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  “Would you like some more tea?  You
would?”  The seven year old tipped the spout of the pink
plastic teapot into the pair of lavender plastic cups in front of
her.  She took a sip, and her eyes suddenly brightened.

 “You’d like to dance?  I love dancing!”  She
laughed a little girl’s laugh, airy and full of life then
 rose from her pink plastic chair and walked over to her CD
player and started the music.

 

Carrie Meyers and her sister, Barbara Kilpratrick, stood at the
kitchen sink in the tiny kitchen, looking out the tiny window into
the small fenced-in backyard, sipping glasses of a cheap
Merlot.   The landscaping out back was dominated by a
plastic playhouse, eight feet long, eight feet wide and six feet
tall, cream and lavender in color, with a short chimney in pink
made to look like bricks.  Carrie had bought the house almost
two months ago and Lilly spent every waking moment when she wasn’t
sleeping or eating or doing homework within the plastic
walls.  She always sulked a little, as a seven year old was
prone to do, when torn from her favorite toy.

“She spends a lot of time out there, doesn’t she,” Barb said of
her niece.  It wasn’t condemnation, just observation.

“I know,” Carrie replied with a sigh, missing the girl’s
constant presence within the real house.  “But with you here
now, she doesn’t have a room of her own anymore, and she needs a
place of her own.”  When her husband of ten years died a year
ago from a brain aneurism, leaving her with a six year old and a
three year old, Barb had offered to move in to help add some
stability to the household.  Her sister was night manager at a
local pharmacy with no husband or family of her own,, and Carrie
knew she was happy to be close to her sister and nieces.

“Where did you say you got it?” Barb asked.

“Craig’s List.  A hundred bucks.  The woman I bought
it from even paid for delivery.  She seemed desperate to get
rid of it.  I know its older, but it was a steal.  Lilly
loves it.”

“And it keeps her out of our hair while we’re cooking,” Barb
added, and they both laughed airily.  A moment later, with a
more serious tone to her voice, she said, “I think she has an
imaginary friend, Carrie.”

“Oh, I’m sure she does, Barb.  But Dr. Watson says that
imaginary friends in children her age are normal when there’s a
death in the family.  He says that they become withdrawn from
friends and surviving family members, and an imaginary friend is a
coping method.  An outlet for their emotions.  But he
assures me she’ll grow out of it.  It just takes time.”

Barb was going to add that she didn’t get the feeling that Lilly
had a secret confidant before Carrie bought her that house, but
thought better of it.

Beeping from the microwave behind the women sounded, startling
both of them and signally that dinner was ready.  “I’m going
to get Lilly,” Carrie said, her eyes still on the house beyond the
window.  “You’ll finish setting up and get Meghan from
upstairs?”

But Barb was no longer beside her, already removing last night’s
steaming leftovers from the microwave.

 

 

Carrie walked out into the backyard and towards playhouse, grass
crunching under dainty feet.   She slowly pushed the door
open and let herself in.  She wasn’t tall, only five and a
half feet tall, but she had to hunch over to fit through the
door.  As she squeezed in, she heard Taylor Swift’s new CD
playing on the Cinderella-themed CD player she had bought Lilly
last year for Christmas.  Lilly had seen a commercial for the
garish pink thing during and episode of Sponge Bob and immediately
penned a missive to Santa in crayon asking for it.  Santa
complied, and when Meghan moved into Lilly’s bedroom, Lilly had
relocated her prized possession to the play house. 

The inside of the house may have seemed cramped to an adult, but
it was perfect for a little girl.  The walls were a bight
cream, the same as the outside.  On the left side, there was a
little vanity with a mirror and chair, on the right was a little
kitchen, and between the two sat a little circular table, which
could be used to have a tea party or do art projects, surrounded by
three metal and plastic chairs, one pink, one purple, one
white. 

Usually Lilly was sitting quietly, coloring or paiting, when
Carrie finally fetched her for dinner.

Lilly was sitting at the table as usual, dressed in a w yellow
sun dress, but what Carrie saw froze her blood and caused he heart
to lurch in her chest.

Sitting in the white chair was Lilly, but Carrie hardly
recognized her.  Wouldn’t have recognized if she hadn’t spent
every day of her life with her.  Her daughter’s lustrous gold
hair, always full of body and shine, had gone white and limp, and
her alabaster skin was now ashen, her smooth features scarred with
wrinkles.  Blue eyes, always full of life, were dead behind
heavy dark lids and her lips, usually lush and pert, were blue,
cyanotic, curved into a stark frown as if a profound sadness
weighed down the corners.  Her skinny arms and legs had taken
on the same sallow cast as her face, and the muscle below seemed
gone from the bone, leaving the limbs sickly and emaciated.

“Oh Lilly,” Carrie said in horror, dropping to her knees on the
plastic floor several feet from her daughter.

“So cold,” the little girl who looked like an old woman
whispered, her voice far away and devoid of life.  She hugged
herself with those bony arms, rocking gently, but seemed to find no
solace in the act.

There were tears in Carrie’s eyes.  She didn’t understand
what was happening.  She wanted to hug Lilly.  She wanted
to recoil in disgust at the creature sitting in front of her. 
Her mind was a maelstrom of thoughts and emotions but she couldn’t
grasp a single one.  She felt like she had fallen down the
rabbit hole.

And then the laughter started, the squeaky, high-pitched giggle
of child not yet entered into puberty.  It was coming from her
left.  From the vanity.  Carrie slowly stood, the eerie
and sinister laughter setting her on edge and sending her heart
thumping in her chest at a maniacal pace.  She looked towards
the vanity and saw a boy staring back at her from the mirror that
hung there.

Calling the creature a boy was like calling a wolf a dog; while
they shared the same shape and general look, it was there that the
similarities ended.  The boy in the mirror had no eyes, just
large, gaping craters in his skin where they should have
been.  His nose was likewise missing, the meat and cartilage
rotted away, revealing paired ragged piercings in the skull. 
He possessed a mouth, though it looked like nothing more than a
thin red line painted on his pale, gaunt flesh.  He had a bowl
cut, his sandy hair falling just above the empty sockets, and he
wore a black shirt with crimson buttons.  In the crook of his
right arm he held Lilly, her Lilly.  The girl’s eyes were wide
with terror, her nostrils flared with fear, but she was unable to
vocalize the extent of her revulsion and horror, as her upper and
lower lips had been stitched together with red thread.

“Such a lovely girl,” the boy said softly through those awful
lips, the words followed by an insane giggle.  “I like
her.  I like her hair and I like her skin and I like how she
sings.”  The last word was pronounced with a sibilant tongue,
a hiss normally reserved for reptiles.  “But I’m not averse to
giving her back.  All you have to do is find me someone else
to play with.  But hurry; I play rough and my toys tend to
break.”  He turned to Lilly and asked, “Would you like to
dance?”  Lilly tried to pull away from her captor but he
grasped her tightly, violently directing her into a macabre
twirl.  He turned once more towards Carrie and gave that awful
smile.  “Tick tock,” he said, then turned his full attention
to his new friend.

Carrie turned from the mirror feeling ill.  She went over
to her Lilly, the empty shell of her daughter who hadn’t moved an
inch except for that slight rocking motion, and bundled her against
her body, feeling the coldness of the grave against her chest.

There was little time to spare, she thought miserably and she
hurried into her home with Lilly.  She had a house to
sell.
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