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The Tin Marine
By Ron Ripley

	 

	“Good morning, Mr. Anderson,” the nurse said. “How are you today?”

	Bob Anderson leaned forward, squinted, and read the nurse’s name tag. Claire, he thought. Why should I know her name?

	“I’m fine, Claire,” he replied, rubbing at his eyes as she opened the window shade. The morning light was painfully bright, and he turned away from it.

	She tsked at him, picked up a pair of glasses, and handed them to him. Bob nodded his thanks, slipped them on, and was surprised as the lenses darkened. Claire smiled at him and said, “They’re transitions, Mr. Anderson.”

	The name, like hers, was disturbingly familiar.

	Bob looked around the room and saw the photograph of himself as a boy, and his wedding photo. Marie stood beside him, resplendent in her gown. He smiled at it, looked at Claire, and asked, “Is my wife coming today?”

	A look of sadness flashed through Claire’s eyes.

	“Mr. Anderson,” she said. “Your wife is dead. She’s been dead for eight years now.”

	Bob shuddered, started to shake his head, and then stopped. A vague memory rose up within him. A priest and a graveyard. Flowers and sun. A dark casket with silver hardware. His children sitting beside him. Grandchildren, too.

	Bob swallowed nervously and asked in a soft voice, “Where am I?”

	“You’re at Green Briar Nursing Home,” Claire said gently. “You are in our secure Alzheimer’s ward. You have been here for six years.”

	“Six years,” Bob muttered. “How old am I?”

	“You’re eighty-nine years old,” Claire replied. “Your birthday was last week, on the sixth of May.”

	“Oh,” Bob said in a low voice. “I have children?”

	“Yes, a son and a daughter. They visit, on occasion,” Claire said. The tone of her voice spoke volumes to him. There was disapproval, as though she felt his children didn’t visit enough.

	I don’t remember them, Bob thought, the memory of the funeral fading. He blinked, smiled at her, and said, “Claire.”

	“Yes,” she smiled. “I’m Claire. Do you want anything this morning, Mr. Anderson?”

	“Coffee and oatmeal, please,” Bob said.

	“Of course,” Claire said. “One of us will be back shortly with it. Do you want to sit in your chair until then?”

	“Yes,” Bob said, nodding. “Yes, I would. Is there anything to read?”

	“Well, you told me you like Dashiell Hammett,” Claire said, grinning and picking up a thin paperback off a dresser. “I found a copy of Maltese Falcon.”

	Bob grinned and accepted the book from her. “This is wonderful, Claire. Absolutely wonderful. Thank you.”

	She gave him a wink and left the room, closing the door behind her and leaving him alone. He held the paperback loosely in his hands and stared at the wall across from him. There were pictures of himself as a child. Photos from the Marines. Several of his wedding photos, not nearly enough of Marie in her gown. His back ached slightly and he leaned forward, rubbing the sore spot with his hand. He closed his eyes, yawned, and looked down at his lap.

	Hammett’s Maltese Falcon was there, and he smiled.

	Now, when did I get this? he wondered, bemused. He flipped it open to the first page and started to read. A short time later, someone knocked on his door.

	“Come in,” he called.

	The door swung open and an attractive young woman entered. She carried a tray with coffee and oatmeal, as well as flatware and two packets of sugar. He read her name tag and smiled as she set the tray down on the small table beside him.

	“Thank you very much, Claire,” he said.

	“You’re welcome, Mr. Anderson,” she replied.

	“I’m sorry, may I ask you a question?” Bob said as she turned to leave.

	“Of course,” she said, smiling.

	“Do you know if my wife is coming today?” he asked.

	Her smile faltered for a moment, then she shook her head. “Um, no. I don’t know. I have a foolish question. Do you know what today’s date is? I have to do some paperwork.”

	“Yes,” he said, nodding, “May fifteenth, nineteen fifty-five.”

	“I always forget,” she said. “Thank you.”

	“You are certainly welcome. Thank you for the food,” Bob said. He picked up the sugar packets and tore them open, adding the fine, white granules to his coffee. Bob stirred the dark liquid slowly, wondering what was familiar about the odd little paper packets. There was a strange sense of knowing and unknowing swirling around him. It’s as though I’m trapped in some fantastic piece of work by Wells or Verne.

	Bob chuckled, ate his oatmeal, and drank his coffee. When he finished, he put the tray back on the small table and returned to Hammett’s novel and detective Sam Spade. As he read, the warm sunlight made him feel drowsy, and soon, Bob felt his eyelids drooping. He yawned, closed the book, and struggled to stay awake.

	I’ll merely rest for a few minutes, he thought, closing his eyes. Only a few minutes.

	He opened his eyes, stretched, and realized he was back in bed. A tray occupied by a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and a banana sat on the table. His book was beside it. The shade was drawn, and around its edges, Bob could see the setting sun.

	My goodness, he thought, sitting up. Have I slept away the day?

	Bob got out of bed gingerly, hating the pain in his lower back. It was a reminder of Korea, and of getting wounded. You would think after almost five years, I wouldn’t be in pain any longer.

	He reached for his sandwich and saw a small item half-hidden by a banana. It was a tin soldier, a US Marine from the Great War. The paint was faded and chipped. His bayonet was bent, the rifle cockeyed. Beneath the toy was a note.

	Dear Mr. Anderson, the note read. This came for you today. The person who delivered it said it was important to you as a child, and he thought you should have it. Sincerely, Claire.

	Bob wasn’t quite certain who Claire was, but he knew the toy, and he refused to touch it.

	He took a nervous step back, found his chair, and sat down. Bob didn’t know who had found the toy, or why they had sent it to his hospital room. He wanted to call for help, to have someone come and remove it from his sight, but his face burned with shame at the mere idea.

	They’d laugh at me, he thought. Laugh at me, or worse, they’d put me in a padded room. Hell, I’d never get out of here then.

	He stared at the tin Marine. In a soft voice, he asked, “How did you get out?”

	The toy didn’t respond.

	“I buried you,” Bob whispered. “Three feet deep in the back yard. Right next to the oak tree. It was the only way you’d stop. How did you get out?”

	The tin Marine stood steadfast, an air of smugness about him.

	“I became a Marine, you know,” Bob said fiercely. “I saw combat, too, you dog. Do you hear me? Combat!”

	Still, the tin Marine remained silent.

	“I know you can talk,” Bob hissed. “You’ll talk soon enough. You always do. When, huh? Tonight, when I’m trying to sleep? It’s when you always liked to do it before.”

	Bob stood up and paced about the room, finally returning to his seat and sitting down. He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it hard.

	The tin Marine was facing him. Before, it had been facing the banana. Now, the painted white eyes glared at him, the too-red lips formed a sneer.

	Bob shuddered as he looked at it and remembered. Flashes of life as a child, dark nights when neither the moon nor the stars shined in the sky. The tin Marine standing on the shelf beside the baseball and the baseball cards. Listening to the tin marine whispering in the darkness, telling Bob the terrible things it wanted to do to him.

	“How did you get here?” Bob demanded.

	The tin Marine didn’t answer.

	Furious, Bob leaned forward and snatched up the sandwich. The bread was bitterly cold, as was the peanut butter, and the jelly. Still, Bob ate it quickly. He knew about cold, and it didn’t bother him. Nothing was cold after Korea.

	He doesn’t know that, Bob thought, glaring at the toy. He thinks he can get me, like when I was a little boy. I won’t let him. I’ll wait. I’ll trap him.

	Bob leaned forward and picked up the banana. He peeled it and ate the fruit carefully. When he finished, he set the peel beside the tin Marine. In a low voice, Bob asked, “What do you think you’re going to do tonight? I’m not a child, Marine. Not anymore.”

	Bob stood up and went into the bathroom. He brushed his teeth, washed his face, then returned to his bed.

	The tin Marine was missing.

	A shiver of fear raced through Bob, but he suppressed it. The toy had done the same thing when Bob was six. Climbing into bed, Bob pulled the sheets up around him and thought, Try your best, Marine. I’m here. I’m waiting.

	Bob lay in the darkness, listening. The clock on his dresser ticked the seconds slowly, rhythmically, trying to lull him to sleep. Bob didn’t let himself drift off. He waited. He knew what the toy would do.

	Bob listened to the world beyond his hospital room’s door. He heard the chatter of nurses and doctors. Someone yelled and swore and screamed, but no one seemed to mind. Bob didn’t. In Korea, he had heard worse. Listen to a boy bleed out while holding his intestines in his hands, well, nothing compares to that.

	Then Bob noticed the clock.

	It was no longer ticking. The tin Marine was in the room.

	Despite his confidence, his courage, Bob felt fear. It was old and too familiar. The same fear and terror that had kept him awake at night as a child. He could remember screaming for his mother, but it would be his stepfather who entered the room, belt in hand. Soon, Bob had learned to keep quiet. The tin Marine, whatever he was, was far easier to deal with than the beatings.

	A soft scraping sound filled the room, seeming to come from every corner at once. The dry chuckle Bob had learned to fear rolled out from under the bed, but he knew the tin Marine wasn’t there. It was a lesson he had grasped early on. Wherever you thought the toy was, it wasn’t.

	His heartbeat quickened, and his palms started to sweat. He lay there, listening. Then, beneath the scraping, he heard the first, light footstep. The noise came from the bathroom, and it was quickly followed by another chuckle, this time from behind the dresser. Bob felt a rising sense of terror as his pulse pounded in his temple. His throat was suddenly, painfully dry. He took in a long, deep breath, prepared to yell at the tin Marine, and then stopped.

	The room was quiet, except for the sound of the clock ticking on the dresser.

	A second later, there was a gentle knock on the door. Bob was too surprised to say anything.

	The door eased open, and a man asked, “Mr. Anderson, are you awake?”

	Bob cleared his throat. “I am.”

	“May I put the light on?” the man inquired.

	“Certainly,” Bob answered.

	The light clicked on, and Bob blinked several times. He saw the stranger was a doctor, a stethoscope around his neck. The man smiled at Bob and asked, “I’m here to check your vitals. How are you feeling today?”

	“A little tired,” Bob admitted.

	“You look a bit flushed,” the doctor said with concern. “Are you feeling ill at all?”

	“No,” Bob said. “I think I may have had a bad dream.”

	“Well, with the medication you’re currently on, we could still provide you with a sedative, if you’d like,” the doctor said.

	“Oh, no, thank you,” Bob said, forcing himself to chuckle. “I don’t need anything like that.”

	The doctor stepped closer, his brow furrowing. “Mr. Anderson, you really don’t look well. I’m going to check your vitals if that’s all right.”

	For a moment, Bob considered refusing. Instead, he smiled, forcing his rapidly beating heart to slow as he said, “Of course, of course. I understand your concern, and I appreciate it.”

	The doctor walked to the side of the bed and raised the head of it slightly. Bob listened to the man hum as he took the vitals. Finally, the doctor removed his stethoscope, shrugged, and gave Bob a lopsided grin.

	“You sound great,” the man said. “Normal heart rate, considering I woke you up. Well, Mr. Anderson, if you decide you need a sleeping aid, ring for one of the nurses. I’ll make certain there’s a note there.”

	“Thank you very much, Doctor,” Bob said.

	“Happy to help, Mr. Anderson,” the doctor said. Bob watched the man walk toward the hallway, and as the doctor reached the door, he took hold of the door latch. He paused before he started to close the door, asking, “Light on or off, Mr. Anderson?”

	“Off, please,” Bob said.

	“Off it is,” the doctor said, and as he closed the door, he clicked off the light. In the dark corner behind the door, where the hinges and frame met the wall, the tin Marine stood, head bent to avoid the ceiling. The toy leered at Bob with its elongated face, the white eyes piercing. Then the door clicked shut, and the tin Marine was gone.

	Bob sat up, his heart racing behind his control. He listened and realized the clock had stopped its ticking once more. His hands shook, and before he could stop them, the old childhood fears raced back. He battled the memories and tried to remain calm. In his head, he could hear himself screaming in terror.

	A scraping sound came from the bathroom, and the tin Marine chuckled, the sound echoing off the tiled floor and concrete walls. Bob heard a squeak, then running water. Slow at first, then quicker. A heartbeat later, the water stopped.

	“Bobby,” the tin Marine said in a hollow voice. “Bobby, you’re all grown up.”

	The toy’s voice had a twinge to it, an accent Bob had been unable to recognize as a child. He knew it now. It was a southern voice, yet it held none of the sweetness or nobility Bobby had always associated with the accent. There was nothing but malice and rage in the tin Marine’s words.

	“You buried me, Bobby,” the tin Marine said, still from the bathroom. “Without military honors or anything. Terrible thing that. Shouldn’t have done it.”

	“Get out,” Bob hissed. “I’m not afraid of you anymore.”

	The tin Marine’s laughter came from beneath the bed, and Bob shuddered.

	“Lies, Bobby,” the toy said, his voice projecting from behind the dresser. “Nothing but lies.”

	Bob didn’t respond. He clenched his blanket in his fists and waited, his mind racing, searching for a way to beat back the toy along with the fear he felt.

	“Are you wondering how I got here, Bobby?” the tin Marine asked, mock concern in his voice. “Does it bother you that I’m no longer buried? Of course, it does. You’d be a fool not to be. And, while you were many things, Bobby, you were never a fool. Stupid at times. Childish. Heh, you could take a beating, too. It’s what I like about you, Bobby. Your fear, well, it has a special taste to it. A flavor. I’m addicted to it, child. But, you’re not a child anymore, and I’m wondering, how sweet is Bobby’s grownup fear?”

	Bob refused to answer, his breath rushing in and out of his nose.

	“Mm,” the tin Marine sighed from behind the bed. “It has a bit of a bitter tang to it. To be honest, though, Bobby, it enhances the flavor. My, my, my, I didn’t think it was possible. This is going to be delightful, Bobby, it surely is.”

	Trying to clamp down on his growing terror, Bob said, “Tell me, Marine, how did you get out?”

	The tin Marine let out a bark of laughter. “Pure luck. Or is it fate, Bobby? Fate that brought us back together? Oh, there were so many others before you. None like you, though. Heh, none like you at all.”

	“You escaped,” Bob hissed through clenched teeth.

	“Your son,” the tin Marine said, his voice was muffled as it issued forth from beneath the pillow.

	“I don’t have a son,” Bob snapped.

	The toy didn’t respond. For a short time, there was nothing but silence in the room. Bob couldn’t even hear the people in the other rooms.

	When the tin Marine spoke again, it was in a tone of surprised pleasure.

	“You’re serious,” the toy said, his voice coming once more from the bathroom. “You are serious, Bobby. Oh, this is a delight!”

	Suddenly, the room was horrifically cold. Shivering uncontrollably, Bob pulled his blankets up around him.

	“Oh Bobby,” the tin Marine whispered in his ear. “How old are you?”

	“I’m twenty-five,” Bob spat.

	The toy chuckled, laughed, and then howled with glee.

	“Bobby!” the tin Marine cackled. “Bobby, you are so old, you have outlived your wife and your daughter. Two grandchildren as well, Bobby! So, so old!”

	“No,” Bob said, letting go of the sheet and wringing his hands. “Not true. Not true. Marie and I just got married. No kids. Not yet.”

	“Oh, you had them, Bobby,” the toy whispered from the darkness by the room’s door. “I talked with your son for a long, long time. Each night, when he thought he was dreaming, he told me everything. Then, when I knew it all, every last bit of your life, I told him to send me to you. He did. Isn’t it wonderful, Bobby? Isn’t it simply grand?”

	Before Bob could answer, the tin Marine was there. He stood at the foot of the bed, towering above him, head bent to avoid the ceiling. The toy’s hat was cockeyed, his smile wide to reveal disturbingly square teeth, broad and vile-looking between the painted lips. His eyes were whiter than before, glowing in the darkness, his nose longer than Bob remembered.

	“Go away,” Bob whispered, the words rattling out of his mouth.

	The tin Marine’s smile grew impossibly wide. He gripped the metal rail of the footboard with long fingers. His rifle was missing, and Bob suppressed a frightened giggle, knowing what would happen if a Drill Instructor found the Marine without his weapon.

	As Bob watched, the toy lowered his body until only his head and hands were visible.

	“Do you remember this, Bobby?” the tin Marine asked in a hushed voice.

	Bob wet himself, and the toy laughed.

	“Oh, you do, Bobby,” the tin Marine said, chuckling. “I’m so glad. How about this?”

	The toy stood, and as he did so, he brought the end of the bed with him. Higher and higher it rose, until Bob slid backward, striking his head against the wall, and letting out a soft whimper. He did remember it. He remembered how much he hated and feared the lack of control.

	Gently, almost lovingly, the tin Marine rocked the bed back and forth, up and down, as if trying to lull a colicky child to sleep. Bob grasped the sides of the bed. He knew what was coming next.

	Without a word, the toy increased the speed. In a matter of moments, the world was a blur. Lights from the edges of the shade and beneath the door danced crazily in Bob’s vision. He felt his stomach roil and then clench. A second later, Bob vomited the banana and sandwich all over himself and the bedsheets.

	The tin Marine let out a triumphant shout and let the bed drop with a heavy thud, jarring Bob out of it. Bob yelled out in pain as he struck the floor, the air knocked out of him. He heard running feet, and the door to his room was thrown open, the lights coming on. Nurses hurried to him, and Bob felt darkness sweep over him as they rolled him onto his back.

	When he opened his eyes a short time later, a familiar doctor and a nurse were in the room. They were consulting some paperwork, and when they saw him, they both smiled.

	“Mr. Anderson,” the doctor said. “You gave us quite a scare last night.”

	Bob’s jaw ached, and his chest hurt. “What happened?”

	“Seems as though you had a bad dream, or you twisted yourself about. Either way,” the doctor said, “you fell out of bed. Luckily, there are no broken bones or anything. You’ve a hell of a black eye though.”

	Bob chuckled and winced. “Well, I’ve had worse.”

	“Yes,” the nurse said, “but you’re not to have anything of the sort here. How are you feeling?”

	“Terrible,” Bob replied honestly, but he smiled when he said it. “I suppose if I fell out of bed, it is to be expected. The doctors told me it might be sometime before I walk and sleep properly. Something to do with the location of the wound.”

	“Yes,” the doctor said. “They were certainly correct. Claire, are you all right with Mr. Anderson?”

	“Yes,” Claire said, smiling. “We get along famously.”

	Bob nodded goodbye to the doctor, then turned his attention to the nurse. She was familiar, but he didn’t know why. He paused a moment before he asked, “Do I know you?”

	She smiled sadly at him. “You do, Mr. Anderson. We work together every day. We have been for six years, now.”

	“Six years?” Bob asked, shaking his head. “I don’t understand.”

	“I know,” she said, patting his hand.

	Confused, Bob asked, “Will my wife be coming to visit today? She knows I’m here, doesn’t she?”

	Claire looked down, wiped her eyes, and when she lifted her head, she smiled at him. “She knows you’re here. I don’t think she’ll be able to come today, though. But things can always change.”

	“All right,” Bob said.

	“Do you want to sit in your chair for a bit?” Claire asked.

	“Yes, yes I think that would be quite nice,” Bob said.

	“And do you want your breakfast?” she asked.

	Bob’s stomach growled, and he chuckled. “Evidently, my body would say we do want our breakfast.”

	“Okay, coffee and oatmeal coming up,” Claire said. She started to walk away, paused, and said, “I’m glad you’re okay, Mr. Anderson. You had me worried.”

	“Thank you,” Bob said. “I’m thankful as well.”

	When she left, Claire closed the door behind her. Bob turned his attention to the table, seeing if he had anything to read. He spotted a copy of Maltese Falcon by Dashiell Hammett and grinned. As he bent forward to pick it up, he froze and stared at the table. Off to the left, in a shadow cast by the table lamp, he saw a note and a toy, a toy he had hoped never to see again.

	It was a tin Marine, a toy with worn paint and a bent bayonet. A toy Bob despised, and one he had buried when he was still a boy.

	The note beneath the tin Marine was written by Claire and said nothing except the toy had arrived for him. With a shaking hand, Bob picked up the novel and set it on his lap. He stared at the toy and felt a growing terror in his heart. For some reason, it seemed more vicious than before. More terrifying.

	Bob licked his lips, picked up his glasses, and put them on. He opened the book and there, scrawled on the title page, was a note.

	Dear Bobby, it read, every night will be like the first. How wonderful is that? How glorious?

	Bob Anderson’s hands shook, and he wept as the book fell from his grasp, though he didn’t know why.

	 

	* * *


Flies
By Rowan Rook

	 

	When I open my eyes, a spider stares back at me. I don’t move. It’s a big, brown, vile thing, sitting on my chest and watching me as if it’s been waiting for me to wake up. I should shake my blanket to shoo it away, but my hands seem stuck to the bed. Go, go, go, I silently beg. I’m not proud of it—I’m not scared of many things, see—but spiders...just looking at one sends needles up the inside of my skin. They aren’t right, spiders. The way they move in stops and starts. The way they’re made of so many segmented parts. The way they spit out silk. The way they trap their victims and watch as they struggle and die. The way they drink blood. How are they a real-life animal and not some mythical monster? I bet they escaped right out of Hell.

	The spider doesn’t go. Its eight eyes hold mine in place. Its pedipalps twitch, as if it’s imagining the way my blood might taste. Its legs tap my chest.

	No, I warn it silently.

	It steps closer to my face.

	Freeze turns to fight. I leap up and slam the blanket—and the spider—into my bedroom wall.

	When the covers fall away, the spider’s only a shit-colored smudge on the peeling wallpaper. One of those beady eyes catches the sunlight coming in through the window and looks at me
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