The Flesh, the Enemy

(written for the Goblin supplement to the U of T Varsity, Mon. October 31, 1983)
Concentration is the essence of achieving perfection. Maylann had brought her self and her role to such a state by that simple maxim. Now, when the task to be done was the mere application of two thick lines of black above her mild green eyes, she yet bent to it with all the power of her will. She had to produce the bold stare of a streetwise teenager for her part in the second act, and nothing could be allowed to interfere.

Dimly at the edge of awareness she sensed tumult. Feet were pounding down the hall past her door. There seemed to be a crescendo of screams building in the wings. But she kept her hand steady, kept her eyes fixed on their reflection in the blaze of makeup lights.

She finished. Turning slightly, she glanced at the door in her mirror and practiced a puzzled frown, then a cocked eyebrow. The chaos, now almost subsided, was not exactly typical of an opening night in her company. Had the manager finally persuaded a reporter from the Sun to attend? Or a reluctant talent scout from one of the several agencies that sat like self-satisfied leeches on the haunches of their subculture? She grinned at herself in anticipation and picked up her huge pink puff. A few expert passes with the powder and a perfect matte finish grinned back at her. Having someone special to act for would be nice for a change, she mused. But would everyone overdo their lines?

The quiet outside in the hall was irritating, a departure from normal. And since opening night happened once a month (their plays never seemed to last long) her developed sense of rightness was shaking its head in alarm.

“Harry!” Her yell brought no response. Even the stagehand was nowhere around. He liked standing outside and bugging her through the keyhole. She tried her yell a bit louder. “Hey, Harry! What’s going on out there?”

Silence. Then she did hear footsteps, hesitant ones coming down the hall from the stage, and their echo would have made her frown in bewilderment at the implication of emptiness, except that she didn’t want to ruin her perfect face.

The footsteps stopped outside her door, probably the only closed one left in the hall. A knock sounded. She did frown then, until she noticed what it was doing to her foundation. And was that her right eyelash peeling off again? So much for cheap glue.

“C’mon in,” she called as she leaned forward to pat the offending lashes back in place. In the mirror she caught a glimpse of someone coming up behind her. “Be with you in a sec. Have a seat.”

“Thanks,” was the answering mumble. Her visitor slid quickly to the stool beside her and kept his face averted while she worked.

Maylann grinned. Shy in a girl’s room? How young was he? She gingerly smoothed the lashes, glancing curiously at him. Satisfied finally with her reflection, she sat back and twisted in her chair to see him fully. Her grin widened. “Hey, I don’t remember you in the cast! Did George just do that makeup job? I didn’t know he had it in him to be so artistic! I also didn’t know they’d written a part for a corpse into the script. What goes on, anyway?”

The stranger didn’t face her fully, as if hoping the shadows cast by her lights would hide him. “This…this isn’t makeup. It’s – it’s me.” And his shoulders tightened under the ragged shirt as he waited.

Maylann snickered and tossed her blonde hair back until the lights made it look like streaming water in the sun. It was an effect she practiced often and used on every new man who walked into her life. “God, you’re funny! Trying to frighten me, eh? Well, I grew up on Twilight Zone and nothing bugs me, not even movies like American Werewolf! So try another line. What’s your name?”

He turned fully around and his mouth gaped, whether in wonder or because of lack of muscle under that strange skin she couldn’t tell. “I’m David.”

“I’m Maylann. Are you really in the play or are you a promotion stunt?”

“No, neither.” He seemed to be having difficulty breathing. “I don’t want to scare you, but….Maylann….it’s a pretty name.”

“Yeah, I sorta like it but it’s no good for the stage. Maybe Lanni would look better in neon. What d’you think?” And she tossed her hair at him again.

“I – can’t really concentrate on thinking right now. I need help…I’m sick, Maylann. And you’re the first person who hasn’t…run away from me all day.” He more than ill as he sagged against her dresser like a stringless marionette.

“You mean all the hullabaloo going past my door was the cast?”

“And the audience. I came in from the street to ask for a doctor…It’s Saturday  and the offices are all closed….But they all ran away – ”

“But why? You’re not carrying a gun, you’re half the size of the Incredible Hulk and not nearly as green…. Man, that is some makeup job. The kind of help you need comes out of a jar of cleansing cream!”

“Please, can you call….” His head dropped to his chest and with a sudden plunge in her stomach, she saw his skull gleaming through the thick patches of dark curls.

“You really aren’t all right, are you? Hey, David! Get your arm back, you’re dripping skin all over my brushes! Can’t you sit up?” She reached over to push him upright and saw the tiny worms wriggling in his clothes. “You really are a – now wait a minute!” she jumped to her feet and his lidless eyes followed her movement. “There’s no such thing as a walking corpse except in the movies! Now come on, sit up. What’s the matter with you? Have you got some disease?”

“I – need a doctor…”

“I’ll say you do,” she muttered as she backed toward her phone. “Dropping bits of yourself all over my room. Is it contagious? This could ruin my career!”

“I’m too tired to explain… I had a long walk before I got here… no one would listen…”

“No wonder. Here, drink this water. I’ll wash the glass – no, I think I’ll throw it out. And I have a cousin I can call, in a private clinic. I somehow think no one else would pay any attention to me.” She turned away and swallowed hard before she dialled the number. “He’s sick,” she told herself firmly, and forced calm into her nerves. “But it’s gonna be fun cleaning this place in the morning!”

“Well, Maylann, you really handed me one this time. I thought you left practical jokes behind when you started wearing a bra!”

“Lisa, don’t be a pain. The guy’s sick, eh?”

“I know, I know, but let me gripe. I can’t do much else until he comes to and explained how he got into this mess. Look at him! Everything’s rotting: skin, clothes, even his shoelaces. I’ve never smelt anything like this, either. Reminds me of sauerkraut.”

Just then David stirred and his eyes rolled up to meet their stares. “Maylann – ”

She was by him immediately, unaware of his looks or smell. His voice had triggered something far beneath aesthetics. “I’m here, David. And this is my cousin, Lisa Kenski. We brought you to her clinic in an ambulance. Can you talk to her now?”

He nodded.

Lisa frowned at them, wondering. She was used to her cousin’s eccentric taste when it came to men, but this? “This” was scarcely human. She put on her professional face and came forward to stand at his other side, as he lay still on the bed and waited. “Can you tell me what happened, David? I can’t treat you until I know what’s going on. Talk slowly if you want to, and breathe deeply.”

“I’m feeling stronger now after the sleep, thanks.”

More like a coma you sank into, Lisa thought wryly. On command, as soon as I showed up. Then she berated herself for her scepticism and said, “Okay, let’s hear it.”

“First things first, Dr. Kenski. You’re very kind, but I have no insurance.”

“That’s rather difficult these days in Toronto. Are you from out of the country?”

“No.”

“Or are you under your parents’ number? But you’re well over twenty-one.”

“Well, I was because of – circumstances. But that would be rather awkward now.”

“Why?”

He paused, then said in a low sad voice, “Because they think I’m dead.”

Maylann pressed her hands together in sympathy. Lisa watched her and marvelled how such a woman tuned out her mind at such times. She raised an eyebrow at David. “I might have been inclined to the same opinion if I hadn’t found your heartbeat finally. Forget the insurance. You will die, or deteriorate even more, unless I help. Besides, I own the clinic. I do what I want.”

“Thanks. Well, what happened… This morning I woke up in my coffin.”

Lisa coughed. The stench rising as he talked clogged her throat. She moved in order to move, stopping beside Maylann. “Have you friends at the University who might have drugged you and stuck you in there as a prank?”

He attempted a smile but it was all wrong. Any smile looks wrong when most of one’s lips are missing. “Even the frats wouldn’t bury me alive. No, I shoved up the lid, which wasn’t clasped down, and found myself in the family mausoleum. We bury our dead as they did in the old country, pine boxes and blankets, favourite objects by one’s side, then into the vault. The last time I’d seen it was when Gran passed away… I could see my treasures by the daylight entering in above the door: my weights, my jogging shoes (which I put on), my favourite Harold Robbins books… all there. And my obit was pasted on the coffin lid, no doubt by Mom. She’s the one insists on doing things this way… What’s today?

Lisa found her voice through the numbness which protected her sanity. “May the seventh.”

David turned his head away from them. “The obit was dated April the first.”

“But you sure are no joke,” Maylann said half-heartedly. He turned back to her and she was the tracks of tears on his face. Gently she wiped them away, and her final revulsion vanished.

Lisa pushed on with her quest for data. “What was your condition before April? Can you remember?”

“It did seem rather strange. I was getting weaker all the time, so I pepped up my exercised, but nothing seemed to help. Vitamins went right through me. I was exhausted, had to stop teaching my class at the Y. Then one morning Mom woke me up and had a hard time doing it. She said I’d slept solid for two days!”

“So the last time you fell asleep, you went right into that coma, as I saw in the ambulance. You did seem dead, I’ll admit. If Maylann hadn’t been so positive about your situation I’d have taken you to the morgue myself.”

Maylann’s eyes were worshipping as she asked, “How did you get out of that terrible place?”

“My weights. I broke the inside hinges.”

“In your weakened condition?” Lisa’s scepticism sounded crisp even to herself.

He shrugged. “Panic does it do a person, I hear. And I was in quite good shape before I got sick. Knowing that the world thinks your dead, and will ignore a cry for help – well, I got out.”

“Mmm. Then what?”

“I went through the cemetery until I found some keepers – but of course, they ran. Everyone ran. Except Maylann.”

Maylann blushed. Lisa wanted to howl. Instead, she turned toward her IV holder and picked up the waiting bag. “All right, let’s get this attached, if I can find a vein willing to take it. I’m going to treat you like a burn patient, David, and you’ll have to count on six months before you’re completely healed. It’s a wonder you aren’t full of gangrene… but perhaps your body was in some natural state of suspended animation. I’ll think about that later. Right now, I’ll hook you up.”

Maylann watched her, then said, “Can I bring him fruit to eat? Will that help?”

“No, his system’s a complete mess. Nothing’s been operative for a long time. Give him solids and you’ll rip him to shreds.”

The actress subsided, but smiled when David looked at her. “Is there anything I can do?”

“Plenty. He’ll be in a cradle to keep his skin from contact with the sheets, and every two hours he’ll need turning so bruises won’t form. If you nurse him, Maylann, you can kiss your place in the company goodbye.”

“I’ll do it.”

Lisa paused at her books, took off her glasses, and looked hard at her cousin. “Now wait a minute, kid. You met this guy tonight, remember? He has a family we can – ”

“No.” David pushed himself up on his elbow, and both women saw the pain ripple through him from the movement. “Please – don’t try to find out who I am, or contact my parents. They’re so old, the shock would kill them. But Maylann, you mustn’t – ”

“Will you two stop telling me how to run my life? It is mine, you know. I want to nurse David. Okay?”

Lisa saw the firm jaw, the firm eye contact. For the first time, she realized Maylann was a person with a will so strong nothing would distract her from a goal. But then, she’d never watched the actress put on her makeup.

“Okay. I can make sure you get paid as a relief.”

“Fine – No, David, don’t talk. You’ve tired yourself enough. What else will I have to do, Lisa?”

“Call me Doctor in public, to start with. Next strip the patient. Nothing must be allowed to touch him for the next two months until we get a complete coating of epidermis on him. You’ll bathe him twice a day in warm salt water, and right away change his sheets to make him sterile. Every two hours, after you turn him, slather him with SSD cream – over there. That encourages the skin to reproduce in a hurry. I’ll come by each evening before he sleeps to cut away the dead tissue after new skin grows underneath. His organs and inner tracts won’t be as badly damaged, but fruit is definitely out for a while. Got that?”

“Can you write it down, Lis—Doctor?”

Lisa relaxed and smiled. “Sure. But you’re taking on a big load. I’ll have the small room at the end of the hall fixed up so you can sleep here. Okay?”

David coughed and breathed, “Dr. Kenski, how can I – ”

“Thank me when you’re better. Now goodnight, I have other patients to see.”

David’s speed of recovery was phenomenal. He sucked up bag after bag of IV. His skin seemed to come together as Lisa watched. He made her think of some monstrous baby who’d found the archetypal breast. She kept a case history in her files, and couldn’t believe the tally of supplies. At the end of four months, a new man stood in front of her.

He wore a custom-fitted Cardin suit, and Maylann touched his arm with some new kind of pride which Lisa had never witnessed.

Lisa sat back in her swivel chair and watched the two of them as she played with her pen. “Only four months,” she mused. She’d never asked him to repeat his story. What other explanation would she accept, trained as she was?

David strode over to her and shook her hand. “You’re an incredible physician, Dr. Kenski. How can I thank you? I’ve no money yet, and it may be a while before we get settled out west.”

She shrugged. “Oh, just send me your friends. Only make sure they have insurance.”

He laughed. “It’s a deal.” His handsome face was glowing with new life, his straight lean body afire. Maylann had had good eyes, conceded Lisa in her mind. Except that she herself was looking too translucent these days. Perhaps the nursing had taken its toll, but she’d never complained, never shirked any duty no matter how loathsome. Was it love? Lisa somehow wasn’t sure. More like possession, only who had whom?

“My best to both of you. When are you leaving?”

“Today.” Maylann smiled, her glowing eyes swallowed David. Lisa was irritated at such worship, but kept quiet. It was, after all, not her life.

So the two left, wafting ahead of the summer breeze as if they commanded it. Lisa sighed, and turned from their going.

That night, after the last patient had been checked, she was back at her desk finishing off David’s file. It would be great to publish this, she mused as she wrote out her final observations. But she’d never wanted her name appearing on the science fiction list…

Final diagnoses always intrigued her, and she was deep in the details when a soft knock on her door interrupted concentration. “Come in,” she said shortly, keeping her head bent over the paper. Someone entered and walked slowly to the side of the room, just outside her peripheral vision. That bothered her so she glanced quickly over. She caught a glimpse of skin rotting from an arm and gasped in dismay, “Oh, David! Don’t tell me it’s reversing!”

She swung around – and stopped halfway. A girl was smiling gently down, the half of her face still intact held gentle amusement.

“Hi, Dr. Kenski. I’m a friend of David’s.”
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