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. . . London
was drab and grey; was exploding in colour;
was a raucous din, bursting with life; was eerily quiet, haunted by ghosts and
graveyards.


—R.F. Kuang,


Babel, or the Necessity
of Violence: An Arcane
History of the Oxford Translators’
Revolution


 


 


I wants to make your flesh creep.


—Charles Dickens,


The Pickwick Papers
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     Welcome, gentle stranger.


      The Night Bazaar is once again open, to you.


 


It goes without
saying that those
allowed into our secret gathering must be Invited in some way . . . by an elaborate, handwritten note which later vanishes,
perhaps. Or an oddly-worded message on a mobile phone. A tap on the shoulder in a crowd,
or the furtive beckoning of a pale hand thrust
from some darkened alleyway.


So—congratulations! You, Dear Reader, have
been admitted, having only received a singular
Invitation, which is seldom repeated.
Thus, if this is not
your first sojourn with us, you’re indeed among the fortunate few;
those souls for whom Fate has granted access
to our fantastical fairgrounds more than once in
a lifetime. And I, Madame Vera, shall be your guide.


Of course we know what you must be wondering now: To what secret places will the peripatetic denizens of the Bazaar take me this time?


To you alone
shall we reveal
our current destination: London of the 1880s.
We’ll wend our way down its cobbled lanes, pale tendrils of fog curling about our shins like the tails
of hungry, inquisitive cats.
Strolling to corners of that
rapidly-industrializing City where,
when one inhales,
they’re greeted by mingled
notes of coal smoke, wood fires, cheap gin, over-brewed tea . . . and sometimes,
the coppery tang of blood.


Dirty Old London,
as it’s often called in this era, may be the seat of power for the largest empire the world’s
ever known, but it’s also infamously filthy. Wood-smoke, grime, sooty fog, horse-dung and piss-spattered mud, slimy dark alleys, and penny-a-visit public
toilets . . . though mostly only for men. And the Thames . . . well, better to
drink (and perhaps even bathe in) only ale and beer, or thrice-boiled tea.


For the waters
of that very historic river are, unfortunately, also a popular repository for London’s garbage,
dead livestock, human corpses, and all the flushings of domestic waste and acrid factory runoff.
Frankly, this aspect
of the City does indeed make
one shudder. As sometimes does the menu, so heavily dependent on mutton,
glutinous fish, bacon, brown sauces, and overcooked potatoes. Not to mention
steamed “puddings” with such unsettling names as “spotted dick.”


In any case, amid crumbling mews and dank
basements, tottering tenements and millionaires’ mansions, our accompaniment
will be the cries of costermongers
pushing barrows of shellfish, the rumble of fashionable carriage-wheels over
cobblestones, the cheeky jibes of grimy-faced
newsboys, and the shrill entreaties of consumptive
violet-sellers.


Of course, our Bazaar is unconstrained by
such pedestrian concepts as Time and Space. Thus, gentle Guest, be forewarned:
there may also be the occasional temporal judder backward or forward. One moment you’re browsing
the Victorian mercantile shops near Kensington, and the next reading
texts in a luxurious hotel suite in present-day London, only to find yourself suddenly trudging through a muddy,
raucous medieval marketplace. Expect the odd detour from 1880s Baker Street, to
1960s Carnaby Street, to the 1530s Tower of London, to contemporary Park Lane,
and beyond—and do try and keep your wits about you.


Now, should the Invited wish to
dress for
the occasion, feel free to ascend to the attic and plunder steamer
trunks and chests,
pulling out those
old miniskirts and Nehru
jackets . . . or slashed doublets
and gartered hose,
if you prefer. The Night Bazaar
shuns the very notion of a dress code, though
we understand one does like to feel appropriately
attired for an adventure.


Oh, and regarding the sudden appearance of this (no doubt unexpected) Invitation, as
well as the vague nature of your destination: We assure you, there’s nothing to
fear. Well, almost nothing . . . for one should never feel too comfortable
while in the midst of a gathering which knows no limits, save those of the human imagination . . . and
sometimes, perhaps not even those.


But I digress. For here, from midnight to dawn, amongst
the oddities, antiques, forbidden entertainments, unusual services, and
hauntingly exotic wares, you’ll see a host of
strange faces along with a few familiar ones. The ubiquitous ghosts,
witches, Fae, and Hidden Folk, as well as modern (and not at all modern)
denizens; human, beastly, mechanical, conjured, and otherwise. Rest assured my
loyal staff of money-changers, jongleurs, dancers, tumblers, fortune tellers,
mountebanks, accountants, players,
and masked purveyors of oddities are always at your service. Whatever
is strange, questionable, and averse to the
light of day can be discovered here;
you need only browse our endless aisles.


The Bazaar, however, cannot simply be stumbled upon and
found. For our tents and stalls are pitched each night in a different secret locale, for seven
evenings in a row—to move on at the end of the week and never return
to that city again. So please
bear in mind that, throughout your visit, one simple rule universally applies.
You, the Invited, will enjoy our offerings for what at least seems to be
a single night only.


Ah, but what a night it will be! We guarantee
an unforgettable outcome, and have never yet been wrong about that. . . 


.











Two aisles over, inside this
tall tent resides a shop called The Doll Hospital, whose proprietor maintains
shelves of artfully-mended stuffed
toys, toy soldiers, puppets and marionettes, and of course dolls. For example, see this delicate porcelain-faced
lady, so beautifully dressed in hand-stitched green velvet? Her real human hair
is swept up in an elegant chignon, her dainty feet clad in satin slippers.
She appears new, but is actually a very
old plaything just refurbished by the skilled
hands of the shop’s toy-mender. Who nevertheless
intentionally did not repair one highly-visible flaw: A stain like a port-wine
birthmark that mars one side of the
doll’s otherwise smooth porcelain face. Why, you wonder? The reasons will
become quite clear, once you know her story . . .


 


 


 






       Broken Little Hand Me Downs


 


BY CORINNE NULTON


 


To say that Little Ben had mixed feelings about staying
at his grandmother’s house was an understatement. Of course he had to go. His
parents were always off somewhere: touring the Continent, or at the next
high-society London cocktail party befitting their station. And it seemed to
him Mummy and Papa were always happy to abandon him to his forgetful
grandmother and addled great-aunt. The first of whom kept endlessly asking
about relatives that, as far as he knew, didn’t exist. The second of whom
called him Benjamin Bear, though his name was simply Ben.


Grandmama Guinevere was kind. She baked him
rich, sticky-sweet treats and taught him how to read from her bedtime
storybooks of kings
and castles. She spoiled him
with fancy new toys. Brutus the wooden horse had been one such a gift. Yes, she
did the things Grandmamas were supposed to do.


About Great Aunt Loretta he felt less sure. She had a
bedroom in the Tower and came downstairs mostly just for meals. Sometimes she
drifted into Little Ben’s nursery
and sat and watched him play. Cooing
at the make-believe scenes he created, or shrieking with laughter.
Once, to his horror, she’d even wept. But he hated being watched, as if he was on a stage.


Grandmama Gwen had told him, “My sister is merely
remembering, and reliving something from our past.”


What, though? Neither
would say. And then, as if her spying wasn’t creepy
enough, sometimes as he played
at soldiers or with his barnyard set, Etta would hold out an old broken doll with a smashed face,
or a toy knight with a missing leg. And ask in an oddly childish
voice, “Might we join you?”


If Ben said no
to her, Grandmama scolded him. So every other time he’d simply say, “Sorry, but I’m finished
playing today.” And then go read a book or take
a walk in the garden.
Somewhere Aunt Loretta’s
nearsighted gaze couldn’t find him.


When not lurking, she was whispering to
herself up in the Tower, in her
circular attic bedroom
with floor to ceiling shelves
of toys. She collected them. Not normal kinds, though—only broken
ones. Cracked, limbless, grimy, and somewhat scary antiques she must’ve pulled
from somebody’s trash pile. He knew their names from overhearing those nightly
monologues. On the few occasions he’d entered her bedroom he felt the toys
watching him, too. He almost expected them to speak.


That, at least, would’ve been interesting.
Sometimes at night he thought he did hear voices speaking
back to crazy
old Aunt Etta.
He’d cried in fear, the first time. None of his toys talked! His parents had
assured him they weren’t supposed to.


But now Aunt Etta was very ill. She didn’t
leave her bedroom anymore. Grandmama Guinevere was up there a lot, too. She still baked treats, but not so often. One morning when he came
upstairs looking for her, she was perched on the end of Ella’s bed, watching her.


“Will she get better soon?” he asked, trying
to decide if it would be rude right
now to tell his gran he’d like a lemon tart for tea.


She shook her head. “Afraid
not, Benjamin Bear.”
She’d lately begun to call him that, too.


“Is she . . .” He swallowed hard and plowed on. “Um . . .
going to . . . die?” 


His grandmother wiped her eyes on a lace-edged old-lady
hankie and nodded. “I wish you’d known her when we were children. You remind me
of


Etta. Brave and strong.”


This astonished Ben so, he forgot to feel
insulted. “Why was she brave?” Then he gasped, for Auntie Etta had opened her
eyes and was looking right at him.


“We were both brave,” she whispered. But now Etta was
looking at her sister, not at him. “We had to suddenly be . . . adults.”


And then, with a lot of
pauses in which to catch her breath, or sip from a cup Guinevere held
to her lips, Aunt Etta finally did tell him why.


 


[image: ]


 


Etta had learned, quite early, the cost of
clumsy hands. She knew how easily a porcelain face could crack, leaving a
cobweb of scars that made teatime
conversations awkward. She saw, too, how spilt milk could spoil her
handkerchief-made baby doll, for now she gagged on the rotten-cheese stink
every time she rocked her little darling to sleep. Worse, her beloved stuffed
bear, Benjamin, grew thinner and more frail with each hug, as little bits of
stuffing bled from his seams. His limbs loosened at the slightest tug. She was
mindful of every touch, because every
touch had a cost.


Clumsiness
was carelessness, in her opinion.
A spilt cup of tea could
ruin just about anything, from her mother’s exquisite ribbons and decadent lace
to her father’s imported Asian rugs and Corinthian leather boots. Even God
sometimes spilled a little. That’s what her parents had told her: He had
overindulged on the night of her
birth and accidently splashed a little red wine
onto Etta’s forehead. A stain the size of her
hand veiled the left side of her face, running up into her hairline and down to
her left cheek. Such divine branding could not be washed
away no matter
how hard she was scrubbed at bath time. Her mother had
tried lye soap and even dabs of laundry
bleach over the past ten years.


No use. Etta had been stained before
she was even born. How careless of God to ruin her like that.


So she treated her toys with great delicacy,
wrapping them in blankets against harsh winter
drafts, gently picking
them up and setting them down as if
the smallest thump would shatter
them. Even though none were made of glass,
and all had passed through
the hands of several older
relatives before reaching her. Still, she certainly could not have her favorite
doll get a bruise! Poor Jenny
was already missing a hank of hair,
making it hard for her to join the more fashionable societies of the porcelain
dolls who sat on the top shelf of Etta’s bookcase. How would Jenny
ever find a good husband?
What would Etta do if she
could not marry
Jenny off to a rich Duke? Who’d
pay the family
debts, or support the
lifestyle Etta now enjoyed?


It was all very stressful in the nursery. The
wind-up mechanical clown laughed at Jenny’s
fears of becoming
a spinster. He laughed so hard his rusted
gears scraped and tinged. Meanwhile, Captain Lewis, the painted wooden soldier
with a chipped red coat, the most handsome toy in the household, refused
to ask Jenny to dance at nursery balls, no matter how Etta pleaded. In fact,
none of the toys would speak to the
poor, deformed doll.


Jenny the near-hairless, with a slightly cracked
porcelain face on a fabric body, and Etta the stained
girl, had much in common.
In the midst of so many
toys, they were lonely together. For Jenny was the sister
Etta’d always wanted. But Guinevere was the sister she
was actually stuck with.


“LOR-ETT-A!” Guinevere bellowed from down the
hall just then, as she posed before a large ornate mirror. Adjusting her
ruffles, as if just the right amount
of fluffing would hide the pudgy
belly that poked out farther than her chest,
no matter how tightly the corset was laced. Likewise, she poked and prodded at her chubby
neck, as if she could
somehow fold it more neatly
under her chin. Guinevere
was twelve, but already as doomed to be a spinster as poor
Jenny. For she looked like a suckling pig in every single outfit.


“It’s night time.”
Etta glanced out the window,
cocking her head to take in
the dark landscape beyond the panes. She’d
just bathed. Usually
at this time of
evening she’d throw a ball for her dollies in the dying firelight, before agonizing
over which toys would share the bed with her that night.
Usually, she couldn’t decide. Usually, she’d throw
them all in, even the mean porcelain aristocrats, because she couldn’t bear the
thought of anyone languishing on the dark shelves alone. Still, it made
sleeping terribly uncomfortable. Too often she’d roll onto the hard metal bike of the mechanical clown,
or whack her face on the
flat unyielding tin of the Captain’s
puffed-out chest. Yet there was something so warm about having them all with
her, late at night.


“No toys!” Guinevere
shouted when Etta peeked out of the nursery door, Jenny cradled in both arms, head
resting just under her chin. Her sister gave the balding doll a disgusted glare.
“Must you show everyone just how poor we
are with that motley bunch you play with! Aren’t you getting too old for such
things? Pathetic!”


Etta took a step back into the safety of nursery and slammed the door, hoping the
heavy oak panels would muffle her mean older sister’s words.


“But where could we possibly be going in the dark,
anyhow?” Etta whispered to her room full of toys.


All she got in response
was shrugs and equally perplexed
expressions. Even Patrick
Bunny, the wisest of the toys, simply
had no clue.


Of course
the closed door did not keep Guinevere out. Nothing ever did.


She cracked it open just enough to shriek one
more time. “No toys!” “Not even one?” Etta begged.
“Oh please! I’ll keep Jenny hidden.”


“LORETTA!” A new voice
shouted.


The sisters cringed at their mother’s raspy,
shrill tones. A woman who’d cried three months nonstop since the demise of her husband. All the sobbing and heaving
gave her words the same tone as rusted nails scratching glass.


Etta nervously yanked her old wool pelisse out of the
closet and then sighed, looking at the room of
toys facing her. “Don’t worry about the dark, my dears. I won’t be
long.”


“You are crazy! They aren’t real. They can’t
hear you!” Guinevere insisted before disappearing down the hallway towards
their mother’s voice.


Etta had told a lie, of
course. Who really knew how long she’d be gone. She scurried to the far
side of her bedroom to kiss her handkerchief baby goodnight and to tuck Benjamin Bear into his place: the summit of pillows
at the head of the bed. Finally, she
gave the Captain a little curtsey, before scooping Jenny from the floor and
slipping her beneath the folds of her pelisse. Where she could wrap one hand
around the doll’s feet to gently keep her upright and concealed.


Etta left, then doubled back to the doorway
of her room. She stuck her tongue out at the mechanical clown,
whose gears tinged as if to say, Uh-oh, this can’t be good!


At the bottom of the
stairs, a shell of a woman waited,
still in the same black mourning dress from the funeral. Hadn’t ever changed
it. Hadn’t even washed it. Her mother’s complexion would have made her a twin
to Etta’s porcelain dolls, except they, at least, had rosy painted cheeks and
cheery expressions. Mama was dull white and blank as a page; a loose sheet
blowing in the wind. Hair tangled and unkept. Dress seams ripped. Arms begrimed
with dirt. At her feet sat a mouldy grey box—damp, reeking of dirt, and
something much more foul.


“What is that, Mama?”
Guinevere asked.


Their father had been put into a box, then lowered into the earth
and sent back to God. But
this one was smaller. It could possibly hold one of Etta’s larger toys. Perhaps Benjamin Bear. Perhaps even a much
younger Etta.


She waved around what looked like a small square of
parchment; the elegant writing on it had been done in India black. “The key,”
Mother rasped. Her eyes grew wide. Sounding almost giddy, she added, “The key
to a secret place. A magical place.”


Jenny the doll knew otherwise.
She’d been around for generations in that household. Her warning was pitched so low Etta almost couldn’t
hear it in her
mind. It’s your baby brother, Etta. You remember . . . he didn’t make it,
poor tyke.


Etta whimpered. Poor little Benny. Had he not
died, perhaps Mother would not now be so obsessed with marrying off her two girls. Perhaps she wouldn’t have
had to sell every piece of movable
furniture, all the artwork that’d once lined the halls, and all their finest dresses. In the past three months, from the threshold of her room Etta had seen the rapid
deterioration of her life. She, once
a little lady with fine clothes in a fine house with a fine family, now wore
ratty too-tight gowns she’d long outgrown. Her home had emptied of lovely things until, like her mother, it was just an empty shell. A rotten relic of
a gilded age.


“This . . . is the key . . . to all of our problems.” Mother went on heaving and
sighing as she lifted a small carpetbag—clearly every remaining coin and
trinket had been stuffed inside.


“You mean Baby Ben is the—” Etta started to ask, but Guinevere stepped


on her foot, her favorite way to tell her younger
sister Shut up.


Outside, a hired carriage rumbled to a halt.
Mother went out onto the front portico, still cradling the moldering coffin,
still gripping her overstuffed carpetbag. She looked back over one shoulder
when the girls didn’t immediately follow. “Come, my soon-to-be
beautiful little darlings.”


When neither one moved,
she gritted out, voice shaking
with anger, “Climb into that carriage. Now!”


Guinevere and Etta exchanged startled glances. They
rarely looked into each other’s eyes. They never really connected on any
sentiment, usually, but were tonight shaking
with fear in unison. Feeling
such dual terror of the woman
with the dead baby, Etta actually reached out her free hand. And Guinevere,
shockingly, wrapped her plump fingers tightly around it.


They did not let go for several hours,
throughout the crazed carriage ride that took them off the main road and down narrow trails through the woods at a break-neck pace.
Tossing the girls
all over the compartment, bruising
their arms and legs as they tried to brace themselves.


Even after they departed the black carriage, still they
held onto each other. Standing
trembling, watching their mother barter her way into an odd marketplace by
waving the parchment invitation about and offering goods from her stuffed purse.
Finally she beckoned
and they left the carriage
behind, entering beneath a fanciful archway
woven of bramble
roses, colourful scarves, and—were those small animal bones?


The aisles that lay beyond it were lined with
booths and tall canvas tents which so overlapped often Etta couldn’t see the
slightest patch of night sky. Each vendor was selling
a good or service odder than the previous one. Decadent
crystal bottles of acid-coloured potions, tiers of black dominoes and
painted masquerade masks, walls of photographs of sleeping . . . or perhaps
dead people. Some men sat around a table with a Ouija board before them, beside a rack of
jointed metal monsters made
of pewter. Next to this was mounted
an exhibit of oddly taxidermized animal
heads: a bunny
with antlers, a lion with a
human face . . .


Such strange things! Etta flung her head
every which-way, trying to catch a glimpse of something normal. Something safe.
Something familiar. All the while clinging to Guinevere’s hand.


Next was a tent which offered artful sculptures.
Bones—from animals, she hoped—had been carved or somehow melted together to
make flower bouquets, wedding rings, linked necklaces, elaborate hair clips. From that point
on the displays only got stranger. Weirder. Soft music lured Etta’s gaze to a
vibrantly painted caravan at the end of the
widest lane. The covered wagon had a built-in
wooden stage. Lifelike
marionettes danced away there, but while
their bodies moved gracefully to the music, their faces and glass eyes seemed
fixed on Etta.


She
cringed and looked away.


This a bad place, said the imaginary voice of her doll, Jenny, who
occasionally poked her balding head from Etta’s woolen cloak to look around. You won’t be found if you lose yourself here. Hold tight to your sister and don’t lose sight of your mother!


The vendors seemed
as uncommon as the trinkets
they sold. Once she saw a feeble old man vanish into his own
voluminous black cape and emerge as a scantily-dressed woman coyly fanning her
half-naked breasts with a bunch of feathers. One short gentlemen had small
horns protruding from his balding head. A child with greenish-blond hair was eerily
beautiful, despite the mermaid
scales covering her arms.


Poor Etta was gaining
inspiration for a lifetime of new nightmares.


She finally stopped looking
around and buried her face in Guinevere’s shoulder. Ahead, their mother kept
stopping at nearly every tent, hoisting the coffin higher, asking the same
questions: What will make my daughters beautiful? What will make them
marriageable? What will make my dead son live again?


The venders all shrugged and pointed in another direction. Etta suspected they
were simply sending the obviously-mad lady away from their wares in order not
to put off less-insane customers. At
least until Mama approached a black-velvet tent embroidered with golden stars,
whose tall shopkeeper nodded and beckoned her in at the end of the questions.


As their mother dragged Guinevere inside,
Etta let go. Because at that moment Jenny commanded, No, sweetheart. You
wait out here! That is a very bad place indeed!


Desperate to hold on to someone after letting Guinevere
slip away, Etta took the dolly out of the pelisse and buried her face in its
cloth stomach. Perhaps if she hid her eyes the strange people
couldn’t see her, either. Perhaps then they couldn’t hurt her. She
stood alone amongst the nightmares, outside the black velvet tent, clinging to
Jenny, while a throng of strangers
surged past. Sometimes bumping into her, like the tide that pulled you to and
fro at the seashore.


Etta, dear, it’s not safe to stay alone out here, Jenny said. Open
your eyes. Be a brave girl for me!


At last Etta did, slowly. One lid at a time. When she
took a step forward, toward the black tent, she heard an inhuman voice chanting
some sort of incantation. None of the sounds made words she could recognize. She quickly
stepped back again.


No, don’t go in there,
Jenny agreed.


Etta turned in a slow circle to take in the
neighboring tents instead. One held glass jars and fine net cages full of insects. Those in the jars lay still, while the caged ones still fluttered and scurried. The next tent’s booth had no objects laid out for sale, save for
a humble wooden doll house. The Doll Hospital, a small sign said.


Etta, listen to that song!
You know it! Jenny said.


She could
imagine her doll’s cloth arms reaching up to point at the tent. Someone was humming a lullaby, within.
The same song Etta sang to her handkerchief baby before bed. How strange! She’d thought she invented the
tune, just as she invented
the voices of her toys.
But this singer
was clearly real. She followed the melody inside,
holding Jenny loosely at her side as she stepped in. Rows and rows of dolls, clowns,
and tin soldiers
looked down from the
shelves. Fat stuffed
velvet animals were piled high in the corners. Four small
wicker carriages held three baby dolls a piece, sleeping
soundly. Ah, a toy store,


Etta thought. How delightful! She’d never been to one before, nor had she ever
owned a new toy.


But then she noticed all their lace dresses were stained, the knitted caps and
booties pilled and stuck with fluff. All the wear and tear and scars of use and previous owners. These were old
toys, like hers at home.


The person singing was a little old lady in a dark gown
with a high neck. She was leaning over, fixing the cracked window of a wooden doll house that


sat in the very center of the tent. As she peered up at Etta from her chair, half-
moon spectacles slid to the end of her
nose. “Why hello, girls. Welcome!”


Etta looked behind her to see who the other girl was,
before realizing the woman was also addressing Jenny. She pulled the doll close to her chest, afraid
the toy-mender might snatch and add her to this collection of broken things.


“Why do you have . . . so many dolls?”
Etta asked hesitantly.


“Why, they
are my dear friends.” The lady smiled, a toothy jack-o-lantern grin. “They tell
me things. Keep me company.”


“But you sell them.” Etta made her free hand into a fist and propped it on
her waist in outrage. “That’s not what friends do!”


The old woman laughed at Etta’s
fierce conviction. “Is it wrong to give them
a home with a deserving child? Or some desperate adult?”


Adults don’t need toys! Jenny hissed in Etta’s ear. What a strange thing
to say!


“But adults do need toys,” the lady
said. “They keep away the bad things, Miss Jenny.”


This old woman
could hear her beloved doll’s
voice! Etta flinched
in shock and dropped Jenny’s
fragile little body on the hard, cold ground. She gasped and quickly
scooped her up again, inspecting for cracks or broken pieces.
Legs? Check. Arms? Check. And head?


“Aaaahhh!” Etta screamed. For Jenny’s head
was no longer attached; it was rolling around on the floor by her slippers.
“Oh, no! What’ve I done! No one will want her now! The captain
will never love her! Jenny,
are you well?
Say something!”


The doll was silent—her voice no longer in Etta’s head.
Dear Lord, had she killed her?


“There, there,” The old lady drew close,
patting Etta’s back.
“She’s a hardy thing. She’ll be fine!”


“Then why won’t she speak to me?”


“I wouldn’t, either,
if you’d just dropped me.” The woman chuckled. “She has no head so she can’t
talk right now. But she’s in there
still. I can feel her.”


Etta caught her breath; hugging
Jenny’s body tightly
under her chin as she closely observed the toys surrounding
her. Each had stitches and scars, some only the stumps of broken limbs. Wounds were caked with a
white liquid pus of dried glue and mismatched paint. Some pairs of eyes didn’t
match. Some limbs were longer or shorter than their mates.


One brown bunny with a rather large head had
mismatched ears and the white fuzzy body of a
different rabbit. What was this old lady . . . an amateur toy surgeon? Or a
murderer of toys, a nursery-room
Spring-Heeled Jack?


“Aren’t you going to ask me to make Miss
Jenny beautiful again?” The woman fished a ball of red yarn from her apron pocket.
A vibrant red—perhaps the same shade originally stitched onto Jenny’s
scalp. “I have the perfect
match for her hair!”


Etta gave Jenny a squeeze.
What should she do? She couldn’t ask the doll, who’d fallen silent. But the old hag
might further mutilate her best friend. Or sell her to some foolish adult who
wouldn’t appreciate her.


And yet . . . what if Jenny was made beautiful again? She and the Captain could marry.
Etta’s future might
hold all sorts
of horrors and deprivations, but at least she could escape into her
favorite doll’s happy ending.


“Ask the toys, if you are afraid, deary,”
the toy-mender instructed.


Etta held her breath and tried to listen. Only silence, and the cloth rustle of skirts, the muffled boot-thuds of passersby beyond the canvas tent.


And then, all at once—a chorus.


She fixed us. She is an angel.
We love her.


She will make Jenny the best she’s
ever been! Better than new!


She understands us.


With each comment, Etta’s grasp on
her doll loosened until she was
holding her only by one arm.


The old woman
snatched the doll up then and carried
her to the worktable where
the dollhouse sat. She laid Jenny’s little body across its roof, drew a shining
silver needle from the sleeve of her dress and began stitching the severed head onto its cloth neck. In minutes
Jenny was not only un-decapitated; the balding doll once
again had luscious, thick red hair.


“I can give her an updo, like a princess. How about a new dress,
too?” the woman asked.


“No thank you,” Etta said firmly. After all, if Jenny was too pretty, might she not also
no longer treasure the friendship of her
poor, deformed human friend?


The old woman looked puzzled. “You’ve been parading her
around in these rags for so many years. Doesn’t she deserve nice things, too?’


Etta rolled her eyes. Finally, unwillingly, she muttered, “I suppose.”


The toy mender went to a rack hung with rolls
of fabric and stood there, waiting
for Etta to choose a colour and pattern. “Blue, I think. It’ll match her
eyes.”


Etta pulled up a crate alongside the old woman’s
chair and watched her transform Jenny—polishing the scratched porcelain
face, touching up her painted lips and eyelashes with a
tiny brush, fluffing up her insides and restitching the cloth torso, and
sanding down some of the splinters on her wooden limbs.


“What sorts of bad things do toys keep away?” Etta asked thoughtfully. She was
still trying to decide whether she was totally delighted or horrified by the new, evolving Jenny. “Mine must be lazy, because we’ve had terrible
things happen the past few months.”


“Shame.” The old woman tsked.
“Beloved toys hold a very particular kind of
magic that can satisfy the hunger of bad
things. There’s not an exact word for the bad ones in this language.
Nightmares, yes—but I’m speaking of the
real, waking ones. Unpleasant oddities. Hauntings that are not ever mentioned
in polite conversations. Daemons is the word that comes closest, I suppose.”


“Really? But
there’s no
such thing.” Etta snickered, recalling Sunday-school lessons.


“Only those who’ve never experienced the worst can say
that. And you, little one, should be especially careful. I saw which tent your mother and sister entered.”


“But toys can’t really be magic,” Etta insisted, thinking
back to all the times Mama and Guinevere had mocked her
obsession with the nursery denizens.


“What! Of course
they are. Else how do you explain their voices?” The old woman laughed. “Every
time you play with a toy like Jenny, you leave a little bit of your soul behind. And before you, several
others played with her, leaving bits of themselves behind, too. Jenny has a
soul stitched of patches from every child who’s ever loved her. So do all your
toys. That’s why each has a unique voice and wants and personality. So you
can’t just command the Captain to marry Jenny, or will the porcelain dolls to
let her into their high societies.”


“Oh.” Etta tilted her head. That all sounded
reasonable. “But Mother says it’s
merely my imagination, and they can’t speak. She says I’m getting too old for
it. That no man will marry a girl who still sleeps with her toys in the
household nursery.”


“Hmm,” the lady mused. “Love makes them
alive, in a way. But only people who truly love toys get to hear their voices.”
She ended the sentiment with a wink.


Etta smiled. Finally,
someone who understood and could explain
why she loved her toys so much. Not because they were fine, or because they were her possessions, but because when she played
with them, she was also playing with the children who’d held them before
her.


The toys had gradually become the family she’d always
wanted. Giving her nothing
but love. Letting
her sleep with them and cry into their soft bellies
when her father had died. So, if she
continued to love them like this woman did, surely she’d never have to outgrow
them? She could still hear their voices until she was as old and frail as the
lady before her.


Etta, look how new and splendid I am! Jenny’s voice was suddenly
back.


Etta’s eyes filled with tears. Her sister of porcelain, wood, and fabric was alive and
well!


Oh, my dress, my hair! The
Captain will surely marry me now. And you can come, Etta. Come live with us in the fine doll house
with Benjamin Bear.
We will have the biggest, most fashionable wedding
celebration!


“Pftt . . the Captain!”
The old woman scoffed. “Jenny,
you’re a very special
doll, and Etta here is a very special little girl. You both deserve a real
Prince! Forget that rascally captain fellow!”


The woman turned around and stood on tip-toe, sliding one
wrinkly old hand behind a group of marionettes.
She grabbed an exquisite Parian marble- made
man with painted
blond curls. He had a blue coat with gold buttons that matched his golden crown.


“For you both.” She held the doll out to Etta.


Etta gasped
and shook her head. “But we have no money.”


“Jenny told me about your great loss. I’m so
sorry, little ones. You both deserve much better.”


We deserve a King for all we’ve endured. But a Prince is nice, too, Jenny conceded.


And we’ll need him. For I have a feeling
worse is coming.


Jenny was usually right
about those sorts
of things.


Etta held a doll in each hand, looking
happily down at her new and beautifully restored family members. So what if
Mama married her and her sister off to some mean, aristocratic tyrants?
No matter where she was sent, she could still escape into Jenny’s world.


“Loretta!” Her mother’s shrill
voice sliced through
the night air, rising above the rustle and bustle of the crowd outside.


Oh no! She’d
almost forgotten about
her real family—was Mama still in that
black tent with Guinevere? Etta hesitantly lifted a corner of the Doll Hospital’s canvas flap, wondering
whether she should answer. Her mother stood in the centre of the aisle, twisting and turning, gazing in every direction.
She no longer held the mouldy box. Instead, she had a wicker carryall,
handle hung over one arm, the
basket cradling glass vials of various
sizes which held an array of glowing
black, green, and brown liquids. Her mother’s other hand clutched Guinevere’s
fiercely, as if she feared she might escape the way her younger daughter had.


“Go on now.” The old woman gave Etta a gentle little push
to propel her out the doorway. Etta
quickly tucked the two dolls into her pelisse, then cautiously approached her
mother.


“There’s my soon-to-be beautiful
girl!” Mama grinned.


Etta bowed her head, expecting the usual scolding
as the cost of wandering off. She tensed, preparing her body for the usual
quick, sharp slap on the back
of the head, followed by an even more
painful tongue-lashing, and a week of no dessert or playtime.


Her mother merely continued smiling, looking
for once eerily calm. She held up the basket. “Did you see all the wonderful
spells we got, my dear?”


She bent to explain each bottle, voice giddy with excitement. “One for that birth mark of yours,
one for your sister’s puppy fat, one for your baby brother.


. . oh, and a few for me!”


Etta gasped. She hoped her spell was some
sort of beauty cream, but she
couldn’t imagine tasting that thick, black sludge. She glanced at Guinevere’s
petrified face. Her sister appeared frightened beyond speaking. Or maybe her
spell had already been forced down her throat, scalding
the usually ceaselessly- wagging tongue.


As Etta’s mother dragged them towards the
carriage, Etta glanced back at the
black-velvet tent with gold embroidery. She could swear a darkness moved out of
its shadows and followed them, skulking through the dense crowds. Though
perhaps that was merely the trick of blurry
vision from her exhausted eyes.
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For seven nights
after that terrifying night-time journey, Mama dosed them both with the noxious-tasting tisanes and potions for which she had traded away all
that was left of Baby Ben. But as
far as Etta could see in the mirror each morning, nothing had changed. And
Guinevere still looked the same, as well.


She sighed. Well, perhaps beauty took longer to show
itself in mended people than it did in mended dolls.


On the eighth night, she threw the most extravagant
wedding for Jenny and the Prince.
She’d spent the whole week making paper chains and bouquets of crepe-paper flowers, draping
her best bedsheets into a make-believe cathedral. She’d found fabric scraps in
a trunk, and sewed bridesmaid dresses for the French porcelain ladies. They
were very eager to befriend Jenny and her betrothed Prince
now. She’d also made sashes
and bows for all the stuffed
animals and a bonnet for her handkerchief baby. She’d filched a few apples from
the overgrown, neglected garden behind the house and pocketed her biscuits each morning. She’d
even purloined tea and honey and chocolate from the pantry, saving it all for the wedding feast.


Jenny’s nuptials were indeed beautiful. The
ceremony was Etta’s new favorite make-believe memory.
Patrick Bunny stood
behind a biscuit-tin pulpit to marry them. Benjamin Bear walked Jenny down the aisle to her new, beautiful
prince while the tin solders filling the pasteboard pews surreptitiously
played cards. The creepy clown carried the train of Jenny’s very long, perfectly white dress, which Etta had sewn
from a guest-room bedsheet. The Captain stood fuming in one corner all through
the “I do’s”, the wedding toasts, and a night full of dancing.


Etta imagined she was in the ballroom wearing
her best lace and pearl- trimmed gown, dancing with Jenny and Benjamin. It was
the first time in her life she’d felt beautiful.


She fell asleep,
exhausted, encircled by the wedding
decorations and party guests just as the sun started to
peek through the east window. They all lay on the threadbare nursery rug in a
ring of fading candlelight.


Sometime later she woke abruptly; someone had called
her name.


Etta.


The Captain’s voice. Deep and serious as a perpetually-annoyed father’s.
The tone of a military
man who’d never known laughter.
On your feet, Etta! Something lurks in your sister’s room!


Etta bolted upright,
heart beating like a toy drum.


The wedding had been such a beautiful
distraction from a horrid week. Yes,
her mother had finally left the mouldy,
stinking box behind
in the black-velvet tent. And it had seemed she’d carried nothing else
home save the bottles of vile potions and the dubious
promise their lives
would change. That baby Ben would return anew. That the girls
would become beautiful and marriageable.


But something else had accompanied her
and it was not little Ben. Rather, something
as dark and liquid-like as the black potion she’d poured down Ella’s
throat the next morning. Something perhaps tucked in her reticule or hidden in
her shadow. A thing that now lived in the hallway mirror and roamed the
mostly-empty house at night. For Etta had seen it creak her bedroom door open
an inch or so and peer in. Not a person, but rather . . . the absence of one. A
dark void. A shadow that had long ago lost its humanity. The creature seemed to gaze around at all the toys surrounding Etta, lick its lips and perhaps
drool a little, then move on to the next room.


And now it was
back.


Etta, hurry! Get my sword! the Captain shouted.


She groped wildly over the floor, seeking the
little needle-like rapier the Captain had laid down so he could dance with her.
Her scrabbling fingers found it, and she shoved the tiny blade into his hand.
Then grabbed him up and ran down the hallway to her sister’s room.


She halted outside
the door, panting.
Being just a child, after
all, what could she actually do? The only adult in
the house was mad. Their mother thought this beast was here to help them.


Cautiously, Etta opened the bedroom door an inch or so.


Guinevere lay snoring on the bed, mouth agape
as the daemon hovered over her. Slowly morphing into a spider,
it used long, hairy front legs to widen
Guinevere’s mouth so it could crawl down her throat.


“No!” Etta screamed. She flung the Captain at the floating
spider. And missed.


Even so, the demon hissed like a wounded cat, and morphed
back into a sort-of person double Etta’s size. It took several steps towards
her before a groggy Guinevere rolled over and opened her eyes. Etta scooped up
the limp Captain from the counterpane, and threw him again. This time right
into the maw of the black beast.


“What is that
horrid thing?” Guinevere screamed. 


“What was it
doing to me?” Etta cried out as the Captain disappeared into the demon’s belly.
The entity shoved her back over the threshold, morphed into a wild boar and
trotted off down the hallway. It leapt back into the ornate gold-framed mirror,
the Captain’s little steel and wooden sword poking from its mouth like a
horrible toothpick.


Etta heard
the Captain’s voice screaming in her mind . . . or was that her own scream?
Sometimes it was hard to tell where she ended and her toys began. “What shall
we do?” Guinevere wailed. She gripped her little sister’s hand, watching the
dark spot in the hallway mirror glare out at them. It slowly took the shape of
a toy soldier with the Captain’s features and waved at Etta, as if daring her
to come get him.


Etta sobbed. She hadn’t really liked the
Captain much. Still, he’d died to protect them.


Guinevere
embraced her tightly.
“I’ll buy you a new one, I promise.”


Her sister still didn’t understand. A new toy wouldn’t have the same voice,
or the same soul. And it was that soul the daemon now feasted upon in the
mirror, especially relishing the tin bits. It bit off the Captain’s head first, then each limb, and finally swallowed
the torso whole.


Then it spat his needle-like sword
down the hallway,
right at the girls.


Apparently the meal didn’t agree, though. For
the monster gripped its gut, fell out
of the glass, and took a fit on the
floor, foaming at the mouth and
shrieking.


Etta stared, horrified. The Captain’s soul,
traded for Guinevere’s. Was that what had
just happened?


Maybe they were safe for tonight, at least. Or . . . was
it dead? Oh, please, let it be dead!


Hand in hand they ran to the opposite end of the hallway, to the master bedroom.
Guinevere burst through the door first, shrieking, “Mama, Mama, there’s a
monster! A monster in the mirror!”


The woman before
them did not stir, or even turn her head to face her tear- smeared, screaming daughters. She sat in the rocking chair, moving rhythmically,
never missing a beat. All the while chanting so softly her lips barely
moved. “My life should’ve been
so much better than it was. . .”


She listed an incantation of all that
should’ve been, the words coming furiously fast and intense, like a witch’s
spell. Etta only caught bits. Something
about a dead baby. . . dead husband. . . dead parents. . . ugly daughters. . . beauty lost to age . . . money lost to
debts . . . every regret, no matter how small, was woven in. Every mean word
that spiteful, more fortunate ladies had hissed. Every complaint of disappointment from their mother’s mother.
Every slight from her former mother-in-law. Every tear shed by her dead son.
Her dead husband. Every single little regret linked like a dark string of beads chanted in a loop, in perfect rhythm
with the rocker’s movement.


Once the whole of it had cycled through
again, Guinevere ran to their mother and tried to yank her from the chair.
Pushing her face right up close, screaming, “MAMA! MAMA, STOP! STOP IT! IT’LL
KILL US ALL!”


She desperately yanked the unmoved
woman’s long greying
hair. But their mother was in a trance so deep that, despite curses
and blows, she never missed a mumbled regret nor lost time
with the creaking rocker.


Something dark flickered in the corner of Etta’s eyes. A black spot in the hall
mirror. If the Captain’s last stand
had weakened the daemon at all, their mother’s
spell seemed to be reviving
him. She watched the darkness
swell like stagnant pond water in a rainstorm, until it overflowed from
the mirror. The darkness Etta had never entirely believed in, before now. Her mother
was fanning its flame with a flood listing
all she’d hated about her life. Too busy to notice she’d left her girls to drown.


There wasn’t time to explain the correlation between
spell and beast to Guinevere. So Etta grabbed her sister’s hand and pulled
her back out into
the hallway, where the monster swelled in synch with their mother’s rhythmic chanting.


“We need to run!” Guinevere tried to drag her
sister over to the staircase in the grand foyer.


Etta didn’t
budge. “Run where?”


They had no family. No friends. All the
servants had been let go, their rooms vacated months ago. There were no
neighbours for miles. Even if the
children started running now and didn’t stop, they wouldn’t reach the nearest
town before nightfall.


And monsters hunted quite easily in the dark.


“The only place to run to is the light,”
Etta explained. She pulled her sister
in the opposite direction, toward
a patch of dawn flickering through the nearest window.


The darkness continued to fill the hallway
like a raging river. But it split and flowed around the little square of light where the girls fell to their knees
embracing each other, sobbing. Still, whether the worst happened today,
tomorrow, or the next day. . . there was no doubt
the dark shape-shifter would slurp up their souls. The sun wouldn’t stay around
forever to save them.
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The following evening Guinevere pushed her
mattress through the doorway of Etta’s room, her pillows, blankets, and
books piled high atop it.


Uproar ensued.
Etta thought her head would burst from the bombardment of angry voices rising from every toy in the room.


What is she doing here? We can’t stand her!


Etta, tell her to leave!


Get out,
Guinevere! No one wants you here!


Many of the
toys had belonged to Guinevere before they came to Etta, though her sister had never heard their voices. But she’d also never hugged them tight
or let them sleep with her in the big canopy bed. She hadn’t given them special
names or acted out little scenes with them. They were just decorations that
made the nursery look girlish and quaint, before Etta came along.


Guinevere had sometimes abused the toys, kicking or
stepping on them when she entered the nursery. Taking pleasure in slamming the
door so hard the porcelain ladies rattled and sometimes tumbled down and
cracked. She’d picked up Jenny
by the hair once, just to rip out a lock or two in front of Etta,
chanting, “They’re not real, see? When will you grow up?”


She’s a monster!
The handkerchief baby wailed.


Panting, Guinevere arranged the
two mattresses alongside each other under the imaginary
wedding cathedral tent. She helped Etta carefully move the toys to one side, then piled up her books in a stack, in the order she planned
to read them: top to bottom.


Etta, the entire nursery is in revolt.
You cannot let your wicked sister sleep here tonight!
Benjamin Bear shouted.


Guinevere set him gingerly on Etta’s
mattress. “I know how much you love to sleep with toys.” Then she
frowned. “I thought I heard that bear say something just now.” Guinevere
glanced at Etta. “Or was it you who spoke?”


“Not me,” Etta said quickly,
then shook her head at Benjamin behind
her sister’s back, to shush him.


“I used to hate these toys so.” Guinevere admitted,
folding up all the blankets on the floor, making a quaint little sanctuary
within the tent. “Then, when I saw how happy
they made you—Pftt. Why? Nothing ever made me that
happy. It was so unfair how easily you could leave the endless family problems,
just by picking up some hairless old doll. Always abandoning me for make-
believe high-society dramas.”


Was that all Guinevere had really wanted—a
sibling present with whom to face
each day? To talk with,
to be grown-up with, since
their parents were often
not around? Etta felt like she understood her sister for the first time.


“I’ll be right back,” Guinevere instructed. “Just going
to get more food from the pantry.
And some books
I want from the library,
for research, before the sun sets.”


“No, stay!” Etta’s gaze skittered to the window. Only a
few minutes of daylight left, at best. Then the illumination that kept the
monster inside the mirror would be gone.


Guinevere
hugged her. “Someone
must take care of us. Don’t leave.
I’ll be right back!”


Etta frowned. Did she mean,
Don’t escape into the fantasy
world of your toys, or simply, Do not leave the room?
Perhaps both. She watched Guinevere
tip-toe out


into the hallway,
sidling past the darkness that was already
pooling at the lower
edge of the mirror’s frame.


I can’t believe
you’re letting her sleep in here with us, Jenny sniped.


“Just for a little bit,” Etta cajoled. “Until
the real monster leaves. The one who actually devours toys.”


Where is the captain?
The clown asked.


Yeah, what happened
to him? Benjamin echoed.


Etta gazed sadly at the shelf where the Captain usually stood at
attention during the day. Without answering them, she wove together some paper flowers
left over from the wedding and made a funeral wreath.


The baby cried. The clown stopped laughing and sobbed.
The Captain’s empty spot was a grave now. And though she said nothing,
the toys seemed
to understand, growing sad and quiet alongside her.


“I’m back!” Guinevere announced.


A tablecloth full of food was slung over her back like a tramp’s rucksack. More
books were tucked under her armpits. She slammed the door shut and pulled the
baby stroller and miniature tea table in front to barricade it. “That should
keep it out tonight!”


Etta wasn’t
so sure. “It can change shape.”


Guinevere frowned, then stuffed a sheet into the crack
beneath the door. “Maybe you were right. Maybe we
should run away,” said Etta.


“The closest town is too far—we’ll never make it before
dark, even if we start very early in
the morning. And what if the . . .
thing . . . follows us?”


True. There’d be even less light in the woods. No candles. No fireplaces.


No beds or toys. Just strangers and beasts their mother used to warn about.
“And then, well . . . Mama . . .” Guinevere trailed off to silence.


In the nursery, daylight had
disappeared quickly; the sun
was already setting. At dusk it would be harder to see the shadow-like being if it entered the room.
Both girls jumped onto the mattress with the toys and closed the tent flaps.


“What a terrible night this will be,” Guinevere
whined.


“It doesn’t have to be,” Etta whispered in a low voice so the toys couldn’t
hear. Her sister had never
wanted to play before, so this was probably a terrible
idea. But huddling in fear and staring at the door all night would only make
everyone more afraid.


“What do you mean?”
Guinevere frowned.


Etta smiled. “It’s Jenny’s royal coronation
tonight. Would you like to attend?” She held out Jenny and her husband.


With a slight smile,
Guinevere took the prince. Soon, trumpets rang out. Tin soldiers
lined the royal red velvet
carpet, and Benjamin Bear took
his place beside a decadent new throne constructed of stacks of Guinevere’s books.


The sisters stood in the front row, hand in hand, waving
streamers in the vast cathedral of toys. Suddenly
Guinevere looked startled, and turned to Etta.
“I . . . I can hear them!”


“Then you know they really are people. The very best sort,” said Etta.


Afterward they attended
a ball so beautiful it put Jenny’s wedding celebration to shame. The sisters danced
and laughed until they passed out from exhaustion
inside their bed-linens tent, still clinging to each other and to their dolls.


Only to wake after dawn to find several of their dance partners from the night before
had been dismembered and strewn about:
Patrick Bunny, Rodger Rocking Horse, and a handful of tin
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