The China Doll
By Karan Valanne

I noticed Job Whiteway’s death announcement in the newspaper the other day.  For some reason I felt sad.  I don’t know why.  I never even spoke to him while he was living.

Folks around my town used to say that Job Whiteway was strange in the head.  He’d had an accident when he was thirteen years old, some years before I was born, and had acted strange ever since.  No one was too sure what had happened but everyone agreed that Job was a man to be avoided.  I could never see much wrong with him myself, except that he liked to be by himself most of the time. I saw him wandering the streets and fields aimlessly.  My mother frequently warned me to keep away from him, though she’d never say why.  In the end, I decided the best thing to do was just obey her.

He was considered harmless enough, though people used to walk on the other side of the street or go into their houses whenever they saw him coming, as though they were afraid they’d catch some kind of disease.  One night when I was just a girl, lights were seen in the graveyard and everyone immediately blamed Job.  But it turned out to be only some boys chasing a cat.

I only came in contact with him once, about thirty years ago, the fall I was fourteen.  It was only for a few minutes but it made a lasting impression on me…

It was the middle of November, that nasty cold, wet month when everything’s dying and it seems spring will never come again.  I was walking briskly down the street, angry at my teacher who had detained me after school to scold me for my poor performance in English class that day.  I was anxious to get home and pour out my troubles to my mother.  Just as I was scowling and reflecting on how unfair life was, I heard my name being called.

“Phoebe!  Wait up a minute.”

I turned to see a small girl I’d babysat occasionally, running to catch up with me.  She was wearing a worn grey coat and a shabby red cap and was clutching her precious china doll, called simply “Dolly”.

“What is it, Bonnie?” I asked irritably, huddling deeper into my overcoat to escape the biting cold.

“I wanted to show you Dolly’s new dress,” the child eagerly held up her most treasured possession.  “Mamma just made it today.”
I sighed deeply, and reluctantly pulled off my mittens.  Balancing my load of schoolbooks on one arm, I took the doll and gave it a cursory glance.

“Nice…pretty dress, eh?” I mumbled vaguely.

A few snowflakes were starting to drift to the ground and the wind was rising.  My hands were getting wet and growing numb.  I thought longingly of cocoa and a warm fireplace.

“That shade of green is exactly like the grass in the summer, Mamma said,” Bonnie informed me.

I nodded and tried to pass the toy back to her but it slipped between my fingers, dropping on its face, and one arm broke off.  It lay there forlornly in the mud at my feet, the beautiful new dress getting wet and dirty.

Bonnie stared at her prized doll for a moment before slowly raising her head to gape at me, aghast at what I had done.

“You killed her!” she shrieked suddenly.

“Now, Bonnie,” I tried to reason with her.  “I couldn’t have…”

“She’s dead!  Look at her!”

The snow was falling more thickly now.  The large soft flakes looked like a veil between us, suspended from heaven.

Abruptly she lowered her head and I watched rather incredulously as her lower lip began to tremble.  I knelt to try to get down to her level and picked up the doll.  The end of the nose was chipped.

“See?  You killed her,” Bonnie stated quietly.

“I couldn’t have killed her, Bonnie, “I said as gently as I could.  “She wasn’t alive.  Look.  She’s just a toy.”

The wind whipped around us angrily as if protesting against mankind.  I was uncomfortably aware of the hem of my skirt getting wet.

“She is dead,” the child insisted vehemently.  “And you did it.”  She began to cry softly.

Helplessly I shook my head.  I was rapidly losing what little patience I had left.  It was beginning to get dark and I wanted to be home, warm and dry, not out here in the street arguing with a stubborn child over something as foolish as a broken toy.
Just when I felt like screaming and hurling the toy to the walk, Job Whiteway appeared, shuffling around the corner.

He was only wearing a thin windbreaker against the cold, and his head and hands were bare.  His trousers were dirty and wet to the knee.  I wondered what boggy fields he had been rambling.

Job must have been in his early thirties back then but his face was as round and innocent as a child’s.  I often wondered if he was aware of the whispers that spread through town about him.  He seemed to live in his own world of trees and animals.

His hair was light and wispy and his mouth curved in a shy half-grin as he trudged towards us.  It was his eyes that struck me the most.  It was the first time I had seen him up close and even in that dim light I could see that they were a very dark blue.  They had a hurt, sorrowful look in them, like those of a dog who’s been kicked and yelled at all his life.

I straightened, watching him warily, uncertain of what he would do.  Bonnie looked terrified.  She had been brought up, as I had, on stories of Job Whiteway, just as children in other towns were brought up on stories of the boogey-man.

Job merely took the pieces of the doll from me and turned to Bonnie.

“I can fix’er if you want, Bonnie,” he said cautiously, as though expecting to be screamed at.  I was surprised that he knew her name.

The child gestured towards me.
“She killed her,” she barely whispered.

“Naw,” his face broke into a reassuring smile.  “Couldn’t be dead.  Only got a broken arm and a scratched nose.  An’ the dress kin be washed.”

All along the sidewalk the streetlamps came on.

Bonnie’s face brightened a little.

“Really?”

“Sure.  We’ll go find out if it’s okay with your mother an’ we’ll get’er fixed up in no time.”  Job grinned more broadly, if that was possible.

“Really?” she repeated.  She seemed to be forgetting her fear.

I wondered what Bonnie’s mother would think about her daughter bringing Job Whiteway home to repair the doll.

Neither one of them glanced at me.  Bonnie trustingly put her small, cold hand into the red, rough one of the “crazy” man.  As they turned to go, a wave of sadness and shame broke over me.  I wanted to say something to them.   Anything.  But the moment passed and they moved away, the fool and the child.  The snow swirled up, hiding them from vision, leaving me in gathering darkness.  

