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  THE DRESSMAKER’S DOLL

  The doll lay in the big velvet-covered chair. There was not much light in the room; the London skies were dark. In the gentle, greyish-green gloom, the sage-green coverings and the curtains and the rugs all blended with each other. The doll blended, too. She lay long and limp and sprawled in her green-velvet clothes and her velvet cap and the painted mask of her face. She was the Puppet Doll, the whim of Rich Women, the doll who lolls beside the telephone, or among the cushions of the divan. She sprawled there, eternally limp and yet strangely alive. She looked a decadent product of the twentieth century.

  Sybil Fox, hurrying in with some patterns and a sketch, looked at the doll with a faint feeling of surprise and bewilderment. She wondered—but whatever she wondered did not get to the front of her mind. Instead, she thought to herself, “Now, what’s happened to the pattern of the blue velvet? Wherever have I put it? I’m sure I had it here just now.” She went out on the landing and called up to the workroom.

  “Elspeth, Elspeth, have you the blue pattern up there? Mrs. Fellows-Brown will be here any minute now.”

  She went in again, switching on the lights. Again she glanced at the doll. “Now where on earth—ah, there it is.” She picked the pattern up from where it had fallen from her hand. There was the usual creak outside on the landing as the elevator came to a halt and in a minute or two Mrs. Fellows-Brown, accompanied by her Pekinese, came puffing into the room rather like a fussy local train arriving at a wayside station.

  “It’s going to pour,” she said, “simply pour!”

  She threw off her gloves and a fur. Alicia Coombe came in. She didn’t always come in nowadays, only when special customers arrived, and Mrs. Fellows-Brown was such a customer.

  Elspeth, the forewoman of the workroom, came down with the frock and Sybil pulled it over Mrs. Fellows-Brown’s head.

  “There,” she said, “I think it’s good. Yes, it’s definitely a success.”

  Mrs. Fellows-Brown turned sideways and looked in the mirror.

  “I must say,” she said, “your clothes do do something to my behind.”

  “You’re much thinner than you were three months ago,” Sybil assured her.

  “I’m really not,” said Mrs. Fellows-Brown, “though I must say I look it in this. There’s something about the way you cut, it really does minimize my behind. I almost look as though I hadn’t got one—I mean only the usual kind that most people have.” She sighed and gingerly smoothed the troublesome portion of her anatomy. “It’s always been a bit of a trial to me,” she said. “Of course, for years I could pull it in, you know, by sticking out my front. Well, I can’t do that any longer because I’ve got a stomach now as well as a behind. And I mean—well, you can’t pull it in both ways, can you?”

  Alicia Coombe said, “You should see some of my customers!”


  Mrs. Fellows-Brown experimented to and fro.


  “A stomach is worse than a behind,” she said. “It shows more. Or perhaps you think it does, because, I mean, when you’re talking to people you’re facing them and that’s the moment they can’t see your behind but they can notice your stomach. Anyway, I’ve made it a rule to pull in my stomach and let my behind look after itself.” She craned her neck round still farther, then said suddenly, “Oh, that doll of yours! She gives me the creeps. How long have you had her?”


  Sybil glanced uncertainly at Alicia Coombe, who looked puzzled but vaguely distressed.


  “I don’t know exactly . . . some time I think—I never can remember things. It’s awful nowadays—I simply cannot remember. Sybil, how long have we had her?”


  Sybil said shortly, “I don’t know.”


  “Well,” said Mrs. Fellows-Brown, “she gives me the creeps. Uncanny! She looks, you know, as though she was watching us all, and perhaps laughing in that velvet sleeve of hers. I’d get rid of her if I were you.” She gave a little shiver, then she plunged once more into dressmaking details. Should she or should she not have the sleeves an inch shorter? And what about the length? When all these important points were settled satisfactorily, Mrs. Fellows-Brown resumed her own garments and prepared to leave. As she passed the doll, she turned her head again.


  “No,” she said, “I don’t like that doll. She looks too much as though she belonged here. It isn’t healthy.”


  “Now what did she mean by that?” demanded Sybil, as Mrs. Fellows-Brown departed down the stairs.


  Before Alicia Coombe could answer, Mrs. Fellows-Brown returned, poking her head round the door.


  “Good gracious, I forgot all about Fou-Ling. Where are you, ducksie? Well, I never!”


  She stared and the other two women stared, too. The Pekinese was sitting by the green-velvet chair, staring up at the limp doll sprawled on it. There was no expression, either of pleasure or resentment, on his small, pop-eyed face. He was merely looking.


  “Come along, mum’s darling,” said Mrs. Fellows-Brown.


  Mum’s darling paid no attention whatever.


  “He gets more disobedient every day,” said Mrs. Fellows-Brown, with the air of one cataloguing a virtue. “Come on, Fou-Ling. Dindins. Luffly liver.”


  Fou-Ling turned his head about an inch and a half towards his mistress, then with disdain resumed his appraisal of the doll.


  “She’s certainly made an impression on him,” said Mrs. Fellows-Brown. “I don’t think he’s ever noticed her before. I haven’t either. Was she here last time I came?”


  The other two women looked at each other. Sybil now had a frown on her face, and Alicia Coombe said, wrinkling up her forehead, “I told you—I simply can’t remember anything nowadays. How long have we had her, Sybil?”


  “Where did she come from?” demanded Mrs. Fellows-Brown. “Did you buy her?”


  “Oh no.” Somehow Alicia Coombe was shocked at the idea. “Oh no. I suppose—I suppose someone gave her to me.” She shook her head. “Maddening!” she exclaimed. “Absolutely maddening, when everything goes out of your head the very moment after it’s happened.”


  “Now don’t be stupid, Fou-Ling,” said Mrs. Fellows-Brown sharply. “Come on. I’ll have to pick you up.”


  She picked him up. Fou-Ling uttered a short bark of agonized protest. They went out of the room with Fou-Ling’s pop-eyed face turned over his fluffy shoulder, still staring with enormous attention at the doll on the chair. . . .


  “That there doll,” said Mrs. Groves, “fair gives me the creeps, it does.”


  Mrs. Groves was the cleaner. She had just finished a crablike progress backwards along the floor. Now she was standing up and working slowly round the room with a duster.


  “Funny thing,” said Mrs. Groves, “never noticed it really until yesterday. And then it hit me all of a sudden, as you might say.”


  “You don’t like it?” asked Sybil.


  “I tell you, Mrs. Fox, it gives me the creeps,” said the cleaning woman. “It ain’t natural, if you know what I mean. All those long hanging legs and the way she’s slouched down there and the cunning look she has in her eye. It doesn’t look healthy, that’s what I say.”


  “You’ve never said anything about her before,” said Sybil.


  “I tell you, I never noticed her—not till this morning . . . Of course I know she’s been here some time but—” She stopped and a puzzled expression flitted across her face. “Sort of thing you might dream of at night,” she said, and gathering up various cleaning implements she departed from the fitting room and walked across the landing to the room on the other side.


  Sybil stared at the relaxed doll. An expression of bewilderment was growing on her face. Alicia Coombe entered and Sybil turned sharply.


  “Miss Coombe, how long have you had this creature?”


  “What, the doll? My dear, you know I can’t remember things. Yesterday—why, it’s too silly!—I was going out to that lecture and I hadn’t gone halfway down the street when I suddenly found I couldn’t remember where I was going. I thought and I thought. Finally I told myself it must be Fortnums. I knew there was something I wanted to get at Fortnums. Well, you won’t believe me, it wasn’t till I actually got home and was having some tea that I remembered about the lecture. Of course, I’ve always heard that people go gaga as they get on in life, but it’s happening to me much too fast. I’ve forgotten now where I’ve put my handbag—and my spectacles, too. Where did I put those spectacles? I had them just now—I was reading something in The Times.”


  “The spectacles are on the mantelpiece here,” said Sybil, handing them to her. “How did you get the doll? Who gave her to you?”


  “That’s a blank, too,” said Alicia Coombe. “Somebody gave her to me or sent her to me, I suppose . . . However, she does seem to match the room very well, doesn’t she?”


  “Rather too well, I think,” said Sybil. “Funny thing is, I can’t remember when I first noticed her here.”


  “Now don’t you get the same way as I am,” Alicia Coombe admonished her. “After all, you’re young still.”


  “But really, Miss Coombe, I don’t remember. I mean, I looked at her yesterday and thought there was something—well, Mrs. Groves is quite right—something creepy about her. And then I thought I’d already thought so, and then I tried to remember when I first thought so, and—well, I just couldn’t remember anything! In a way, it was as if I’d never seen her before—only it didn’t feel like that. It felt as though she’d been here a long time but I’d only just noticed her.”


  “Perhaps she flew in through the window one day on a broomstick,” said Alicia Coombe. “Anyway, she belongs here now all right.” She looked round. “You could hardly imagine the room without her, could you?”


  “No,” said Sybil, with a slight shiver, “but I rather wish I could.”


  “Could what?”


  “Imagine the room without her.”


  “Are we all going barmy about this doll?” demanded Alicia Coombe impatiently. “What’s wrong with the poor thing? Looks like a decayed cabbage to me, but perhaps,” she added, “that’s because I haven’t got spectacles on.” She put them on her nose and looked firmly at the doll. “Yes,” she said, “I see what you mean. She is a little creepy . . . Sad looking but—well, sly and rather determined, too.”


  “Funny,” said Sybil, “Mrs. Fellows-Brown taking such a violent dislike to her.”


  “She’s one who never minds speaking her mind,” said Alicia Coombe.


  “But it’s odd,” persisted Sybil, “that this doll should make such an impression on her.”


  “Well, people do take dislikes very suddenly sometimes.”


  “Perhaps,” said Sybil with a little laugh, “that doll never was here until yesterday . . . Perhaps she just—flew in through the window, as you say, and settled herself here.”


  “No,” said Alicia Coombe, “I’m sure she’s been here some time. Perhaps she only became visible yesterday.”


  “That’s what I feel, too,” said Sybil, “that she’s been here some time . . . but all the same I don’t remember really seeing her till yesterday.”


  “Now, dear,” said Alicia Coombe briskly, “do stop it. You’re making me feel quite peculiar with shivers running up and down my spine. You’re not going to work up a great deal of supernatural hoo-hah about that creature, are you?” She picked up the doll, shook it out, rearranged its shoulders, and sat it down again on another chair. Immediately the doll flopped slightly and relaxed.


  “It’s not a bit lifelike,” said Alicia Coombe, staring at the doll. “And yet, in a funny way, she does seem alive, doesn’t she?”


  “Oo, it did give me a turn,” said Mrs. Groves, as she went round the showroom, dusting. “Such a turn as I hardly like to go into the fitting room any more.”


  “What’s given you a turn?” demanded Miss Coombe who was sitting at a writing table in the corner, busy with various accounts. “This woman,” she added more for her own benefit than that of Mrs. Groves, “thinks she can have two evening dresses, three cocktail dresses, and a suit every year without ever paying me a penny for them! Really, some people!”


  “It’s that doll,” said Mrs. Groves.


  “What, our doll again?”


  “Yes, sitting up there at the desk, like a human. Oo, it didn’t half give me a turn!”


  “What are you talking about?”


  Alicia Coombe got up, strode across the room, across the landing outside, and into the room opposite—the fitting room. There was a small Sheraton desk in one corner of it, and there, sitting in a chair drawn up to it, her long floppy arms on the desk, sat the doll.


  “Sombody seems to have been having fun,” said Alicia Coombe. “Fancy sitting her up like that. Really, she looks quite natural.”


  Sybil Fox came down the stairs at this moment, carrying a dress that was to be tried on that morning.


  “Come here, Sybil. Look at our doll sitting at my private desk and writing letters now.”


  The two women looked.


  “Really,” said Alicia Coombe, “it’s too ridiculous! I wonder who propped her up there. Did you?”


  “No, I didn’t,” said Sybil. “It must have been one of the girls from upstairs.”


  “A silly sort of joke, really,” said Alicia Coombe. She picked up the doll from the desk and threw her back on the sofa.


  Sybil laid the dress over a chair carefully, then she went out and up the stairs to the workroom.


  “You know the doll,” she said, “the velvet doll in Miss Coombe’s room downstairs—in the fitting room?”


  The forewoman and three girls looked up.


  “Yes, miss, of course we know.”


  “Who sat her up at the desk this morning for a joke?”


  The three girls looked at her, then Elspeth, the forewoman, said, “Sat her up at the desk? I didn’t.”


  “Nor did I,” said one of the girls. “Did you, Marlene?” Marlene shook her head.


  “This your bit of fun, Elspeth?”


  “No, indeed,” said Elspeth, a stern woman who looked as though her mouth should always be filled with pins. “I’ve more to do than going about playing with dolls and sitting them up at desks.”


  “Look here,” said Sybil, and to her surprise her voice shook slightly. “It was—it was quite a good joke, only I’d just like to know who did it.”


  The three girls bristled.


  “We’ve told you, Mrs. Fox. None of us did it, did we, Marlene?”


  “I didn’t,” said Marlene, “and if Nellie and Margaret say they didn’t, well then, none of us did.”


  “You’ve heard what I had to say,” said Elspeth. “What’s this all about anyway, Mrs. Fox?”


  “Perhaps it was Mrs. Groves?” said Marlene.


  Sybil shook her head. “It wouldn’t be Mrs. Groves. It gave her quite a turn.”


  “I’ll come down and see for myself,” said Elspeth.


  “She’s not there now,” said Sybil. “Miss Coombe took her away from the desk and threw her back on the sofa. Well—” she paused—“what I mean is, someone must have stuck her up there in the chair at the writing desk—thinking it was funny. I suppose. And—and I don’t see why they won’t say so.”


  “I’ve told you twice, Mrs. Fox,” said Margaret. “I don’t see why you should go on accusing us of telling lies. None of us would do a silly thing like that.”


  “I’m sorry,” said Sybil, “I didn’t mean to upset you. But—but who else could possibly have done it?”


  “Perhaps she got up and walked there herself,” said Marlene, and giggled.


  For some reason Sybil didn’t like the suggestion.


  “Oh, it’s all a lot of nonsense, anyway,” she said, and went down the stairs again.


  Alicia Coombe was humming quite cheerfully. She looked round the room.


  “I’ve lost my spectacles again,” she said, “but it doesn’t really matter. I don’t want to see anything this moment. The trouble is, of course, when you’re as blind as I am, that when you have lost your spectacles, unless you’ve got another pair to put on and find them with, well, then you can’t find them because you can’t see to find them.”


  “I’ll look round for you,” said Sybil. “You had them just now.”


  “I went into the other room when you went upstairs. I expect I took them back in there.”


  She went across to the other room.


  “It’s such a bother,” said Alicia Coombe. “I want to get on with these accounts. How can I if I haven’t my spectacles?”


  “I’ll go up and get your second pair from the bedroom,” said Sybil.


  “I haven’t a second pair at present,” said Alicia Coombe.


  “Why, what’s happened to them?”


  “Well, I think I left them yesterday when I was out at lunch. I’ve rung up there, and I’ve rung up the two shops I went into, too.”


  “Oh, dear,” said Sybil, “you’ll have to get three pairs, I suppose.”


  “If I had three pairs of spectacles,” said Alicia Coombe, “I should spend my whole life looking for one or the other of them. I really think it’s best to have only one. Then you’ve got to look till you find it.”


  “Well, they must be somewhere,” said Sybil. “You haven’t been out of these two rooms. They’re certainly not here, so you must have laid them down in the fitting room.”


  She went back, walking round, looking quite closely. Finally, as a last idea, she took up the doll from the sofa.


  “I’ve got them,” she called.


  “Oh, where were they, Sybil?”


  “Under our precious doll. I suppose you must have thrown them down when you put her back on the sofa.”


  “I didn’t. I’m sure I didn’t.”


  “Oh,” said Sybil with exasperation. “Then I suppose the doll took them and was hiding them from you!”


  “Really, you know,” said Alicia, looking thoughtfully at the doll, “I wouldn’t put it past her. She looks very intelligent, don’t you think, Sybil?”


  “I don’t think I like her face,” said Sybil. “She looks as though she knew something that we didn’t.”


  “You don’t think she looks sort of sad and sweet?” said Alicia Coombe pleadingly, but without conviction.


  “I don’t think she’s in the least sweet,” said Sybil.


  “No . . . perhaps you’re right . . . Oh, well, let’s get on with things. Lady Lee will be here in another ten minutes. I just want to get these invoices done and posted.”


  “Mrs. Fox. Mrs. Fox?”


  “Yes, Margaret?” said Sybil. “What is it?”


  Sybil was busy leaning over a table, cutting a piece of satin material.


  “Oh, Mrs. Fox, it’s that doll again. I took down the brown dress like you said, and there’s that doll sitting up at the desk again. And it wasn’t me—it wasn’t any of us. Please, Mrs. Fox, we really wouldn’t do such a thing.”


  Sybil’s scissors slid a little.


  “There,” she said angrily, “look what you’ve made me do. Oh, well, it’ll be all right, I suppose. Now, what’s this about the doll?”


  “She’s sitting at the desk again.”


  Sybil went down and walked into the fitting room. The doll was sitting at the desk exactly as she had sat there before.


  “You’re very determined, aren’t you?” said Sybil, speaking to the doll.


  She picked her up unceremoniously and put her back on the sofa.


  “That’s your place, my girl,” she said. “You stay there.”


  She walked across to the other room.


  “Miss Coombe.”


  “Yes, Sybil?”


  “Somebody is having a game with us, you know. That doll was sitting at the desk again.”


  “Who do you think it is?”


  “It must be one of those three upstairs,” said Sybil. “Thinks it’s funny, I suppose. Of course they all swear to high heaven it wasn’t them.”


  “Who do you think it is—Margaret?”


  “No, I don’t think it’s Margaret. She looked quite queer when she came in and told me. I expect it’s that giggling Marlene.”


  “Anyway, it’s a very silly thing to do.”


  “Of course it is—idiotic,” said Sybil. “However,” she added grimly, “I’m going to put a stop to it.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “You’ll see,” said Sybil.


  That night when she left, she locked the fitting room from the outside.


  “I’m locking this door,” she said, “and I’m taking the key with me.”


  “Oh, I see,” said Alicia Coombe, with a faint air of amusement. “You’re beginning to think it’s me, are you? You think I’m so absentminded that I go in there and think I’ll write at the desk, but instead I pick the doll up and put her there to write for me. Is that the idea? And then I forget all about it?”


  “Well, it’s a possibility,” Sybil admitted. “Anyway, I’m going to be quite sure that no silly practical joke is played tonight.”


  The following morning, her lips set grimly, the first thing Sybil did on arrival was to unlock the door of the fitting room and march in. Mrs. Groves, with an aggrieved expression and mop and duster in hand, had been waiting on the landing.


  “Now we’ll see!” said Sybil.


  Then she drew back with a slight gasp.


  The doll was sitting at the desk.


  “Cool!” said Mrs. Groves behind her. “It’s uncanny! That’s what it is. Oh, there, Mrs. Fox, you look quite pale, as though you’ve come over queer. You need a little drop of something. Has Miss Coombe got a drop upstairs, do you know?”


  “I’m quite all right,” said Sybil.


  She walked over to the doll, lifted her carefully, and crossed the room with her.


  “Somebody’s been playing a trick on you again,” said Mrs. Groves.


  “I don’t see how they could have played a trick on me this time,” said Sybil slowly. “I locked that door last night. You know yourself that no one could get in.”


  “Somebody’s got another key, maybe,” said Mrs. Groves helpfully.


  “I don’t think so,” said Sybil. “We’ve never bothered to lock this door before. It’s one of those old-fashioned keys and there’s only one of them.”


  “Perhaps the other key fits it—the one to the door opposite.”


  In due course they tried all the keys in the shop, but none fitted the door of the fitting room.


  “It is odd, Miss Coombe,” said Sybil later, as they were having lunch together.


  Alicia Coombe was looking rather pleased.


  “My dear,” she said. “I think it’s simply extraordinary. I think we ought to write to the psychical research people about it. You know, they might send an investigator—a medium or someone—to see if there’s anything peculiar about the room.”


  “You don’t seem to mind at all,” said Sybil.


  “Well, I rather enjoy it in a way,” said Alicia Coombe. “I mean, at my age, it’s rather fun when things happen! All the same—no,” she added thoughtfully. “I don’t think I do quite like it. I mean, that doll’s getting rather above herself, isn’t she?”


  On that evening Sybil and Alicia Coombe locked the door once more on the outside.


  “I still think,” said Sybil, “that somebody might be playing a practical joke, though, really, I don’t see why. . . .”


  “Do you think she’ll be at the desk again tomorrow morning?” demanded Alicia.


  “Yes,” said Sybil, “I do.”


  But they were wrong. The doll was not at the desk. Instead, she was on the window sill, looking out into the street. And again there was an extraordinary naturalness about her position.


  “It’s all frightfully silly, isn’t it?” said Alicia Coombe, as they were snatching a quick cup of tea that afternoon. By common consent they were not having it in the fitting room, as they usually did, but in Alicia Coombe’s own room opposite.


  “Silly in what way?”


  “Well, I mean, there’s nothing you can get hold of. Just a doll that’s always in a different place.”


  As day followed day it seemed a more and more apt observation. It was not only at night that the doll now moved. At any moment when they came into the fitting room, after they had been absent even a few minutes, they might find the doll in a different place. They could have left her on the sofa and find her on a chair. Then she’d be on a different chair. Sometimes she’d be in the window seat, sometimes at the desk again.


  “She just moves about as she likes,” said Alicia Coombe. “And I think, Sybil, I think it’s amusing her.”


  The two women stood looking down at the inert sprawling figure in its limp, soft velvet, with its painted silk face.


  “Some old bits of velvet and silk and a lick of paint, that’s all it is,” said Alicia Coombe. Her voice was strained. “I suppose, you know, we could—er—we could dispose of her.”


  “What do you mean, dispose of her?” asked Sybil. Her voice sounded almost shocked.


  “Well,” said Alicia Coombe, “we could put her in the fire, if there was a fire. Burn her, I mean, like a witch . . . Or of course,” she added matter-of-factly, “we could just put her in the dustbin.”


  “I don’t think that would do,” said Sybil. “Somebody would probably take her out of the dustbin and bring her back to us.”


  “Or we could send her somewhere,” said Alicia Coombe. “You know, to one of those societies who are always writing and asking for something—for a sale or a bazaar. I think that’s the best idea.”


  “I don’t know . . .” said Sybil. “I’d be almost afraid to do that.”


  “Afraid?”


  “Well, I think she’d come back,” said Sybil.


  “You mean, she’d come back here?”


  “Yes.”


  “Like a homing pigeon?”


  “Yes, that’s what I mean.”


  “I suppose we’re not going off our heads, are we?” said Alicia Coombe. “Perhaps I’ve really gone gaga and perhaps you’re just humouring me, is that it?”


  “No,” said Sybil. “But I’ve got a nasty frightening feeling—a horrid feeling that she’s too strong for us.”


  “What? That mess of rags?”


  “Yes, that horrible limp mess of rags. Because, you see, she’s so determined.”


  “Determined?”


  “To have her own way! I mean, this is her room now!”


  “Yes,” said Alicia Coombe, looking round, “it is, isn’t it? Of course, it always was, when you come to think of it—the colours and everything . . . I thought she fitted in here, but it’s the room that fits her. I must say,” added the dressmaker, with a touch of briskness in her voice, “it’s rather absurd when a doll comes and takes possession of things like this. You know, Mrs. Groves won’t come in here any longer and clean.”


  “Does she say she’s frightened of the doll?”


  “No. She just makes excuses of some kind or other.” Then Alicia added with a hint of panic, “What are we going to do, Sybil? It’s getting me down, you know. I haven’t been able to design anything for weeks.”


  “I can’t keep my mind on cutting out properly,” Sybil confessed. “I make all sorts of silly mistakes. Perhaps,” she said uncertainly, your idea of writing to the psychical research people might do some good.”


  “Just make us look like a couple of fools,” said Alicia Coombe. “I didn’t seriously mean it. No, I suppose we’ll just have to go on until—”


  “Until what?”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” said Alicia, and she laughed uncertainly.


  On the following day Sybil, when she arrived, found the door of the fitting room locked.


  “Miss Coombe, have you got the key? Did you lock this last night?”


  “Yes,” said Alicia Coombe, “I locked it and it’s going to stay locked.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I just mean I’ve given up the room. The doll can have it. We don’t need two rooms. We can fit in here.”


  “But it’s your own private sitting room.”


  “Well, I don’t want it any more. I’ve got a very nice bedroom. I can make a bed-sitting room out of that, can’t I?”


  “Do you mean you’re really not going into that fitting room ever again?” said Sybil incredulously.


  “That’s exactly what I mean.”


  “But—what about cleaning? It’ll get in a terrible state.”


  “Let it!” said Alicia Coombe. “If this place is suffering from some kind of possession by a doll, all right—let her keep possession. And clean the room herself.” And she added, “She hates us, you know.”


  “What do you mean?” said Sybil. “The doll hates us?”


  “Yes,” said Alicia. “Didn’t you know? You must have known. You must have seen it when you looked at her.”


  “Yes,” said Sybil thoughtfully, “I suppose I did. I suppose I felt that all along—that she hated us and wanted to get us out of there.”


  “She’s a malicious little thing,” said Alicia Coombe. “Anyway, she ought to be satisfied now.”


  Things went on rather more peacefully after that. Alicia Coombe announced to her staff that she was giving up the use of the fitting room for the present—it made too many rooms to dust and clean, she explained.


  But it hardly helped her to overhear one of the work girls saying to another on the evening of the same day, “She really is batty, Miss Coombe is now. I always thought she was a bit queer—the way she lost things and forgot things. But it’s really beyond anything now, isn’t it? She’s got a sort of thing about that doll downstairs.”


  “Ooo, you don’t think she’ll go really bats, do you?” said the other girl. “That she might knife us or something?”


  They passed, chattering, and Alicia sat up indignantly in her chair. Going bats indeed! Then she added ruefully, to herself, “I suppose, if it wasn’t for Sybil, I should think myself that I was going bats. But with me and Sybil and Mrs. Groves too, well, it does look as though there was something in it. But what I don’t see is, how is it going to end?”


  Three weeks later, Sybil said to Alicia Coombe, “We’ve got to go into that room sometimes.”


  “Why?”


  “Well, I mean, it must be in a filthy state. Moths will be getting into things, and all that. We ought just to dust and sweep it and then lock it up again.”


  “I’d much rather keep it shut up and not go back in there,” said Alicia Coombe.


  Sybil said, “Really, you know, you’re even more superstitious than I am.”


  “I suppose I am,” said Alicia Coombe. “I was much more ready to believe in all this than you were, but to begin with, you know—I—well, I found it exciting in an odd sort of way. I don’t know. I’m just scared, and I’d rather not go into that room again.”


  “Well, I want to,” said Sybil, “and I’m going to.”


  “You know what’s the matter with you?” said Alicia Coombe. “You’re simply curious, that’s all.”


  “All right, then I’m curious. I want to see what the doll’s done.”


  “I still think it’s much better to leave her alone,” said Alicia. “Now we’ve got out of that room, she’s satisfied. You’d better leave her satisfied.” She gave an exasperated sigh. “What nonsense we are talking!”


  “Yes. I know we’re talking nonsense, but if you tell me of any way of not talking nonsense—come on, now, give me the key.”


  “All right, all right.”


  “I believe you’re afraid I’ll let her out or something. I should think she was the kind that could pass through doors or windows.”


  Sybil unlocked the door and went in.


  “How terribly odd,” she said.


  “What’s odd?” said Alicia Coombe, peering over her shoulder.


  “The room hardly seems dusty at all, does it? You’d think, after being shut up all this time—”


  “Yes, it is odd.”


  “There she is,” said Sybil.


  The doll was on the sofa. She was not lying in her usual limp position. She was sitting upright, a cushion behind her back. She had the air of the mistress of the house, waiting to receive people.


  “Well,” said Alicia Coombe, “she seems at home all right, doesn’t she? I almost feel I ought to apologize for coming in.”


  “Let’s go,” said Sybil.


  She backed out; pulling the door to, and locked it again.


  The two women gazed at each other.


  “I wish I knew,” said Alicia Coombe, “why it scares us so much. . . .”


  “My goodness, who wouldn’t be scared?”


  “Well, I mean, what happens, after all? It’s nothing really—just a kind of puppet that gets moved around the room. I expect it isn’t the puppet itself—it’s a poltergeist.”


  “Now that is a good idea.”


  “Yes, but I don’t really believe it. I think it’s—it’s that doll.”


  “Are you sure you don’t know where she really came from?”


  “I haven’t the faintest idea,” said Alicia. “And the more I think of it the more I’m perfectly certain that I didn’t buy her, and that nobody gave her to me. I think she—well, she just came.”


  “Do you think she’ll—ever go?”


  “Really,” said Alicia, “I don’t see why she should . . . She’s got all she wants.”


  But it seemed that the doll had not got all she wanted. The next day, when Sybil went into the showroom, she drew in her breath with a sudden gasp. Then she called up the stairs.


  “Miss Coombe, Miss Coombe, come down here.”


  “What’s the matter?”


  Alicia Coombe, who had got up late, came down the stairs, hobbling a little precariously for she had rheumatism in her right knee.


  “What is the matter with you, Sybil?”


  “Look. Look what’s happened now.”


  They stood in the doorway of the showroom. Sitting on a sofa, sprawled easily over the arm of it, was the doll.


  “She’s got out,” said Sybil, “She’s got out of that room! She wants this room as well.”


  Alicia Coombe sat down by the door. “In the end,” she said, “I suppose she’ll want the whole shop.”


  “She might,” said Sybil.


  “You nasty, sly, malicious brute,” said Alicia, addressing the doll. “Why do you want to come and pester us so? We don’t want you.”


  It seemed to her, and to Sybil too, that the doll moved very slightly. It was as though its limbs relaxed still further. A long limp arm was lying on the arm of the sofa and the half-hidden face looked as if it were peering from under the arm. And it was a sly, malicious look.


  “Horrible creature,” said Alicia. “I can’t bear it! I can’t bear it any longer.”


  Suddenly, taking Sybil completely by surprise, she dashed across the room, picked up the doll, ran to the window, opened it, and flung the doll out into the street. There was a gasp and a half cry of fear from Sybil.


  “Oh, Alicia, you shouldn’t have done that! I’m sure you shouldn’t have done that!”


  “I had to do something,” said Alicia Coombe. “I just couldn’t stand it any more.”


  Sybil joined her at the window. Down below on the pavement the doll lay, loose limbed, face down.


  “You’ve killed her,” said Sybil.


  “Don’t be absurd . . . How can I kill something that’s made of velvet and silk, bits and pieces. It’s not real.”


  “It’s horribly real,” said Sybil.


  Alicia caught her breath.


  “Good heavens. That child—”


  A small ragged girl was standing over the doll on the pavement. She looked up and down the street—a street that was not unduly crowded at this time of the morning though there was some automobile traffic; then, as though satisfied, the child bent, picked up the doll, and ran across the street.


  “Stop, stop!” called Alicia.


  She turned to Sybil.


  “That child mustn’t take the doll. She mustn’t! That doll is dangerous—it’s evil. We’ve got to stop her.”


  It was not they who stopped her. It was the traffic. At that moment three taxis came down one way and two tradesmen’s vans in the other direction. The child was marooned on an island in the middle of the road. Sybil rushed down the stairs, Alicia Coombe following her. Dodging between a tradesman’s van and a private car, Sybil, with Alicia Coombe directly behind her, arrived on the island before the child could get through the traffic on the opposite side.


  “You can’t take that doll,” said Alicia Coombe. “Give her back to me.”


  The child looked at her. She was a skinny little girl about eight years old, with a slight squint. Her face was defiant.


  “Why should I give ’er to you?” she said. “Pitched her out of the window, you did—I saw you. If you pushed her out of the window you don’t want her, so now she’s mine.”


  “I’ll buy you another doll,” said Alicia frantically. “We’ll go to a toy shop—anywhere you like—and I’ll buy you the best doll we can find. But give me back this one.”


  “Shan’t,” said the child.


  Her arms went protectingly round the velvet doll.


  “You must give her back,” said Sybil. “She isn’t yours.”


  She stretched out to take the doll from the child and at that moment the child stamped her foot, turned, and screamed at them.


  “Shan’t! Shan’t! Shan’t! She’s my very own. I love her. You don’t love her. You hate her. If you didn’t hate her you wouldn’t have pushed her out of the window. I love her, I tell you, and that’s what she wants. She wants to be loved.”


  And then like an eel, sliding through the vehicles, the child ran across the street, down an alleyway, and out of sight before the two older women could decide to dodge the cars and follow.


  “She’s gone,” said Alicia.


  “She said the doll wanted to be loved,” said Sybil.


  “Perhaps,” said Alicia, “perhaps that’s what she wanted all along . . . to be loved. . . .”


  In the middle of the London traffic the two frightened women stared at each other.
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