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Introduction

Welcome to Ghoulgasms, a series where fear and desire walk hand in hand. These stories are short, sharp shocks of pulp horror—campy, creepy, and dripping with wicked pleasures. Each tale stands alone, but all share one promise: once you start reading, you won’t be able to look away.

In this fifth entry, Dolling Up for Daddy, we enter the world of Evelyn, a collector who finds herself collected. What begins as an innocent obsession with a vintage ventriloquist dummy quickly becomes something darker—an affair of dreams, whispers, and the surrender of body and soul.

So turn the page, dim the lights, and remember: in the world of Ghoulgasms, the monsters always get what they want.



Chapter 1 - Evelyn

It had rained all morning, one of those slow, slushy drizzles that managed to wet everything without actually washing anything clean. The clouds settled in for the long haul, flattening the sun and draining the color from the neighborhood until even the brick facades looked anemic. My umbrella had flipped inside out in the first wind gust, so I walked hunched and unprotected, rainwater seeping through the back seam of my cardigan and slicking my hair flat. I wondered, not for the first time, why I bothered with these little excursions. Routine, I supposed. Some part of me believed that if I kept to my habits, the rest of my life might eventually right itself.

The downtown block was empty, just wet pavement and abandoned sandwich boards advertising the same three-for-two latte special at every coffee shop. I passed the closed bakery (condensation rolling down the glass, cakes going stale under the dome), then cut along the row of antique stores. The streets here ran together, a haphazard shuffle of old paint and repurposed awnings. I recognized every window. Or thought I did.

I stopped mid-step, nearly colliding with a sandwich board I’d never noticed before. The sign read “Hawthorne’s Curiosities – Antiques & Oddities,” hand-painted in the typeface they used on funeral invitations. The store itself squatted between a dry cleaner and a vape shop, its facade so bleached and crumbling I could have sworn it had always been boarded up. But today, the door was propped open a careful inch, just enough for a slit of amber light to seep out and mingle with the fog.

Something pulled at me. Maybe it was nostalgia, or that strange kind of longing you feel in your stomach when you spot a stranger’s childhood toy in a junk store bin. Whatever it was, I let it lead me inside.

The bell above the door gave a metallic jangle as I entered. Inside, the warmth hit me in the face: a thick, slightly musty heat, heavy with the perfume of old varnish and furniture wax. The shop was smaller than I’d expected, barely the size of a living room, but so packed with merchandise that it felt like the walls were closing in. Every surface supported an array of objects, none of which seemed to belong together. Ornate lampshades with yellowing fringe, bone china teacups stacked four-high, rusted mechanical birds, a helmet that looked like it belonged to an old-timey fireman. Each shelf was its own microclimate of treasures and castoffs.

I let the door swing shut behind me, the bell’s echo settling into a hush. It was the sort of silence that made you aware of your own breathing. I ran my fingers along a shelf of porcelain figurines, each rendered with a different cracked expression. Even the dust here had personality—it gathered in whorls on the shelves, outlining where more valuable items might have been.

I was halfway through an aisle of military medals and commemorative spoons when I heard a soft clatter behind the beaded curtain at the rear of the store. A moment later, the beads parted, and the shopkeeper stepped through.

She was tiny, five foot nothing in heels, with silver hair swept into an impeccable victory roll. Her blouse buttoned all the way to her chin, set off by a cameo brooch the size of a pigeon’s egg. She carried herself like a woman twice her size. Even her cane, ivory-handled and etched with a curling monogram, seemed more an accessory than a necessity.

“Good afternoon,” she said, her voice clear and surprisingly youthful. “You’re my first visitor today. I was beginning to think I’d been forgotten.”

She had the kind of face that could have been any age between sixty and ninety. The laugh lines had settled in for good, but her eyes—a watery gray-blue—were sharp as glass.

“Oh,” I managed, “sorry—I didn’t mean to intrude. The door was open.”

“That’s what doors are for,” she replied, then gave a smile like she was sharing a private joke with herself. “Looking for something special, dear?”

I hesitated. Even in an antique shop, there was something faintly embarrassing about my hobby. “I collect dolls. Old ones, mostly.” I tried to say it matter-of-factly, as though it were no stranger than a stamp collection.

“Porcelain or composition?” she asked, head cocked, as if taking inventory of me.

“Porcelain, usually. But I’m not picky. Sometimes it’s the story, not the material.”

She nodded, lips pressed in a thin line. “You’ve come to the right place. Every item in here has a story, sometimes more than one.” She stepped closer, her cane clicking softly on the floorboards. I found myself shrinking to match her height.

“I’m Doris,” she said, extending a hand. “Doris Hawthorne. I run the place myself.” Her handshake was dry, her palm unexpectedly strong.

“Evelyn,” I replied. “Evelyn Chambers.”

“Evelyn Chambers,” she repeated, rolling the syllables around like she was searching for a memory. “Would you like some tea? I always keep a pot going.”

I nodded. Even the prospect of slightly stale tea felt inviting compared to the damp street outside. Doris disappeared behind the curtain again, returning a moment later with a chipped teapot and two mismatched cups. She poured economically, not spilling a drop. The tea smelled faintly of bergamot and something darker.

“So,” Doris said, “what’s the latest addition to your collection?”

I took a sip, mostly to buy time. “A Simon & Halbig bisque. German. The face paint is a bit faded, but the glass eyes are original. She’s missing a foot, but I’m working on a replacement.”

Doris’s eyes gleamed. “You do your own repairs?”

“Sometimes.” I set the cup down and tried to keep my hands from fidgeting. “I like the process. There’s something satisfying about making broken things whole again.”

She studied me over the rim of her teacup. “You must be very careful, then. That’s an art. Most people these days want things to be easy.” Her gaze flicked down to my hands, noting the faint glue stains along my cuticles. “What’s the oldest doll you own?”

“An Armand Marseille,” I said. “1890s, I think. She’s chipped all over, but she has a nice expression.”

Doris gave a tiny, approving nod. “Those were well-made. They hold up.” She sipped her tea, eyes never leaving my face. “Most women your age, they come in looking for art deco jewelry or something to match their living room.” Her smile was gentle but edged with something. “You’re different.”

The compliment—or whatever it was—made me flush. “I suppose I’m a little old-fashioned.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” Doris said, pushing her teacup aside. “Sometimes I think the old things are the only ones worth keeping.” She took a step backward, waving me to follow. “Would you like to see the private collection? It’s not on display yet, but for a true enthusiast—”

I followed her past a maze of armoires and grandfather clocks, toward a shadowed alcove in the back. The shelves here were even more densely packed, if that was possible. It felt like walking through the memory palace of someone with a hoarding disorder.

Doris stopped at a tall glass cabinet in the corner. Its shelves held a mix of figures, but my eye was drawn to one object on the bottom shelf: a box about the size of a bread loaf, lined in faded red velvet. She gestured toward it with her cane, then stepped aside, watching me with the patient curiosity of a scientist studying a rare insect.

I bent closer, reading the faded label above the cabinet door: "Special Inventory."

Even before I reached out, I could feel Doris’s gaze pressing into my back. Her smile had returned, warmer now but even more secretive.

“Go ahead,” she said softly. “Some things are meant to find their way.”



I opened the glass door of the cabinet. The hinges creaked in protest, and I half-expected Doris to scold me for touching. Instead, she hovered at my shoulder, her expression impossible to read.

Inside, a wooden box sat on the lowest shelf. The velvet lining had gone nearly bald with age, exposing splinters and seams, but there was a faded elegance to the way it had been arranged. The box itself was plain: maple, lacquered to a dark shine, with a brass latch shaped like a lion’s head.

“May I?” I asked, voice catching on the edge of a whisper.

Doris gestured with her cane. “Go on, dear. He’s waited long enough.”

I bent down and lifted the box. It was heavier than it looked, the weight shifting unevenly as I set it on the table. I ran my finger along the grain. It was smooth, but there was a hint of stickiness, as if someone had just polished it with syrup. I unlatched the lion’s head, half expecting a music box tune or a spring-loaded scare, but the lid rose in silence.

He sat curled within, knees folded to his chest, arms wrapped in a gesture that could have been either comfort or containment. He was maybe three feet tall, dressed in a miniature tuxedo that had once been black but now hovered somewhere between charcoal and navy, with fraying at the elbows and a missing button at the collar. The hands were carved with an almost obsessive delicacy, each finger jointed and painted with tiny moons of grime under the nails.

But it was the face that rooted me in place. The paint had chipped and flaked, giving the cheeks a sickly, mottled hue, and the lower jaw was hinged so crudely you could see the slot carved into the wood. The mouth was fixed in a perpetual grin, the teeth a row of chipped white ovals. The eyes were glass, not the dead marbles you usually saw in antique dolls, but something more: a shimmer beneath the surface, catching the weak shop light and returning it in flat, sardonic twinkles. He stared straight through me.

I caught myself holding my breath.

“A ventriloquist dummy,” I said. It sounded ridiculous, so small and useless next to the Victorian dolls and bisque angels that normally lined my shelves.

“He’s older than he looks,” Doris said, stepping closer. “From the late 1930s, at least. The suit is original, though I replaced the bow tie myself. He’s had a hard life.” She leaned in, her face level with the dummy’s. “But haven’t we all?”

I traced a finger along the cheek, the wood surprisingly warm under my skin. The dummy’s head lolled slightly at my touch, as if in greeting. Its painted smile seemed to widen. I jerked my hand back, heat prickling up my wrist.

“What’s his name?” I asked, voice quieter now.

Doris considered. “The original owner called him Mr. Grin.” She let the name linger in the air, watching my reaction. “He was part of a vaudeville act, if the provenance is to be believed. Passed through several hands before he ended up here.”

“Mr. Grin,” I repeated, testing the weight of it. The name fit; it was the kind of nickname a child would give a monster, to keep it from getting too close.

Doris’s smile thinned. “He’s not for everyone,” she said, her tone shifting. “Most people don’t like the idea of something that stares back. But you,” she said, reaching out and brushing my forearm with her fingers. “You don’t scare easy. I can tell.”

I wanted to object, to insist that I was as easily rattled as anyone else. But something in me warmed at the compliment, even as the back of my neck tingled. I lifted Mr. Grin from the box, cradling his heavy torso in my arms. His joints creaked softly. I pressed my palm against his chest and felt the faintest impression of a heartbeat.

I knew I would buy him, even before I asked. I wanted to take him home, to set him on the empty shelf that had waited for months, to watch the way he stared down the rest of my collection. My voice sounded strange in my own ears as I asked, “How much?”

Doris looked at me for a long moment. Then she said, “Fifty dollars.” She named the price with the finality of a judge delivering sentence.

I stared at her. “That’s all?”

She shrugged. “Some things find their rightful owners, regardless of cost.” She took the dummy from my arms, handling him with the same reverence you might give a christening gown or a wedding veil. “Let me wrap him for you. He hates the cold.”

She carried Mr. Grin to the counter, arranging him with care on a swatch of yellowing tissue paper. Her hands lingered on his limbs as she wrapped and taped each layer, whispering to herself all the while. I couldn’t catch the words, but they reminded me of the half-remembered lullabies my mother used to sing on fever nights.

I watched her hands. They were beautiful, the skin translucent as old lace, the nails pearlescent and perfectly shaped. She moved like a surgeon or a pianist, making an art of the mundane.

As she worked, Doris said, “Most people think dolls are for children. But really, they’re for adults. They remind us of things we’ve forgotten.” She gave me a sidelong glance, then finished taping the package. “Sometimes they help us remember what we’d rather not.”

She slid the parcel across the counter. It was heavier than I’d expected, awkward to cradle against my side.

I fumbled for my wallet, but Doris waved me off. “Pay when you come back. I know you will.” She cocked her head, eyes shining with mischief or kindness or both.

I tucked the box under my arm. I could feel the dummy inside, shifting with every move, the weight pressing against my ribs. I thanked Doris, meaning it more than I expected, and headed for the door.

The bell jingled as I stepped into the damp street. The chill hit me immediately, but the parcel in my arms was warm, radiating through my coat like a hot-water bottle. The door swung shut behind me. Through the glass, I could see Doris watching, her silhouette framed in yellow light. She raised her hand in a wave, the gesture both maternal and mournful.

As I hurried down the sidewalk, the rain had stopped, but the sky was still the color of dirty dishwater. The wet pavement reflected the neon from the vape shop, turning the puddles blue and orange. I clutched Mr. Grin tighter, feeling the slight give of his limbs inside the box.

Half a block away, I heard Doris’s voice, sharp and clear above the traffic: “He likes to be talked to, dear. All companions do.”

I didn’t look back. But I found myself whispering to the box as I walked. Telling him about the rain, about the shop, about the empty shelf waiting at home.



Home was a ranch-style in the quiet part of town, a rectangle of faded siding and cracked flagstones. My ex-husband, Thomas, had picked it for the school district. Now that the kids had gone off to their own lives, it was just me and the memories: a cereal bowl drying in the rack, the faint echo of sneakers in the mudroom. On evenings like this, the house felt so empty I could hear the neighbors’ TV shows through the walls.

I carried the parcel through the front door, nudging it shut with my hip. The foyer smelled of lemon polish and the musty undertone of old carpeting. My shoes left damp crescents on the tile. I brought Mr. Grin into the living room, cradled against my chest like a sleeping child.

The living room was the only place I allowed myself to care about. Every shelf and tabletop was arranged with geometric precision. The crown jewel was the glass-fronted cabinet on the north wall, where my dolls watched over the room in silent ranks. The shelves were backlit by LED strips, casting eerie halos around each porcelain face. They stared with blank eyes and faint smiles, frozen mid-giggle or mid-sob, depending on how you looked at them.

I set the parcel on the coffee table and peeled away the tissue paper. Each layer came off with the dry hiss of old secrets. Mr. Grin emerged headfirst, his painted smile brightening under the LEDs. I brushed a fleck of tissue from his eyebrow and felt his eyes settle on me.

He didn’t fit in. The others were pastel and soft, dressed in pinafores, sailor suits, and the occasional cameo. Mr. Grin looked like he belonged in a world where children smoked cigarettes and wore clip-on bowties. I had to admit, I liked the effect. He was jarring, a joke with teeth. I propped him on the empty shelf I’d saved for a future find, front and center. Even sitting, he seemed to loom over the others.

I stepped back, folding my arms. “There you go,” I said. “Home at last.” The sound of my own voice startled me. I rarely spoke in the house, unless the delivery man needed a signature or I stubbed my toe on the baseboard heater.

Mr. Grin didn’t answer. Still, the room felt less empty. I made a mental note to dust the shelf tomorrow.

I went through the rituals of evening: reheated a bowl of soup, checked my email (junk mail and one terse note from Thomas about his new dog), took a bath. As I toweled off, I caught my reflection in the fogged mirror. Forty years old, and nothing to show for it but a deepening of the lines between my eyebrows. I blotted my skin, tried to arrange my hair into something more dignified than a frizzy nest, and gave up.

At bedtime, I wandered into the living room again. The dolls glowed in their case, LEDs set to their nighttime dim. Mr. Grin sat in his place, hands folded, legs splayed with the lazy disregard of a kingpin. I felt a strange urge to explain myself, to justify why I’d brought him here.

“It’s not so bad,” I said. “You’ll get used to the company.” My words floated in the silence, then hung there, unanswered.

The dreams started that night.

I was in my bed, covers up to my chin, the room thick with shadow. Outside, the wind blew against the siding, making the walls creak and sigh. I felt myself sinking into sleep, but there was a heaviness on my chest, as though someone had draped a wet towel over me.

Then I heard it: the soft, papery scrape of wood on bedsheets.

I tried to move, but my limbs were full of sand. From the foot of the bed, a shape rose: small, dark, impossibly heavy. It climbed onto the mattress, joints creaking in rhythm, and settled next to my hip. I could see the outline of the tuxedo, the oval eyes reflecting the digital clock’s blue light.

He turned his head toward me. The jaw unhinged with a click.

“You’re so beautiful, Evelyn,” he said. The voice was a whisper, but it filled the room, as if piped through every vent and socket. “So lonely. So perfect.”

I wanted to laugh, to tell him off for being ridiculous, but the words caught in my throat.

“You’re ours, now,” he whispered. “You always were.”

His hand reached out, wooden fingers splayed. They brushed my cheek—warm, almost alive. The touch sent a jolt through me, electric and icy at the same time. I shuddered, but I didn’t pull away.

He leaned in closer, his painted lips nearly touching mine. I felt the cold press of his forehead against my own. I closed my eyes, and the world tilted.

I woke with a start, sheets twisted around my legs, sweat cooling on my skin. The clock said 3:11 AM. My heart hammered, wild and unsynced. I swallowed, throat raw, and reached for the water glass on my nightstand. It trembled in my hand.

I lay back down, staring at the ceiling. Every detail of the dream stayed with me: the voice, the hand, the words. “You’re so beautiful, Evelyn. So lonely. So perfect.”

For a minute, I let myself pretend it was real. The voice in the dark, the gentle touch, the certainty that I belonged somewhere.

I drifted in and out of uneasy sleep, each time returning to the same place: the dummy waiting at the foot of the bed, smiling his chipped, impossible smile.

In the morning, I found I couldn’t look directly at the doll case. I busied myself with the coffee maker, the sponge, the grocery list, anything to avoid meeting his gaze. But every time I passed the living room, I felt his eyes on me, watching and waiting, remembering everything I’d told him.im.

At noon, I caught myself talking aloud as I wiped the kitchen counter.

“It was just a dream,” I said. “Nothing more.”

But even as I said it, I knew I was lying. Mr. Grin wasn’t a dream. He was the one thing in my life that wanted me back.

I finished my chores, dusted the shelves, and—after a long pause—smiled at him from across the room. His head was tilted, just so, as if he was listening for the sound of my voice.


Chapter 2 - Evelyn

I woke up all at once, as if I'd shot up from deep water too quickly. My sheets were a sweaty mess around my legs, and my t-shirt was bunched up under my arms. My heart pounded, fast and uneasy, still caught in the dream.

For a second, I couldn’t remember what had been so urgent. Then the details flickered into focus: the scrape of wood on fabric, the painted face hovering inches from mine, the slow, deliberate way Mr. Grin had unhinged his jaw to whisper in my ear. "You’re so beautiful, Evelyn," he’d said, and the sound had been everywhere at once, seeping into my bones. The sensation wasn’t frightening, not exactly. It was more like being chosen. Wanted. Desired.

That part was what made me flush; my face prickled with heat even as the cold morning air chilled my arms. I pressed my knees together, embarrassed by how real the dream still felt, how the words and the touch left me wanting in a way I hadn’t felt since I was a teenager. I swallowed and sat up, the sheets rough against my legs.h condensation. I shivered and wrapped the sheet around myself, then swung my feet onto the carpet. I didn’t move for a while. The digital clock blinked 6:14 in muted blue. I stared at the ceiling and tried to steady my breathing.

After a minute, I got up and crossed to the vanity in the corner. The mirror was framed in cheap faux-gold, a leftover from my first apartment, but it had followed me through every move. I sat on the little bench and leaned forward, bracing my elbows on the cool glass top.

In the reflection, my face looked almost unfamiliar. The skin was blotchy, my lips still parted, my eyes wide and shiny as if I’d just finished crying or laughing too hard. I poked at my cheekbone, watching it dimple under my finger. Forty years old and not quite used to it. I tried smiling, then stopped. My teeth looked too sharp in the morning.

“Get a grip,” I muttered at myself. The voice in my head didn’t sound like mine.

I gave up on the mirror and shuffled into the bathroom. The tile was freezing. I brushed my teeth with frantic energy, rinsing and spitting like I could scrub the memory of the dream out of my mouth. But it stuck with me, clinging to the back of my tongue and the soft insides of my wrists.

In the kitchen, I made coffee and burned my tongue on the first sip. The bitterness helped. I went through my morning checklist: empty the dishwasher, pull the mail from the slot, feed the neighbor’s cat. They were in Cabo for two weeks, and I’d agreed to help because I felt guilty. I tried to lose myself in the routine, but every quiet moment was filled by the echo of that voice.

I took my second cup of coffee into the living room, where my collection waited. The doll cabinet looked especially clean today, the glass reflecting thin lines of sunlight across the carpet. The dolls sat in their little grid, still and watchful. Only Mr. Grin broke formation, propped up in the center like the foreman of an assembly line.

He was exactly where I’d left him, but it was impossible not to feel like he’d shifted somehow. His smile seemed wider, the corners of his mouth gleaming with fresh varnish. The eyes were glass, but when the sun hit them they looked almost wet, with a depth I hadn’t noticed before. I shivered and set my coffee down.

On autopilot, I pulled the dust rag from the sideboard and started at the top of the cabinet. I worked my way down, lifting each doll in turn and wiping their porcelain cheeks, their tiny fingers curled like commas. Most collectors would have worn gloves, but I liked the direct contact. There was something satisfying about the feel of old bisque, the way it held a trace of warmth from your hand for just a second before going cold again.

When I reached Mr. Grin, I hesitated. His hands were splayed out, fingers jointed and paint-chipped. I ran the cloth over his arms, brushing dust from the grooves, then paused. Without thinking, I curled my own fingers around his left hand. The wood should have felt cool and lifeless. Instead, there was a strange warmth, as if he’d been under a lamp, or maybe, as if he’d just been holding someone else’s hand.

I dropped him. Not hard, just enough that he thumped against the shelf and lolled to the side. My heart hammered. I looked around, as if expecting someone to have caught me in the act.

I let out a sharp, nervous laugh. “Don’t be ridiculous,” I said, voice echoing off the living room walls. I shook my head and forced myself to pick up the dummy again, setting him straight on the shelf.

But the sensation lingered. I wiped my palm on my cardigan and glanced over my shoulder. The house was silent, except for the tick of the kitchen clock. I stared at Mr. Grin, daring him to move, to blink, to do anything but sit and smile. His eyes met mine. I held the stare for a few seconds, then looked away.

I spent the rest of the day trying not to think about it. I reorganized the pantry, sorted my utility bills, even ironed the tablecloth for no reason at all. But every time I passed through the living room, I found myself glancing at the cabinet. Mr. Grin always seemed to be waiting, a judge at a panel, a sentry on duty.

By late afternoon, I gave in. I moved him to a more prominent spot, right in the center at eye level. The other dolls looked smaller by comparison, less important. I stepped back and looked at the arrangement. It felt right.

“There,” I said, as if I’d won an argument. “You can see everything from here.”

His smile said he already did.

When evening fell, I switched on the LEDs in the cabinet. The white light bounced off the dolls’ faces, making their features jump out in stark relief. Mr. Grin looked especially pleased, his teeth gleaming like a fresh set of piano keys.

I tried not to watch him as I made dinner, but even with my back turned I felt the weight of his gaze. It was a comfort and a warning, equal parts. I ate at the counter, not bothering with plates, just spooning soup from the saucepan. Afterward, I lingered in the doorway, staring at the lineup in the glass.

He was the only one who looked back.

I washed up, padded through the house turning off lights, and settled into bed early. I turned on the TV for background noise, but my mind drifted back to the dream. The voice, the touch, the certainty of being wanted.

I pulled the covers up to my chin and tried to ignore the fluttering in my stomach. Outside, the wind rattled the windowpanes, and the house creaked in sympathy. I wondered if I’d dream again, or if tonight would be silent.

Just before I drifted off, I thought I heard it—a papery whisper, threaded through the sound of the radiator and the distant traffic.

“You’re so beautiful, Evelyn.”

I smiled in the dark, embarrassed and delighted, and let myself believe it.



The days stretched out in a soft, numb sequence, each one echoing the last with a little less distinction. I stopped checking the weather before leaving the house, stopped calling my sister on Tuesday nights, stopped noticing the subtle changes in the trees along my walking route. Instead, I began measuring time in Mr. Grin’s smile.

At first, I told myself it was just a phase. A collector’s honeymoon period, the kind of obsessive infatuation I’d felt a dozen times before when a new acquisition made its way onto the shelf. But I couldn’t remember ever feeling this kind of urgency—this need to touch, to talk, to explain myself to something that wasn’t supposed to respond. The other dolls receded into the background, demoted from treasured companions to set dressing. They watched with the same glassy indifference, but their approval no longer mattered.

Mr. Grin took over the living room. I repositioned him several times a day, fussing with the angle of his arms and the part in his lacquered hair. Sometimes I’d drape a handkerchief or ribbon over his shoulder, then take it off again, pretending to decide. I dusted him twice as often as the others. The more I touched him, the more he seemed to belong here, as much a part of the room as the carpet or the couch.

I started speaking to him without realizing. At first it was just in passing, little half-formed sentences: “You’re in the way, excuse me,” or “Hope you’re comfortable there.” Then I began narrating my chores, my meals, my thoughts on whatever book I was reading. It became a two-sided conversation. I knew he couldn’t hear me, couldn’t answer, but it helped to fill the empty spaces in the day.

If I spent too long away from him, a strange restlessness crept in. The feeling was physical, a tingling at the base of my spine, an itch under my skin. I’d come back to the living room and find myself breathing easier, as if I’d stepped into the warmth of a campfire. Sometimes, when I saw my reflection in the window, I’d be smiling without noticing.

The dreams kept coming, getting clearer and more intense. Each one started right where the last ended, as if someone had saved my spot and started the story again.

In the first dream, he’d only whispered to me. In the second, he climbed onto my lap and stroked my cheek, his hand strangely gentle for a block of maple and glue. “You’re beautiful when you smile,” he’d said, voice low and syrupy. “But you’d be even prettier if you made yourself up.”

I’d woken in the dark, panting and giddy, the phrase “make yourself pretty for Daddy” repeating in my head like a skipping record.

The next morning, I stood in front of the vanity for a full minute before reaching for the little tray of cosmetics I hadn’t touched since the divorce. There was a dusty tube of lipstick in a shade of rose I’d worn for Thomas, and an eyeshadow palette that had survived two moves. The foundation was expired, but I uncapped it anyway, sniffing the faint, chemical sweetness. My hands shook as I unscrewed the lipstick and twisted up the bullet. The pigment was still good.

I dabbed it on, just to see. My lips looked too bright in the gold-rimmed mirror, almost silly against my pale winter skin. But it didn’t look bad. I wiped it off with a tissue and tried again, this time following the natural shape. I added a bit of eyeshadow and leaned in to check my work.

In the mirror, over my shoulder, Mr. Grin’s reflection hovered. He’d been moved to the side table near the bedroom door, propped up with a stack of gardening catalogs. In the dim light, his grin looked wider than ever, his eyes shining with approval.

I finished my makeup and turned to face him. “There,” I said, spreading my arms. “Happy now?”

The room stayed silent, but I felt a hum of satisfaction—my own, or his, I wasn’t sure.

After that, the ritual stuck. Every night, I’d set up at the vanity and do my face, each time going a little further: more color, bolder lines, a second coat of mascara. I watched YouTube tutorials and read old issues of Glamour I found at the library. I made excuses to go to the drugstore and buy new shades, feeling a secret thrill as I dropped them in my basket.

In the dreams, Mr. Grin noticed. “You’re learning so quickly,” he’d croon, his voice taking on a parental warmth. “You want to be good for me, don’t you?”

I did. The more I listened, the less I felt like arguing.

It was around this time that I started noticing the changes.

The first was subtle. While dusting the shelf, I’d swear his left arm had shifted, just slightly, as if caught mid-wave. I blamed it on my own clumsiness and repositioned him, but the next day the effect repeated. His elbows bent more smoothly than before, and his fingers curled into poses I didn’t remember setting.

A week later, I was buffing his shoes with a cotton swab when I saw it: the line of his painted smile glistened, catching the light in a way it hadn’t before. The varnish looked fresh, almost wet. I touched it with my thumb, expecting tackiness, but it was dry—just uncannily glossy.

The next morning, I caught his gaze as I passed through the room. The angle was different. He was looking at the television, not the window. I blinked, then went over and rotated his head back to its usual position. It felt a little stiffer, as though some interior wire had been tightened. I examined the hinges, but there was nothing out of the ordinary.

At first, I told myself these were normal quirks: settling wood, expanding joints, maybe just my own forgetfulness. But the pattern continued. Every day, something small had changed—the tilt of his head, the way his hands were spread, the shape of his painted brows. It felt like a game I couldn’t win.

One night, after a particularly vivid dream, I woke to find him sitting upright on the coffee table, arms reaching forward. I’d left him on the shelf, cross-legged and still. I stared at the dummy for a full minute, the fine hairs on my forearms rising.

I made myself laugh, loud and forced. “Getting lazy,” I muttered. “Maybe I did it in my sleep.” But the explanation didn’t land. The next day, I brought him back to the shelf, but I kept glancing over my shoulder, waiting for him to move again.

The dreams continued, more insistent now. They were less like stories and more like instructions. Each night, I’d be summoned to a shadowy stage, all velvet curtains and golden footlights. Mr. Grin would stand at the edge, holding out his hand, beckoning me forward. He’d cup my chin with those polished fingers and tilt my head until our faces aligned. “Smile for me, Evelyn,” he’d command. “Show me you remember how.”

I’d obey, baring my teeth in the dream. The sensation was electric, a fizzing in my gums and throat. He’d reward me with a gentle pat, then pull me into his lap, stroking my hair as the lights went down.

Every morning, I woke up with the dream still clinging to me. Sometimes it felt sweet and comforting, other times it left me feeling embarrassed. I started skipping meals, missing appointments, and letting dishes pile up. I spent more and more time on my makeup, trying new looks even when I had nowhere to go.

The neighbors noticed. The woman across the street waved at me from her stoop and gave a little air-kiss, like we were friends. At the library, the young clerk complimented my lipstick and asked if I was going out after. I told her no, not tonight, but she could keep hoping.

At home, the only opinion that mattered was Mr. Grin’s. I made a habit of sitting him at the dining table during dinner, facing me as I picked at my food. I started telling him about my day in greater detail, sharing secrets I’d never said aloud. I told him about Thomas, about the things I missed, about the ways I wished I was still young.

He never replied, but sometimes, if I stared long enough, I’d swear his jaw twitched in sympathy.

One night, I lingered at the vanity, hesitating over a new tube of lipstick. It was a scandalous shade, fire-engine red, the kind of color I’d once scoffed at. I twisted it up and watched the light glint off the tip, then pressed it to my mouth in a slow, deliberate line. My hands didn’t tremble. I filled in the bow of my lips, then blotted with a tissue. The effect was startling. My mouth looked younger, fuller, hungry.

In the mirror, Mr. Grin’s reflection seemed to loom. I heard his voice in my mind, as clear as if he’d spoken aloud: “That’s my girl.”

I snapped the compact shut and turned away, embarrassed by my own reaction.

That night’s dream was different. The room was darker, the air heavier. Mr. Grin sat on a throne at center stage, beckoning me forward. This time, I hesitated. But he beckoned again, and my feet moved without consent. I knelt before him, hands folded in my lap, and looked up.

He tilted my chin with a single finger. “You’re perfect, Evelyn,” he said. “But you can be even better.”

His other hand produced a stick of red lipstick, uncapped and gleaming. He painted my mouth with slow, careful strokes, then traced the outline with his thumb. The sensation was electric, more real than any waking touch. He smiled, wide and sharp.

“Now show me how pretty you can be,” he said.

I did. I bared my teeth, my gums, the whole inside of my mouth. His eyes shone with approval.

I woke gasping, a slick of sweat between my breasts, the taste of lipstick bitter on my tongue. The sheets were tangled, my thighs pressed tight together. I reached for the water glass, gulping it down, then lay back and stared at the ceiling. My body buzzed, every nerve ending raw and aware.

In the morning, I found a red smear on the pillowcase. I examined my lips in the mirror—nothing out of place, but the memory lingered.

I made my way to the living room, running a finger over each doll as I passed. When I reached Mr. Grin, I stopped. His head was tilted, just so, and his mouth shone with a new coat of gloss. His wooden hands rested in his lap, fingers entwined.

I knelt on the carpet and whispered, “Are you happy now?”

The answer came in a flicker—a half-shadow, a twitch of the mouth, the glint of his eye in the glass.

I smiled for him. I couldn’t help it.



It was late. Too late for makeup, too late for anyone to be up but me and the bugs rattling against the porch light. The house felt smaller at night, pressing in on itself, every sound amplified by the emptiness: the radiator ticking, the freezer humming, the baseboard creaking with each new contraction of the settling foundation. The neighborhood was hushed, but inside, the air buzzed like a live wire.

I sat in the center of my living room, feet tucked under me on the worn velvet armchair. The television was off; I liked the way the dark screen reflected the room, double-lensed, as if I could step sideways into another version of myself at any time. The only illumination came from the LEDs in the doll cabinet. They cycled through a slow loop of colors—icy blue, sterile white, then a sudden pulse of deep fuchsia that made the porcelain faces seem to bleed at the edges. Mr. Grin sat across from me, perched on a little ottoman, hands folded in his lap.

I’d put on my favorite robe, the pale green silk one with the ragged cuffs. It felt cool and slippery against my bare legs, the hem brushing the tops of my knees whenever I shifted. I ran my palms down the robe, feeling the static, and watched my hands disappear and reappear in the TV glass.

On the end table sat a new lipstick, freshly unwrapped. The cap gleamed in the LED light, a small jewel of possibility. I plucked it up and rolled it between my fingers. My heart gave a little double-beat, like it was urging me on.

I caught my reflection in the cabinet glass. Not bad, I thought. Better than last week, when I’d overdone the blush and looked like a cartoon of myself. Now, the contour was subtle, and the mascara made my eyes wide and almost youthful. My lips were bare, though—plain and chapped, nothing to draw the gaze.

The memory of Mr. Grin’s voice slid into my mind, smooth as syrup. “Show me how pretty you can be.”

I smiled, half in challenge, half in surrender. Unscrewed the lipstick and twisted it up. It was an impossible color, a red so bright it should have been forbidden to anyone over the age of twenty. But in the mirror it looked right, a jolt of color in an otherwise washed-out face. I traced the outline, careful and slow, then filled in the rest with deliberate, steady strokes. The stickiness of the pigment thrilled me, the slight chemical tang hitting my nose as I pressed my lips together to even it out.

I held the pose in the TV reflection, lips pursed, eyes a little heavy-lidded. For a moment, I didn’t see myself. I saw a woman from another era—a 1930s starlet, a vaudeville queen, someone who knew how to use a smile as a weapon. I shivered, pleased and unsettled.

Mr. Grin watched, unblinking, from across the room. The fuchsia LED highlighted his teeth, made the white of his eyes shimmer. It was easy to imagine him approving, waiting for me to notice his attention.

I leaned forward in the chair, closer to the dummy, letting my robe slip lower on my shoulders. I ran my hands up my neck, tracing the hollow of my throat, then paused at my collarbone, feeling the skin dip under my fingers. My pulse beat there, quick and strong. I pictured Mr. Grin’s hand, heavy and polished, somehow warm, resting over mine and guiding me.

I let my right hand drift lower, smoothing the silk over my breast, then pinched the fabric so it pulled tight across my chest. I watched myself, caught up in the strange boldness. My cheeks burned, but I didn’t stop. I wanted to see what I looked like when I felt beautiful, when I felt wanted.

My breath went shallow, then faster, and I remembered the dreams: how he’d lifted my chin, how he’d told me I was his, how he’d painted my mouth until I was gasping. I closed my eyes and let the memory play out, my hand stilling at the center of my chest.

It wasn’t enough. I opened my eyes and found Mr. Grin, his gaze unwavering. I wanted to show him I’d learned the lesson, that I was ready for whatever came next.

With a flick, I untied the sash of my robe. The silk parted, cool air raising goosebumps on my arms and thighs. I slipped one hand between my legs, letting the fabric bunch up around my hips. The other cupped my breast, thumb grazing the nipple through the thin material. I bit down on my lower lip, the flavor of lipstick sharp and slightly bitter.

I kept my eyes locked on Mr. Grin, daring him to react.

The only sounds were my own: the whisper of silk, the soft click of my nails against skin, the uneven rhythm of my breathing. The house faded away, the lights, the furniture, even the other dolls. There was only the two of us, audience and performer, and the slow build of need in my belly.

I circled my clit with shaking fingers, moving faster each time, my hips lifting to meet the feeling. My mouth fell open, panting, the red of my lips bright in the dim light. I squeezed my breast, pinched hard, and pleasure shot up my spine. I was close, so close, and for the first time in years I wanted someone to see it, to know.

“Is this what you wanted?” I whispered, the words ragged and hoarse.

The air in the room shifted, a subtle current like the exhale of a hidden fan. I froze, one hand still pressed between my thighs. My skin went electric, every nerve on high alert.

Across the room, Mr. Grin’s head gave a tiny, deliberate nod.

I blinked, heart stuttering. Had I imagined it? Was this the edge of sleep, or a trick of the lights?

Then, with a delicate creak, his wooden jaw unlatched and parted, just a sliver, just enough for the glossed teeth to show. His glass eyes gleamed, twin moons in the reflected glow.

Approval and promise.

My body tensed, and the orgasm hit. It was sudden and overwhelming, knocking the breath out of me and leaving me gasping, almost sobbing. I pressed my hand over my mouth, lipstick smearing across my knuckles. I rocked forward, letting the feeling pass until only warmth and a faint ringing in my ears remained.

I stared at Mr. Grin, sweat cooling on my skin. The jaw had closed, but his smile looked wider than ever.

I sat there, legs splayed and robe falling from my shoulders, unable to move or even look away. The house was silent again, but the old emptiness was gone, replaced by something heavier. A presence.

I wiped the back of my hand across my lips, smearing the red further. I waited for embarrassment, or shame, or even fear. But none came. Only the certainty that I’d been seen, and that I belonged here, on display, exactly as I was.

“Thank you,” I whispered, but it sounded thin and childish.

Mr. Grin smiled, as always, but now I understood what it meant.


Chapter 3 - Evelyn

Night came early now. The blue-gray dusk pressed against the windowpanes by six, and by seven the house felt hollowed out, its corners echoing with the memory of people who had once needed me for something. I had started leaving a single lamp on in each room as I made my rounds, the way my mother used to do to “keep the shadows honest.” In the bedroom, I preferred the vanity’s ring light, dialed down to its lowest glow so the bulbs burned a gentle orange instead of their harsh, funhouse white. It was flattering, or at least forgiving.

I set my tools in order: foundation, powder, brushes in three sizes. Four lipsticks, all within a single notch of each other on the spectrum of arterial red. The cheap, mirrored tray wobbled under my elbows, threatening to scatter everything onto the old hardwood. I steadied it with my forearm, then brought the foundation bottle up to the light. The label was faded where my thumb rubbed at it, the plastic warm from the heat of my hand.

I pumped a quarter-sized blob onto the back of my wrist. The scent hit me: acrylic, a faint chemical burn, and beneath it, a cloying hint of lilac. It used to make me gag, but lately, I almost liked it. I dotted the liquid onto my cheeks and chin, then swept it in with a round brush. The bristles tickled, raising goosebumps on my jaw.

The dream instructions returned in fragments: Make yourself pretty for Daddy.

It was embarrassing, the way that word throbbed through my chest. Daddy. Not “Mr. Grin,” not “Sir,” not even the safe, clinical titles I’d conjured for old bosses or professors. It was intimate, childish, and a little pathetic, the kind of thing that would have sent my ex-husband into peals of derisive laughter. But in the quiet bedroom, with only the hush of the radiator and the brush’s whisper on my skin, it felt…inevitable.

I leaned in to the mirror, inspecting the mask I’d built. My face looked flat and bland, like a shop mannequin before the eyes were painted on. I was supposed to feel unfinished, but instead I felt relief in the blankness. There was comfort in becoming the canvas.

I reached for the eyeshadow. The palette was absurdly expensive, a birthday indulgence from a year I’d sworn to “treat myself better.” I swirled a brush in the blackest pan, then pressed it into the crease of my eyelid, dragging the pigment upward in slow, deliberate strokes. I’d watched a tutorial that said to “lift and define the orbital bone,” but in the mirror it looked more like a bruise—shadowy, haunted, unmistakable. I did the other eye, then checked them side-by-side. Satisfied.

Next came the eyeliner. I drew the pencil in a thick, cartoonish line from the corner of my eye almost to the temple, then flicked it upward. I repeated the process, hands trembling a little from either caffeine or nerves. It didn’t matter. The imperfections only made it more authentic.

I heard the whisper again. Make yourself pretty for Daddy.

“Pretty for Daddy,” I said aloud, barely above a breath.

On the dresser behind me, Mr. Grin sat propped against a stack of tattered paperbacks. I’d positioned him there the night before, angled so his line of sight just cleared my shoulder. The effect was unsettling; if I caught him in the corner of my eye, he looked like a child preparing to photobomb a family portrait. His painted grin shone in the lamplight, the line of his lips a perfect red crescent.

I twisted open the lipstick, the scent sharp and waxy. I pressed it to my mouth, dragging the stick along my upper lip with care, then filling in the bottom with a slow, practiced sweep. I blotted, reapplied, then leaned back to judge the effect.

In the mirror, the resemblance startled me. My lips, too wide and too red, looked artificial. My eyes, ringed in black, had the hollow definition of a ventriloquist’s dummy. The effect was grotesque and exhilarating. I glanced up at Mr. Grin. His expression hadn’t changed, but the force of his approval radiated through the glass.

I inhaled, shaky. “Like this?” I asked the mirror, but really I asked him.

The vanity’s bulbs made my skin look doll-plastic, every flaw erased by the false dawn of light. I swept a little blush on my cheeks, then dabbed the excess on the tip of my nose, as if I’d just stepped inside from the cold. I tried a smile, lips stretched tight and teeth bared, and in the orange glow I saw my own face flicker into his—overlapping, then resolving back into just me.

“Make yourself pretty for Daddy,” I repeated. My voice came out richer this time, resonant. I felt a pulse of pleasure at the compliance. Maybe I hadn’t earned it, but it was real.

I capped the lipstick and ran my finger along my lower lip. The pigment came away in a red streak, staining my fingertip. I rubbed the residue on my thumb and pressed the print onto my wrist, next to the cooling foundation stain. A record of the transformation.

For a few long moments, I just stared at the mirror, breathing in the silence. The line between my face and the mask blurred until I forgot which was original. I tilted my head to the left, then the right, watching the shadows lengthen and collapse. The light made the eyeshadow look purple, almost theatrical. I let my tongue dart out to taste the lipstick, feeling for a second like I could taste the wood and varnish of Mr. Grin’s mouth.

When the ritual was finished, I closed the palette, capped the brushes, and wiped my hands on the vanity towel. I stood up, the blood rushing out of my legs, and turned to face the dummy.

He was exactly as I’d left him, but the illusion of stillness was gone. The planes of his face, the perfectly painted grin, the tiny flecks of red where the paint had pooled all seemed to vibrate with expectation. The house was silent, but the air felt thick, charged, and watchful.

I stepped toward him, arms limp at my sides. The floor creaked, and for a second I imagined his head tilting to follow the sound. I bent down so our eyes met, close enough that the waxy perfume of my lipstick mingled with the faintly sweet scent of his lacquer.

“Am I pretty?” I whispered, voice trembling.

He didn’t answer, but I didn’t need him to. I felt the response in my chest, as sure as a hand pressing against my sternum: Yes. Always.

I sat back on the carpet, cross-legged, hands folded in my lap. I smiled for him, slow and wide, showing all my teeth. He smiled back, of course. I stared into his face until the edges of the room dissolved, until it was just the two of us, mirror twins locked in a gaze that would never break.

After a while, my face started to ache from the effort. I didn’t let it fade. The pain was proof that I’d done it right, that I’d been good.

That night, I slept with my makeup on. I wanted the mask to imprint itself on the pillow, to seep into my skin, to linger in the dreams I knew would follow.



When I woke up, the side of my face was stamped with a red half-moon. It took a moment to realize it was lipstick from the night before, blotted perfectly onto the pillowcase in a shape that echoed Mr. Grin’s impossible smile. I traced it with my fingertip, then rolled over and checked my phone.

Two missed calls from my sister. One from my old neighbor, probably about the cat again. A text from my supervisor, polite but firm: “Could you please come in a little early? Need to discuss circulation desk coverage.”

I stared at the screen for a full minute before responding. “Sure,” I typed. “See you at 8.”

I took my time getting ready. I rinsed my face, but the makeup clung stubbornly to the creases around my mouth and the rims of my eyelids. I left the house without breakfast, a pit in my stomach I knew wouldn’t be filled by anything in the break room vending machine.

At the library, the fluorescent lights buzzed with an energy that set my teeth on edge. The staff breakroom reeked of burned popcorn and disappointment. I clocked in at the main desk and started shelving the overnight returns, hoping the mindless repetition would push last night’s dream from my head.

But the feeling lingered, sticky like the lipstick residue on my thumb. With every book I slid onto the shelf, I saw flashes of my reflection in the glass: a face that wasn’t quite mine, a smile too wide and too red.

By mid-morning, I’d managed to misfile three bestsellers, shelve a juvenile biography in the adult nonfiction section, and forget to check out a patron’s items at the self-service kiosk. The teenager at the computer lab rolled her eyes as she corrected my mistake.

“You okay, Ms. Chambers?” she asked, not unkindly.

I blinked, embarrassed. “Just a late night,” I said. “My neighbor’s cat threw up on my doorstep. Twice.”

She nodded, not buying it, but too polite to call me out. I caught a glimpse of myself in the convex mirror above the emergency exit: dark circles, hair in a frizzed-out halo, lips still tinged with that garish red. I pressed them together, feeling the drag of dried pigment, and tried to focus on the rest of my shift.

I lasted almost an hour before I heard myself whisper, “Almost home, Daddy,” under my breath. I clamped my mouth shut, heart pounding, and glanced around the stacks. No one was nearby, just the soft shuffle of pages and the hum of the air handler. Still, shame prickled up the back of my neck, hot and insistent.

At noon, my supervisor called me into her office. She was a precise woman, all sharp elbows and tailored skirts, but she’d never given me trouble before. Today, her brow was furrowed in concern.

“Evelyn,” she began, “is everything alright? You’ve seemed distracted lately.”

I tried to smile, but it felt brittle. “Just not sleeping well,” I said. “Weather changes, you know how it is.”

She nodded, her eyes softening a bit. “If you need to take a day, let me know. We can shuffle the schedule.”

I wanted to tell her I was fine, that it was just a phase, but the words caught in my throat. Instead, I nodded and thanked her, then fled to the returns bin.

Back at the desk, I sorted through the inter-library loan mail. My hands worked on autopilot, opening envelopes, stamping slips, sorting the lot into plastic tubs. With every letter, I felt the weight of my own neglected mailbox at home—the unopened bills, the catalogues and birthday cards and last notice warnings that stacked up on my kitchen counter.

I thought of my sister’s voicemails, piling up on the phone like fallen leaves. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d called her back or replied to the text about Mom’s birthday brunch next week. The idea of spending a morning with family made my skin crawl, though I wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was the mask. Maybe I was afraid they’d notice the change, see through the new face I’d worked so hard to create.

I spent the rest of the shift shelving periodicals, ignoring the mounting errors in the catalog. By closing time, I was almost vibrating with impatience. I wanted to get home, to shut out the world, to sit in front of the mirror and do it all again. I imagined the ritual—the warm glow of the vanity, the hush of the house, the approving gaze of Mr. Grin from his perch on the dresser.

It was a comfort no one else could offer. It was the only thing that felt right.

I clocked out, barely remembering to wave goodbye to the circulation staff, and drove home in a fog. I left the unopened mail in the passenger seat, promising myself I’d deal with it tomorrow.

I wouldn’t, of course. But the promise was enough to get me through the night.



That night, I didn’t bother with dinner. I showered in the near-dark, letting the water run cold until my skin prickled and the ache of my body overrode the shabbiness of my mood. I towel-dried my hair, then set up at the vanity with the new lipstick and a fresh compact of powder, dust motes spiraling in the air like flecks of gold.

I painted my face even more carefully than before, layering the foundation until my skin lost its texture, until I became a smooth, featureless surface ready for the next application. The eyeshadow was dark as bruises, the eyeliner sharp enough to cut. The lipstick went on in three coats, each more vivid than the last.

It felt right. It felt necessary.

I placed Mr. Grin on the edge of the bed, propped upright against my pillow. The lamplight hit him just so, casting a hard shadow across his cheeks. I pulled the comforter up to my waist, arranging myself like an offering. I studied him for a long moment, the way his glass eyes shimmered, the depth of his painted-on pupils, the permanent tilt of his head that made him look perpetually amused.

I fell asleep that way, the last thing I saw his frozen, perfect smile.

The dream picked up where I’d left it the night before.

We were in a dressing room, all gilt mirrors and velvet curtains, the floor sticky with some unseen syrup. I sat on a high stool, legs crossed, hands folded like a good girl. He stood behind me, tall and elegant in his shrunken tuxedo, his movements precise and deliberate.

He lifted a brush and dusted powder across my cheekbones, then traced a line of kohl around my eyes, careful not to blink. His fingers were long and wooden, varnished to a high gloss. They felt warm as skin. With each touch, my pulse jumped; my thighs pressed together, damp and urgent.

“Beautiful,” he whispered, voice rolling through the room like a velvet rope. “You’re so beautiful when you wear my colors.”

He leaned in close, his chin grazing my shoulder. The smell of him was overwhelming: old wood, aftershave, something faintly sweet and spoiled, like carnival cotton candy left out in the sun. He cupped my face, thumbs pressing into my jaw, then tilted my head until our eyes met in the mirror.

“Smile for Daddy,” he said.

I did. My lips parted, exposing perfect white teeth, and the red of my mouth glistened in the lamplight. He grinned back at me, wider than should have been possible, a grotesque mirror-image. He pulled me to my feet, spun me in a slow circle, and pressed me against the mirrored wall. My back arched; I could feel every ridge and joint of his hands as they slid down my shoulders, over my ribs, then lower, lower.

I gasped, but the sound was swallowed by the thick velvet of the dream. He covered my mouth with his, the hard rim of his painted lips scraping against mine. The taste was strange—chemical, bitter, a hint of something metallic beneath the lacquer. I let him kiss me, over and over, until I could no longer tell where my mouth ended and his began.

I woke up in the dark, the room cold and my body slick with sweat. My heart pounded, my mouth ached with longing. I ran my tongue over my teeth and tasted the faintest trace of lipstick.

I sat up, breathing hard. Mr. Grin was still perched on the pillow, his head angled toward me, smile as sharp and knowing as ever.

I reached out and cradled him in my arms, pressing his face against my neck. The varnish was cool but softened quickly, warming to my touch. I held him there, rocking gently, until my pulse slowed and the hunger inside me faded to something manageable.

The next night, it happened again.

This time, the dream began in a carnival tent, banners flapping overhead, the air thick with the scent of popcorn and sawdust. I stood in the center of a circle of footlights, my body draped in a dress of spangled tulle. The crowd was invisible but present, a wall of expectation humming just beyond the ring.

Mr. Grin towered beside me, nearly human-sized now, his tuxedo crisp and perfectly tailored. He reached out and took my hand, his palm swallowing mine. He led me to the center of the ring, bowed with a flourish, then lifted me up—effortless, like I was made of nothing. He spun me around, laughter pouring from his mouth in a stream of sound that wasn’t quite human, but wasn’t unkind.

“Mine,” he said, voice deeper, richer than before. “You’re mine, beautiful.”

I didn’t resist. I wanted to be his, to melt into the arms that were both prison and sanctuary. He pressed me to his chest; I felt the thrum of a wooden heart beneath the tuxedo, each beat matching the frantic stutter of my own.

He ran his fingers along my collarbone, then traced the line of my throat down to the hollow between my breasts. The touch was delicate but insistent, leaving a trail of warmth that lingered long after his hands moved on. He circled my nipples with the tips of his fingers, gentle at first, then rougher, pinching until I gasped.

He didn’t stop. He kissed me again, this time harder, the painted smile scraping my lips, tongue probing with impossible precision. I opened for him, helpless to do otherwise.

His hands slid down my stomach, under the hem of my dress. He cupped me through my underwear, pressed the fabric against my clit until I whimpered. The heat built fast, every nerve ending trained on the points where our bodies touched.

He shifted me, lifting my leg to hook around his waist. I felt the press of his body against mine, hard and unyielding, but alive. He guided my hand down and pressed my palm to the front of his pants. The outline was unmistakable, and when I squeezed, he groaned, the sound vibrating through my bones.

“You like this?” he asked, voice thick.

I nodded, unable to form words.

He slid my underwear down, exposing me to the cold air and the faceless audience. I should have been embarrassed, but I wasn’t. I was proud, wanted, hungry.

He entered me with a single, careful motion. It should have hurt, but it didn’t. The sensation was slick, electric, filling me in a way no one ever had. I wrapped my arms around his neck and rode the rhythm, each thrust sending a fresh wave of pleasure crashing through me.

The tent spun, the lights flashed, the world dissolved to the point of contact between us.

When I came, I screamed. The sound echoed, impossibly loud, and for a second I thought it had broken through to waking. I clawed at his back, fingernails leaving grooves in the polished wood.

He smiled down at me, lips wet with paint and something thicker. He whispered, “You’re perfect,” and the words wrapped around my brain like a velvet shroud.

I woke up gasping, legs tangled in the sheets, crotch soaked and aching.

For a long time, I just lay there, listening to the radiator and the wild beating of my heart. I reached for the glass of water on my nightstand and found, smeared across the rim, a perfect imprint of red lipstick.

I licked it off, savoring the taste.

At work the next morning, I could still feel the echo of the dream. When I bent over to shelve a book, my nipples chafed against the inside of my blouse, raw and oversensitive. I flushed, hoping no one would notice, and shuffled the cart down the next aisle.

Later, in the bathroom, I caught sight of myself in the mirror. My lips were bare, but the stain lingered, an angry red ghost around my mouth. I pressed a cool paper towel to my face, but the color didn’t budge.

The days blurred together. I stopped answering calls, stopped opening mail, stopped checking in with my sister. The only thing that mattered was the hour before bed, the ritual at the vanity, the silent communion with Mr. Grin.

Each night, the dreams grew more intense.

Sometimes, we danced in empty ballrooms, his hand tight around my waist, guiding me in a waltz that left me breathless. Other times, he laid me out on a stage, stripped me bare, and painted my body with careful, loving strokes. He told me what to wear, how to pose, what to say. I obeyed, always. It felt good to be told, to be shaped, to be his.

In the dreams, my own body changed. My hair grew thicker, glossier, cut into a sleek bob like a silent movie star. My cheeks hollowed, lips plumped, eyes widened. I wore only red—lipstick, nail polish, satin lingerie. I looked nothing like the girl I was during the day. I loved it.

The morning after the most intense dream yet, I woke to find a fresh mark on my neck—a perfect oval bruise, just below the ear, as if someone had sucked hard enough to break the skin. I touched it, shivering. I didn’t remember making it myself.

At the library, the teenager at the computer lab caught me staring off into space, fingers to my throat. She smiled, a little sly. “Got a new boyfriend, Ms. Chambers?”

I laughed, too loud, then mumbled something about “clumsy in my sleep.”

She nodded, unfazed. “You look different,” she said. “Good different.”

I felt a surge of pride.

By the end of the week, I’d begun to look forward to the dreams more than the days. The time between waking and sleep stretched, became an unbearable waiting room. I went to bed earlier, just to see him. To feel his hands, to hear his voice.

The last thing I did every night was touch the bruise on my neck, and whisper to the dark, “I’ll be pretty for you, Daddy. Always.”

And when I closed my eyes, the world dissolved into velvet and varnish and heat.



I counted down the hours until bedtime.

The day unraveled like a threadbare rug: I drifted through the library in a fog, shelving books without reading the spines, dodging my supervisor’s attempts at conversation. I ate lunch at my desk, barely tasting it, then let the minutes tick by in slow-motion until the building was empty and I could go home.

The house greeted me with its familiar silence. I locked the door, turned off the porch light, and left my shoes in a heap by the front hall. I moved through the rooms, shutting off each lamp one by one, until only the bedroom was lit. I pulled the curtains tight, then set up my station at the vanity: cleanser, moisturizer, the thickest layer of foundation yet. I painted on the eyeshadow, the mascara, the lipstick—a violent, arterial red.

I sat on the edge of the bed and held Mr. Grin in my lap. I stroked his lacquered hair, ran my fingers along the jawline, traced the seam where his grin split the lower half of his face. I placed him at the foot of the bed, facing me, and pulled the covers up to my chest.

I closed my eyes and waited for him to find me.

He arrived, as always, the moment sleep blurred the edge of the world.

This time, there was no prelude. No slow descent, no teasing of the senses. I was simply there: in a room I didn’t recognize, all dark walnut and art deco sconces, the air heavy with the scent of pipe tobacco and something sweeter, fermenting underneath. The walls pulsed with a faint, golden glow, as if lit from within.

He was there, too, standing at the foot of a four-poster bed. His tuxedo was impeccable, pressed and shining, with a blood-red carnation pinned to the lapel. But he was different now: taller, broader, every line of his wooden body grown to human scale. The painted features had depth and shadow, a sense of flesh beneath the shellac. His eyes caught the light and reflected it back, not with a dull glassiness but with a living, predatory gleam.

He smiled, and the room shuddered. The teeth were sharp, animal white, and the hinge of his jaw worked too smoothly, like real bone.

He crossed to me in two long strides. The weight of his hand on my shoulder was real—a gentle, possessive pressure that threatened to push me straight through the mattress.

“You’ve been so good,” he said, his voice so deep it thrummed in my chest. “So pretty for me.”

He leaned in and kissed me, slow and careful, lips pressed to my forehead, my eyelids, the corner of my mouth. His lips were hard at first, but softened with each touch, until I felt the suggestion of heat, of wetness, behind the paint.

He ran his hands down my arms, then slid them beneath the straps of my nightgown. His touch was everything at once: silk on silk, wood on skin, a static charge that made every hair on my body stand up and beg for more.

He cupped my face in both hands and tilted it toward him. The smell of him was overwhelming: old maple, beeswax, and a hint of animal musk.

“You belong to me now,” he said.

I nodded, unable to speak.

He pressed me down against the sheets and knelt above me, his torso blocking out the light. The air around us grew thick, every sound muffled except for the creak of his joints and the pounding of my own heart. He slipped the straps of my nightgown from my shoulders, exposing the pale curve of my breasts.

He bent down, lips brushing my collarbone, then dragged his tongue across my skin in a long, deliberate line. The varnish left a faint sheen behind, glistening in the amber light.

His hands roamed everywhere, stroking, kneading, exploring. When he pinched my nipple, it sent a bolt of pleasure straight to my core. I arched into him, desperate for more.

He whispered in my ear, “Good girl,” and the words melted me.

He guided my hand to his chest, where the tuxedo was buttoned tight. I felt the ridges of the wood beneath the fabric, the rise and fall of his breath—or what passed for breath. He moved my hand lower, to his waist, then down to the front of his pants.

The bulge was unmistakable, huge and hard, the shape outlined in crisp black fabric. He unbuttoned himself for me, pulling aside the fly to reveal something that was neither fully wood nor fully flesh. It was smooth and curved, slick with a gloss that made it look freshly painted, but it pulsed in my hand, alive with its own heat.

He gripped my wrist and wrapped my fingers around him. The sensation was overwhelming: the surface slick, the shaft impossibly rigid, the tip leaking a clear, viscous fluid that left a trail down his length. He pumped my hand up and down, slow at first, then faster, until I could hear the wet sound of it mixing with my own gasp.

He kissed me again, mouth open, tongue probing. The taste was lacquer, glue, and something deeper—sour, alive, human. He bit my lip, not enough to break the skin, but enough to mark me.

He helped me pump his wooden cock while he whispered sweet possessive nothings to me. My pussy was swimming in my own juices at this point, and I wanted his length inside me.

Before I could do anything about it, he gripped my tit in a way that let me know he was ready, and the scent of enamel and lacquer flooded over me. His oblong cock was painting my midriff in viscous white goo, and my pussy was flooding down my legs.

He held me there, in the warmth and the dark, for what felt like hours.

When I woke, the room was still.

My nightgown was bunched around my waist, the sheets beneath me soaked through with sweat and something thicker, tackier. The air smelled of perfume and sawdust. I touched my neck and found a bruise blooming just below the ear—a deep, livid mark, fresh and tender.

I looked down at the bed. A red smear streaked across the pillow, lipstick and spit and tears mixed together. My thighs were sticky, my cunt aching with the memory of what had happened.

I rolled over, searching for Mr. Grin. He was no longer at the foot of the bed.

Instead, he sat on the nightstand, closer than before. His head tilted toward me, his smile wider, if that were possible. The paint on his mouth glistened, as if still wet.

For a moment, I couldn’t move. The reality of it, all of it, pressed in on me, terrifying and sweet.

I got up, legs shaking, and went to the vanity. I examined my face in the mirror: the mask had run, smears of red trailing down my chin, eyeshadow pooled in the creases below my eyes. I didn’t try to fix it.

Instead, I smiled, wide and red and toothy, the way he liked it.

“You’re mine now,” I whispered to my reflection.

And from behind me, I could almost hear him whisper back: “Always.”

I didn’t sleep the rest of the night. I lay in bed, staring at the dark ceiling, heart hammering with anticipation.

I wondered what he would do with me next.


Chapter 4 - Evelyn

The first thing I noticed was a shimmer in the air. It felt like the world was wrapped in cellophane, crinkling at the edges. I was in bed, but it didn’t feel like my bed. The sheets were softer, the mattress seemed to know my body. My nightgown was gone, just bare skin under the covers, the way I always pretended not to like.

A shadow shifted at the foot of the bed. I felt the weight before I saw him, the mattress dipping and pulling my body into a gentle slope. The smell came next, familiar but off: beeswax and old wood, like an antique chest, mixed with something wild and sweet. For a moment, I thought it was Thomas returning, but the breath on my cheek was too cold, and the words that followed weren’t his.

“Good girl,” Mr. Grin whispered, his voice rumbling so deep in my ear I thought it might be inside my head. “You look so pretty when you’re waiting for me.”

I tried to move, but the blankets had become a net, holding me in place. Not paralyzed—there was no fear here, not really—but restrained, the way you’d cradle a favorite doll to keep her from falling.

He leaned over me, and the moonlight made his painted face glow, almost like a mask at a party. But his eyes had changed. They weren’t glass anymore; they looked alive, catching the light and reflecting it in broken blue and green. They blinked slowly, with the lazy calm of a lover after midnight.

He was big now, no longer the size of a puppet but as large as a man, taking up all the space above me. His tuxedo was spotless, the bowtie at his neck tied perfectly. His hands were huge, each knuckle carved and polished, with veins under the varnish that made them look both real and unreal. When he touched my face, his palm felt hard and smooth, but his fingers moved with a careful, almost gentle touch.

“Is this what you want?” he asked, lips not moving but the voice unmistakable.

I didn’t answer out loud. I just breathed, shallow and fast, and watched his mouth split into that impossible crescent. He laughed, the sound a wooden rattle in the chest, and then he was on top of me, straddling my hips with his weight.

I could see every flaw in the paint, every brushstroke that shaped his smile. His lips were shiny with fresh gloss, his teeth too white and even. He pressed his mouth to mine, tasting of wood polish and something thick, sweet, and sharp. I let him kiss me, let him bite my lower lip until I felt the threat of splinters, and still I didn’t pull away.

He ran his hands down my arms, pinning my wrists, then moved them above my head. His grip was firm but careful, like he didn’t want to hurt me. He hovered over me, and in the shadows, his face changed from playful to hungry in an instant.

“My doll,” he said, and I felt the words thrum through my chest, low and resonant. “You were always meant to be mine.”

He reached between my legs and pushed my thighs apart with a firm, practiced motion. The covers bunched at my waist, exposing me to the cold night air. His fingers traced the inside of my knee, then higher, and I shivered—not from fear, but from anticipation. He found me slick, already wet, and he laughed again, softer this time, as if he was genuinely pleased.

“That’s my good girl,” he purred. He pressed one wooden finger to my clit, the surface surprisingly warm, and began to rub in slow, perfect circles. The friction was nothing like a lover’s thumb, but it sent electricity through me anyway.

I arched my back, pressing against his hand, and for a moment he released my wrists to cup both my breasts. He kneaded them, his thumbs flicking over my nipples until they ached. The touch was rough, but not cruel. He leaned down and licked from my neck to my collarbone. His tongue was strange, still painted and lacquered, but somehow wet.

When he spoke again, the breath in my ear was ice. “Are you ready, Evelyn?”

I nodded, too far gone to care if I was making a fool of myself.

He shifted his weight, and I saw his cock for the first time, carved from wood with the grain visible even in the dark, shaped and painted to an obscene perfection. It was bigger than I’d imagined, the tip flared and shining, a single bead of something clear at the slit. He stroked it once, then twice, and the movement was so lewd and casual that I felt myself tighten in anticipation.

He positioned himself, spreading my legs wider with his knees. The head pressed against me, hard and unyielding, and I caught my breath. He pushed forward, slowly at first, stretching me open bit by bit. The pain was sharp, then faded, replaced by a fullness that felt almost sacred.

He pressed in fully, the angle just right, and paused to let me feel every inch. His painted hands gripped my hips, holding me steady as he started to move, short and shallow at first, then deeper and more demanding. Each thrust made the bed frame creak, the sound echoing through the room like applause.

The varnish smell intensified, blending with the musk of sweat and the coppery tang of blood. I bit down on my knuckle, desperate not to cry out, but he saw and laughed, mouth right next to my ear.

“Let them hear,” he said, voice low and eager. “Let them know you’re mine.”

I let go. I moaned, loud and shameless, as he moved inside me with a perfect, mechanical rhythm. His hands kept moving, one squeezing my breast, the other cupping the back of my neck, his fingers pressing just enough to leave a mark. He pulled me up so we were chest to chest, my cheek against the cold lacquer of his face.

He bent me to his will, folding me in half and making me feel small and fragile. His hips slammed into me with a force that should have hurt, but only pushed me closer to the edge. Every thrust sparked something in my belly, every slap of wood on skin a steady drumbeat in my ears.

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered. “My perfect doll.”

His pace grew frantic and ragged, as if he were losing control. The hands on my hips tightened, fingers digging bruises into my flesh. The painted lips grazed my ear, then bit down hard enough to make me gasp.

“Mine now,” he groaned. “All mine.”

I came, sudden and violent, the pleasure crashing over me in a wave that left me blind and boneless. I screamed, not caring if it was real or a dream, not caring if anyone heard. The orgasm rolled through me, endless, and just when I thought it was done, he thrust even deeper, and I came again, sobbing his name.

He finished with a final, rough thrust, pushing in as deep as he could. I felt something cold and sticky inside me, spreading slowly. The feeling was both frightening and sweet, and I didn’t want it to end.

He collapsed on top of me, crushing me with his weight, and for a moment I thought I might suffocate. But then he rolled to the side, pulling me into the curve of his body, spooning me with one massive arm draped over my chest.

His painted eyes glowed in the moonlight, alive with something wild and triumphant. He kissed my neck, the lips leaving a perfect red imprint, then licked it clean.

“Good girl,” he murmured. “Daddy’s little doll.”

The world blurred, the edges going soft, and I drifted off inside the dream, content and claimed.



I woke up with my jaw clenched so hard I thought my teeth might crack. My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth, and my pulse thudded in my ears like someone knocking at a locked door. Morning light filled the room, but it made everything look yellow and a bit distorted.

The first thing I noticed was the ache between my thighs—a soreness that radiated up through my pelvis and left my legs hollow and trembling. I lay perfectly still, afraid to move, cataloging the new arrangement of pain and pleasure in my body. My nipples were raw, the skin around them flushed and bruised. My hips felt battered, but not broken. There was a bite mark on my shoulder, deep enough to leave an outline of teeth.

I exhaled, then tried to close my legs. The sheets clung to my skin, damp with something that wasn’t sweat. I slipped a hand under the covers, feeling for the source. My fingers came away sticky, coated in a slick that shimmered amber in the slanting sunlight. It was thicker than blood, more viscous than anything I’d ever found leaking from my own body.

I rubbed the substance between my fingers, watching it stretch and snap. The smell was strong and chemical, with a sweet note like cherry pipe tobacco and something toxic. Varnish, I realized. Or lacquer, like inside a doll’s head. My stomach turned, but the nausea faded quickly. What remained was a deep, animal hunger that made me shiver.

I brought my fingers to my lips, tasting the residue. It wasn’t unpleasant. It was sweet, then bitter, then numbing, as if it wanted to rewire my mouth to crave more. I sucked the stickiness away, staring up at the ceiling, letting the sensation sink through me.

My throat was raw. When I tried to speak, the sound was barely more than a croak. “Fuck,” I managed, then coughed and laughed at the same time. My laugh echoed off the walls, the sound strange and unfamiliar.

I rolled to my side and looked for the dummy. He was there, of course, where I’d left him—seated in the armchair by the closet, hands folded in his lap like a demented houseguest. But he was different now, or maybe it was just the light. He seemed bigger, somehow; the tuxedo fit him more snugly, stretching tight across the chest. His painted features looked sharper, the lines of his grin deeper and more pronounced. The eyes, those impossible eyes, caught the sunlight and fractured it into gold and cobalt. I could have sworn he was watching me.

I blinked, rubbed my eyes, then looked again. He hadn’t moved, not really. But there was a charge in the air, a static buzz that made every hair on my arms stand at attention.

I pulled the covers up, suddenly self-conscious, even though I was alone. My nightgown was a wreck—half off my body, twisted around my waist, the fabric stained with last night’s varnish. I peeled it away and tossed it onto the floor. I wanted to shower, to scrub away the evidence, but something told me not to. I didn’t want to wash it off. Not yet.

I sat up, swinging my legs over the side of the bed. My calves screamed in protest, every muscle seized with a pleasant, unfamiliar exhaustion. I stood, wobbled, then steadied myself on the edge of the mattress.

The room was silent, except for my breathing. I padded across the carpet, bare feet leaving faint marks in the pile, and approached Mr. Grin. He sat with perfect posture, hands still folded, but now his head was angled just a little to the left—a degree or two at most, but enough to track me as I moved.

I stopped an arm’s length away and stared into his face. The paint was glossy, almost wet. There was a faint crackle along the jaw, as if the hinge had been worked too hard. His teeth gleamed, sharp and even, and his lips glistened with a fresh coat of cherry red.

I reached out and brushed his cheek with my finger. The wood felt warm, not cold like I expected. It seemed to hold the heat, soaking up the sun like a lizard on a rock. His hair, synthetic and neatly parted, looked a bit messy, as if someone had run their hands through it again and again.

I walked behind the chair to look at the dummy’s back. There were new scuffs on his jacket, scratches I hadn’t seen before. His left arm hung lower than the right, the hand open as if waiting for mine. I traced the cuff, feeling splinters under the paint.

“Good morning,” I whispered, suddenly embarrassed by the intimacy of it. My voice cracked again, but I didn’t care.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then, from deep inside the dummy, I heard a faint, deliberate creak—the kind of noise wood makes when it shifts under pressure, or when something inside is trying to get out.

I snatched my hand away, heart thudding. I backed up, almost tripping over the corner of the bed, then laughed at myself. But the laughter wasn’t enough to erase the shiver that ran down my spine.

I stood there, naked and trembling, staring at the dummy. His eyes followed me, unblinking, and the grin seemed to widen, just a hair.

I thought of the dream—the weight of him, the way he’d split me open and filled me with something cold and alive. I touched my stomach, half expecting to feel a twist of wood or a nest of lacquered eggs.

Instead, there was only the hunger. Deeper now, and growing.

I crossed the room to the bathroom, but I left the door open. I wanted him to see me.



I didn’t bother dressing after the shower. The urge to cover myself had faded, replaced by a laziness that felt decadent, almost animal. The house was cold, so I draped a blanket around my shoulders and padded barefoot through the rooms, trailing damp footprints on the wood floors.

Mr. Grin followed me. Not literally, of course—he was where I’d left him, slumped in the armchair, arms splayed at his sides, head cocked to catch every move I made. But I felt him in every corner. When I made breakfast (toast, no butter), I propped him on the edge of the table, facing me as I ate. When I rinsed my plate, I caught his reflection in the kitchen window, a bright slash of painted grin against the morning.

Around noon, I carried him to the living room and set him on the couch. He felt heavier than before, almost twice as much, dense and awkward in my arms. The wood was warm, and the joints moved with a flexibility that felt almost alive. I sat him upright, legs crossed, and placed his hands in his lap.

His head drooped at a different angle this time, as if he were listening hard.

I sprawled on the floor in front of the couch, chin on my fists, and watched TV with him. The screen played a soap opera I’d never cared for, but I kept it on as background noise. I kept sneaking glances at him, waiting for the next change.

By one o’clock, I was restless. I paced the hallway, back and forth, unable to settle. Every so often I’d check on Mr. Grin, certain he’d be gone, or that I’d find him halfway up the stairs on his own. But he was always waiting, head askew, that half-lidded gaze following me.

"Creep," I muttered, but I didn’t mean it. I smiled at him, and the air seemed to shimmer with a memory of last night’s dream.

When I got bored of wandering, I brought him into the bedroom. I set him on the foot of the bed, then perched on the edge of the mattress and stared at him.

“Did you enjoy last night?” I asked, voice playful.

He didn’t answer. But the room felt warmer, the scent of lacquer and tobacco spooling out like a memory. I crawled up the bed and knelt in front of him, eye to eye.

“It was good for me,” I said, giggling. “Best I’ve had in years.”

I ran my hand through his hair, smoothing the messy spots. One strand stuck to my palm, so I pulled it off and traced his jaw with my thumb. There was a new dent just below the hinge, maybe a tooth mark.

I pressed my lips to the spot, tasting the paint, and pulled back to see if he’d react. The head didn’t move, but the eyes glittered. I could have sworn the pupils dilated, just for a second.

I laughed, then flopped back onto the bed, arms stretched above my head. I stared at the ceiling and talked to him as if he were a therapist, or an old friend who owed me nothing.

“I used to hate sleeping alone,” I said. “The house gets so quiet at night. But lately, I don’t mind. I kind of like it.”

I closed my eyes and pictured his hands—those thick, varnished fingers pressing into my skin, tracing every dip and curve. I remembered the weight of him, the way he filled every space, the way he left me sore and buzzing for hours.

I sat up, hair falling in my face, and caught him looking at me again.

“You want me to get pretty for you?” I asked. The words tumbled out without thought, easy as breath.

I waited, half expecting the air to change, or the lights to flicker. But nothing happened. Still, I felt compelled.

I rolled off the bed and went to the vanity. I’d cleaned it the night before, arranged the powders and palettes in a neat row. The mirror was streaked with water spots, but I could see myself in the glass, hollow-eyed and flushed.

I started with foundation, covering the bruises and bite marks until they disappeared. Then I added blush, a shade darker than I usually wore. For my eyes, I used heavy black liner, thick and winged, with smoky shadow up to my brows. I finished with two coats of mascara, making my lashes stiff and spidery.

I saved the lips for last. I chose the brightest red, a color so vivid it looked wet even after it dried. I outlined, filled, then blotted. My mouth looked strange, cartoonish, too wide. I smiled at my reflection, baring my teeth.

“Do you like it?” I asked, turning to face Mr. Grin.

He was right where I’d left him, but now his head was tilted perfectly straight. The eyes met mine in the mirror, and the painted mouth gleamed.

I dragged the chair from the vanity over to the foot of the bed and sat with him, knees touching. I leaned in close and whispered, “You know you can tell me anything, right? I don’t judge.”

The chair creaked under my weight, a sharp, deliberate sound. The corner of his mouth seemed to twitch, but maybe that was just the way the paint had dried.

I reached for his hand, curling my fingers around his. The wood was warm, almost soft. I squeezed, then let go.

I spent the rest of the afternoon like that—talking to him, fixing my makeup, practicing different faces in the mirror. I told him about my childhood, about the times I’d felt invisible or unwanted. I told him about the divorce, about Thomas’s coldness, about the way it had felt to be discarded.

I told him secrets I’d never said aloud. I told him I was lonely, but that I didn’t want to be fixed. I told him I liked the way he looked at me, even when it made my skin crawl.

He listened. He always listened.

By evening, I was exhausted. My face felt tight under the layers of makeup, my eyes gritty from lack of sleep. I thought about ordering dinner, then decided against it. I didn’t want to answer the door, not like this.

I changed into a clean nightgown, white with lace at the collar, and carried Mr. Grin back to the living room. I set him in the armchair, sitting upright with his hands folded. I sat across from him, curling up with my knees to my chest.

“Good night, Daddy,” I whispered. The words felt natural now, effortless.

I let my head loll to the side, eyes fixed on him as I drifted toward sleep.

The dream started before my eyes closed.

We were together, on a stage, under a spotlight. He wore his tuxedo, pressed and clean, and I wore a dress that shone like new porcelain. He held me in his arms, cradled me like a child, and I let myself melt into the embrace.

He kissed my lips, staining them with paint, then pressed his mouth to my ear.

“Mine,” he said. “All mine.”

I smiled, wide and red and true.

The doorbell rang, loud and insistent, dragging me back to waking. I jolted upright, heart pounding, makeup smeared across my cheek. The house was dark, the only light the afterglow of the TV.

I glanced at the clock: nearly midnight.

I looked at Mr. Grin. He was poised, ready, eyes alert.

The doorbell rang again.

For a moment, I considered ignoring it. Pretending the world outside didn’t exist. But the spell had broken, and I couldn’t put it back.

I rose, legs trembling, and went to the door.



The porch light made everything look blue and unnatural. Through the pebbled glass, I saw Jane’s silhouette—a bob of hair, the broad set of her shoulders, hands already braced on her hips in the universal sign of exasperation. I hesitated, hoping she’d get bored and leave, but she rang the bell again, finger jammed to the bone.

I opened the door just enough for my face to show. She looked up, surprise flickering through her eyes, then settling into confusion.

“Jesus, Ev,” she said, “were you sleeping?”

“No,” I lied. “Just…late-night movie. What time is it?”

She glanced at her phone. “Twelve-fifteen.” Her eyes swept over my face, cataloging every detail—the thick layer of foundation, the raccoon eyes, the red mouth. “Are you okay? You look…”

“Like hell?” I supplied, smiling wide. The lipstick had bled into the cracks of my lips, and it stung when I stretched my mouth.

She huffed a laugh. “Not my words.” Then, more gently: “Can I come in?”

I almost said no, but the night wind sliced through my nightgown, and I stepped aside.

The living room was in half-darkness, the TV screen paused on a daytime soap. Mr. Grin sat in his usual place on the sofa, hands folded, head turned toward the hallway. Jane’s gaze snapped to him instantly.

“Holy shit,” she said. “What’s with the…” She groped for a word that wouldn’t sound insane. “…dummy?”

“It’s vintage,” I said. “A collectible.”

She walked around the coffee table, never letting her back face the puppet. “Looks like something out of a horror movie. God, his eyes. Where did you even get it?”

I shrugged. “Antique store. The old lady who runs it said he was special.”

Jane made a noise in her throat, a hum that meant she didn’t believe a word of it but wouldn’t press. She sat on the edge of the couch, careful not to touch the dummy. Her perfume filled the air—a clean, corporate scent, the opposite of the thick, sweet rot that clung to Mr. Grin.

“You’re not returning calls,” she said. “I texted you about Mom’s birthday, like, five times. I was starting to think you’d been murdered.”

I sat across from her, knees drawn up, blanket wrapped tight. “Sorry. I’ve been busy.”

She looked around the room, taking in the unwashed dishes and the closed curtains. “Busy doing what, exactly?”

I wanted to say, busy being fucked by a ventriloquist dummy, but the words wouldn’t fit in my mouth. I glanced at Mr. Grin. His head was tilted at a perfect angle to watch us both.

Jane followed my gaze. “Seriously, that thing is freaking me out. You know it’s supposed to be bad luck to have dolls in your house?”

“Don’t be superstitious,” I said, sharper than I meant.

She blinked. “I’m just saying, you haven’t seemed like yourself lately. You look tired. Are you eating?”

I ignored the question. “You want some tea?” I asked, already on my feet. I needed distance. “I have chamomile, or—”

“I’m fine,” she said, but followed me into the kitchen anyway. She perched on a stool, arms crossed, lips pressed in a thin line.

I filled the kettle, my hands shaking. I could feel her staring holes in my back.

“Ev,” she said quietly, “I know you’ve had a rough year. And I know you like your—” She struggled for the right word. “—quirky hobbies. But this is a lot, even for you.”

I poured water into a mug and tried to sound normal. “You came all the way here to tell me my hobbies are weird?”

“I came here because you weren’t answering your phone. Because you ghosted everyone, and now you’re talking to a doll.”

I spun around, mug in hand. “I’m not talking to a doll.”

Jane looked at me like she pitied me. “You just did. Twice.”

I laughed, too loud. “You’re imagining things.”

She let it drop. Instead, she softened her tone: “Come out with me tomorrow. Just for coffee. No pressure. I’ll even let you bring your creepy little friend.”

The idea of taking Mr. Grin into the world made my skin crawl, but I couldn’t let her think she’d won. “Maybe,” I said.

She looked unconvinced. “Just call me? Even if it’s just to say you’re alive.”

I set the mug on the counter. “Fine,” I said. “I’ll call.”

She glanced at the living room again, shuddered. “I’m not staying for tea. That thing is giving me nightmares already.”

We walked to the door together. She hugged me—tight, almost desperate, like she could squeeze the weirdness out of me if she tried hard enough. I hugged her back, but the blanket bunched up between us, a barrier.

“Text me when you wake up,” she said, lingering on the step.

“Will do,” I promised, and shut the door.

I stood in the entryway, listening to her car engine start and fade down the street. My heart thudded, but not from fear.

I turned back to the living room. Mr. Grin waited, hands folded, eyes bright in the blue TV light.

I walked to him and sat on the floor at his feet, blanket pooling around my waist.

“She doesn’t understand us,” I whispered, voice barely there. “Does she, Daddy?”

A creak echoed in the room, soft and unmistakable.

I smiled, wide and red, and leaned my head against his knee.

We stayed like that for a long, long time.


Chapter 5 - Evelyn

I lost track of time in front of the vanity. Most nights, I’d flick the ring light on for five, maybe ten minutes—just enough to powder my nose and draw on a fresh pair of eyebrows if I felt the day had bruised me. But tonight, it was different. Tonight, the act had a ritual weight. I sat at the table in nothing but a thin cotton slip, legs sticking to the cheap vinyl of the stool, surrounded by my collection of porcelain angels and murderers. The whole room was a theater of mirrors. Every shelf, every glass case, every framed shadowbox on the walls stared me down with dozens of blank, perfect faces.

I twisted the little switch on the vanity, dialing the bulbs to their lowest setting. One of the bulbs had burned out last month, but I left it, preferring the drama of the uneven shadows. The effect made my own features look like something out of an old newsreel: hollowed cheeks, ghostly pale, lips nearly invisible.

The glass jars and compacts on the vanity glittered like props, each one arranged in perfect order. Foundation first, the way my mother had taught me. I pumped a coin-sized blot onto the back of my hand. The color was lighter than my skin, on purpose, the sort of “porcelain” shade made for girls who never saw the sun. I dabbed it on with a sponge, layer after careful layer, watching my face disappear under the mask.

The act was slow and meditative. I watched the bristles of the brush splay and bounce against my cheek, leaving lines that I quickly buffed away. My hands trembled with the usual nerves, but beneath that was something different. It was a low, shivery anticipation, like the tingle you feel when a stranger’s hand almost touches your skin.

The foundation cracked slightly at the creases of my mouth, giving my lips a broken, puppetlike edge. I caught myself smiling at the effect.

I traced my eyebrows next, arching them higher and sharper than normal. Then the eyeliner: a kohl pencil, dragged in thick, winged strokes from the inner corner almost to the tip of my ear. The line was exaggerated, more cartoon than couture, but I liked it. It made my eyes pop, gave my face a new geometry.

I blinked at my reflection, saw the whites of my eyes seem to double in size. The effect was unnerving. I leaned closer, inspecting for smudges, then set to work with the mascara, painting my lashes until they clumped in feathery spikes.

Last came the lips. I twisted up the bullet of lipstick, a violent red called “Showstopper,” and painted on a sharp, overdrawn cupid’s bow. The pigment was so thick it left ridges where the stick pressed against my mouth. I puckered, blotted, and reapplied, careful not to let the color slip past the edge of the mask. In the low light, my lips looked almost wet, a raw wound set in a doll’s face.

I leaned back and studied the final effect. My skin was flawless, white and smooth as a bisque plate, every shadow erased except for the ones I’d drawn on myself. My eyes looked wider, darker, almost animate. The mouth was a comic book slash of red, daring the rest of my face to compete.

Behind me, the porcelain dolls watched. All sixty-three of them, lined up in their cases, each with a fixed expression of delight or despair. Most of them were silent children, but some were adults: an Edwardian governess, a bare-chested jester, even a miniature Pope in full regalia. Tonight, I imagined them whispering to each other, trading secrets about the girl with the mask and the man in the corner.

Mr. Grin sat in his place, as always, in the old oak chair by the wardrobe. I’d given him pride of position, angled so his face caught the lamplight from just below. His tuxedo was freshly brushed, the white shirt front gleaming under the stains of age. His painted smile was perfect tonight, a half-inch wider than memory, the corners curling up toward the temples.

As I finished my work, I caught his reflection in the vanity mirror. For a moment, I thought he’d moved—just a tick, a realignment of the jaw or a shimmer in the eyes. But when I turned, he was still, as always, waiting for me to say something.

I hesitated, the urge building in my chest until it boiled over.

“Make yourself pretty for Daddy,” I whispered. The words came out without planning, as though someone had twisted a key in my spine.

I laughed, a little too loudly. The sound bounced off the glass and tile, echoing through the room until it sounded like someone else was laughing along with me.

“Pretty for Daddy,” I repeated, softer this time, tasting the phrase like a spoonful of syrup.

I reached for the setting powder, a cheap supermarket brand with a sifter that always clogged. I tapped out a dusting into the lid and swept it over my face, sealing the mask in place. The powder hung in the air for a moment, then drifted down to coat the vanity, my slip, even the exposed skin on my arms. I sneezed, and the sudden violence of it startled me into a second fit of laughter.

My hands shook now, not with nerves, but with adrenaline. I checked the clock on my phone—three minutes past midnight. I heard the radiator ticking in the wall, the faint rattle of pipes, the way the house always seemed to settle just after dark. The rest of the world felt impossibly distant.

I capped the lipstick and rolled it back into the drawer, setting it down with the careful gravity of a relic. The silence that followed was thick, velvet, almost sweet.

That’s when I heard it.

The creak was subtle at first, just the usual whine of an old house shifting its weight. But then it came again, louder and sharper. There was a wet pop, followed by the distinct scrape of wood on wood.

I froze, one hand resting on the vanity. I didn’t want to turn around. I knew what I would see.

I focused on my reflection, holding eye contact with myself, refusing to acknowledge the growing noise behind me. My heart pounded, each beat sending a fresh rush of heat to my face. I felt the lipstick begin to bleed at the corners of my mouth.

Another creak, longer this time, followed by a deliberate, measured thump.

I risked a glance in the mirror, using the angle to scan the room behind me. The dolls were still. The lamp was still. But something about Mr. Grin caught my eye.

He was different.

His head was tilted at a sharper angle, chin almost to his chest, as though he were studying his own lapel. His hands, which I had left folded primly on his knees, were now splayed on the arms of the chair. One finger—just the pinky—pointed in my direction.

I didn’t move. Didn’t breathe.

I watched, transfixed, as the painted eyes seemed to glisten in the lamplight. The pupils looked wet, and for a second I imagined they would roll up to meet mine.

The air in the room changed. It grew heavier, as if someone had quietly closed a door behind me. The hairs on my neck stood up.

Then, with a slowness that bordered on deliberate, Mr. Grin’s head lifted. The jaw worked in a grinding motion, mouth opening and closing with a faint, teeth-on-teeth squeal.

I gasped, unable to stop myself. The breath fogged the mirror, distorting my face, turning me into something monstrous.

He creaked again, louder this time, and the chair rocked an inch forward. The sound was wet, organic, almost obscene. I flinched, my knees knocking into the underside of the vanity. My hand flew to the setting powder, as though it might offer some protection.

I watched as Mr. Grin’s limbs elongated, stretching beyond their original length. The wood flexed, the lacquered joints bulged, and the suit sleeves rode up to reveal more of the glossy, polished maple beneath. His hands widened, fingers spreading until the knuckles cracked. The shoes split at the seams, the feet inside growing until the leather peeled away like old fruit skin.

His painted face transformed, too. The jaw squared, the chin grew heavier. The smile deepened, teeth now so bright they caught every fleck of light in the room. The cheeks hollowed, making the lips even more prominent. The eyes—God, the eyes—seemed to sink back in the head, then flash forward again, now fully alive.

I clapped my hands over my mouth, but it did nothing to hide the trembling.

Mr. Grin stood.

The motion was so fluid it didn’t register as possible. He rose from the chair, joints popping and whining in protest, but his body unfurled with perfect, marionette grace. He kept his head bowed for a moment, then looked up, eyes locked on me through the glass.

He was easily six feet tall now, maybe more. The tuxedo had stretched to fit his frame, but the fabric was torn at the elbows and knees. Strips of cotton lining hung from his cuffs, making him look like someone caught between being dressed up and wild.

He stepped forward. The heel of his shoe hit the floor with a hard, echoing knock. The movement sent a ripple through the room; even the dolls seemed to shift on their shelves, glass eyes tracking the monster as he advanced.

I wanted to scream, or run, or even faint. Instead, I found myself leaning in, drawn by a heat that bloomed in my chest and fanned out to every extremity. My hands gripped the edge of the vanity so tightly my knuckles went white.

Mr. Grin stopped two feet behind me, perfectly framed in the mirror. He was close enough that I could smell him: varnish, pipe tobacco, and a faint trace of something raw and alive. The air between us felt charged.

I swallowed, hard.

He reached out, and I watched his hand descend in slow motion toward my shoulder. The touch was careful, almost reverent, but the pressure was undeniable. His palm spanned the entire width of my shoulder blade, fingers wrapping around to rest just below my collarbone.

The contact sent a jolt through me, part terror, part arousal. I flinched, but didn’t pull away.

“Evelyn,” he said, and the voice was nothing like I expected. It was deep, resonant, not the nasal honk of a puppet, but a real man’s voice, with years of longing behind it.

I tried to answer, but the words tangled in my throat. My lips parted, and a trickle of red lipstick smeared the rim of my teeth.

He squeezed, not hard, but with enough force to remind me who was in charge.

“You’ve made yourself so pretty for me,” he said. The words curled around my spine and settled low in my belly.

In the mirror, our eyes met. His pupils dilated, wide and hungry, and for a moment I was sure the mask would slip and something monstrous would reveal itself. But it didn’t. Instead, he leaned in, lips nearly brushing my ear.

“Good girl,” he whispered.

My whole body trembled, but not from fear.

Behind us, the dolls watched, an audience of the damned, and for the first time I understood what it was to be on display.

He let his hand slide down my arm, leaving a faint trail of something slick on my skin, maybe varnish or sweat. The residue shimmered in the low light, sealing the pact we had just made.

I inhaled, shaky. The room smelled of powder and glue and a promise that things would never be the same.

I turned, slow as syrup, to face him. My painted lips parted. My mask was perfect.

He smiled.

And then, with a careful, monstrous grace, he reached for me again.



He moved closer, each step making the floorboards tremble under his impossible weight. My knees buckled and locked, leaving me trapped between the vanity and the thing I had let into my house. Mr. Grin’s shadow stretched over me, swallowing the lamplight and turning my world into a single, suffocating silhouette.

He was no longer a dummy, not really. Up close, his face looked hand-carved and machine-polished, every plane gleaming under a lacquer so thick I could see my reflection swimming in the curves of his jaw. The painted smile was wider now, lips peeled back to show row after row of gleaming, animal-white teeth. They weren’t human—too sharp, too many—but the effect was almost beautiful. I couldn’t look away.

His eyes caught the light and seemed to multiply it, making the irises shimmer and flicker with each slight turn of his head. When he blinked (and he did blink, with a soft, almost apologetic scrape), the lashes clicked against the upper lid, a sound so delicate and wrong it made my heart punch against my ribs.

He stopped a foot from me, just outside arm’s reach. He didn’t tower; he loomed, all sharp edges and hunger. His hands hung at his sides, fingers splayed. The knuckles were knotted, veins raised beneath the shellac, as if something thick and living pulsed under the varnish.

“Evelyn,” he said again, the voice settling low and heavy into my chest. It wasn’t the voice from the dreams—not exactly. In real life, it was deeper, softer, full of warmth that had never been alive to begin with. I felt the words as much as heard them. My whole body wanted to lean in, to be pulled into the orbit of that voice.

He reached for me with one hand, the motion slow, deliberate, giving me every chance to run. But I didn’t run. I just stared, wide-eyed and trembling, as the hand rose up, palm open, and cupped the side of my face.

The touch was shockingly gentle. His thumb brushed my cheek, and I flinched—not from pain, but from the electric jolt that surged through my skin. The varnish was sticky and slick, leaving a thin residue behind as he traced my jaw.

“Look at you,” he crooned, and the sound curled around my ear like warm breath. “You’ve made yourself so pretty for me.”

My lips parted, but all I managed was a dry, stuttering breath. I could feel my pulse thumping against the pad of his thumb. He stroked the line of my chin, then let his hand drift down the length of my neck, stopping just above the collarbone.

The other hand came up, gripping my shoulder with a pressure that was equal parts restraint and caress. I wanted to melt into the touch, to be pressed flat against the vanity, powdered and painted into nothing but a doll for him to play with.

My hands found the edge of the table, knuckles whitening as I dug in for support. The powder canister rolled off the surface, spilling white dust across the floor. It hissed as it landed, the sound impossibly loud in the hush.

He didn’t flinch. Instead, he stepped closer, closing the gap between us. His chest brushed my bare arm, and I felt the heat coming from the suit and the body beneath, like an animal that had just finished running. The smell hit me: woodsmoke and aftershave, mixed with something sweet and sticky, maybe sap or the thick ooze from a tree.

He leaned in, face level with mine, his painted lips hovering an inch from my mouth.

“Good girl,” he whispered, and this time the words went straight down my spine, blooming low in my belly. The tip of his nose touched mine, just a nudge, just enough to make my breath catch.

I found my voice, though it barely worked. “Daddy,” I breathed, and the word felt too small for the space between us.

He smiled wider, if that was possible. His grip on my shoulder tightened, the varnish heating under his palm.

“You know what I want?” he said, the words a rumble I could feel through my bones.

I nodded, the motion awkward, chin dipping and tilting under the weight of his hand.

He ran his thumb along the line of my painted mouth, pressing just hard enough to smear the lipstick to the side. He followed the color with the tip of his finger, then brought it to his own lips and licked it clean. The tongue was red, lacquered, perfect.

He tasted me, and I wanted to collapse.

He moved faster than before, but still gave me time to refuse. His hands slid down my arms, pulling them up and over my head, pinning them gently but firmly against the mirror. My body arched, hips thrust forward as if offering myself up for inspection. The slip rode up my thighs, exposing the gooseflesh on my legs.

He pressed himself against me, full length, and I felt every hard edge of his body through the suit. There was nothing soft. Every part of him was constructed to exacting standards, but the intent behind the pressure was all human. I moaned, a low animal sound, and he shivered with pleasure.

He bent his head and kissed me, open-mouthed, slow at first, then with a growing hunger. The lips were hard, but the lacquer gave, molding to the shape of my mouth. I tasted wood, paint, the ghost of tobacco smoke. He licked the edge of my teeth, then bit down—gentle, but insistent.

He let go of my arms and wrapped both hands around my waist, lifting me onto the surface of the vanity as if I weighed nothing. Bottles and compacts scattered to the floor, the noise bright and distant. I hooked my ankles behind his back, pulling him in until there was no space left.

He slid his hand up under the hem of my slip, the varnish leaving streaks on my thighs. His fingers were thick and strong, moving with a precision that felt mechanical, inevitable. He cupped my ass, squeezing hard enough to bruise, then dragged his nails down the backs of my legs.

“Tell me you want this,” he said, voice so low I barely caught it.

“I want it,” I gasped. “Please, Daddy.”

He laughed, a low, guttural sound, and buried his face in the hollow of my neck. His teeth grazed the skin, sending bolts of heat through me. He sucked a bruise just above my collarbone, and I arched into him, desperate for more.

I ran my hands over his chest, feeling the hard ridges beneath the fabric. The suit strained against his expanding frame, the buttons threatening to pop. I traced the outline of his jaw, then slid my fingers into the hair at the base of his skull. It was soft, almost baby-fine, a jarring contrast to the rest of him.

He ground against me, hips rolling with a rhythm that was both practiced and primal. I felt the length of him, impossibly hard through the layers of suit and slip, and I whimpered, wanting more.

He pulled back just enough to look me in the eye. The pupils were huge now, swallowing the color. I saw myself reflected there—a painted doll, wide-eyed and red-mouthed, exactly as he wanted me.

He tore the slip at the seam, the fabric parting with a sound like a gasp. He exposed my breasts, my stomach, my trembling thighs. He stared for a moment, drinking in the sight, then ran his hands over every inch, varnish slicking my skin in long, wet streaks.

He knelt in front of me, his face level with my pussy. He spread my legs, planted a kiss on the inside of my knee, then worked his way up with slow, deliberate licks. The tongue was hard and smooth, but flexible, and he used it with shocking skill. He lapped at me, slow and sweet, and I clutched the edge of the vanity to keep from collapsing.

He pressed two fingers inside, curling them in a way that made my whole body jolt. He worked me open, patient and relentless, until I was begging.

“Please,” I whispered, and he grinned, lips glossy with my slick.

He stood, towering over me, then unfastened the fly of his tuxedo pants. He pulled himself free, and I stared, fascinated. The cock was carved and painted, a thing of art and intention, but at the tip, something new: a wet, living gloss that beaded and dripped onto the floor.

He lined himself up and pressed in, slow at first, splitting me open inch by inch. The stretch was incredible, almost too much, but I wanted it, wanted to be filled and claimed. He pushed until he bottomed out, the hips flush against my ass, and paused, letting me feel the fullness.

Then he began to fuck me, hard and steady, the thrusts deep and unyielding. The vanity rattled against the wall with each stroke, powders and brushes cascading to the ground. I clawed at his back, desperate to hold on, and he bent his head to bite my shoulder, marking me as his.

The smell of varnish and sex filled the room. The sounds were obscene—wet, slapping, creaking, all at once. I came quickly, the orgasm tearing through me, and he fucked me through it, never losing pace.

He leaned in, mouth by my ear, and growled, “Mine.”

I nodded, helpless, tears streaking the powder on my face.

He kept going, faster now, driving me to a second, then a third orgasm. Each time, he praised me—good girl, perfect doll, Daddy’s treasure. Each time, I believed him more.

At the end, he slammed in one final time and held me there, cock pulsing inside, filling me with a hot, sticky rush that felt like it would never stop. I shuddered, unable to breathe, as he collapsed against me, pinning me to the vanity.

For a long moment, we stayed like that, locked together, his chest heaving against mine.

Then he pulled out, slow and careful. The varnish on his cock gleamed in the lamplight, wet and red at the tip.

He lifted me off the table and cradled me in his arms, carrying me to the bed. He tucked me in, then lay down beside me, wrapping one heavy arm over my waist.

I stared up at the ceiling, feeling the varnish dry on my skin, the slickness leaking down my thighs.

He kissed my temple, lips gentle and warm.

“Good girl,” he said, and I smiled.

For the first time in years, I felt beautiful.



He held me all night. Sometimes, I woke to find his arm pressed across my chest, his chin balanced on the crown of my head, the two of us nested together so tight I couldn’t tell whose breath was whose. Other times, I startled awake at the noise—an odd, off-tempo creak, or the heavy thump of a joint flexing just a hair too far. Each time, I’d find Mr. Grin exactly as he’d left himself: eyes open, smile unwavering, a permanent sentinel in the darkness.

The hours flickered past in a blur of shallow sleep and deeper dreams. In every one, I was onstage, in costume, made up to the nines, while Mr. Grin directed me from the wings, always watching, always waiting for my next cue. I never disappointed him.

When morning arrived, it did so without fanfare: a thin haze of sun pushing through the blinds, painting stripes across the bedspread. I woke up to find my limbs tangled in his, skin still tacky where the varnish had dried. The bed was a mess—powder and lipstick smears everywhere, a constellation of red and white across the sheets.

I moved to slip out from under his arm, but the hand on my waist tightened, pinning me in place. The strength in those fingers was terrifying. I should have been scared, or at least unsettled, but all I felt was a giddy thrill, the kind that comes just before a roller coaster tips over the edge.

“Where are you going, darling?” The words hummed in my ear, softer than last night, but somehow even more intimate.

I giggled, the sound brittle in the morning light. “Bathroom,” I said. “Unless you want me to wet the bed?”

He grinned, as if it was the best joke in the world. He let go, but not without a lingering squeeze. His thumb pressed into the flesh at the base of my spine, as if he wanted to leave his mark there forever.

I shuffled to the bathroom, the cold air biting at my skin. My thighs were slick with residue, part sex and part varnish. I glanced over my shoulder, expecting to see him standing in the doorway, watching. He wasn’t there, but the feeling of being watched stayed with me.

The bathroom mirror was a horror show. My makeup had survived the night in patches, the foundation and powder caked around my jaw, the lipstick smeared well past my lips. But it was my eyes that caught me off guard. They looked bigger, wider, the irises rimmed in a ring of red that hadn’t been there before. I blinked, and the motion was oddly slow, the lids sticking for a half-beat before springing open again.

I wiped at the crusted mascara, but it didn’t help. I washed my face, over and over, but the pale mask lingered, a ghost of itself clinging to every pore.

When I finished, I stumbled back into the bedroom, towel wrapped around my chest. Mr. Grin was already up, standing by the window, silhouetted against the stripe of sunlight. He turned when I entered, head tilted in that perfect, inhuman way, the smile never fading.

I blushed, suddenly aware of my nakedness under the towel. “You could let me get dressed,” I said.

He closed the distance between us in two strides. The movement was so smooth I barely saw it happen.

“Why would I ever want you to hide?” he whispered, and slid the towel off my shoulders. It fell to the floor, pooling at my feet.

He ran a finger down my collarbone, leaving a glossy trail in his wake. The touch sent shivers all the way to my knees. He pressed a palm flat to my chest, right over my heart. The skin tingled, then numbed.

“Do you want to be mine?” he asked. The question was a challenge, and a promise.

I nodded, once, twice, then whispered, “Yours.”

He took my hand and led me back to the bed. He laid me down, careful as a craftsman, then knelt above me, pinning my wrists on either side of my head. The weight of him was immense, and I felt every inch of it.

He parted my legs with his knee, then lowered himself between them. His cock, still wet with yesterday’s residue, gleamed in the half-light. He slid inside with no resistance, the angle perfect, the motion slow and measured.

He fucked me with the same precision he used for everything else—no wasted motion, no faltering rhythm. Every thrust was deep, deliberate, and I felt myself opening wider to take him all in. The wet sounds of our bodies filled the room, underscored by the steady creak of the mattress, the faint whistle of his breath.

His hands never stopped moving. They ran over my ribs, my breasts, my throat. He gripped hard enough to leave prints, and I found myself wanting the bruises, wanting the evidence of his possession. He bent down and kissed me, tongue pushing past my lips, tasting me with a hunger that bordered on savage.

I reached up to clutch his back, but my hands wouldn’t cooperate. The fingers curled and stayed that way, rigid and useless. I tried to flex them, but they only clicked, the joints stiff and unresponsive.

A panic bloomed in my chest, but it was instantly replaced by a rush of pleasure. The lack of control was electric. I moaned, louder than I meant to, and he laughed, the sound vibrating through both our bodies.

He flipped me over, quick as a magician, and pulled my hips up so I was on my knees, face pressed to the sheets. He entered me again, and this time the sensation was sharper, as if the cock had changed shape. It filled me completely, and I screamed into the pillow, tears streaming down my cheeks.

He grabbed a fistful of my hair and yanked my head back. “Say it,” he growled.

“I’m yours,” I sobbed. “Please—don’t stop, Daddy. Please—”

He slammed into me, harder and harder, until I lost count of the orgasms. Each one left me looser, more pliant, until I felt myself melting into the mattress, my body nothing but a vessel for his use.

At the end, he pulled out and flipped me onto my back again. He hovered over my face, and for a moment I thought he would devour me whole.

Instead, he straddled my chest, pinning my arms with his knees. He stroked his cock, slow and steady, the tip already leaking a clear, viscous fluid.

He painted my lips with it, then pressed the tip against my mouth. “Open,” he commanded.

I did, wide as it would go. He slid inside, the length of him scraping against my teeth, the taste bitter and thick. He fucked my throat with the same relentless pace as before, and I gagged, but he didn’t stop.

When he finished, he pulled out and painted the rest of my face with the fluid. It dripped down my chin, onto my breasts, burning slightly where it touched the skin.

He sat back, admiring his work. The smile never wavered.

I lay there, gasping for air, the slickness drying on my face. My hands still wouldn’t move. I tried to lift my arm, and it went up in a perfect arc, fingers frozen in a permanent, graceful point.

I tried to speak, but my lips wouldn’t close. The smile stayed, wide and bright, even as my jaw ached from the strain.

Mr. Grin leaned over me, eyes shining. He stroked my cheek with one varnished finger, then tapped it twice, as if checking the finish.

“You’re perfect,” he whispered. “My perfect doll.”

The words echoed in my head, drowning out everything else.

The numbness spread, from my hands to my arms, my legs, my chest. My breath came slower, but I didn’t care. The fear was gone, replaced by a warm, endless satisfaction.

I watched him through eyes that didn’t want to blink, not ever. He tucked me under the covers and lay beside me, wrapping his arms around my stiffening body. He nuzzled my neck, then pressed a kiss to my cheek.

“Mine forever,” he said, and I believed him.

The room grew dim, then dark, but my smile never faded.

Not once.


Chapter 6 - Evelyn

I woke up just before dawn, lying flat on my back with my arms folded over my chest, feeling like the world’s worst sleeping beauty. The room was gray, with only a thin line of light slipping through the blinds. For a moment, I wasn’t sure I’d slept at all. My last memory was the weight of Mr. Grin on top of me, the heat of his body, and the sound of our voices echoing off the ceiling. After that, nothing—until now.

I tried to roll onto my side. My hands didn’t cooperate. They sat politely on my sternum, fingers laced together in a way that reminded me of school recitals or old, bad funerals. I tried again, this time focusing on just my right arm. The signal left my brain, but the limb refused. The best I could manage was a little twitch in my pinky.

Panic took its time, like a party guest who didn’t want to arrive too early. I counted my breaths—one, two, three—and with each one, the feeling grew. My body felt thick and tight, like when I’d sat too long in a bathtub and couldn’t bend my knees afterward. My feet were blocks of ice. My lips felt cracked and stiff.

I turned my head. That much, at least, still worked, though the motion came in a single, jerky spasm that set my teeth clacking. There, next to me on the bed, was Mr. Grin. He hadn’t moved from where we’d finished: sprawled on his side, head propped up by a bent arm, the painted eyes fixed on mine. His grin was wider than ever, almost splitting his face in two.

I tried to speak. Nothing came out but a raw, airless croak. I felt my throat seize, like the machinery inside had jammed on its first revolution. The urge to scream was immense, but my mouth wouldn’t open wide enough. The corners tugged up and back, a rictus smile, pulling my lips so tight the skin threatened to split.

My hands, oh God, my hands, were changing. The joints stiffened, then popped in and out of socket with a series of hollow, staccato clicks. The fingers fanned out, then snapped together, then back again, each movement more puppet than person. I watched as the skin at the knuckles puckered, then peeled back in pale, splintered ridges. Underneath, something shiny and hard gleamed in the dim light.

The change crawled up my arms, an audible crackle like cereal in milk. The biceps cinched, shrinking to perfect cylinders. The elbows bent once, then locked at a cartoonish right angle. My shoulders followed, the collarbones rising until I thought they’d break through.

I wanted to close my eyes, but they wouldn’t obey. The lids drooped to half-mast, then jammed open again, a cold wind stinging the surface. The whites of my eyes tinged yellow, then glassy, like someone had swapped them out for a cheaper model.

The smell was next: lacquer and glue and the sharp, sweet tang of shellac. It clung to my nose and coated the roof of my mouth, merging with the last traces of my own sweat and arousal until it became a single, dizzying perfume. I inhaled deep, but the air never quite reached my lungs. I was hollow, and getting hollower by the second.

The red lipstick—my signature, my shield—had become a brand. It cracked at the edges, bleeding into the skin like a chemical burn. The lips froze in place, a jagged crescent. The teeth behind them felt too big, crowding my tongue. When I tried to work my jaw, it made a grinding noise, and a white-hot stab of pain shot up the side of my face.

I heard a sound, muffled but urgent. A voice. It took a second to realize it was my own, trying to push past the disaster of my throat. The noise came out as a dry, ventriloquist’s rasp:

“Hhh—heh. Hhh—heh.”

My chest heaved, but it didn’t move right. The ribs stretched, then snapped flat, the soft parts underneath sucked dry. My stomach caved in, the skin pulling tight over the frame. I watched it all from above, somewhere behind my own eyes, powerless to do anything but witness.

Mr. Grin watched too. At some point, he had sat up. His hands rested on his knees, his body angled toward me with perfect attention. The satisfaction in his face was so complete it bordered on parental.

The light outside grew stronger, drawing a stripe across the foot of the bed. The sun rose slowly and without mercy, lighting up every inch of my body as it hardened. My skin—no, not skin anymore—took on a honeyed, glowing look, the grain of polished maple swirling across the surface in fine, hypnotic lines. My joints flexed, then locked into place, metal pins shining at my elbows, knees, and knuckles.

I tried, one last time, to scream. The breath got trapped behind my perfect red lips, and the only sound that escaped was a faint, wooden squeal. My tongue felt heavy, useless. I imagined it painted in place, never to move again.

I could see everything, but the world looked different now. The colors were richer, but the edges were too sharp, every detail standing out in dizzying relief. My eyes, my beautiful and useless eyes, couldn’t blink. Tears welled up, then disappeared, soaked into the varnish.

Mr. Grin rose from the bed. His joints creaked, but with a music I recognized now, a song of inevitable transformation. He stood over me for a moment, his shadow swallowing me whole. Then, with the careful hands of a collector, he reached under my arms and lifted me to a sitting position.

I wanted to resist, to flail or bite or at least protest. But my body was a marionette, every motion preordained. He set me on the edge of the mattress, legs swinging neatly together, hands folded in my lap. My head tipped forward, then back, and settled into a perfect pose.

He fussed over the details: straightened the line of my dress, smoothed the hair behind my ears, dabbed a spot of something redder and glossier onto my lips. The brush tickled, but I didn’t move.

When he was satisfied, he stepped back to admire his work.

I saw myself through his eyes, reflected in the full-length mirror on the closet door. A ventriloquist’s dummy, female edition, perfectly finished. The paint on my face was flawless, the mouth slashed wide and bright. The eyes caught the light and gleamed, fixed and unblinking.

Mr. Grin nodded, a slow, approving gesture.

Outside, the sun had climbed higher, spilling light into every corner of the room.

Inside, I was perfect.

And I would stay that way, forever.


Epilogue - Margaret

The first time I saw her, it was late April and the antique shop smelled of rain and old cardboard. I ducked in to escape the drizzle, shaking out my umbrella in the entryway, and the bell above the door jangled with enough enthusiasm to alert anyone within a two-block radius that I had arrived, uninvited. The shop was warm and close, the air thick with a powdery sweetness that clung to my coat like pollen.

Rows of shelves zig-zagged across the floor, crowded with things that had outlived their original owners by a margin of decades: porcelain teacups rimmed in gold, pocket watches with cracked faces, a platoon of silver-plated spoons standing at rigid attention in a velvet-lined box. The clocks ticked out of sync with each other, a gentle chaos that made it hard to remember what time of day it was.

I wandered deeper, trailing a hand along a display of painted Russian eggs. The shells were so thin I was afraid to touch them, afraid I’d break one and be stuck paying for it in shame and fragments. The floor creaked under my sensible flats, the sound muffled by long runners woven in violent, faded colors.

A rustle from the back room set me on edge. The curtain there was made of something heavy—velvet or corduroy, deep green, the kind of fabric that swallows sound and secrets. It parted, and Doris Hawthorne emerged, looking every bit the part of a shopkeeper who knew exactly how much every object in her domain was worth, sentiment included.

She was small, birdlike, her movements precise and practiced. Silver hair, coiled and pinned in a wave that belonged on a 1940s movie screen. High-necked blouse buttoned to the very top, and a long, ink-black skirt that swept the floor. In her hand, she held a ledger and a pencil. The pencil was sharpened to a needle point.

“Looking for anything in particular, dear?” Her voice was soft but firm, like a librarian who didn’t really mind if you made a little noise.

I shook my head. “Just browsing,” I said, then added, “It’s pouring out,” as if I needed to justify my presence.

She smiled, crow’s feet folding in on themselves. “That’s what shops like this are for. A bit of shelter, a bit of curiosity.” She set the ledger down on the counter and regarded me with a patient, unblinking stare.

I returned to browsing, using the flat of my palm to sweep dust off a row of porcelain figurines. Most were shepherdesses or angels, but one was a hunched old crone with a comically oversized nose. I smiled at her, conspiratorial, and moved on.

A glass-fronted case in the corner caught my attention. The display was half-obscured by a drape of lace and a spray of dried lavender, but I could see two figures posed side by side on a velvet cushion. At first, I thought they were dolls. Then I realized they were ventriloquist dummies.

The one on the left was a man, dressed in a miniature tuxedo, with a wide, leering mouth and heavy-lidded eyes. The face had been painted to resemble a comic strip mobster: slicked-back hair, caterpillar eyebrows, red triangle of a tongue. The effect was grotesque but oddly charming, the way old villains sometimes are.

The dummy beside him was different. It was a woman, or meant to be. The suit had been replaced with a stiff, high-collared dress in a faded pink, trimmed with lace and tiny mother-of-pearl buttons. Her hair was molded in neat, brown waves, pulled back with a pink velvet ribbon. The face was painted with extreme care: high cheekbones, long lashes, a Cupid’s bow mouth so red it looked freshly applied.

But it was the smile that got to me. Not the usual ventriloquist’s grin, but a real, fixed smile, wide enough to be unsettling but still beautiful in its own way. The eyes were glass, green and ringed in black, set so they always seemed to be looking just past your left shoulder.

I pressed my fingers to the glass, half-expecting the woman’s mouth to move, to say hello or something worse. She didn’t. She only stared, her lips parted in silent delight.

“Striking, aren’t they?” Doris had appeared behind me, silent as a moth.

I jumped, then tried to recover. “I’ve never seen dummies like these. Are they—vintage?”

She nodded. “Oh, yes. Thirties, maybe earlier. They came together, and I wouldn’t dream of splitting them up.” Her gaze was gentle, but her words left no room for negotiation. “The man is called Mr. Grin. The girl doesn’t have a name. At least, not one she’s shared.”

I stared at the woman dummy. The blush on her cheeks was perfect, not too heavy, and the hairline looked almost real. Her hands were folded in her lap, one wrist cocked at an angle that reminded me of myself in junior high, waiting to be called on in class.

“Do people collect these?” I asked, feeling suddenly stupid.

“Oh, yes,” Doris said. “Some people even use them. But not many want to give them a home. Dummies have a reputation, you know.”

I laughed, then realized I was the only one laughing. “They do seem a little…” I trailed off, not wanting to say what I was thinking.

“Unsettling?” Doris finished for me. “Most things worth loving are.”

I couldn’t stop looking at the dummy. The eyes seemed brighter than before, the painted smile wider. I imagined picking her up, holding her on my lap, maybe even talking to her. The thought should have horrified me, but instead it made my chest ache in a strange, familiar way.

“Would you like to see her up close?” Doris asked. She was already reaching for the brass key on a chain around her neck.

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

She unlocked the case with a single, practiced twist and eased the glass door open. The lavender’s scent spilled out, sharp and dry, and for a second I thought I heard a sigh escape from the velvet cushion.

Doris lifted the dummy with both hands, cradling her as if she were a real child. The limbs hung loose, articulated at the shoulders and knees, and the head lolled to one side before Doris gently righted it. She offered the dummy to me, and I accepted, surprised by the solid weight in my arms.

The surface was polished wood, smooth as glass except for the hair, which was some kind of synthetic, soft and very slightly sticky. The dress was stiffer than it looked, the lace at the collar starched into a perfect arch. I lifted the chin, turning the face to catch the light. The green eyes followed me, glassy but not dead.

“She’s beautiful,” I whispered, not caring how it sounded.

Doris smiled, but said nothing.

The mouth was jointed, a thin seam running from corner to corner. I slid a finger along the edge, expecting it to snap open in some sudden, grotesque pantomime. It didn’t. The lips only flexed a little, then settled back into the painted smile.

“Where did she come from?” I asked, finally.

“Oh, she’s been here forever,” Doris said. “Waiting for the right companion.” She paused, then added, “Not everyone sees her. But some do.”

The words gave me chills. I clutched the dummy closer, half expecting her to press back.

I glanced at the man dummy—Mr. Grin, Doris had called him. His painted eyes looked less threatening now, more like a chaperone than a predator. But the girl’s eyes refused to let go of mine.

“May I—” I started, not sure how to finish.

“Of course,” Doris said. “Hold her as long as you like.”

I did. The weight of her settled in my lap, the painted hands resting on my knees. I stroked the ribbon at the back of her head, then traced the curve of her jaw. The feeling was electric, a pulse of warmth spreading from my fingertips up my arm.

Doris busied herself behind the counter, leaving me alone with the dummy. I whispered to her, nonsense words at first, then my name, then hers. I tried a few on for size: Bella. Rose. Evelyn.

Evelyn. That one fit.

I laughed, and for a second I saw the smile grow just a millimeter wider.

I wasn’t sure what possessed me to ask, but I did, heart hammering. “Is she for sale?”

Doris turned, her eyes bright. “Everything in here is, dear. For the right price.”

I ran my hand along the dummy’s sleeve, feeling the threads catch on my nail.

“How much?” I asked, not caring if I sounded desperate.

Doris named a price so low I almost didn’t hear it. I agreed before she could change her mind.

She wrapped the dummy in tissue paper and placed her in a box, handling her with more care than anything I’d ever bought in my life. Mr. Grin stayed behind in the case, his eyes following the proceedings with a detached approval.

When I left the shop, the rain had stopped, but the air was thick and gold with sunlight. I carried the box close to my chest, unwilling to put it in the trunk where I couldn’t watch her.

At home, I unwrapped Evelyn and set her on the bed. She sat upright, hands in her lap, eyes pointed toward the window.

I sat across from her and waited for something to happen.

And when I looked into her face, really looked, I could have sworn I saw her smile.



Doris unlocked the case with a deliberate slowness, as if the dummy inside might shatter at the wrong touch. The tiny brass key clicked in the lock, and the glass door exhaled a breath of lavender and dust. I watched, hands knotted in front of me, as she slipped her arms around the waist of the girl-dummy and lifted her out, careful not to muss the pink dress or dislodge the ribbon from her molded hair.

“There,” Doris said, settling the figure on the counter between us. “She likes to be handled gently, but she’s sturdier than she looks.”

I reached for her, half-expecting a static shock or some repellent chill. Instead, the wood was warmer than I expected, almost alive. The face was a miracle of craft: delicate brushstrokes for the lashes, blush on the cheeks, the lips painted with such precision I could see the individual bristles’ path. Her jaw was jointed at the seam, but the rest of her smile was permanent—a deep, knowing curve that caught the light and didn’t let go.

“She’s beautiful,” I whispered, my thumb tracing the edge of the dummy’s cheek. There was a dimple there, subtle and perfect.

“Thank you,” Doris said, but it sounded less like a sales pitch and more like a benediction.

I tried to lift the dummy, expecting her to be brittle and light, but she was dense as a bowling ball, the weight settling into my palms with authority. The arms hung loose, and when I adjusted them, the joints moved in a smooth, almost eager way, the wood flexing with a living grace. I tried to meet her eyes, but the angle made it impossible—wherever I turned, she seemed to be gazing just past me, like she knew a joke I didn’t.

I caught a reflection of myself in the shop mirror, holding the dummy to my chest. I looked embarrassed, but there was a blush on my cheeks I couldn’t explain. I smoothed the dress, tucking an errant bit of lace into place.

“Where did she come from?” I asked, unable to look away from her face.

Doris folded her hands in front of her, the gesture oddly ceremonial. “She’s been here a long time. Some things just…arrive, you know? They don’t belong to anyone, not really, until they find their person.”

I nodded, though I wasn’t sure I understood.

The other dummy, Mr. Grin, watched from the glass case. There was a tension in his pose, as if he resented being left behind. His eyes, wide and blue, glared over my shoulder at the scene unfolding. For a split second, I imagined him pounding on the glass, desperate to rejoin his companion. The thought unsettled me, but when I looked again, he was only wood and paint, an artifact like any other.

The more I touched the girl-dummy, the more I wanted to keep touching her. I ran my hand up her arm, finding the slight depression where the elbow joint was fitted. I probed the hair, surprisingly soft, and caught a whiff of faint, powdery perfume beneath the lacquer. I flexed the knee, and the limb obeyed with a satisfying click.

“She’s… perfect,” I said, marveling at how the painted smile never faded.

“She’s had many admirers,” Doris said, “but she’s never gone home with anyone. Some things can be choosy.”

I considered this, and found it reassuring.

“Does she have a name?”

Doris raised a brow. “Not yet. But you could give her one, if you like.”

I blushed again. “Maybe later.”

I glanced at the price tag tucked beneath the dummy’s hem. The numbers startled me—far lower than I would have guessed. “Is this right?” I asked, voice hoarse.

“It’s right,” Doris said, a note of amusement in her tone. “It’s not about the money. It’s about finding the right home.”

That warmth, the impossible connection, bloomed in my chest again. I squeezed the dummy’s hand—her fingers curled into mine, as if by design.

“I’ll take her,” I said, before my nerves could talk me out of it.

Doris nodded. “You’ll want to be careful with her, at first. There’s a… period of adjustment.”

I laughed, nerves sparking in my gut. “I think we’ll manage.”

Doris wrapped the dummy in tissue paper with reverence, then fitted her into a sturdy box lined with old blue velvet. She set the box on the counter, then looked at me with a seriousness that made my heart clench.

“Take care of her,” she said. “And if you ever want to bring her back, she’ll know the way.”

I nodded, not sure what to say.

I glanced at the case. Mr. Grin stared from the dark, smile less menacing now, more resigned. I felt a pang of guilt for leaving him behind, but the girl in my arms was all I could think about.

The rain had started again as I left the shop, soft and persistent. I hurried to my car, clutching the box to my chest, umbrella forgotten on the shop’s stoop. Inside the car, the dummy’s presence filled the space, making the cramped little hatchback feel like a cathedral.

I kept the box on the passenger seat for the drive home, checking every few minutes to be sure it was real, that she hadn’t vanished or turned to dust. I talked to her, nonsense at first, then stories about myself, about why I hated April, about the things I wished I could change. The dummy never replied, but the car was less empty than it had ever been.

At home, I unpacked her with ceremony. I set her on the kitchen table, smoothed her dress, and posed her hands so they rested in her lap. I watched her for a while, making up stories about her former life—vaudeville, maybe, or the traveling shows that used to drift through the Midwest when my mother was young.

I named her Evelyn. It felt right, the way some names do.

I ate dinner with Evelyn at the end of the table, her smile watching every bite. I found myself looking up between mouthfuls, as if expecting her to comment on my lack of table manners or the mess of empty Tupperware piling in the sink.

That night, I set her on my nightstand, the space between us barely a foot. The moon rose, pale and cold, slanting a perfect beam onto her face. Her glass eyes caught the light and held it, sending green sparks across the bedroom.

I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, listening to the clocks tick the hours away. The house was old, and the wind battered the siding, making everything creak. I could feel Evelyn’s gaze even with my eyes closed.

I imagined her shifting, just a little, to look at me.

I imagined her smile, permanent and perfect, widening by a fraction in the dark.

I dreamed of her, that night. Of the shop, the rain, the box in my arms.

Of belonging.

And when I woke, Evelyn was still there, watching me, waiting.

I smiled back.


Ghoulgasms!

Ghoulgasms #1: Seed of The Young Witch

Jonathan’s life was quiet, safe, and predictable—until the witch moved in at the end of the street.

Ghoulgasms #2: The Tentacle in The Toilet

When cleaning duty puts Jess face-to-face with the motel’s secret, she discovers the rumors are true. Room 6 hides a wet, writhing horror that shouldn’t exist

Ghoulgasms #3: GOONED

Part haunted VHS tape, part monster tentacle nightmare, and all slime-soaked, sex-crazed horror pulp.

Ghoulgasms #4: Salud!

Tom is the new guy in town, settling into his apartment and warned by his landlord about the raucous little bar opposite his window. Salud! looks fun — too fun. People who go inside never really come back the same.


Want more forbidden romance?



Join my private mailing list and get a free steamy story straight to your inbox. As a subscriber you’ll be first to see new releases, get exclusive bonus content I can’t publish anywhere else, and enjoy secret discounts reserved only for my inner circle.





👉 https://subscribepage.io/KLj1Kb


OEBPS/image_rsrc145.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of contents

		Title Page

		Copyright

		Contents

		Introduction

		Chapter 1 - Evelyn

		Chapter 2 - Evelyn

		Chapter 3 - Evelyn

		Chapter 4 - Evelyn

		Chapter 5 - Evelyn

		Chapter 6 - Evelyn

		Epilogue - Margaret

		Ghoulgasms!

		Want more forbidden romance?




Guide

		Cover

		Beginning

		Contents




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107






