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"She's beautiful."

The elderly proprietor's face fell, but he quickly recovered.

"That one, very special. Very special indeed."

"Is it one of yours?" Derek asked.

"I carve all of my puppets, all of my dolls. They are... my family." The old man shrugged. Having admitted too much, he felt foolish.

"And they're all based on real people, you say?"

"Oh yes. In the old days, people sat for me all the time. Some likenesses are better than others, of course. The newer figures, not as good." He shrugged again. "Old hands."

Derek picked the doll up to examine it more closely.

"So who is this one based on? A supermodel?"

"My daughter, Rebecca. That is her real hair, you know."

"Really?" Derek ran his fingers through the doll's silky blonde hair. Kinda freaky. Unbidden, lampshades made of human skin came to mind.

"The eyes, the colored part, are blue jade. I do not usually lavish such attention on the eyes." The old man was understandably proud of this piece.

"Blonde-haired, blue-eyed. I'd sure like to meet her," Derek half joked.

"Oh, no, that isn't possible," said the old man, too quickly.

"Deceased?" The question fell from his lips before he had a chance to check it, and he instantly regretted his faux pas. The old man appeared to take no umbrage though.

"Oh no, she is still with us." Estranged then, thought Derek. He felt bad for the old man.

"I'll take it," he said, gently setting the doll on the counter.

"Your niece will love it," the old man beamed.

Doubtless she would have, but someone at Derek's office broke the security gate when they propped it open with a brick, and he had to come in on Sunday – the day of her party – to wait for the repairman. Then he got a flat on the crosstown and it was a full hour before AAA arrived with a spare. By the time he got home, his niece was snug in her bed, visions of whatever newly-minted nine-year-olds concerned themselves with dancing in her head.

The doll stared at him from its transitory home on the mantel above his fireplace.

"Sorry, doll," he said, smirking at the wordplay. "I'll take you to your forever home next weekend." He could have simply mailed the doll, he supposed, but that seemed so impersonal. Besides, he hated the idea that it might be damaged in transit.

It was so delicate. So pretty.

He'd been staring at it for several minutes before he snapped out of reverie.

He tossed and turned that night, his dreams fretful things, of beauty and loss and a great wrong that only he could right. He couldn't remember the details in the morning, but they would haunt him throughout the day, nonetheless.

"Morning, doll," he said to the doll as he entered the living room, less amused by his own banter the second time around. "I should give you a name," he decided. Of course, it was probably his niece's job to name her toy. Well, she could always change it later. What did the old man say his daughter's name was? The one who'd provided the doll's likeness? Rachel? Rebecca? Something R. He frowned. It seemed inordinately important that he remember.

"Rebecca, that was it."

He stared at the doll.

It was so lifelike. Almost absurdly beautiful. He wondered again at the girl who had inspired it. How long ago? Judging from the doll's appearance, she wasn't much older than twenty when she sat for it. But how long ago was that? A year? A decade? Maybe the old man worked off a photograph, and she was in her dotage now.

Yet, somehow, he knew she wasn't.

"You're amazing," he said, and gave the doll a kiss on the top of its head.

The hair, her hair, smelled ever so slightly of jasmine.

He kept the doll. His niece received a $100 gift card in the mail.

He dreamt of Rebecca every night now, dreams he remembered. Golden tresses resting lightly on bare, pale shoulders; lips full and dark like ripe, black cherries; translucent nightdress, simultaneously clinging and flowing, as could only occur in a certain kind of dream. She called to him; her friend, her lover, her knight-errant. She needed him.

Many would have seen in this the long shadow of the uncanny. Signs and portents. The Twilight Zone. But not Derek. He knew better. Because he had been through this before.

Obsessions, fixations.

Nikki; dark-haired, mildly exotic
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