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Darkness permeated his subconscious mind;

Claustrophobia set in, he started to unwind.

Surface under his back felt awkward and strange,

Like the ceiling was lowered and rearranged.

Myopia challenged him to see the whole room

The abyss consumed every direction in the gloom

An oppressive obstruction blocked his legs and arms,

An unknown barrier signaling potential for harm.

He remembered being prepped for the surgery.

The anesthesia made everything dark and murky.

He had no knowledge of the procedure going awry,

Now, in the pitch black, his mouth was hoarse and dry.

Lucidity returned and the catatonia began to subside,

Struggling to move, his senses became acutely alive.

It became terrifyingly apparent he was buried in a casket,

Having no more leverage than packed fruit in a basket.

His blood curdling scream filled the disconcerting doom;

With gnawing horror, he knew he was now stuck in his tomb.
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It Itches

Prologue
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The ancient organisms left their decayed human hosts a week after the capsized boat sank from a large tropical wave. The hosts drowned quickly but the dead bodies provided sustenance until rigor was complete. They left the carcasses by chewing holes through the skin, emerging into familiar ocean water, but trapped inside an airtight metal hull of the destroyed boat, in spite of being no larger than common household dust mites. 

Brought to the surface from the depths of the ocean floor by volcanic eruptions after centuries of dwelling miles down on the bottom, they found a whole new spectrum of food to invade and gorge on. But now, trapped inside a dead, lifeless mass of metal and fiberglass they were starving. Some cannibalized on the weaker of their species, but that did not satiate them long. Like they did for centuries to survive, they adapted. They began to gnaw and eat particles of the metal hull and fiberglass of the boat. They innovated and survived again. Their DNA evolved. 

One day another storm came and swept the boat from its trapped wreckage, eventually carrying the fragile hull to the edge of an island where waves crashed it against large rocks, gutting the bottom. They were free again in warmer open water where a plethora of life forms were exposed to their parasitical countenance. 
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Contrary to Chief Richard Jenkins’ press release, it was actually patrolman, Jim Hughes who discovered the diary under the sofa in the study and took it into the living room. He took it into the foyer and was incredibly relieved to sneak out and leave the atrocity strewn on the floor in the study. He peeked inside the diary briefly to read if it contained any relevance to the horrific scene at hand. After quickly browsing a few pages, he brought it to Homicide Detective Karen Litz in the living room. 

A forensic team was in the study examining pieces of a very foul smelling, discolored corpse that appeared to be a man in his early thirties. The ethnicity could not be established by mere sight due to the bloated, discolored condition of the body. Three officers and one homicide detective vomited in the study, where a torso with the head and right arm still attached lay next to rotting dismembered segments of arms and legs. Between the pungent smell of the body and fetid vomit stench, everyone was fighting off the urge to vomit.  There was something very odd and disturbing with the color and hue of the victim’s skin. No one wanted to touch it, including the forensic experts, who conducted their examination like they were sifting through piles of Anthrax powder. 

Detective Litz’s stomach was also churning from what she saw, so she went into the living room to make notes. She took the diary from Hughes and sat down on a Lazy Boy chair and opened the battered, blood-caked notepad and began to read.............
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I think this stump is adequately cauterized. I don’t have a medical background so I don’t know for sure. At least it’s not oozing blood and yellow pus like before, when I first cut off my toes, ankle and other parts. This may well be my last entry. I don’t know how much longer I will last. As I said, I’m not a doctor.

My name is Miles Harrison. I’m a high-end investment banker, or more appropriately, I was a high-end investment banker at Goldman Sachs in New York City. I’ll never be able to go back there. In the past three weeks I’ve learned more about medicine and human anatomy to rival a lot of MDs, but I’ll never become a doctor either.  

For anyone interested enough to read these poorly scribbled words I’m writing under extreme duress, I guess I should start at the beginning. It really became noticeable with the horrible itching and spread from there. But it actually started before, and I think I can pinpoint exactly when. After my buddies and I got our bonuses at Christmas, we decided to take some time off and head down to Jumby Bay Island in Antigua. 

I’ll be honest and transparent for the first time in my life with this document. It’s safe to say that my kindred money manager friends, Ronnie, Vince and myself are well-educated, privileged, arrogant pricks and look down our noses at other people that don’t fit in our socioeconomic circle. At least that’s why we don’t settle down and get married. We get a lot of chicks, but when they see how shallow we are, and care more about money than people, they break up with us. Ronnie and Vince couldn’t give two shits about women’s feelings. They use them to fuck and that’s all they really want. I’m like that to an extent, but not quite as callous as my buddies. I’ve developed feelings for a lot of nice girls, especially the underprivileged ones that have been forced to use their good looks and bodies to survive. There were a couple in the past I’d rather marry than the spoiled brat I’m engaged to right now, but my parents would never allow it. Anyway, we flew out of New York the second week of January to the Caribbean.

Antigua is a hedonistic paradise. Blue skies. Ocean water as clear as glass. Beautiful, white, sandy beaches. The first several days we hit the beach and night clubs. We met a ton of women willing to party and hook up. We must have gone through a box of condoms each. We were living a Rock Star life of debauchery. 

On the fourth day I got up early to try to find a large conch on the beach for my little bitch girlfriend back in the Hamptons. I know I’m coming across like a total prick, but you have to understand my future. It’s clearer than a crystal ball. I’m as good as dead. 

My fiancé is not bad looking right now and I didn’t mind fucking her, but once I’d say ‘I do’ and she’d get that ring on her finger, she’s the type that would immediately and permanently suspend blow jobs and only fuck on her terms. She’d squeeze out a couple of brats, gain seventy-five pounds over ten years, and I’d be watching Pornhub every day, slaving away bringing home the bacon, while I lose my hair and put on fifty pounds in ten years. Bleak? You bet. But it was reality. It would have been a marriage of two families based on money that want to merge, not love. These people wouldn’t know what love is if it flew by and bit them on the ass. Anyway, that’s the least of my worries. There sure as shit won’t be any marriage now.  

So, back to that morning in Antigua. It was 5am and the sun had not yet come up, but there must have already been twenty people picking the shells clean from the remnants of the tide. No solid shells to be seen anywhere, as I approached. I mean there was nothing. Nada. No fucking shells to be seen on the whole beach, other than broken fragments of what once might have been a nice memento. Mother Fucking zealots! They must have got up at 4:00am. I noticed a few minutes later that no one was in the water. Maybe some nice shells were in the surf? I went in. The wind from the previous night had smashed a small cliff of busted shells, digging into the soles of my feet in shin deep water. I went out another four steps into the water until the waves were up to my groin. Not too shallow and not too deep to forage for shells. 

No dice. I found a few busted Lightening Whelk conch shells and one large Bahama conch with a big hole in it. I remember saying out loud, ‘Fuck it!’ much to the chagrin of a woman and her pre-teen daughter on the beach, who shook her head at me. Fuck you! I thought.

All of a sudden, a sharp, knife-like pain scraped across the side of my right thigh. “What the fuck?” I muttered to myself. That made the woman cast me a dirty look of scorn and grab her daughter’s hand, heading down the beach in the opposite direction. I didn’t give a shit what she thought. What the fuck just scraped my leg? It was burning and the saltwater made it sting. Christ! Was it a shark? I didn’t see a fin or any blood. A jellyfish? There were no storms the night before and I didn’t see any balloon-like spheres floating in the water. A stingray? Possibly. 

I got out of the water and looked down at a quarter inch width and two-inch-long abrasion with a small cut down the center. The tiny laceration was barely discernible, like a paper cut. The abrasion overlaying the tiny cut looked far worse. The wound stung worse with every passing second, radiating up my upper thigh and down my calf.

I half-walked, half-hobbled back up the beach to our penthouse suite at the hotel. Ronnie and Vince were still asleep, both snoring from relentless drinking at the Cono club last night. A cute, topless blond came out of the bathroom. She giggled at me, slipped her clothes on, grabbed her purse and went out the door, winking at me as she walked by. She looked like Vince’s type. He was obsessed with blonds.

The wound was starting to itch like a million fleas were chewing at it. I thought I remembered Ronnie saying he packed some hydrogen peroxide. I raided his bathroom. Jesus, I thought he must have packed his whole bathroom vanity for the trip. Body wash. Four razors. Three shampoos. Conditioner. Three types of cologne guaranteed to turn on chicks. An electric hair trimmer he religiously used on his pubes. Wax for his unibrow, mouthwash, and about a half dozen skin creams. Ronnie is a true metrosexual and I’m a barbarian heathen by comparison.  

I finally found the peroxide and frantically scrambled into the large, spacious walk-in shower. I tore the cap off and poured a generous amount of the anti-septic all over the cut. I bit my lip and grunted. It hurt like fuckin’ hell. The wound bubbled up and eventually seemed to dry off. It looked terrible with a strawberry colored-tint across the abrasion and a purplish line of blood along the tiny cut. I stole a scoop of Vaseline and a band aid from Ronnie and patched it up. 

The peroxide helped. I forgot about the leg for a while and went into the kitchen to start up a batch of bacon, scrambled eggs, pancakes and coffee. My lazy friends finally got out of bed, enticed by the bacon smell and we all devoured enough food for eight people to soak our alcohol saturated livers. After showers, we hopped in the rented Mercedes SUV and drove down the highway to a small town known for its restaurants and souvenir shops. I wanted to buy a pair of shark jaws.

We got back to the resort around 3pm and hit the pool. I had four margaritas and a shit ton of complimentary chips, salsa and queso dip.  The leg never entered my mind until Vince asked about it, when we were sitting with our legs in the pool, drinking the Margs. 

“What the fuck is that, Miles?” he asked, pointing to a brown crusted streak on my thigh where the wound was located. “Did you catch something from that redhead the other night?”

“Better check your dick,” Ronnie laughed.

“Ha-Ha. Assholes.” I rolled my eyes. “Fuck if I know what it is,” I said. 

I told them about my early morning incident, which prompted brief outrage from Ronnie for invading his medicine cabinet and sarcastic, more vulgar jokes from Vince culminating with the inference that I got the cut from vigorously jacking off since I had not picked up a chick the night before. The pain was pretty tolerable, but is still itched like hell.

We finished our week at the resort and I felt assured the wound would heal in another week or so. Little did I know then. 
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After we landed back at La Guardia, we made our way to the baggage claim area. It felt good to be back home and we got in around midnight on a Sunday night. We were all still wearing shorts and hoped to get an Uber fast so we wouldn’t freeze our balls off in the frigid New York winter. 

We made our way through Terminal-B, which was remarkably uncrowded. It seemed like a painful, boring twenty minutes that passed until the red light came on and the mini-foghorn blared announcing the start of the conveyer belt with luggage. Ronnie and Vince’s bags came out first and they backed away from the belt re-checking phone and text messages.

I finally saw my big Adidas bag. As I went over to snatch it my thigh rubbed against a metal baggage carrier, scraping over the injury. I winced. The pain was incredible. “Fuck!” I hissed. I looked down and saw an eight-inch thin piece of dark brown skin hanging down past the cutoff jeans just below my knee. It flopped noiselessly with each step as I grabbed my bag. I set the bag down and looked at the hanging skin. What the fuck? The skin did not look like a piece of a scab. It looked more like a thicker layer of skin you’d pull off from sunburn, only dark brown with rough edges. The injury underneath was also dark brown and the tiny lacerations had now spread in width and length. I made a split-second assessment that the metal carrier reopened it. I was more preoccupied at the time with the disgusting flap of skin hanging down my knee. 

No one was looking, so I quickly grabbed the flap and yanked. It fuckin’ hurt like hell when it came off, landing on the worn, dirty carpet. I took the tip of my right shoe and kicked it under the edge of the conveyer track. I was emotionally numb, moving robotically with my bag. I joined my friends and didn’t even remember the taxi taking me back to my apartment in Manhattan. All I could think about was what the fuck was going on with my leg?
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The next morning, I woke up and went into the bathroom to piss and saw that the strawberry blotch had spread down my knee and up to my pelvis area around my groin. What the fuck? I jerked in horror at the sight and ending up whizzing all over the side of the vanity and toilet lid. My heart started to pound in my chest. I felt the first inklings of real fear that this was no ordinary cut and infection. I was supposed to be at the brokerage and meet with Chuck and Gabbie Winslow to invest some of their real estate holdings into Bitcoin and some Index Funds. I called them and rescheduled, and then called off for sickness. Harold Brown, our fiftyish unit manager with badly smattered hair coloring and a comb over that looked like a dead squirrel on his head, wasn’t pleased. I lied and told him either the water at the resort gave me the shits or I had the flu and was running to the toilet every twenty minutes. I played on him being a wimpy hypochondriac. He reluctantly agreed to the time off. He told me to watch the Wall Street Journal news app “when I wasn’t shitting my brains out.” Nice empathy, you fucking asshole! As soon as the jerk hung up, I called my doctor. His staff graciously squeezed me in at 3:15. 
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“That’s a hell of a nasty cut, Miles.” Dr. Obetz declared. “It’s infected pretty deep inside and causing a bad case of cellulitis, which is skin infection. Do you know how and when it happened?”

I told him about my sea shell hunting escapade and the weird scrape across my right leg.

“Well, it’s not a fish bite or sting from a jellyfish or stingray. It looks more like a cut from some type of glass, shard of metal or maybe even a jagged shell fragment brought in by a wave. What other symptoms besides the pain?”

“It itches really bad all the time. Can’t sleep. Can’t concentrate on work or get through a TV show. It’s driving me nuts.”

“That’s common with some bad skin infections,” Dr. Obetz said. 

“So how do we treat this damn thing?” I asked, beginning to get frustrated.

“You don’t have a fever, so it seems to still be isolated to the leg. Let me clean it up a bit. We’ll start with a topical numbing agent to reduce pain. Then I’m going to apply an antibiotic cream over the cut and wrap it in a bandage. I also want you to take an oral antibiotic pill with food in the morning and at dinner for the next ten days. That should do the trick,” he smiled. “But to be sure, I want you to follow up with a Dermatologist colleague of mine named Dr. Susan Heflin. She’s terrific and if you’re still having issues, which I doubt, she’ll be able to fix you up better than me.”

I left the office feeling better than I had since the beginning of the trip. I picked up the pills at the pharmacy and drove home. In spite of the pervasive itching, I was filled with relief bordering on euphoria after days of relentless worry. I thought I was going to be ok. I could not have been more wrong. 
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During the next couple of days, I went into work. The first day started with confidence on the heel of the doctor visit and it passed uneventfully. On the second day around 11:00 AM the itching and pain in my leg came roaring back worse than ever. I took a break and went into the bathroom and locked myself in a stall. When I pulled my dress pants down, I gasped in horror. My entire right leg was reddish-brown from my underwear down to my socks. Yellow pus oozed through the bandage the doctor had applied over the cut. I loosened the soiled cloth and took it off. My nostrils were assaulted with a foul smell that reminded me of spoiled ground beef I once left in the refrigerator too long and had to throw out. Frantically, I pulled off my right shoe and argyle socks. I almost fell off the toilet seat in shock. My toes were black and green and smelled like road kill. The skin of my foot was purple up to the ankle. The itching was intense and I leaned down to scratch it. My fingernails pulled away layers of dead, moist skin. It reminded me of a time my bitch fiancé’ and I made Philly cream cheese and chives wantons and dipped the edges of the thin wantons in egg white sauce, soaking the paper-thin dough so it would stick and the cheese wouldn’t spill out in the fryer. 

I felt like I was going to faint. I could not believe what I was seeing. Was the infection getting worse? Was this an allergic reaction to the antibiotic? Did I have some kind of disease Dr. Obetz missed? I put my clothes and shoe back on and stammered out of the stall. I didn’t recognize the face staring back at me in the mirror when I washed my hands. Pale. Bloodshot eyes. Sweat pouring down my face and neck. I hastily told Harold Brown I just puked and was still sick. My appearance bolstered the lie and he looked at me like I was a leper and cut me loose for the rest of the day faster than I could have called him a prick.

I jumped in the first taxi I could flag down on West Street and had the driver take me to the New York Presbyterian Hospital Emergency Room. I had to sit in the waiting room for fifty minutes before a nurse took me back to a room. The last thing I remember before passing out was the nurse gasping and pressing the big red call button on the wall at the sight of my leg.
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When I woke up, I didn’t know where I was. The room was spinning around and my head felt like I had a massive hangover. The fucking leg itched like hell. The room was dark and it took me a few minutes to orientate myself to the surroundings. I realized I was in a hospital bed. There was an IV attached to my left wrist and I slowly began to remember coming to the ER and explaining my leg infection to a nurse, but nothing after that.

Jesus, the fucking leg itched. I didn’t know what the hospital did and I assumed the IV was a powerful antibiotic. Scratching it probably wasn’t a good idea after the bathroom stall experience, but I couldn’t stand the itching. I reached down to scratch and I couldn’t find my leg. What the fuck? I fumbled my right hand all around where my right leg should have been, until I found the stump above the knee. I heard high pitched screams echoing around the room and realized it was me. Two nurses rushed in moments later, one to secure the tottering IV platform from my thrashing about, the other with a shot she rapidly stuck in my right shoulder. It had to be a sedative because I quickly laid back down and drifted to sleep. 

I woke up three hours later they told me, facing a pleasant looking cherub-faced Indian doctor with a name tag on his white lapel that read, Dr. Prava Karajaharran, MD - Infectious Diseases. He smiled.

“Hello, Mr. Harrison. You’ve been through quite a lot, but we think you’re going to be fine now.”

I glared at him. “Fine? How the fuck am I going to be fine without my leg?”

Karajaharran frowned. “Mr. Harrison, I can’t imagine what you must be feeling and I’m very sorry. You had an extremely aggressive infection. Gangrene had already set into your feet and toes, and it was spreading up your leg. You were on the verge of septic shock. It was either your leg or your life. It was touch and go for a while on the operating table, but miraculously you survived. Now we’re just keeping a sharp eye on your pelvic area, hips and the rest of your body.”

I was stunned. I couldn’t believe about a week ago I was playing beach volleyball with my best friends against a group of hot chicks in bikinis at Jumby Bay Island in Antigua. Now I was a mutilated freak. 

“What...what did this to me?” I asked.

The doctor shook his head. “We don’t know yet. Our lab found evidence of a severe bacterial infection, but it is something we couldn’t identify. We sent some blood samples to the Mayo Clinic’s microbiology lab in Scottsdale, Arizona.”

I thought the Mayo is in Minnesota.”

“It is. But this lab is a subsidiary and the best infectious disease lab in the country. We should know something more definitive in about a week.”  

I was torn between crying
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