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Enter the Realm of Terror…
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The Playroom

	 

	There was a spider in the walls, and Eloise was fascinated by it. It had been a very long while since she had seen anything alive in the house, and now, there was a spider.

	It had been some time since the Andersons had died, and all their servants and workers had gone away. The house had been empty for years. Aside from the plants in the garden, none of which were bright and cheery, the grounds of the house seemed to abhor living things.

	Long ago, birds landed in the trees and insects roamed the property, even into the house. That had ended some time ago, and Eloise hadn’t even realized it at the time. It was only when she saw the spider in the walls that she reflected on how long it had been since she had seen a spider or any other living thing in the house.

	For a day, she was infatuated with the tiny creature. With its pale, yellowish body and long, spindly legs, it wandered about and even set up a web between some support beams behind the drywall.

	Soon, she found herself feeling sorry for the creature. No insects would fall into that web anytime soon. As far as she knew, the spider was the only living thing in the house. It would starve to death if it stayed.

	“You need to leave,” she told the spider. “It’s not safe for you here. You should be out in the world where there is food and water.”

	The spider, of course, understood nothing.

	“Follow me to a window,” she told it. “I’ll let you out. There are many bugs in the yards nearby. Tasty flies and other things. A feast!”

	The spider remained where it was.

	“I’ll get you to a window. You’ll see,” she assured the creature.

	She had thought that maybe she could pluck it from its web and carry it, but she knew she no longer had the dexterity to do such things. Her ghost hands were not as nimble as they had been when she was alive. The cold that came from them would probably be enough to kill the spider. She couldn’t move it manually. She would have to think of something else.

	The idea struck her that perhaps she could use a small stick or piece of wood to wrap up the web and just take the spider along with it. She could take that downstairs to a window and toss the creature in the yard, where it could escape to greener pastures.

	It was not the best idea because, for the same reason: holding and manipulating a stick for a long period was not something she could do well. She had learned to move things, and she was better at it now than when she had first died, but it was still not easy. But she had to try.

	She searched the house for something that might aid in moving the little creature and settled on a wooden spoon that had been left in the kitchen. It was only when she was halfway from the kitchen to her destination that she realized there was no opening in the walls for the spoon to pass through. She would have to either break a hole in the wall or abandon her quest.

	“This isn’t fair,” she said, dropping the spoon. “He never hurt anyone.”

	She was alone in a hallway a short distance from the stairs. Carl and Thaddeus were not around, and Vivienne had been hiding for weeks. It had been too long since Eloise felt like she had anyone she could talk to, and as much as it pained her to admit it, she was lonelier than she had ever been.

	At least with the Andersons in the house, there were always people around. It didn’t matter that none of them could see her, and when they spoke, they were not speaking to her. There was still the sense that the house was alive and bustling, and things were happening. Even observing from the shadows made Eloise feel like a part of something. That was gone, and she didn’t know if it would ever come back.

	It was silly, but the spider represented the hope for something more. Living things could still be a part of the house. She couldn’t be a part of the living, but she could work with them. She could be friends with them. There had to be something she could do. There had to be a place for her. Otherwise, what was the point of her coming back at all?

	Angry that she hadn’t thought her plan through, Eloise dropped the spoon and returned to the wall, heading to where her spider friend waited. The layout of the passageway between the walls had changed in her absence. It had only been a few minutes, but something was wrong.

	It was not the first time the house had chosen to change in her presence. Had it not been for the girl in the pond and the house altering the passageways, Eloise might never have died in the first place.

	There was too much light in the passage. Her eyes no longer needed light to see well, but she was still aware of it and recognized that the passage was all but flooded with light now. It looked like one of the regular halls in the house, with a window at the end, and that made no sense.

	Concerned that something had happened to her spider friend, she rushed the rest of the way to where she had left him. Instead of the web being built between some two-by-fours behind the drywall, Eloise was stunned to see that the web was now in front of a window.

	“Why did you do that?” she asked the house aloud.

	The window was on the side of the house on the first floor. The passageway had previously been in the center of the house on the second floor. Cautiously, Eloise raised the window and allowed a breeze to enter the house. It caused the web to bulge and sway, disturbing the spider, which quickly climbed down and then out of the open window.

	“Oh. Good thinking!” Eloise said, delighted that what had essentially been her plan had worked.

	She watched the little spider climb down the exterior wall into the grass and disappear. She remained at the window for a long moment, watching the world outside.

	She knew where the window was located, and it was nowhere near where she was in the house. The house had moved it there from several yards away. She should have been in the hallway outside the pantry, but she was not.

	“Thank you for doing that,” she told the house. “You can move it back now if you want.”

	Nothing moved while she was watching, but after she left, things went back to the way they had been.

	“How do you do that?” she asked the walls. She made her way to the roof of the house and sat in the sunlight. No one from the house came up to the roof except Carl, and even then, it was still rare. Eloise liked it because she felt like she was still in the house, but outside at the same time. There was a strange kind of privacy to being up there, out in the open.

	The house offered no answers, not that she expected it would.

	“It must be fun, being able to change like that,” she said. “I wish I could change sometimes.”

	Eloise often wondered what she might look like if she had aged naturally. What would she have looked like by the time she turned twenty? What would she have looked like as a grandmother?

	Changing was not something the living appreciated as much as they should have. Aging was frowned upon. People didn’t want to look older. When it was no longer an option, it was something you longed for.

	What the house did was not nearly the same thing, but at least it was something. It could remake itself all the time. It could even create a new floor. It made Eloise wonder if the house could feel things. Did it have fun when it changed things around? Was there a mischievous glee in producing a fourth floor that would sometimes trick people? Was it being kind when it had made that window for Eloise’s spider?

	Eloise also wondered if the house could just as easily feel anger or hate. It seemed like it had helped Vivienne to kill her. The house, like the Dark Ones, seemed to bend to her will when she needed it to. But maybe that was just how it seemed.

	“I think you’re just trying your best, like the rest of us,” she said. “We all have to do what we can sometimes to survive.”

	It was a strange thing to say. Neither Eloise nor the house was alive, so survival meant nothing to either of them. But, in a real way, it meant as much as it had when she was alive.

	She feared what the future held if things changed. If the house was destroyed. That would be the end of all of them. Of Carl and Thaddeus and the Dark Ones, too. Only Vivienne in her pond would remain if something happened to the house. She was not bound to it like everyone else. She had no fear.

	“I’ll protect you,” Eloise said, placing her hand on a roof tile. “For as long as I can, okay? And you do the same for me. That’s what friends do, right?”

	She would have felt absurd if she could have heard herself years ago. Back when she was alive, the idea of being friends with a house would have been the silliest thing ever. She had a good imagination even then, but she never could have imagined that a house might qualify as a friend. Things had definitely changed since then.

	Eloise stayed on the roof in the sun until it set. The night sky was clear and full of stars, with no moon in sight. She remained on the roof, staring at them, and talking as though she were amid a very important conversation.

	She talked to the house about the things she saw. She didn’t know the names of all the constellations, but she made up her own. She showed the house the one she called the Cat, and another she called Old Crow. She closed one eye and raised her hand, pointing with a finger at each of them in turn, assuming the house could see from her perspective.

	When the sun rose again and the stars vanished, she finally got up. Though she had no plans for that day, she thought she might at least go back into the house and see if Carl or Thaddeus were around and what they were up to.

	There was no sign of Carl, and Eloise thought he might be on one of his walks. Thaddeus was on the third floor, and he seemed consumed by his thoughts. He would often just stare at a window and do very little for days at a time, and she had learned long ago to just let him be when he was like that. He was no fun, and it was a waste of time trying to get his attention.

	Even though it was unsurprising that no one was around, it was still disappointing. Eloise headed down through the floor toward the passage behind the wall where she had died. When there was nothing else to do, she sometimes sat there and waited for something to catch her attention.

	She emerged in what should have been the narrow passage, but instead found herself in a room. A large window, bigger than any she’d ever seen in the house, looked over the trees and flowers in the garden. She recognized them and knew that they were actually far from the house.

	The room had no door, but it did have a variety of toys and furnishings that she had never seen anywhere else in the house. A shadow projector held a burning candle that cast images of running horses on the wall as the outer ring spun around the flame. A music box played a quick, lilting tune while a little dancer mounted on top spun and kicked, and a dozen dolls were set up in the largest dollhouse Eloise had seen.
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