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Shrapnel
By Ron Ripley

	 

	Tim Simmons was on intimate terms with death.

	His time in Vietnam, his career as a mortician, each provided key aspects of his education in death.

	Tim reflected on this in a vague and distracted way as he sat in his recliner, wrapped in an old woolen blanket. He listened to the refrigerator hum and the tick of the old clock in his ancient stove.

	His stomach rumbled, but he couldn’t differentiate between hunger and pain any longer.

	Death, he knew, was coming.

	Sooner rather than later.

	He tried to change his position, and a sharp pain stabbed through his stomach. Gasping, he grabbed fistfuls of the blanket, the woolen fibers stinging his flesh. The ticking of the clock was abrasive as he counted the seconds. At fifteen, the pain in his stomach subsided.

	Tim let out a long, slow, shuddering breath, releasing his grip on the blankets. He looked at his skeletal hands and chuckled dryly.

	How much longer will this last? he asked himself.

	“I’ve got plenty of ways to go if I want,” Tim said aloud, his voice awkward, almost obscene in the stillness of his apartment.

	He got out of his chair, held onto the back of it while his legs adjusted to the difficult task of standing, and decided what he would eat.

	Scrambled eggs, if I can keep them down, he thought, hobbling toward the kitchenette. Maybe even a slice of toast.

	Memory demanded he make coffee for his eggs and toast, and that he put butter on his bread.

	Yet his illness wouldn’t allow for that.

	Or for the cream and sugar I would want to add to any coffee I might make. Stupid. Just stupid.

	By the time he reached the kitchenette, he was shaking and clinging to the sink for support. As he stood there, trying to gain control over himself, his eyes flickered around the edges of the black plastic trash bag stapled to the kitchen window. Beyond it was the light of the sun. Or the moon. Tim lost track of the days and nights, and most people would have assumed that the bags were there for that reason.

	But they’re not, Tim thought, reaching out a hand to the window sill. A thick line of salt reached from one side of the sash to the other, forming a barrier few knew about or understood.

	A grim smile spread across his face, and he offered a hollow chuckle to the room.

	They’d put me away for certain, Tim thought, if they heard my rationale for the plastic bags and the salt.

	All further thought was cut off as pain gripped his stomach again, sending him to his knees despite his firm grasp on the counter. Gasping for breath, he waited, shuddering, for some sense of control to return.

	Cautiously, he reached under his shirt, let his fingers probe and glide across his troubled flesh, and whimpered.

	Close to his navel, he felt it.

	A small, hard lump beneath his index finger. It felt no larger than the point of a pencil, and he doubted that it was.

	“Leave me alone,” he whispered, “it’s been long enough.”

	As if in answer, another wave of pain struck him low and violently. He doubled over, vomiting bleakly onto the old tiled floor. Several more times, he threw up. And while it was mostly bile and mucus, he knew that what little nutrients he had gained from an earlier meal were lost.

	“Great,” he muttered. “I hate you.”

	The pain stabbed him again, and Tim bared his teeth against it.

	Panting, he sank to the floor, narrowly missed the vomit, and sat in a bit of splatter.

	He was too tired to move. Too exhausted to get away from his own sick.

	Tim wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and inhaled sharply as the object by his navel wiggled.

	I need to get it out now, he thought.

	He reached up for the silverware drawer, managed to open it, and dug around until he hissed at the prick of a knife against his finger. Tim felt blood well up, and withdrew both his hand and the knife that had cut him.

	Breathing in through his nose, he struggled to return to a standing position. The first time his knees refused to cooperate, and he dropped to the floor. With the second effort, he stood and leaned against the counter, praying he wouldn’t collapse.

	After several minutes of wavering and fear, Tim walked cautiously to his small, college dormitory refrigerator. Using his free hand, he opened it and withdrew a plate with a single ball of sticky, white rice. From the cabinet above the refrigerator, he took down a bottle of rice beer and a carved, teak box.

	Cradling everything in his arms, he staggered back toward his chair, biting hard on his lower lip to keep from crying out. He tasted the sharp, bitter tang of blood on his tongue, but a moment later he focused on the shrine.

	It had been years since he had used it last, and the dust upon it wouldn’t be taken as a good sign.

	Swearing under his breath, Tim put everything down on the floor in front of the small Buddhist shrine. He glanced around for a clean rag or shirt, and when nothing was visible, he swore again and tore off his own tee shirt. Tim used the thin cloth to wipe off the dust and clear away the carcasses of several spiders.

	At the center of the shrine was a curious, misshapen ball of dull metal, and a closer inspection revealed that it was a magnet with dozens of pieces of steel clinging to it.

	So many, Tim thought. His fingers itched to touch the steel, to acknowledge, physically, why they were there.

	He shook his head and tossed the tee shirt off to one side.

	With the dusting finished, he hastily set the plate in front of the shrine, then opened the beer and placed it beside the plate. Finally, Tim opened the teak box. From its dark depths, he removed a brass incense burner, a book of matches, and a single incense cone, one which smelled vaguely of pine trees.

	Tim set up the incense, lit it, and shook out the match.

	As the pleasant smoke drifted up towards the ceiling, Tim picked up the knife.

	It was an old steak knife, one he was fairly certain had come with the apartment fifteen years earlier.

	He looked from the sharp tip of the instrument to his stomach, and as he considered whether he truly wanted to engage in home surgery, the spot beside his navel grew larger.

	It became an angry, reddish orange. It pulsated in rhythm with his rapidly beating heart. He knew he had no choice.

	It needs to come out.

	Tim picked up the knife, and with his free hand, squeezed his stomach on either side of the lump, presenting an angry red surface to attack.

	Without any hesitation, he used the serrated edge of the knife to cut into his flesh.

	Blood seeped out as he dropped the utensil and tried to grab hold of the small sliver of steel that slipped out of his flesh.

	The blood made the steel slick and allowed it to pass through his thumb and forefinger. Horrified, Tim watched as the sliver struck the shrine and spiraled to the floor, disappearing into a small crevice between the wooden floorboards.

	For several beats, Tim stood perfectly still.

	“Magnet,” he said hoarsely, “I need a magnet.”

	He turned to go and find one, then came to a sharp stop.

	The dead man stood between Tim and the refrigerator. Tim knew the man was dead because he remembered killing him in 1968 in the Vietnamese city of Huế.

	The dead man was a member of the North Vietnamese Army, dressed in the uniform of the same, and wore a befuddled expression as if he wasn’t quite sure where he was, or what he was doing there.

	Tim stood still, wondering what the dead man would do; if the ghost might drift off and allow Tim time to recover the sliver.

	The ghost did not allow that to happen.

	Instead, the dead man looked at the shrine, took in the objects there, and widened his eyes. The ghost’s back stiffened, and he turned to look at Tim, seeming to notice him for the first time.

	“Who are you?” the dead man asked in Vietnamese.

	Tim replied in the same tongue.

	“Merely someone who wants to help,” Tim said. “I’ve prepared rice and beer, incense and a way to peace.”

	“You’re afraid,” the ghost said. “Why?”

	“We should all fear the dead,” Tim stated.

	The dead man shook his head. “There’s more. Much more.”

	With his eyes fixated on Tim’s stomach, the ghost asked, “Why are you bleeding?”

	“An old wound,” Tim replied. “Now, your rice.”

	The ghost sneered. “An old wound. Made from what? A mine, yes?”

	Tim opened his mouth to say no, but all that came out instead was, “Yes.”

	“A mine,” the dead man mused. “And I am here. You must have been wounded by one I built. That is all I can make sense of. Is this true?”

	“I don’t know,” Tim said, but it was a lie. And the dead man understood it.

	The ghost’s eyes flickered around the studio apartment before he asked, “Why is there plastic on the windows? Why is there salt?”

	“Old superstitions,” Tim said hollowly.

	“Did you kill me?” the dead man asked suddenly.

	Tim tried to answer and found he could not.

	“You did,” the dead man said, shocked. Then his voice became angry. “You did!”

	“It was war,” Tim said.

	A sneer appeared on the ghost’s face. “So, it was. Nothing new there. I had fought for years before you came. And yet you were the one who killed me.”

	As Tim watched, the dead man searched his chest, and then he found it.

	Shaking his head, the ghost opened his uniform shirt and shuddered.

	“You did this,” the dead man said angrily, gesturing toward the three entrance wounds in the center of his chest.

	“I did,” Tim agreed.

	“You killed me,” the ghost whispered. “You killed me.”

	“We’re almost done here,” Tim said. “There’s just one more thing for you to do, and then you can rest. I promise.”

	“I don’t want to rest!” the ghost screamed.

	Tim stiffened. “You don’t want to rest?” he asked, his heart beating harder.

	“No,” the ghost snarled, his hands clenching and unclenching. “I want you dead. I need to kill you.”

	“But the war’s over,” Tim said softly, his body shaking. “I’m dying.”

	The dead man sneered. “Not quickly enough.”

	Tilting his head back, the ghost screamed again, and the lights in the apartment all shattered, plunging Tim into a world of darkness.

	Tim stood perfectly still, his mind racing as he tried to think of a way out.

	The steel is on the floor. I need it, he thought. I need to get it into the circle.

	A monkey shrieked, and Tim shivered.

	He hadn’t heard any monkeys since Vietnam.

	Then he could smell it.

	The damp, dirty funk of the jungle, the ever-present rot, and the stench of decay.

	Suddenly, Tim was sweating. Great rivulets of it rolling down his back and across his chest. It reached his wound and stung him, causing him to hiss at the sensation. In the distance, Tim heard the thump of mortars, and a voice cried out, “Incoming!”

	Instinct took over, and Tim threw himself to the floor, landing hard on the old wood. His body ached from the impact, but he knew he needed to be there. The mortar rounds would throw the shrapnel high, over his head. Dirt might land on him. Maybe part of a person, if he was that unlucky.

	Tim’s nose wrinkled as he caught his own scent.

	Deodorant and toothpaste.

	Soap and shampoo.

	Laundry detergent and sweat.

	The Viet Cong would smell it too. Even the NVA.

	A rifle chattered nearby, the sick, unpleasant sound of an AK-47.

	The rounds tore through the leaves and slammed into the horsehair plaster of the apartment’s walls.

	Someone screamed and a voice he didn’t recognize called for a medic.

	Stay low, Tim told himself, reaching for his rifle.

	But his weapon was gone.

	He was unarmed.

	Tim shook his head, trying to clear the thoughts.

	I’m not in Vietnam, I’m home. He was angry and fearful.

	For a moment, his vision flickered, and the smell of the jungle vanished.

	The heat pushed down on him again, and he whimpered.

	He gagged at the stench of rotting vegetation as it overwhelmed him.

	Tim’s head pounded, and he shuddered as he brought his fear under control. While the jungle remained a part of his apartment, he could sense the floor beneath him, hear a television from the apartment above him.

	I need to leave the house, Tim thought. I’ll crawl over the salt, but I need to get out of the apartment. I don’t want to die this way. No. Not like this.

	Shaking, Tim extended his hand, moving it gently back and forth until his fingers brushed against the table the shrine rested on. He edged forward, paused and doubled up, curling into a fetal position.

	Pain wracked his stomach, and he vomited again.

	Bile splashed across the floor and onto his chest. Some of it splattered up into his nose, and he threw up yet again.

	Move! he screamed at himself.

	Weakly, Tim got onto his hands and knees, reached out for the table, but couldn’t find it.

	Confused, he swept his hand around to the right and left, yet it encountered nothing.

	“Did it move?” the dead man asked from the other side of the room. “Or did you?”

	Tim shuddered.

	He didn’t know.

	Moving forward a little, he reached out again, and still, he didn’t find it. He moved forward again, and his hand struck the wall.

	But he didn’t know which one.

	He knelt in front of it for a moment, licking his lips and wondering if he should move left or right.

	Either way, he thought. They’ll both lead to the door.

	Tim kept his left hand on the wall and crawled awkwardly along the floor.

	He went ten feet, then twenty, and when he reached what he believed to be thirty, he stopped.

	His hand had never left the wall, but he hadn’t struck any corners or any doors. No windows and no heaters, the room was absent of furniture and anything else that he would have expected to find in the confines of his small home.

	An AK-47 went off beside him, and he screamed, clapping his hands over his ears and reeling back.

	A boot lashed out into his lower back and sent him crashing to the floor.

	Silence surrounded him.

	Neither the sounds of the jungle nor the dull machinations of his apartment reached his ears, and for a terrible moment, Tim feared he was deaf.

	A moan escaped his lips, and he heard it clearly.

	Relief filled him. He closed his eyes, pressing his forehead to the cool wooden floorboards.

	As a sense of calm washed over him, he considered what it was he needed to do.

	Find the door. Get out over the salt, he told himself. Get away from the house. It’ll be okay.

	What about my cancer?

	Tim winced at the thought.

	All his pain medication, his money. Everything was in the apartment.

	The salt would keep the dead man in, but the ghost would keep Tim out.

	His friends were all dead, and his neighbors thought him an odd, half-crazed Vietnam vet.

	I guess I am right now. Tim opened his eyes, hoping for some glimmer of light from a tear in a plastic bag.

	But there was nothing. Not the slightest hint.

	He didn’t even know if it was daytime or night. Was it cloudy or sunny?

	Tim hadn’t left the house in days. The pain in his stomach had been too much.

	“You’re sick,” the ghost said from behind him.

	“Yup,” Tim said through clenched teeth.

	“Dying.”

	“Spot on, kid,” Tim responded, pushing into a sitting position.

	“Is it painful?” the dead man asked.

	“Yes.”

	“Good,” the ghost said, and a fist smashed into Tim’s face, sending him to the floor.

	“Will you die soon?” the dead man asked.

	“Soon enough,” Tim replied, groaning. “Couple of months. Maybe more. Maybe less.”

	“Not soon enough!” the ghost snapped.

	Instantly, the sounds of combat erupted around him.

	M16s and M60s chattered. Someone fired rounds from an M79, and in the distance, the thumping sound of helicopter rotors could be heard. Radios squawked, and men cried out in English and Vietnamese.

	Nearby, a man began to beg; a low, terrible sound. The voice was raw with fear and pain, the wounded soldier calling for his mother.

	“No,” Tim whispered.

	The dying man was his brother, Alex.

	“Alex!” Tim called, ignoring the danger of bringing attention to himself during combat.

	His brother’s response was weak, the man fading fast.

	Tim scrambled forward, ignoring the wrenching pain in his gut, the bitter realization that shrapnel had torn through his belly.

	Light burst out of the ceiling, and Tim found himself staring at his brother, who lay on the jungle floor. Half of Alex’s right arm was missing, and both of his legs were gone. A Vietnamese boy, no older than thirteen or fourteen, stood over Alex. The teen held an impossibly large AK-47 in his hands while he looked grimly down at Tim’s wounded brother.

	“No,” Tim wept.

	But the boy pulled the trigger, and Alex’s brains exploded out of the side of his head.

	Darkness swept over everything, and silence returned.

	Tim collapsed to the floor, sobbing.

	Deep within himself, he began to rally.

	The tears faltered, then stopped. He felt the floor beneath him and knew he was in his home. His stomach ached, not only from the pain of the incision but from the cancer that served as his death sentence.

	A cold, bitter realization settled over him.

	If he didn’t find and seal the sliver of steel away, the dead man would lie in wait for anyone else who came into the apartment.

	Tim breathed in steadily, allowing his heart to calm itself. When it had, he listened for the ghost.

	For several minutes, Tim waited.

	Finally, deciding he could wait no longer, he reached out and sought a wall. His fingers found nothing in the first sweep, so he wormed his way to the left several inches and tried again.

	His fingers touched the horsehair plaster, and he almost cried out in relief.

	Keeping his fingertips against it, he inched his way over until his entire left side was pressed against the wall. He could feel the wooden baseboard, and he could smell the stale air of his apartment. He sat up and kept his back to the wall.

	Ignoring the pain, he reached up with his right hand and felt around for a window ledge.

	When nothing could be found, he moved a foot to the left and tried again.

	Nothing.

	He repeated the process four times, and on the fifth, his fingers discovered the edge of a window sash. Gripping the old wood tightly, he turned, got to his knees, and felt along the sash. Grains of salt brushed against his fingertips.

	Careful not to disturb the barrier, he sought out the cool plastic on the window, and when he found it, grabbed a handful into his fist and tore it down.

	He winced at the bright moonlight that streamed in. Twisting away from it, he threw the bag down and prepared to face the horrors the dead man had brought into his apartment.

	Nothing was there.

	The jungles of Vietnam were not present; there were no corpses, no choppers in the air, no men dying, and no weapons firing.

	The world was as it should be.

	Tim was in the same room as the shrine, staring at it.

	The ball of rice was gone, the bottle of beer empty, and the incense no longer burned.

	It was over.

	Tim’s shoulders slumped, and the pain in his stomach returned, doubling him over. He put his hands against it, feeling the warm trickle of blood that seeped from the rough incision he had made with the steak knife.

	For several minutes, he stayed there. Finally, he straightened up as best he could and limped to the shrine. With bloody hands, he picked up the plate and the empty bottle of beer. He limped into the kitchen, placed the plate in the sink and the bottle in the trash. At the refrigerator, he paused, shrugged, and opened it. Two bottles of the rice beer remained, and he took one out. It would play hell on his stomach later, but he felt as though he needed it.

	Tim removed the cap, tossed it onto the counter, then took a slim magnet off the refrigerator’s door. The magnet was a three-year-old calendar, from an oncologist he no longer bothered to visit.

	He took a drink of beer and carried both the bottle and the magnet back to the shrine.

	Even if he never comes back, Tim thought, lowering himself carefully to the floor, I need to get that piece of steel out.

	He sat down, wiped the slowly drying blood away from the wound on his stomach, and took a long drink of beer. Tim set the bottle down beside him and stared at the crack in the floor. The piece of steel seemed to wink at him, and he paused as he looked at it.

	Fifty years I’ve carried that in me, he thought. And there’s more still. Little slivers. Remnants of a war gone. Little ghosts waiting for their chance to speak.

	Pain flared in his lower back, making him grimace.

	Sometimes, he thought wryly, they do a little more than speak.

	Tim slipped the magnet into the crevice in the floor, smiling as the metal clung to it. He extracted the shrapnel with surgical skill, and when he was finished, held it in front of his face.

	So much pain, he thought. Oh, I remember when I was hit. That hurt. Damn it did.

	He tried not to think about the wound, the injury, the patrol it had occurred on.

	Pushing those memories away, he worked his way to his feet, carried the sliver to the magnet and pushed the shrapnel onto the others.

	Smiling, he turned back for his beer.

	The dead soldier smiled and struck Tim across the face.

	Cold penetrated Tim’s flesh as he flew backward, striking the opposite wall and falling to his knees. His head spun, and stars danced along the edges of his vision.

	Struggling, Tim looked around, trying to see where the dead man was.

	Nothing, Tim thought. Was he really here?

	A blow to the back of the head sent him down to the floor and reassured him, violently, of the dead man’s continued presence in the room.

	The world around him went black, leaving him floundering in darkness.

	A monkey cried out, and the curious sounds of the jungle reached his ears. In the bush, he heard the sounds of a battle coming closer.

	“What are you doing?” he wailed, trying to get to his feet.

	“Reminding you,” the dead man whispered. “Every day.”

	A boot caught Tim in the back of the head and caused stars to explode across his vision.

	“What?” he hollered. “What are you reminding me of?”

	“Why you shouldn’t have come to Vietnam,” the dead man said coldly.

	Punches and kicks rained down on him, causing him to cry out in agony. After several long minutes, the dead man paused his abuse.

	“I know you’re dying,” the ghost whispered. “But you still have weeks and months to go. And with every breath, I will punish you.”

	Around Tim, the sounds of battle rose to a crescendo, and the dead man struck him again.

	 

	* * *


Rag Doll
By Julia Grace

	 

	Jessica was sick of the rain. It had been raining for three days straight, and the reports were saying it was going to continue for another two. She, along with everyone else she knew, wanted some sunshine. She felt like she was living in an episode of the Twilight Zone, where the sun would never come out again.

	The rain had put everyone in a terrible mood. Her friends were snapping at their partners, fighting with each other, and generally in a bad mood all the time. Even though everyone knew why, they couldn’t help giving in to the depression that the weather was causing.

	Despite this, Jessica went to work every day without hesitation. She needed the money that the toy store job offered. It could be flooding, a hurricane could go through their little Virginia town, but she didn’t care. She was going to work.

	Jessica lived alone with her dog, Snuffles, so she didn’t have anyone to fight with. Arguing with her coworkers or her boss wasn’t a good idea. She didn’t want to get fired. Besides, there was never anything to argue about. Everyone in the toy store came in, did their jobs, and went home. Just like she did.

	It was Jessica’s job to sort through new toys, shipped in from various places around the world. Jack’s Toys was fairly unique, known for selling odd toys that were difficult to find in any regular toy store. Even the
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