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Mark’s Dollhouse
By Ron Ripley

	 

	“What is it?” Cheryl asked.

	Mark looked at his sister with disgust.

	“Come on, what does it look like?” he snapped as she shied away from the anger in his voice.

	“Like a dollhouse,” Cheryl answered in a hushed tone.

	“Exactly,” Mark said. “That’s what it is. You’re so damned stupid.”

	She looked at the floor and didn’t defend herself.

	Mark wanted to add a few more insults but the Cheers! rerun started at nine, and he didn’t want to listen to her cry through the whole thirty minutes of the show.

	Ignoring her, he turned his attention back to the dollhouse. It was an old Victorian, beautifully painted in grand old, Painted Lady fashion. The various shades of purple and light blue stood out sharply, each portion highlighted by brilliant cornices of white. Through the slate roof, a tall and powerful chimney projected. He looked at it, and Mark imagined he could smell the rich, potent scent of a fireplace.

	He took a step back and admired his purchase while Cheryl hovered a few feet away. He glanced at his older sister and wondered how she had ever survived childhood.

	She didn’t, Mark corrected himself. Not really.

	Vaguely he could remember her falling into the pool and hitting her head on the concrete walkway as she went into the water. His most powerful memory of that day, his fifth birthday, was the way her blood had eased out of the long gash on the side of her head to tint the chlorinated water pink.

	The injury and subsequent damage by water inhalation had damaged his sister’s mental acuity.

	She’ll never be older than a ten-year-old in that head of hers, Mark thought. She was forty-seven.

	And mom and dad saddled me with her, he thought bitterly.

	He sighed and said, “Get me a beer, Cheryl. And a bowl of chips.”

	Mark didn’t bother with a ‘please,’ just like he wouldn’t bother with a ‘thank you.’

	She ducked her head and scurried out of the room.

	My taking care of her and not stuffing her into a home is please and thank you enough.

	The line was an old line he told his sister and repeated to himself in an effort to make it true. His painful reality was that he lived in his familial home only because he took care of his sister. If he got rid of her, then the trust that the house was in would end, and Mark would find himself penniless and on the street.

	He took one more appreciative look at the dollhouse, smirked, then went and sat down in his chair. When Cheryl returned, she put the TV tray across the worn arms of his recliner, then placed his beer and snack exactly where he liked them to be.

	One thing about her, though, Mark thought, pulling the tab on the beer and taking a drink. She sure remembers how to do her chores.

	As that thought passed through his mind, Cheryl reached out, picked up the remote and turned the TV on. The old tube flickered and warmed up, finally revealing channel five, one of the few stations the old Zenith TV received.

	I need to buy a new one soon, he told himself, as he did every night when he sat down to watch his shows. But he knew he wouldn’t, not until the Zenith died or his sister did.

	He smiled at the idea of her dead and tried to focus on Cheers!

	Cheryl made it to the second commercial before she asked, “What are you going to do with the dollhouse, Mark?”

	He heard the longing in her voice and felt the urge to tease her. He opened his mouth to do just that, then remembered how she had cried for days when he had teased her with an old doll.

	“Gonna sell it,” Mark said, and then he let out a long belch to emphasize his point.

	Usually, Cheryl giggled when he acted like a fool, but when he looked at her to see if he could get any sort of reaction, he saw she was wearing a nervous smile.

	“What?” he asked her.

	“Um,” Cheryl said, sniffling. “Um, do you think, maybe I could buy it?”

	The question caught him off-guard and left him sitting in his chair, shocked.

	“No,” he said after a moment. Then he shook his head. “No, you sure as hell can’t. That thing’s going to bring in a couple of thousand dollars, sis. You got that much money kickin’ around that I don’t know about?”

	She shook her head, her thin, straw-colored hair flopping lifelessly in front of her moon-shaped face.

	“Yeah, didn’t think so,” he sneered.

	Mark watched the end of a commercial for Tide, finished his bowl of chips, and watched the last five minutes of his show. When it ended, he stood up, stretched, and scratched unconsciously at his large mid-section. He yawned, and turned to see Cheryl by the dollhouse, peering into it.

	“Hey!” he yelled.

	She jumped back, a terrified look on her face.

	“Stay away from my stuff,” Mark snarled. “Got it?”

	Cheryl nodded. She seemed about to say something, but lowered her eyes.

	“Get out of here,” he said in disgust. “Go to bed. I can’t look at you anymore tonight.”

	Without a word, Cheryl left the room, pausing in the doorway to gaze lovingly at the dollhouse.

	I could give it to her, he thought, then he straightened up in surprise.

	“The hell I could,” he grumbled, wondering where the thought had come from. That’ll be the day. I give her everything already.

	Mark knew the statement wasn’t true, but he liked to think it was. And when he was digging around estate sales and flea markets, it was the lie he told other salvagers. None of them knew him from a hole in the wall, so he could paint himself as the unsung hero of his family.

	Which I am, he reminded himself.

	Mark looked at the dollhouse one last time, memorizing the placement of everything on it should Cheryl decide to play it with it overnight, and then went to his room.

	He didn’t bother brushing his teeth or washing up. He wouldn’t be going out for another couple of days, except for food.

	I can always send Cheryl down to the corner store. They know who she is now, he thought, yawning. Yeah, that might be best. Got to figure out how I’m going to sell the damned dollhouse.

	Mark pushed his way into the bed, moving aside the newspapers from the previous week. He dragged his blankets up and over him, closing his eyes against the ambient light of the various electronics in the room. Multiple digital clocks, old VCRs, DVD players, and an old amplifier all combined to create a dull, pleasant glow that greeted him regardless of the time he woke up. The windows were covered with old sheets and woolen Army blankets, keeping the room in perpetual darkness.

	A soft rustling sound caused him to open his eyes a fraction, and he looked through the open doorway, down the narrow hall. He saw the dollhouse and the shadow it cast on the wall beside it. Mark smiled, imagining the amount of money he could make from its resale.

	What a find, he thought. I can’t believe someone was stupid enough to leave this on the side of the road.

	It had been, sitting pretty, as it were, beneath a large tree on a stretch of road. It was almost as if the house had fallen off a moving van or someone’s vehicle.

	And somehow, it had landed perfectly without damage? he chuckled to himself. Who cares, I sure as hell don’t. It’s mine now, and that’s it.

	Mark yawned and waited for sleep to come.

	A whispering caught his ear and caused his eyes to snap open.

	Cheryl was near the dollhouse, leaning down and speaking in a whisper he couldn’t understand.

	“Cheryl!” Mark yelled, pushing himself into a sitting position. He winced at the pain of moving his overweight body, and channeled the pain and anger he felt towards his sister.

	She didn’t turn around.

	She’s not even paying attention to me! It was common for her not to hear him, or to react to stimulus, but it was always frustrating.

	Mark swung his legs out of bed, got to his feet, and staggered tiredly down the hall.

	“Cheryl!” he bellowed and was gratified to see her jerk upright. She twisted around and faced him, her eyes wide and glistening.

	“What the hell are you doing?” he demanded.

	“I was talking,” Cheryl whispered, looking down at the floor, wringing her hands.

	“Talking to a damned dollhouse?” Mark was more incredulous than angry. “Listen, I know you got your problems, but that’s too much. Get to bed.”

	Cheryl’s eyes flicked up from the floor, darted from him to the dollhouse, then back to him.

	“I said to get to bed!” Mark’s anger returned in a rush, and he stepped forward, raising a hand.

	His sister flinched away, familiar with the pain he was able to deliver with a single blow. She licked her lips nervously, then lowered her chin to her chest and slunk out of the room.

	Mark shook his head in disbelief, and then peered at the dollhouse, trying to see if she had caused any damage.

	Nothing looks broken, he thought. He began to turn away but stopped himself. Something’s not right.

	Mark leaned closer and saw the miniature front door was ajar and that a light was coming from inside.

	Confused, he cautiously pushed the door open wider.

	He saw that a small wall sconce was illuminated, the tiny bulb casting its glow on the hardwood floor. As he looked at the light, it went out, plunging the dollhouse’s hall into darkness.

	Battery operated? he asked himself. He peered around either side of the building without seeing anything that indicated it was powered by batteries. Mark shook his head, shrugged, and straightened up.

	I can check it out tomorrow, he thought, suppressing a yawn.

	Mark walked back to his room, collapsed onto his bed and stared up at the ceiling.

	Probably should have checked the damn thing out soon as I got it home, he thought. I bet Cheryl thought she did it. And that there really is something in the house. Damn, bet she thinks it’s some fairy or some other crap. It’ll be like pulling teeth to get her to leave it alone.

	He rolled onto his side, picked up a half-finished slice of pizza from the night before and took a bite. He chewed it on the right side, avoiding the broken tooth on the left, and considered how he was going to market the dollhouse. Along Route 101 in Amherst, New Hampshire, there were a dozen antique dealers, and any given weekend in the spring he could find buyers from as far away as New York City searching the shops.

	I could take some pictures, he thought. Print ‘em up at the pharmacy and bring ‘em with me.

	He nodded to himself, took another bite, and then tossed the pizza back onto the bed table. He chased it down with a drink of warm Dr. Pepper, belched, and then closed his eyes.

	He drifted in and out of sleep, occasionally opening his eyes completely to catch sight of the dollhouse. Each time he saw it, the toy stood alone, which was how he wanted it.

	At 2:01 in the morning, he woke up, observed the solitude of the dollhouse, and closed his eyes again.

	The sound of voices woke him.

	They were muffled, joking and laughing. At first, Mark thought he was dreaming, the darkness in his room too absolute.

	Then, he realized that the bedroom door was closed, and it was only 2:16.

	What was that? he wondered.

	Mark got out of bed, gripped the doorknob, and tore the door open.

	All the lights were on in the dollhouse, and his sister sat on the floor in front of it, her back to him.

	He stomped down the hallway, old family photographs rattling on their hooks with every angry step he took.

	Mark reached down, grabbed Cheryl by the shoulder, and turned her around violently.

	She stared at him with wide, surprised eyes.

	“Mark,” she said, and he silenced her with a backhand slap across her face. Blood sprayed from freshly split lips and he felt her teeth cut into the knuckles of his hand.

	“What did I tell you?!” he screamed. “Huh?”

	“I didn’t touch anything,” she wailed, holding her hands up to her face.

	Even through his anger, he could see the truth on her face, hear it in her words.

	Cheryl never lied.

	A burning sense of shame filled him.

	She had to! he thought. Mark looked at the dollhouse, prepared to point out the obviously lit rooms, and stopped.

	The dollhouse was dark.

	Completely and utterly dark.

	Every light was off.

	But the door was open, as were the windows, and there was a faint smell of cigar smoke in the air.

	Mark looked down at his sister.

	She still covered her mouth with her hand, but her eyes were once more downcast.

	“What happened?” he hissed.

	“I heard them,” she mumbled. “They were having a party. And they were so nice, Mark. They told me I could sit with them. They said I could listen and if I wanted, I could talk to them.”

	Mark took a step back, suddenly nervous.

	She’s going crazy, Mark realized. He had a strange, mingled sense of fear and elation race through him.

	All his life he had dreamed of being free of her, yet with that possibility in front of him, with the opportunity to put her in a home if he could prove she was a danger to herself and others, he was afraid.

	What would I do without her here?

	The concept of being alone, truly alone, without having her to yell at, or to make laugh, sent a chill racing through him.

	Mark swallowed dryly then shook the fear off.

	“Go to the bathroom,” he said gruffly. “Clean yourself up. Get some ice out of the freezer and put it on your lip.”

	She nodded, got to her feet, and walked away silently to the bathroom.

	Mark licked his lips, flexed the bruised and cut knuckles, and stared at the house.

	After a moment of hesitation, he sat down on the floor in the same place his sister had vacated.

	Alright, he thought. Maybe there’s some sort of timer. But before I go digging around in the damned thing, I’m going to see if anything happens.

	Mark settled in and tried to get comfortable.

	From his seat on the floor, he could hear Cheryl rummage around in the bathroom, then go into the kitchen and get herself some ice. When she left the kitchen, she paused and glanced at him.

	“Get to your room,” he snapped.

	She did as he said and left him alone with the dollhouse.

	From his sister’s room, he heard the television turn on as he tried to focus on the miniature building in front of him. By the first commercial break, his back began to hurt. Soon, his legs ached, and his knees sent bolts of agony coursing into his spine. He wanted to stand up, to walk around and try to shake off the pins and needles settling into his lower extremities.

	But he couldn’t risk missing the moment when the dollhouse lights came on.

	The noise of television became abrasive, each sound causing him to wince. He half-heard salesmen and women talk about miracle products, and there was a commercial for a car dealership that caused him to roll his eyes at the nauseating tone of the announcer.

	And still, the dollhouse remained dark.

	She did something, Mark thought. Either that or the house does run on batteries, and the damned things died.

	He snorted in disgust.

	Yeah, that’d be my luck, he thought.

	Then the lights came on.

	Not all at once, but one by one, beginning with the light in the dollhouse’s hallway.

	It was followed by the porch light, then a lamp in the parlor. Lights on the second floor followed, and after those, several more on the first floor flickered into life.

	Last were the lights in the attic.

	Mark found himself open-mouthed and staring at the brilliantly lit dollhouse.

	After several moments, he heard whispers. Not the sound of someone attempting to hide their conversation, but only speech half-buried beneath another sound.

	Mark looked at his sister’s door, and he found himself wanting to yell to her to be quiet.

	No, he thought, looking back at the dollhouse. I can’t do that. She can’t be here. I need to know what this is. How’s this happening?

	Mark leaned forward and strained his ears.

	He heard several voices at first, and then more. The gruff tones of men and the sweet, lilting voices of women. Beneath the conversations, Mark could make out the clink of glasses and the soft rasp of silverware on plates. Once again he smelled cigar smoke, mingled with the powerful smell of a fireplace.

	Mark leaned forward to try and peer in, but a sharp statement and an explosion of laughter caused him to jerk his head back.

	It took him a moment to realize that the mirth was not directed at him, but at some private joke.

	And Mark found he wanted to be privy to the conversation.

	What the hell am I thinking? he asked himself.

	He shook the question away and focused on the dollhouse.

	Must be a recording of some sort in there. That’s the only explanation that makes sense.

	Yet the statement sounded hollow.

	There was something more to the noise, a quality of realism that disturbed him. He shivered, goosebumps rising on his exposed skin.

	A soft squeak and sudden laughter slipped out of the house, both quickly followed by the sound of a stylus being set onto a record.

	Moments later, the notes of a waltz escaped from the dollhouse and Mark heard a raucous cheer. The curtains on the miniature windows rustled and he swore he could hear the sound of feet dancing. In his mind, Mark visualized couples in stately clothing dancing across a parquet ballroom floor.

	His heartbeat increased as he stared at the structure, wondering how all the lights were lit. Where the noise was coming from. What powered it all.

	Holding his breath, he leaned forward and peered into the dollhouse through one of the first-floor windows.

	He half expected to see well-dressed Victorian couples dancing and dining.

	But he saw nothing except for well-crafted furniture and paintings. It was as though some artist had copied the inanimate objects exactly, their hands unerringly sure as they created the beautiful pieces.

	Yet as Mark looked into the dollhouse, he noticed an odd silence.

	Straightening up, he realized the noise and the music were missing.

	What the hell? he asked himself. Frowning, he leaned forward again and tried to see a bit of electronics, anything that would give a clue as to the origin of the voices and music he had heard.

	All that greeted his eye were old weapons hung on the walls.

	He saw scimitars and sabers, spears and knives, hunting rifles and pistols. Miniature photographs decorated the mantel, and Mark squinted to see the men in the images were all in military uniform.

	Sitting back once more, Mark shook his head.

	There’s got to be a trigger of some sort, he thought. Maybe a remote control?

	Hell, I’m not waiting ‘til tomorrow.

	Mark tried to get to his feet, but he let out a scream of surprise instead.

	Cheryl stood a short distance away, wearing the threadbare, flannel nightgown she preferred. She had their mother’s old shawl around her shoulders, the tassels on it dragging on the floor. Cheryl’s hair was tucked under a hairnet, and she looked at him with a strange mixture of dismay and anger.

	Mark realized that he had never seen those emotions on his sister’s face before.

	“You scared me near to death,” he grumbled, hiding his fear in a gruff tone.

	“What are you doing?” Cheryl asked, looking from him to the dollhouse.

	“I think there are batteries in it,” he answered. “Got to get them out before they leak. Won’t be able to sell it then.”

	“There aren’t any batteries,” Cheryl said, and Mark noticed an oddly satisfied sound to her voice. “And you’re not going to sell it.”

	He blinked and anger boiled up within him.

	“Who the hell do you think you are, you damned idiot?!” Mark roared. “Look at you! You can’t even cook an egg!”

	He started to get to his feet, putting a hand on the wall for support.

	Cheryl stepped toward him, a bemused smile on her face.

	“You better help me,” he snapped, extending his free hand to her.

	Her smile widened and Mark shouted in surprise, jerking his hand back as something heavy and wet struck the hall floor.

	“What the hell did you hit me with?!” he demanded.

	Cheryl’s smile remained fixed as she held up what she had hidden beneath the shawl.

	It was a large bayonet from the First World War. The blade was heavy and thick, the back of it decorated with a vicious serrated edge. A dark, wet liquid dripped from the age-pitted steel and splashed on the floor.

	Mark looked down and saw his left hand was on the floor.

	That’s mine, he thought dully. My hand! Do I put it on ice, if they can save it? Is that what I do?

	His attention was drawn away from his body part to the shape of his sister moving in closer. The shawl fell away from her shoulders and there was a gleam in her eyes. A malignant intelligence that was new.

	“You cannot sell the house,” she said, slashing at Mark with the blade.

	He leaped back, slipped on the floor, and went crashing down. His head bounced off the hardwood and he let out a sharp cry of pain.

	“They don’t want to go,” Cheryl continued. “They like me. I don’t try to see them. I just like to hear them and to talk to them. They like that. A lot.”

	She smiled. “I like to listen to them sing. Isn’t that nice?”

	“I need a doctor,” Mark said, hating the weakness in his voice. “Get me some help!”

	She raised her finger to her lips and shushed him.

	He tried to speak again but she raced forward far faster than he thought possible.

	Before he could twist away, she crashed to the floor, landing hard on her knees and driving the bayonet into his stomach.

	His shriek shook the small house, and then the sound died, drowned out by shock and pain as she twisted the weapon several times in his belly. His back arched and he vomited blood and bile into the air.

	As the liquid splashed back down, splattering the floor and Mark, he tried to see his sister through tear-filled eyes.

	She was straddling him, her eyes clouded with her dim intelligence. Her head was cocked to one side as if listening to another person. She smiled, nodded, and said, “I have to say goodbye to you now.”

	“Goodbye?” he asked, horrified. “Are you going to get help?”

	She shook her head.

	“They don’t want me to. They said you aren’t a nice person.” Cheryl shrugged. “I only have one more job, and then I can listen again.”

	Before he could ask her what it was, his sister grasped the bayonet by its hilt, twisted one more time, and ripped the weapon up and out, most of his intestines going with it.

	As he lay on the floor, bleeding to death, Mark wept.

	From the dollhouse, he could hear the sound of people laughing, and of a waltz playing.
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