THE YOUNGEST DOLL

ROSARIO FERRE
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Early in the morning the maiden aunt had taken her rocking chair
out onto the porch facing the cane fields, as she always did when-
ever she woke up with the urge to make a doll. As a young
woman, she often bathed in the river, but one day when the heavy
rains had fed the dragontail current, she had a soft feeling of
melting snow in the marrow of her bones. With her head nestled
among the black rock’s reverberations she could hear the slam-
ming of salty foam on the beach rolled up with the sound of
waves, and she suddenly thought that her hair had poured out to
sea at last. At that very moment, she felt a sharp bite in her calf.
Screaming, she was pulled out of the water, and, writhing in pain,
was taken home on a stretcher.

The doctor who examined her assured her it was nothing, that
she had probably been bitten by an angry river prawn. But days
passed and the scab wouldn't heal. A month later the doctor con-
cluded that the prawn had worked its way into the soft flesh of her
calf and had nestled there to grow. He prescribed a mustard
plaster so that the heat would force it out. The aunt spent a whole
week with her leg covered with mustard from thigh to ankle, but
when the treatment was over, they found that the ulcer had grown
even larger and that it was covered with a slimy, stonelike
substance that couldnt be removed without endangering the
whole leg. She then resigned herself to living with the prawn per-
manently curled up in her calf.

She had been very beautiful, but the prawn hidden under the
long, gauzy folds of her skirt stripped her of all vanity. She locked
herself up in her house, refusing to see any suitors. At first she
devoted herself entirely to bringing up her sister’s children, drag-
ging her enormous leg around the house quite nimbly. In those
days, the family was nearly ruined; they lived surrounded by a
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past that was breaking up around them with the same impassive
musicality with which the dining room chandelier crumbled on
the frayed linen cloth of the dining room table. Her nieces adored
her. She would comb their hair, bathe and feed them and when
she read them stories, they would sit around her and furtively lift
the starched ruffle of her skirt so as to sniff the aroma of ripe
sweetsop that oozed from her leg when it was at rest.

As the girls grew up, the aunt devoted herself to making dolls for
them to play with. At first they were just plain dolls, with cotton
stuffing from the gourd tree and stray buttons sewn on for eyes.
As time passed, though, she began to refine her craft, gaining the
respect and admiration of the whole family. The birth of a doll was
always cause for a ritual celebration, which explains why it never
occurred to the aunt to sell them for profit, even when the girls
had grown up and the family was beginning to fall into need. The
aunt had continued to increase the size of the dolls so that their
height and other measurements conformed to those of each of the
girls. There were nine of them, and the aunt would make one doll
for each per year, so it became necessary to set aside a room for
the dolls alone. When the eldest turned eighteen, there were one
hundred and twenty-six dolls of all ages in the room. Opening the
door gave the impression of entering a dovecote, or the ballroom
in the Czarina's palace, or a warehouse in which someone had
spread out a row of tobacco leaves to dry. But the aunt did not
enter the room for any of these pleasures. Instead, she would
unlatch the door and gently pick up each doll, murmuring a
lullaby as she rocked it: “This is how you were when you were a
year old, this is you at two, and like this at three," measuring out
each year of their lives against the hollow they left in her arms.

The day the eldest turned ten, the aunt sat down in her rocking
chair facing the cane fields and never got up again. She would rock
away entire days on the porch, watching the patterns of rain shift
in the cane fields, coming out of her stupor only when the doctor
would pay a visit or whenever she would awaken with the desire
to make a doll. Then she would call out so that everyone in the
house would come and help her. On that day one could see the
hired help making repeated trips to town like cheerful Inca
messengers, bringing wax, porcelain clay, lace, needles, spools of
thread of every color. While these preparations were taking place,
the aunt would call the niece she had dreamt about the night
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before into her room and take her measurements. Then she would
make a wax mask of the child's face, covering it with plaster on
both sides, like a living face wrapped in two dead ones. Then she
would draw out an endless flaxen thread of melted wax through a
pinpoint on her chin. The porcelain of the hands and face was
always translucent; it had an ivory tint to it that formed a great
contrast with the curdled whiteness of the bisque faces. For the
body, the aunt would send out to the garden for twenty glossy
gourds. She would hold them in one hand, and with an expert
twist of her knife, would slice them up against the railing of the
balcony, so that the sun and breeze would dry out the cottony
guano brains. After a few days, she would scrape off the dried fluff
with a teaspoon and, with infinite patience, feed it into the doll's
mouth.

The only items the aunt would agree to use that were not made
by her were the glass eyeballs. They were mailed to her from
Europe in all colors, but the aunt considered them useless until
she had left them submerged at the bottom of the stream for a few
days, so that they could learn to recognize the slightest stirring of
the prawn's antennae. Only then would she carefully rinse them
in ammonia water and place them, glossy as gems and nestled in a
bed of cotton, at the bottom of one of her Dutch cookie tins. The
dolls were always dressed in the same way, even though the girls
were growing up. She would dress the younger ones in Swiss em-
broidery and the older ones in silk guipure, and on each of their
heads she would tie the same bow, wide and white and trembling
like the breast of a dove.

The girls began to marry and leave home. On their wedding day,
the aunt would give each of them their last doll, kissing them on
the forehead and telling them with a smile, “Here is your Easter
Sunday.” She would reassure the grooms by explaining to them
that the doll was merely a sentimental ornament, of the kind that
people used to place on the lid of grand pianos in the old days.
From the porch, the aunt would watch the girls walk down the
staircase for the last time. They would carry a modest checkered
cardboard suitcase in one hand, the other hand slipped around the
waist of the exuberant doll made in their image and likeness, still
wearing the same old-fashioned kid slippers and gloves, and with
Valenciennes bloomers barely showing under their snowy, em-
broidered skirts. But the hands and faces of these new dolls looked
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less transparent than those of the old: they had the consistency of
skim milk. This difference concealed a more subtle one: the wed-
ding doll was never stuffed with cotton but filled with honey.

All the girls had married and only the youngest was left at home
when the doctor paid his monthly visit to the aunt, bringing along
his son who had just returned from studying medicine up north.
The young man lifted the starched ruffle of the aunt's skirt and
looked intently at the huge swollen ulcer which oozed a perfumed
sperm from the tip of its greenish scales. He pulled out his
stethoscope and listened to her carefully. The aunt thought he was
listening for the breathing of the prawn to see if it was still alive,
and she fondly lifted his hand and placed it on the spot where he
could feel the constant movement of the creature’s antennae. The
young man released the ruffle and looked fixedly at his father.
“You could have cured this from the start,” he told him. "That's
true,” his father answered, “but I just wanted you to come and see
the prawn that has been paying for your education these twenty
years."

From then on it was the young doctor who visited the old aunt
every month. His interest in the youngest was evident from the
start, so the aunt was able to begin her last doll in plenty of time.
He would always show up wearing a pair of brightly polished
shoes, a starched collar, and an ostentatious tiepin of extravagant
poor taste. After examining the aunt, he would sit in the parlor,
lean his paper silhouette against the oval frame of the chair and
each time hand the youngest an identical bouquet of purple forget-
me-nots. She would offer him ginger cookies, taking the bouquet
squeamishly with the tips of her fingers as if she were handling a
sea urchin turned inside out. She made up her mind to marry him
because she was intrigued by his sleepy profile and also because
she was deathly curious to see what dolphin flesh was like.

On her wedding day, as she was about to leave the house, the
youngest was surprised to find that the doll her aunt had given her
as a wedding present was warm. As she slipped her arm around its
waist, she looked at her curiously, but she quickly forgot about it,
so amazed was she at the excellence of its craft. The doll's face and
hands were made of the most delicate Mikado porcelain. In the
doll's half-open and slightly sad smile, she recognized her full set
of baby teeth. There was also another notable detail: the aunt had
embedded her diamond eardrops inside the doll's pupils.
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The young doctor took her off to live in town, in a square house
that made one think of a cement block. Each day he made her sit
out on the balcony, so that passersby would be sure to see that he
had married into high society. Motionless inside her cubicle of
heat, the youngest began to suspect that it wasn't only her hus-
band's silhouette that was made of paper, but his soul as well. Her
suspicions were soon confirmed. One day, he pried out the doll's
eyes with the tip of his scalpel and pawned them for a fancy gold
pocket watch with a long, embossed chain. From then on the doll
remained seated on the lid of the grand piano, but with her gaze
modestly lowered.

A few months later, the doctor noticed the doll was missing
from her usual place and asked the youngest what she'd done with
it. A sisterhood of pious ladies had offered him a healthy sum for
the porcelain hands and face, which they thought would be
perfect for the image of the Veronica in the next Lenten proces-
sion.

The youngest answered that the ants had at last discovered the
doll was filled with honey and, streaming over the piano, had
devoured it in a single night. “Since its hands and face were of
Mikado porcelain,” she said, “they must have thought they were
made of sugar and at this very moment they are most likely
wearing down their teeth, gnawing furiously at its fingers and
eyelids in some underground burrow.” That night the doctor dug
up all the ground around the house, to no avail.

As the years passed, the doctor became a millionaire. He had
slowly acquired the whole town as his clientele, people who didn't
mind paying exorbitant fees in order to see a genuine member of
the extinct sugarcane aristocracy up close. The youngest went on
sitting in her rocking chair on the balcony, motionless in her
muslin and lace, and always with lowered eyelids. Whenever her
husband's patients, draped with necklaces and feathers and carry-
ing elaborate canes, would seat themselves beside her, shaking
their self-satisfied rolls of flesh with a jingling of coins, they would
notice a strange scent that would involuntarily remind them of a
slowly oozing sweetsop. They would then feel an uncontrollable
urge to rub their hands together as though they were paws.

There was only one thing missing from the doctor’s otherwise
perfect happiness. He noticed that although he was aging, the
youngest still kept that same firm porcelained skin she had had
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when he would call on her at the big house on the plantation. One
night he decided to go into her bedroom to watch her as she slept.
He noticed that her chest wasn't moving. He gently placed his
stethoscope over her heart and heard a distant swish of water.
Then the doll lifted her eyelids, and out of the empty sockets of
her eyes came the frenzied antennae of all those prawns.
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