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      I did not see him enter but I have imagined how he must have looked a hundred times. He might have placed his fine hand on his midsection to smooth his shirt as he ducked inside. He probably smiled that smile of his at anyone who noticed his entrance. I imagine his ambling walk, somehow still brisk, as he paced between the rows. I can see the set of his shoulders, his perfect posture, as erect as a column.

      “Can I help you find anything?” I asked him.

      He shook his head and glanced at me. Something rippled through his face, something like shock or surprise or hurt. He opened his mouth to say something and shut it again.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      “Yes, I’m fine. You just remind me of someone,” he said. He tilted his head and smiled. His eyes were blue, his hair dark, his features fine and harmoniously arranged. “I am in need of a very good book.”

      “We have lots of books here,” I said, lamely.

      “But of course you do,” he said. He smiled in a bemused way. “I am looking for a friend of mine. She loves books about haunted houses and ghosts and things that crawl around in the dark.”

      The book store was called Tell-Tale Books. It smelled old, like the yellowing pages of a beloved paperback, purchased decades earlier.  I don’t think it ever turned a profit. Its owner was rich, retired and bored. The store gave him a reason to be away from his wife. Tell-Tale books was whimsically arranged. Here a chair was stranded awkwardly in a dark corner. There a pile of books on the floor beside a dusty cardboard box.

      The man looked around briefly.

      “This store is unusual,” he said. His voice was low and deep and resonant, the kind of voice that might ooze from a radio or a Shakesperean actor. It was the kind of voice that cut through the noise of human activity. It made people stop and listen before returning to their thoughts. “She said there was a first edition of a book called Revenge of the Dolls. She said she saw it on your website.”

      “Oh, sure. It’s by Carol Beach York,” I said. “That’s a good one.”

      I led him to the counter at the front. Revenge of the Dolls was inside a grubby glass case.

      “We have other books about evil dolls,” I said. “We have Mama by Ruby Jean Jensen.” I tapped my finger on the glass. “We also have an anthology called The Evil Doll Collection. And I think we have some other vintage horrors from the 70s in a shipment we received yesterday. I could look through it if you’d like, if you have the time.”

      He was bemused again. He was watching me.

      “Do you like evil books about dolls?” I said.

      “No, I am not a fan of evil books,” he said. “But my stepsister is a passionate doll collector and voracious reader.”

      I plucked at my T-shirt. He was a handsome man but he was displaying a slight interest in me and that made me nervous.

      “What’s your name, honey?” he said, a hot liquid smoothness in his voice.

      “Scarlett Jones,” I said. I tapped a fingernail on my name tag.

      “How long have you worked here?”

      “Oh, a few years.”

      “I see,” he said. “What did you study in school?”

      “English,” I said, an involuntary sigh in my voice. “I can’t find a decent paying job. Writing papers and reading books isn’t a marketable skill, I guess.”

      “You will find something,” he said.

      “How do you know?”

      “I know things,” he said, twinkling at me. He glanced at his Apple watch. He was impeccably groomed. He carried himself like a dancer.

      “You don’t seem like the horror type,” I said. He didn’t seem to hear me.

      “Well, then, Miss Scarlett,” he said, still smiling. “what time do you get off?”

      “Oh, I – uh – I get off at 6,” I stammered.

      “Would you like to have dinner with me?” he said.

      “Yeah, sure, I guess” I said. “That would be okay.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of making you uncomfortable,” he said. His eyes were very blue.

      “Listen, you aren’t going to like chop me into little pieces or anything, are you?”

      He laughed without making a sound.

      “Now why would I do that?”

      “Because you’re so much older than I am and you’re all charming and professional,” I said. “I can’t imagine why you want to listen to me talk over a fancy dinner so I figure you must be some kind of predator or something.”

      This time he laughed out loud.

      “No, honey,” he said. “I’m not going to kill you. I am asking you to dinner because I do want to listen to you talk.” He stuck his manicured hand towards me. “I am Tom Radney. It’s lovely to meet you.”

      He picked me up at the store and took me several streets over to an expensive restaurant a few streets over.

      “I don’t have the wardrobe for a place like this,” I said. “I work at a specialty book store, for Chrissake.”

      He got out and opened the door of his stupidly expensive car.

      “Don’t worry, Miss Scarlett,” he said. “Just don’t worry about a thing.”

      The restaurant was dark. The hostess led us to a booth along the back wall, hidden by a painted screen, all chic as hell. Plants seemed to be growing out of the walls. A waitress appeared, said something in a barely audible whisper, placed menus on the table and slid away again.

      “Take a seat. Order anything you like,” he said. “I recommend the porterhouse.”

      “Jesus Christ, this shit is expensive,” I said.

      “Your candor is refreshing,” he said. “Most women your age aren’t so direct.”

      “I am told I have terrible impulse control,” I said, shrugging. “I’m told it might get better as I mature.”

      “I hope you never mature then,” he said, twinkling again. “Your honesty makes you different.”

      “Really, you think that?” I said.

      “Yes, I really do,” he said.

      “How old are you anyway?” I said. “You could be my dad maybe.”

      “Yes, I imagine I could,” he said. He sipped at his water glass. “Are you old enough to drink?”

      “I’m 23 so yeah,” I said.

      He ordered a bottle of pinot noir that sounded expensive. He poured a generous amount into a tumbler.

      “That’s a pretty color isn’t it?” I said.

      “Like arterial blood,” he said.

      “Wow, that was so macabre,” I said. “You’re like Dracula or something.”

      “I am,” he said, with a look of mock outrage. He held up his hands, palms toward me. “I don’t have hairy palms.”

      He asked me about myself and because he’d been pretty nice, I talked about myself a little, my words tumbling onto the table between us like so many potatoes. I told him about how I’d been raised by my widowed grandmother, now deceased, that I was mostly on my own, that I was often lonely.

      “It’s a loneliness that goes bone deep,” I said. “Do you know what I mean?”

      He nodded his head slowly. His eyes were screwed to mine. He looked wise, nodding at me across the table, as if we were both now resigned to the ephemeral nature of existence.

      “Don’t you have friends?” he asked.

      “Oh, yeah, I have friends but they aren’t family, you know? I left them back in Birmingham anyway,” I said. I sipped at my bloody pinot noir. “This does look like watery blood, doesn’t it?”

      Mr. Radney ignored my remark.

      “You are awfully young to be so lonely,” he said, softly.

      “Well, yeah, I guess I have abandonment issues,” I said, forking some porterhouse steak into my mouth. “I haven’t had steak in so long. I used to be a vegetarian, you know, for like eight years or something. Damn, this shit is good.”

      “Why did you decide to be a vegetarian?” Mr. Radney said.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “And I hate to think about animals suffering.” I looked down at my steak. It suddenly looked like a bloody unappetizing mess. “I accidentally made myself anemic. People started calling me Snow White because of my hair and my pale skin.” I smiled at Mr. Radney. He had gray hair at his temples. There was something solid about him, something knowing in his eyes.

      “Where did you go to school?” he asked.

      I told him. He told me it was a good school.

      “It was an online degree. I went for a degree in English but I got bored with it,” I said. “Are you going to order dessert?”

      Mr. Radney laughed out loud. He ordered a pear almond tart for me. I didn’t know what the hell a pear almond tart was but I ate it and it was a dream.

      “I haven’t been able to find a decent-paying job,” I said. In truth, I hadn’t actually looked. “And my rent is going up soon by like $500 dollars. Trouble is, rent is going up everywhere. I’ve been looking for a roommate situation but I don’t know. They all seem a little sketchy.” I sipped at my wine. It had begun to warm me from the inside. “I should let you talk.”

      “You are more interesting than I am,” Mr. Radney said.

      I made a skeptical face and he laughed softly.

      “Listen, I have an idea,” he said.

      I leaned forward. I wondered if he was going to ask me if I wanted to get a hotel (I didn’t). I also wondered if he was going to offer me a ride home and then bludgeon me about the head and shoulders.

      “I want you to interview for a job,” he said.

      “You do?” I said. “Why?”

      “Why not? I think you are young and charming and your candor, as I mentioned earlier, is unusual.”

      “You seem very erudite and all that. I like horror books. I don’t read any Dickens or Shakespeare, you know. You seem like a Dickens/Shakespeare type.”

      “Actually, my favorite writer has always been Stephen King.”

      I must have looked startled because Mr. Radney laughed out loud.

      “And I’m looking for a companion for my stepsister, Genevieve,” he said. “You remind me of her, a little. She would enjoy your company as I have.”

      “Why does your stepsister need a companion?”

      “She isn’t well. She’s had many diagnoses, borderline personality disorder, bipolar disorder, ADHD and complex PTSD. She is fragile and lonely.” He looked down at the table. “It would only be a few hours a week, whatever you can manage. I know you are probably busy being young but I feel I have to ask. When we talked in the store, I had a feeling you might work out. Our meeting seems like kismet, doesn’t it?”

      I didn’t know what kismet was but I nodded my head.

      “It does, doesn’t it?” I said. “Okay, how much will you pay me?”

      He named an absurdly huge figure.

      “Hell yeah, sign me up,” I said. “I’d be a companion for the Devil himself for that kind of money.”

      We discussed a time and place and all that. He gave me the address. It was outside town a good ten miles. I hoped my old Toyota Corolla would make it that far.

      “Well now, Miss Scarlett,” he said, once we were on the dark street. “I look forward to seeing you again.”

      He leaned down and gave me a hug. I am not much of a hugger. I felt the whole exchange to be excruciating but he didn’t seem to notice.

      As I drove home to my comfortless studio apartment, I realized I’d just agreed to meet a total stranger at his home in the country, ten miles from anywhere else. And he’d offered me a stupid amount of money, just to show up and talk to his stepsister for a while. As I drove home, I thought about all the friends I didn’t have, the family I’d put into the ground.

      I pulled into traffic and smiled to myself.

      I’d lined up another one.
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      It can be dark in Alabama.

      There’s the pitiless heat and harsh sunlight. There’s the humidity that will soak your lungs. There are mosquitoes, snakes in rivers and red clay dirt the color of blood from a B horror movie. Live oaks will reach for you, stretching their broken fingers towards you as you walk underneath them. If you take a walk in the woods, you can hear things scuttle through the leaves and pine needles. When I was a child, I took a walk in the woods around my parents’ house. I walked for what seemed like hours but was probably only an hour or so.

      Time is tricky for girls with problems like mine.

      I walked further than I had ever been before. I went to the places my parents told me not to go because they were too far, too filled with snakes, too close to our heathen neighbors, etc. A cloud passed over, slight in substance, but enough to make the woods around me impenetrable, as if I were the heroine of Sleeping Beauty facing the field of thorns. And then there was the smell, the odor of decaying leaves, pungent dirt and something unnameable, something primal.

      But I digress.

      I will call the house Wutherly House. The name combines two other famous houses, Manderley and Wuthering Heights. Tom Radney’s house was not named Wutherly, of course. His name was not even Tom Radney. Houses shouldn’t be named because then they take on human features. They will glare or sigh or sprawl. We all know houses can’t do those things.

      Someone, probably Tom, had Wutherly painted dark blue. The wooden filigree that dripped and curled from the house’s gables or cupolas or whatever you call them was grey. Wutherly could only be reached by a red dirt road. You had to drive a ways, through a passage so low it felt like a valley, its sides crawling with kudzu, rippling in the sluggish breeze so when you crested the slight hill, Wutherly House loomed before you as light, dry and arid as Olympus. Someone had carved a circle of light into the dense and crawling woods of Alabama and built Wutherly House within it.

      The grounds, a few acres or so, were lovingly maintained, flowering pink and white with azaleas. Camellias grew on either side of the stairs to the front door. There was some kind of circular opening, like an ornate gaping mouth, that I had to pass under before I could knock on the door.

      When I was a child, and not an adult orphan, my grandmother and I liked to tour the Queen Annes on Government Street in Mobile. We stalked those houses in silence. Neither of us sighed or oohed and awed. We didn’t make a sound. We could have been in church. We loved those places, their shining wooden staircases, the fragrant air, the way our footsteps resonated.

      Tom answered the door. He looked the same as he had during our dinner, darkly handsome and well put-together. His red sweater and tailored pants had a deliberate look to them, carefully chosen to suggest a retiring life of intellectual pursuits conducted in libraries with walls of dark gleaming wood. That’s how I imagined him. And I was so young - I believed my own imaginings.

      He lurched for me and gave me one of those side hugs that normal people do. As I mentioned before, I’m not much of a hugger but I tolerated it convincingly.

      “You have trouble finding it?” he asked.

      “Not at all,” I said.

      “Most people get lost and have to call for directions.”

      “You have a beautiful home,” I said.

      Isn’t that what people say when they are invited into other people’s houses?

      “Thank you, honey,” he said. “It’s a famous house in its way.”

      “Why?”

      “Oh, a famous painter lives here.”

      “Oh, yeah? I don’t know much about art,” I said.

      “You really don’t know who I am?” he said. He led me into some kind of parlor or study or something, all windows and gleaming floors and chic furniture.

      “Nope, not a clue,” I said.

      “Your gaze is unusual,” he said. “It’s very direct.”

      I nodded noncommittally. He took a seat on a lounging chair of dark green velvet. It looked like it had come from a 19th century whorehouse. I wondered if any tragic young whores had stretched across it, glassy-eyed from laudanum, syphilis burrowing at their spinal cords. Tom gestured towards a green velvet chair across from the lounging thing.

      “Please sit,” he said.

      He disguised his voice so that his words sounded like a request. I sat on the chair and crossed my legs.

      “Are you comfortable? Would you like some iced tea?” he said.

      “I would, actually,” I said.

      He left the room and returned with a glass of sweet iced tea. I drank it down gratefully. The air-conditioning in my car was broken and I’d sprouted a slight sweat. He watched me as I gulped.

      “You know, you do look quite a bit like Snow White,” he said, twinkling at me again.

      “My childhood friends called me that because I love animals and they love me,” I said. I didn’t have many childhood friends but he didn’t have to know that. “It’s mainly because of my hair and my pale face.”

      “You mentioned that,” he said. He sat down and directed the beam of his smile at my face. “So, Miss Scarlett, tell me more about yourself. I would take you to meet Genevieve but she is in the middle of one of her shows.”

      “I was born and raised in Sardis,” I began. “Our house was a few miles outside of Sardis, really. We lived in a little shotgun house in a pecan orchard. My parents were very religious. They didn’t let me read books or watch movies. We could only read the Bible. We’d read that shit for hours.”

      “Do you still read it?”

      “Hell no.”

      Tom laughed out loud.

      “You are different,” he said. “Not many young girls would say what you’ve just said. Do you have a good relationship with your parents?”

      “I have no relationship with them. They’re dead.”

      “I remember you saying that at dinner. I’m sorry to hear that,” he said.

      “They weren’t very nice people,” I said. I sipped at my tea. Its sweetness left a cloying patina on my tongue. “They made me kneel for hours while they read Scripture at me. They made me sit at the table in silence. I couldn’t speak unless I was spoken to. That’s probably why I just say whatever now. I grew up silent.”

      Tom Radney sighed and leaned back in his chair.

      “Well, you are certainly not silent now,” he said. “I think Genevieve will enjoy your company. I had a feeling right when I met you and my feelings are seldom wrong.”

      This would turn out to be untrue but more about that later.

      I drained my glass of tea and he took me on a tour of the house. The house looked larger on the outside than the inside. It was like a labyrinth of rooms, a rabbit’s warren of rooms leading into other rooms. They were all tastefully decorated, calculated to appear breezy and light, even whimsical. Tom narrated the tour.

      “This was my mother’s room,” he said. The room was ghostly. Every piece of furniture was shrouded in a white sheet. He opened a heavy curtain and the room was flooded with afternoon sunlight. “That reminds me. I must hire a new housekeeper. We have trouble with the help. They never want to drive out this far and with gas prices the way they are.”

      “Is your mother still alive?” I said. I ran my hand across the windowsill. Not a speck of dust appeared on my fingers.

      “No, she died several years ago,” Tom said. He fingered the white lacy curtain, let it fall. “My father died when I was a child. I too am an adult orphan.”

      Tom Radney was handsome. There was no way around it. And he carried himself with a masculine grace, leaning on things, putting his hands in the pockets of his expensive pants and smiling his Gatsby smile. He had a hot and melting kind of charm. He was like a stiff drink that warmed you. He would slide down your body and warm it from the inside.

      “You don’t seem like a painter,” I said.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Aren’t painters like filthy and homeless or whatever?”

      “Well, not all of them.”

      “Do they call that Outside Art? The artists who paint weird inexplicable things and are poor and illiterate. That’s kind of condescending of the art community, don’t you think? Seems kinda predatory to me.”

      Tom’s eyebrow vaulted. He was amused again.

      “I think you are right about that,” he said. “I travel quite often for one reason or another. Genevieve gets lonely. Would you like to meet her?”

      “Of course,” I said, making an effort to seem perky. Perkiness does not come naturally to me. I doubt I fooled him.

      “Her room is on the second floor,” he said. He swept out a hand, inviting me into the dark reaches of the somewhat gloomy second floor. I don’t know how many rooms there were. They all seemed linear, swelling and contracting, one room flowing into the next. The rooms were warm, almost hot, as if they sheltered a tender hothouse orchid. I suppose they were sheltering a strange flower, looking back.

      Tom stopped before a heavy and ornate wooden door.

      “Genevieve had this door imported from somewhere,” he muttered. “It was hideously expensive.” He touched the wood of the door and then inspected his fingers, as if he expected some kind of residue.

      He turned to me, his bemused look gone.

      “Did you play with dolls when you were little?” he asked.

      I blinked. The question was unexpected. I decided to answer honestly.

      “No, my parents thought dolls and stuffed animals were agents of Satan,” I said, flatly. “I’ve never had a doll in my life.”

      “Some people are afraid of dolls,” he said.

      He knocked on the door. There was no sound. He knocked again, more insistently. I heard soft footfalls, so light that they could have been made by a cat.

      “Oh, Tom,” a voice said behind the door. “I am not presentable.”

      “Please open the door, Genevieve,” he said. “I’ve brought Scarlett Jones. I told you about her remember?”

      “Oh, of course,” she said. The door swung open. She was a small blonde woman, middle-aged. “Hello, Scarlett. It is lovely to meet you. Won’t you come in?”

      Her room was more like a suite. It had a living area (complete with antique couches and chairs and some kind of ornate mantel with an artificial fireplace (unconvincing). The blackout curtains were drawn. The room was filled with perfumed candles. A heady floral musk billowed towards me as I stepped into the room. Genevieve couldn’t have weighed more than 90 pounds. She was wearing a dress of pale yellow. Her carefully cut and colored hair grazed her shoulders.

      “How long can she stay, Tom?” Genevieve said. She clapped her hands together. She clutched at a pearl choker around her throat. “I hope she can stay for a good long while.”

      “That’s up to you, Genevieve,” Tom said. “You have to play nice. You’ll have to let her play with your dolls. You can’t hoard them.”

      “Oh, I can’t do that,” Genevieve said, giggling like a demented schoolgirl. “My dolls are fragile things, exquisite really.” She threaded her arm through the gap between my arm and my torso so swiftly I couldn’t stop her. “Do you want to see my dolls?”

      I threw a glance at Tom. He nodded imperceptibly. His eyes told me everything. This woman was crazy, crazier than a shithouse rat. That big fat check he’d promised me? He didn’t have a choice but to spend that kind of money. Not many people wanted to drive out this far to talk to a crazy woman within a room full of dolls, not for very long. Tom’s glance held me for several beats. I was used to wordless communication.

      “I’d love to see your dolls, Miss Genevieve,” I said. I don’t know why I put the Miss in front of her name. In the American South, people will put a Mister or a Miss in front of a name but the pleasantry is generally reserved for geriatrics.

      “Oh, can I call you Miss Scarlett?” she said, clapping her hands together again. “You even look like Scarlett with your dark hair and your pretty white face.”

      I’d never read Gone With the Wind. I didn’t give a shit about Gone With the Wind.

      “Of course you can call me Miss Scarlett,” I said. “I’d love to see your dolls. I just love dolls. I wasn’t allowed to have them as a child.”

      “Oh, dear, what were your parents thinking?” she said.

      “I’ve wondered that a few times,” I said.

      “Tom, let me have a moment with Scarlett, please,” Genevieve said. She smiled at me, her carefully painted pinkish lips stretching across small white teeth. “We have to get to know each other.”

      Tom nodded and did a weird sort of half-bow.

      Did all rich and eccentric people behave in such a mannered and formal way?

      Genevieve slipped her arm through mine. She smelled sweet, like a powdered rose.

      “Sit here, Miss Scarlett,” she said. She gestured towards a velvety chair. She sat in a velvety chair across from it. I looked around the room. It was stuffed with things, little curiosities, fake flowers trapped underneath glass domes, ceramic statues of women in long dresses holding umbrellas, colorful throw pillows carefully arranged on lounging furniture. The room was feminine, even girlish but as overwrought and suggestive as a 19th century whorehouse.

      There was a painting above the fireplace, a woman with caramel colored hair sits uneasily, as if her vertical back is hurting her, on a porch swing, pink and white azaleas foam in the background. She is wearing a high-necked lacy dress with long sleeves. Her eyes are sad or bored or tired. It’s hard to say.

      “She looks like she wants to be someone else,” I said.

      “Yes, she does, doesn’t she?” Genevieve said, absently. She began to pluck at her dress. “I hate the way these things pill up.”

      There wasn’t anything on her dress. She was plucking at the folds of fabric, as if something unpleasant was clinging to her inexplicably. One manicured hand floated up to pat her hair. There were several beats of silence. I am comfortable with silence. I grew up in it. Genevieve, on the other hand, abhorred a vacuum.

      “Who is the woman in the painting?” I said, out of politeness. I didn’t care at all.

      “Oh, that’s one of Tom’s wives. I forget which one,” she said. “Or maybe she was the fiancée, the one he never married. She ran out of this house in the middle of the night, as if the Devil was behind her.” Genevieve sipped at her glass of sweet tea. “She was a strange one. I think Tom took pity on her. He does that.” Her eyes flicked my way. I smiled because I didn’t know what else to do.

      “Do you want to have a tea party?” Genevieve said, suddenly, breathlessly.

      “Of course,” I said. I had never had a tea party.

      Her living area had a separate parlor. “This is where I receive my best guests,” Genevieve said. Clearly, I wasn’t a best guest. The room was immaculate, a pink and white monstrosity stuffed with lace doilies and delicate china things trapped behind glass. A marble bust of Athena glared at us from a dark corner. There was a shining table in front of a large window, set for a tea party of six.

      “Sit down, dear,” Genevieve said. “Be sure to notice the view.”

      The view from Genevieve’s window was unremarkable, in my opinion. Her round window looked over the churning trees that surrounded the house.

      “Very pretty,” I said. I watched as Genevieve poured tea from a pink and white pitcher. She bent over me slightly. She was wearing a cross made of rubies on a heavy gold chain. The rubies were round. They looked like drops of blood.

      “That’s a beautiful necklace,” I said, lamely. I was not nervous. I was not intimidated. I didn’t know what to say. She was just so odd.

      “Thank you, my dear. It was a gift from Tom,” she said. “He’s a famous man, you know.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know much about art,” I said.

      Genevieve looked down at her teacup. She looked out the window. She began to worry the tablecloth with one hand. Her painted hand drifted towards her hair.

      “Do you know why you are here?” she said, absently, slurring her words, drawing out the vowel sounds.

      “Mr. Radney said I would be a good companion for you,” I said.

      She didn’t seem to hear me. Her lips twitched but no sound came out.

      “He’s going to paint me one day,” she said. “He promised he would do it.” Her eyes closed for a beat. Then they flew open wide. “What is the sum of 1 and 1 and 1 and 1 and 1 and 1 and 1 and 1?” she said. She choked on her tea, thankfully, and that interrupted her train of thought. If she hadn’t, I feel certain she would have said “1 and 1 and 1” forever.

      “Through the Looking Glass,” I said.

      “You know it,” she said, clapping her hands together. “I just love absurdities.”

      “Alice in Wonderland is pretty damned creepy,” I said. “I like creeping things.”

      “You are so right,” Genevieve whispered, as if we were sharing a girlish secret. “Have you finished your tea?”

      The “tea” was watery and tasteless. I had hardly consumed any of it.

      “Yes, I’m finished,” I said.

      “Excellent.” Her pink lips stretched over her row of tiny white teeth. She clapped her hands together girlishly. “I will introduce you to my dolls, not all of them, just the first few.” Her eyes slid my way but didn’t meet my face. “Would you like to meet them?”

      “Of course,” I said, unconvincingly.

      Genevieve giggled.

      “Tom told me you were a “what you see is what you get” kind of person,” she said. She lifted a white manicured hand and put it over her mouth in a calculatedly girlish gesture.

      I nodded and tried a convincing smile. She rose and approached me, threaded her arm through mine and led me to a smaller room, a large closet that was bigger than my childhood bedroom. The room was lined with wooden shelves, floor to ceiling. It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. I blinked back the darkness and the fog of perfumed air that clouded my thoughts. There were dolls on every shelf, dolls in colorful satin and silk dresses, dolls holding parasols, dolls walking tiny little dogs, dolls reading books at tables, dolls sitting at a table set for teatime.

      “I think I’m overstimulated,” I said. “There are so many of them.”

      “Aren’t they beautiful,” she said “Let me show you the first one.”

      She pulled a doll down from a shelf to her right and slightly above her head. The doll wore a pale green gown, the bodice studded with pearls. Her hair was nearly black, her skin a milky ivory. She stood on both feet, one tiny white hand lifted, as if she were going to touch my face any second. I regarded the doll levelly.

      “Who is this?” I said.

      “Oh, that’s Miss Melanie,” she said. She drew closer to me. Her cheek nearly brushed mine as she bent her head towards me. I didn’t like having people close to me so I made a concentrated effort not to shrink from her.

      “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” Genevieve said. Her voice was a girlish whisper, clear as a bell.

      “Yes, she is,” I said. I dutifully fingered the green dress. “This is a lovely dress.”

      “Do you like it?” she said. “I make all the dresses myself. Come and see.”

      She pulled me out of the Doll Room and into another smaller room off the living area.

      “This is my Sewing Room,” she said.

      This room was not much bigger than the Doll Room but it was flooded with colored light. There was a desk in front of a large round stained glass window. It soaked the sewing machine, the white wooden table and the sack of fabric on the floor with saturated reds and blues, greens and purples. The room looked as if the Northern Lights had descended.

      “What a lovely window,” I said. “The colors are so vivid.”

      “Yes, Tom commissioned it from a place in Birmingham,” she said, “She had tuberculosis. Can you tell?”

      “Who, sorry?”

      “Miss Melanie,” Genevieve said. She held the doll up to my face. “Her cheeks are pink. Tuberculosis patients often had rosy cheeks to go with their death white faces.” She smoothed Miss Melanie’s hair. “I love the contrast between the white and the dark pink. So lovely.” Genevieve looked vague for a moment, confused, her lips moved soundlessly, then she seemed to rally, all in the span of about 10 seconds. “She died in an upstairs room of the house, surrounded by white roses, her favorites. Her fiancée didn’t attend the funeral. He’d married another heiress a few days before.” She handed me the doll. “It’s yours, honey. Just be gentle with her. Her heart has been broken. She coughed herself to death. They laid her body on the white satin bedspread. She was so beautiful that men crowded into her room to view her laid out in death.”

      I didn’t know what to say.

      “You know, Vivien Leigh, your namesake, died of tuberculosis,” Genevieve said, placing the doll on its shelf.

      I was not named for Vivien Leigh, the actress who played Scarlett O’Hara in Gone With the Wind. I was not named for anyone. I have no idea why my parents named me Scarlett. As I said earlier, they didn’t talk to me much. They spoke mostly to each other, behind closed doors.

      “Here is Charlotte Bronte,” Genevieve said. She plucked a doll from a shelf on the back wall. The doll had mousy hair, pulled into an improbably large bun at her neck. She wore a dark grey dress, a lace collar at the throat. Her expression was mild and calm. I suspected the doll was meant to be Jane Eyre (who was not mild and calm). “She died of tuberculosis too, newly married and pregnant. So sad.”

      She began to pull them from their shelves, all of them dolls of beautiful famous dead women. She had a doll of Natalie Wood, in the white dress and red belt from West Side Story. I leaned in to inspect the doll. Her face was definitely Natalie’s, with its dreamy innocence.  There was a doll of Sharon Tate, blonde, wearing her puff sleeve wedding dress, tiny white flowers in her blonde hair, smiling. There was a doll of Grace Kelly, in her long-sleeved white lace wedding dress, a veil over her cool blonde hair and beautiful face. I don’t know how long I stood there, listening to her recount the lives of her weird death dolls.

      After my parents died, I went to live with my maternal grandmother, a completely normal woman who loved me as best she could. I think she was confused by my oddness. She couldn’t understand why I only wanted to read horror books. I didn’t want to do my hair and makeup. I didn’t want a fashionable wardrobe. I didn’t want to play with Barbies or learn to be elegant and charming. These were the things my well-meaning grandmother thought were important. She’d died during my junior year of college. Sometimes, I miss her.

      Genevieve pulled a blonde doll from its position. The doll had short hair and was wearing an enormous wedding gown, huge puffed sleeves, lace and a bow at the neckline.

      “Who is that?” I said, trying to look as if I cared.

      “You are young, aren’t you?” Genevieve said. “This is Princess Diana.”

      “Oh, yeah, she died. So sad,” I said. I couldn’t remember how or when she died. I sensed Genevieve wanted me to show intense interest in her death doll stories. I tried to remember how she’d died.

      “My parents died in a car crash when I was 14,” I said. “I know how Diana’s sons must feel.”

      Genevieve put a hand on my sleeve.

      “I am so sorry,” she said. “You have the look of tragedy about you. I could sense it right when you walked in. I see things, you know.” She looked vague again. Her look of sympathy collapsed. Her lips twitched, as if she couldn’t quite form the words. “What I mean is, I have – what do you call it? – a sixth sense about some things. I am very intuitive also. That’s why I sensed something about you when you walked through the door. We have both had such tragedy.”

      “I’m sorry we’ve had tragedy,” I said.

      “Yes, life is hard, you know, even for the beautiful among us,” she said. “And you are quite lovely, my dear. Your face missed being plain by a millimeter.” She reached out and caressed a strand of my hair. “Your coloring is so distinctive, pale but with peaches and cream inside it. And your blue eyes are so striking with your long lashes. Your beauty is unconventional but still beauty. I can tell that in certain rooms, in certain lights, you are quite stunning.”

      This is untrue. I have been called cute and even quite pretty, but never stunning.

      She turned away and burrowed in a cloth bag, muttering incoherently. She pulled out a wad of dark blue velvet.

      “I am going to start on a dress for you right away,” she said. “This blue velvet is just the thing. Oh, what’s that song? She wore blue velvet. What a lovely song. That must be your song.”

      “You are so kind. I don’t need a dress though,” I said. “I hardly wear dresses. I don’t have a boyfriend. I don’t go to events or anything like that.”

      Genevieve turned to me, her painted mouth slack.

      “Oh, honey, this isn’t a dress for you,” she said. She giggled. “I am going to make a doll of you. I knew it as soon as I saw you.” She patted my sleeve again. I was grateful she didn’t touch my skin. I had a feeling her touch might be corrosive. “Don’t worry. I’ll make her beautiful.”

      She cocked her head, as if she were listening to her own thoughts with absorption.

      “I think it might be time,” she muttered. “It might be time for a pill and a rest.”

      She seemed to lose interest in me then. We walked out of the doll room and into the sewing room, drenched in blue and red. She collapsed onto one of her velvet couches. She began to absently twirl her hair.

      “I will let you rest,” I said. I began to make my way to the door.

      “Oh, honey, tell Tom I’ll need you here at least three or four days a week. It will take that long to cut and design your dress.”

      “I will tell him,” I said. “It was nice meeting you.”

      Genevieve didn’t answer. Her lips twitched. She twirled her hair. She was a complete lunatic. I wandered down the hall, trying to find the winding staircase. People with conditions like mine are easily made lost. It didn’t help that Wutherly House was practically a labyrinth. I poked my head into a few rooms. The second floor rooms were all dark and gloomy, stuffed with Victorian-looking furniture, big heavy armoires, large wooden desks, heavy velvet drapes and large ornate Oriental rugs. Only one room was light and breezy. Its curtains were white and lacy, its wooden floor was bare and shining. There was a large bay window with a window seat stretching its length. The curtains fluttered and ballooned gracefully with the flow of hot air.  The canopy bed looked to be made of heavy wood, ornately carved. Someone had carved grinning cherub heads into the top wooden rails of the canopy. They looked demented, insane, like little demon spawn, like bad seeds.

      “This room was my wife’s,” Tom said, standing in the doorway.

      “Jesus fucking Christ, you scared me,” I said. “I got lost and wound up in this room.”

      He was wearing jeans and a white button-down. His hands were paint-stained but there was nothing on his shirt at all.

      “How did she sleep with those cherubs glaring at her?”

      “She loved this bed,” he said. “It’s mahogany, very old. We travelled to bid on it.”

      “I’d travel to get away from it,” I said.

      Tom laughed out loud. He had a rich laugh. It reminded me of something decadent and delicious, like a chocolate fountain or a string of black pearls.

      “Come with me,” he said. “I’ve ordered dinner for us.”

      Everything about the situation was weird. I didn’t much like Genevieve and I didn’t know what to make of Tom and his strange house. But I’d never turned down a free meal in my life so I accepted. He led me into a narrow room, deep red wallpaper studded with strange oversized fruit, glistening pomegranates and shining red roses, velvety at the core. The effect was bizarre, almost indecent.

      “Sit down, honey,” he said.

      I wondered how old he was. His skin was clear and mostly unlined. He was probably in his early 40s.

      “Matty will bring our lunch and tea in a moment,” he said.

      “Maddie?”

      “He’s the housekeeper.”

      Matty turned out to be a few years older than me. His dark hair was long and tortured into a man bun. His jeans were nearly threadbare and streaked with paint. He moved as if he was in a great hurry. He put a glass of iced tea in front of me and Tom. He returned a few seconds later with two plates piled with red beans and rice, cornbread and lima beans. I had never learned to cook really. Back then, I lived on mostly fast food and ramen noodles so I began to shovel the food into my face. I didn’t even care how graceless I appeared.

      “Matty, sit down, please,” Tom said. “I’d like you to meet Scarlett Jones. She’s Genevieve’s new friend.”

      “Hi, Scarlett,” he said, smiling with the entirety of his face. He sat across from me and began to bounce his leg as if it were on fire. “It’s nice to meet you. Where are you from?”

      “A little town outside of Sardis,” I said. “It’s not really a town. It’s like a couple of stores and a street. That’s it.”

      “It sounds interesting,” Matty said. He looked as if he meant what he said. “So what did you do there?”

      “I sat at home and my parents read books at me,” I said. “I loved going to school but my parents thought school was satanic so they pulled me out and kept me home. I’m surprised I know anything.”

      “That sounds terrible,” Matty said. “I’m sorry to hear that.” The smile had fallen from his face. He was looking at me pointedly, with an expression I hadn’t seen on many people. He was sympathetic, empathetic, all those words, those ideas, that hadn’t been present much in my life, except when I lived with my grandmother.

      “Scarlett is very direct,” Tom said, winking at me as he forked a green bean. “I noticed that right away. She works at Tell-Tale Books. I have a feeling you’ve been there, Matty.”

      “Oh yeah, I love that place,” Matty said, practically bouncing in his chair. “I love vintage horror books. I don’t much like reading but I love the cover art.”

      “Lemme guess,” I said. “You like George Ziel?”

      “Holy Crap, how do you know that?” Matty cried. He leaned back in his chair and put both hands on his head. “I love his work! So beautiful and disturbing.”

      “Matty is one of my students,” Tom said. “I don’t take on many students these days. I have my hands full but Matty is a rare breed. He’s interested in painting, not just setting things on fire or pretending a toilet is a meaningful piece of art.”

      I laughed out loud, something that startled me and Tom and Matty. I pictured someone sitting in an art gallery, surrounded by googly-eyed patrons, solemnly setting a toilet on fire.

      “Matty is so talented, in fact, that I’ve hired him to paint this house,” Tom said.

      “It’s an incredible house,” I said.

      “It’s an incredible honor,” Matty said. I thought he might bounce off the ceiling.

      I didn’t ask why Matty was also the housekeeper.

      “You should come by the store,” I said. “Stanley is always hunting for vintage horror, gothic horror, all kinds of stuff. We have lots of books with girls running from houses on the cover.”

      “Oh my God, I’d love that,” Matty said. “Lemme refill your glass of tea.”

      He darted out of the room as if he was on fire.

      “Matty has lots of energy,” Tom said. “Some might say he’s hyperactive. His parents put him on that medicine they give kids these days.”

      “Adderrall?” I said.

      “Yes, that’s it. The medicine made him depressed as a child so he stopped taking it.”

      “I was diagnosed ADHD myself, a few years ago.”

      “Maybe you can help Matty come to terms with his issue,” Tom said, vaguely.

      There were a few beats of silence.

      “I’d like to paint you one day, Scarlett,” he said.

      I opened my mouth but no sound came out. I closed it, opened it again and nothing happened.

      “That might make me feel weird,” I said, finally.

      “You’d get used to it,” he said. “Every girl does. You can always change your mind, of course. You’d only have to sit for me for a day or two. I work fast.” He chewed thoughtfully, sipped at his tea. “Your coloring is distinctive. And, as I mentioned before, your gaze is very direct.”

      I had no idea why anyone would care about my gaze, direct or otherwise.

      “I’ll think about it,” I said, finally. “I just don’t know.”

      “Of course. If you decide you don’t want to sit for me, it is no problem at all. I completely understand.”

      “I guess I’m going to have to admit I don’t know much about art,” I said. “I’m pretty ignorant in general. My parents thought the world was too worldly, whatever the hell that means. I grew up in a cult, basically.”

      “There you go again with that honesty,” he said, smiling. I didn’t know how to read him. He was entirely different, completely alien to me, this mannered and gentlemanly person with his cool gaze. He was a handsome man, something that made me slightly uncomfortable.

      Most things made me slightly uncomfortable back then.

      Matty returned with another glass of sweet tea. I don’t remember what we discussed that day. It’s entirely possible I wasn’t listening.

      “Does Genevieve like true crime?” I asked, suddenly.

      “You know, I don’t know,” Tom said. “She likes to read about beautiful dead women. She probably would like true crime.” Tom pushed his plate away. He stood up, smoothed his shirt front. “I have to get to my studio. Scarlett, I hope you consider my offer. I think you are a good fit for Genevieve. Please let me know what you decide soon. Genevieve needs something in her life.”

      I didn’t know what to make of this comment. I was beginning to think Tom and Genevieve were just another pair of rich eccentrics, looking for idle amusement. I drove back to my charmless apartment. It was an older studio apartment, dark, always slightly damp. I didn’t have a laptop or a PC. I’d never had one of my own. I’d learned to use computers, more or less, at the library. I woke up my smart phone and googled Tom Radney. He had a website. I poked through some of his work. He painted portraits of children and adults, sometimes entire families. He was talented, maybe. I couldn’t really tell.

      My parents thought any representation of a thing, whether in a painting or a stuffed animal or a statue, was a corruption of God’s godly work or some such shit. When I was six, my mother gathered up all the stuffed animals my grandmother had given me that Christmas and made me watch as she burned them in the backsyard.

      “If I’d let you sleep next to these things,” she’d said, poking at the fire. “they would have possessed you in the night.”

      I’d wanted to be possessed by them. I would have loved to have been a pink bunny or a brown and white dog with floppy ears and a velvety nose. I definitely never wanted to be my mother, a colorless woman without expression or recognizable human feeling.

      God only knows what she would have made of Genevieve’s dead dolls.

      I poked around on Tom’s website. He charged between $10,000 and $14,000 per portrait. The portraits glowed warmly. Each face was like a shining moon but not cratered and uneven. Each figure was smooth and bright, as if each one had a soft undulating light beneath its fleshy carapace. They looked very still, completely tranquil. They looked as if they were trapped in amber, frozen in a moment of light and warmth, forever staring at the viewer, forever within the same moment, the same feeling, the same expression.

      They looked dead to me.

      Tom Radney painted dead people.
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      My studio apartment was not squalid but it was without charm. The room had one window, indifferently cut into the wall, sticky carpet with old wine stains and a wildly out of date kitchenette. I slept on a mattress, a gift from Stanley. There were books, mostly horror, mostly vintage, scattered on the floor. I kept the room clean. I burned perfumed candles to cancel the smell of loneliness. But it was a sad room, a depressing place.

      My mother used to take me with her to the Piggly Wiggly. She made me hold on to the bars of her shopping cart. If I tried to hold on to her skirt, she brushed me away. It took my mother 20 minutes to choose her fresh produce. She was very particular about her fruits and vegetables. I’d use this time to search the stacks for horror novels. They leered at me from their shelves, lurid with color, full of  indecent promise. The covers often involved a woman’s face, hair blowing wildly with only one eye visible, women standing in front of creepy houses, little zombie girls holding teddy bears in front of creepy houses. They all hinted at things going on inside houses or rooms or hotels. I had no idea how other families behaved. I had few friends. I only talked to my parents’ dogs, Samson and Delilah.

      Samson and Delilah were magnificent dogs.

      Samson was a retired police dog. I’d once overheard my father tell my mother
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