had suddenly developed a throaty warble, and right then I thought he might hork up a loogie.

“I can live with that. Their names are –”

“I know their names. Both Jason and Tamara assisted me with an autopsy yesterday. You might recall the five unfortunate victims of the Genetycs Corp lab explosion. Awful mess – never seen anything like it. If memory serves, I believe that you, Dr. Hadley, are supposed to autopsy the remaining four.” 

Not-so-subtle hint received. “Yes sir. Thank you, sir.” I sprung from my chair, anxious now to be toddling off. 

The Chief possessed an ardent disdain for looking up to anyone he considered a subordinate, so when I rose, so, too, did he. I froze as I watched him struggle to push himself up from the cushy chair. As I gaped at the rising man, I’m certain my plummeting chin must have left an ugly welt on my chest. With each motion came an ungodly commotion. His bones snapped, crackled, and popped, and I could swear I heard squishing noises with each movement. He reminded me, rather horrifyingly, of a disjointed collection of bones writhing in a cocoon of loose skin. 

“Are you okay, Dr. Biddle?”

The good doctor then thrust out his hand and I damn near hopped out of my shoes. 

“We’re good then,” he gurgled, ignoring my question. “You know I like to maintain a collegial environment and I don’t want any lingering hostility to sour the milk around here.” He glanced at his hand and then at me. 

My eyes veered to the outstretched hand, the back of it, red with an ulcerous, oval-shaped sore the size of a golf ball, glistened with murky yellow ooze. I swallowed some bile which threatened to geyser up and, employing a limp-wristed, claw-like grasp, took the cold, cankerous hand-thing and gave it one weak pump. For some reason, I was petrified I might yank the offered arm right off. I puffed a sigh of relief when it didn’t tear from the man’s shoulder.  

“Uh, if you don’t mind me asking sir, what happened to your hand?” I asked, subtly wiping my fingers on the seat of my pants.

“Oh, this?” He studied it intently, as if seeing it for the first time. “It’s just from an unfortunate mishap in autopsy yesterday. It’s nothing.”

Nothing? Is he nuts? “What kind of mishap?” I asked casually.

He gave me that same blunt stare again. Only this time I thought I glimpsed a shadow dart across the whites of his eyes. “It’s nothing that should concern you, Dr. Hadley. I believe you have work to do. Jason and Tamara are waiting for you in the Autopsy room. Let me walk you to the door.”

“No!” I blurted. “Please, don’t move. I mean, don’t trouble yourself. I’ll... just see myself out.”

“Suit yourself.” 

He plunked himself down. I wanted to block my ears against the cacophony of cringe-inducing noises, but resisted because I didn’t want to appear rude – or crazy, for that matter. The poor man seemed utterly oblivious to the affliction with which he had been stricken.

I backed toward the exit and grimaced when the door knob jabbed me in the tail bone. I grinned sheepishly at the bemused man while groping for the spherical mechanism that would set me free. I gave it a twist, thanked God when I heard the click, inched open the door, and did a nice little pirouette out into the hallway, yanking the door shut. 

Just when I thought I’d put all the strangeness behind me, I caught sight of a ghostly apparition reflecting in the glass partition across the hall and my breath lodged in my windpipe. My lungs purged with relief when I realized that the pallid creature at which I gaped was indeed me and not some regurgitated spirit from the afterlife. 

Get a grip, Hadley.

What the hell just happened? What ungodly condition has befallen the Chief: dystrophy, infection, lunacy? I no sooner had those burning questions ignite in my brain when a colleague came lumbering toward me. 

His voice rumbled down the quiet corridor. “Excuse me, Dr. Hadley.” 

Dr. Leonard Falsteen’s looming presence was intimidating under any circumstance, and given my recent harrowing experience, he was the last person I wanted to see, let alone converse with. The man, with his ungainly gait and gargantuan frame, bore a remarkable resemblance to Frankenstein’s monster. The broad forehead, square jaw, and sunken eye sockets did nothing to dispel that image. 

Falsteen stopped some three feet away. While my physical construction did not leave me short by any stretch of the imagination, in this man’s presence, I was a garden shed cast in the shadow of a sky scraper. “Are you all right, Doctor?” he asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Wanting to keep the conversation brief, I decided not to go there. “I’m fine.”

“Good. I was just wondering because I’m feeling a little under the weather today. I can’t seem to shake this chill. Hope I’m not coming down with something.”

“What do you want?” I was abrupt, maybe a little rude, but I needed to get out from under the canopy of Falsteen and back into the light.

“I was in Autopsy earlier and wondered if you’d had a chance to study any of the bodies yet.”

“No, actually, I haven’t. But Dr. Biddle autopsied one of the poor souls yesterday. He, um, didn’t get a chance to provide me with his findings though.”

“I see. Well, there’s two prepped for autopsy, ready and waiting. I took a peek. Horrible, horrible stuff. I mean, you develop a strong stomach in this profession, but what I saw under those sheets, well...”

A change came over Falsteen’s eyes just then. A flicker, a flash, I wasn’t quite sure what it was. But on a subliminal level, it got to me, and I found myself inching backward.

Then I recognized the look in his eyes – that deadpan stare. He spoke now, almost robotically, “Jason and Tamara are waiting for you in the Autopsy room.”

“I-I know. I’m Mister Popular today.”

“I must go now. I need coffee. Might warm me up. I sure am cold, real cold. Are you cold? Jason and Tamara are waiting for you in the Autopsy room.”

Now things were starting to get a little spooky. “You mentioned that. Well, I suppose I better be on my way. After all, Jason and Tamara are waiting for me in
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