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Chapter 1: The Box Arrives
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The package sat on the front porch like an accusation.

Evelyn Moore stood at the window, her coffee cold in her hand, watching the brown cardboard box through the glass. The morning light was pale and thin, the kind that made everything look washed out. She had been standing there for ten minutes.

It was just a doll. A memory doll, the website had called it. Something to hold when the grief got too heavy. She had ordered it at 2 AM, three weeks ago, after a night of scrolling through Lisa's old photos on her cracked phone screen. The payment had gone through before she even remembered making the decision.

She opened the front door. The air was cool and smelled like wet leaves. She bent down and picked up the box. It was lighter than she expected.

Inside the kitchen, she placed the box on the round wooden table. The house was silent except for the hum of the refrigerator. She pulled the tape off slowly, carefully, as if she might damage something precious. Inside the bubble wrap was a doll—Lily, the website had called it. The name came printed on a small card attached to the doll's dress.

Evelyn lifted it out. The doll was about twenty-two inches tall, with a ceramic face and soft brown hair tied in two short braids with pale pink ribbons. Its eyes were brown glass beads, closed. Its mouth was painted in a small, gentle smile. It wore a light pink cotton dress with tiny floral patterns, and on the left shoulder there was a dark stain, the size of a coin.

She held the doll against her chest and closed her eyes.

"Lisa," she whispered. The name felt strange in her mouth, like a word she had forgotten how to say.

She carried the doll upstairs to Lisa's room. The door was already open, like it always was. Evelyn had never closed it, not once in the last year. The room was exactly as it had been—the pale blue walls, the white bedspread with the small tear in the corner, the desk cluttered with half-colored drawings, the chair pushed out at an angle, as if someone had just gotten up.

Evelyn placed the doll on the bed. It sat there, small and still, its ceramic face catching the pale light from the window.

"Your new friend," she said. "Her name is Lily."

She waited, as if expecting a response. The room was quiet. Outside, a bird sang once, then stopped.

She moved to the desk and straightened the drawings. Most of them were scribbles, but a few were recognizable—a house, a tree, a figure with long brown hair that might have been Evelyn herself. She touched the paper gently, feeling the indentation of the crayon.

"Mommy, I made this for you."

She heard the words clearly in her memory. Lisa's voice. High and soft, the way it always was when she was proud of something.

Evelyn sat down on the bed next to the doll and began to cry.

It was the same kind of crying she did every day, the kind that never seemed to empty out whatever was inside her. She cried until her throat was raw and her eyes were swollen. Then she lay down on the bed, her head next to the doll, and fell asleep.

She woke to darkness.

The room had gone black outside the window. She had slept through the afternoon. She sat up slowly, her body stiff and cold. The doll was still beside her, its glass eyes now open, staring at the ceiling.

Evelyn blinked. She could not remember closing the doll's eyes. But she was so tired. She must have done it without thinking.

She picked up the doll and placed it on the chair by the desk, facing the window. Then she left the room, pulling the door halfway closed behind her, the way it always was.

At the bottom of the stairs, she noticed the light on the Aeri speaker in the living room. It was glowing white, the way it always did when it was in standby mode. She had bought the speaker a month before Lisa died, on a whim, because Lisa had asked for one after seeing it in a friend's house. Evelyn had never learned how to use it properly. She mostly used it to play white noise at night.

She walked past it and went into the kitchen.

The coffee she had made that morning was still in the cup. She poured it down the sink and made a fresh one. She sat at the table in the dark, drinking it slowly.

The Aeri speaker blinked.

She looked up.

The white light had changed to a soft amber.

She stared at it. She had never changed the light settings. She did not even know you could change them.

The amber glow held steady for a moment. Then it went dark.

The kitchen was black. The only light came from the window, the dim orange of a distant streetlamp.

Evelyn waited.

Nothing else happened. She finished her coffee, her heart beating a little faster than it should have, and went to bed.

She did not check on the doll.
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Chapter 2: The Laugh
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The dream was a good one. It was not the kind of dream she usually had—the kind where Lisa was sick, or where she could not find her, or where she was trying to scream but no sound came out. This was different. In this dream, Lisa was sitting at the breakfast table, eating cereal out of her favorite pink bowl. She was wearing her yellow pajamas. Her hair was messy, the way it always was in the morning.

"Mommy, can I have more milk?"

Evelyn smiled. "Of course, sweetheart."

She reached for the carton—

And woke up.

She was sitting at the breakfast table. The pink bowl was not there. The yellow pajamas were not there. The kitchen was empty, just as it had been empty for three hundred and sixty-four days.

But she had been sitting at the table.

Evelyn looked down at her hands. She was wearing the same clothes she had worn to bed. Her hair was tangled. The coffee she had made last night was cold in her system, and the morning light was just beginning to creep through the window.

She must have walked downstairs in her sleep. She did not remember it.

She looked at the other chair, the one across from her. It was empty.

"You're not here," she whispered.

She stood up and made toast. She did not butter it. She ate it standing at the counter, staring at the gray morning outside.

Then the Aeri speaker spoke.

It was not words. It was a laugh.

Evelyn froze. Her hand stopped mid-air, the toast halfway to her mouth.

She knew that laugh. She had heard it a thousand times.

It was Lisa's laugh.

The speaker played it again. The same high, pealing sound, as if Lisa was playing in the other room, as if she had just been tickled. It was not a recording of a laugh. It was the laugh—the specific, off-tone, slightly breathless way Lisa always laughed when she was truly happy.

Evelyn dropped the toast. It landed on the floor, butter-side down.

The laugh came again. It lasted three seconds, maybe four. Then the speaker went silent.

Evelyn walked slowly toward the living room. Her legs felt like they were made of wet sand. She stopped in front of the Aeri speaker, staring at its dark, unresponsive face.

The amber light was glowing.

She touched the top of the speaker. Nothing happened. She tapped it. Nothing. She unplugged it from the wall and plugged it back in. The amber light remained steady.

No playback history. No Bluetooth connection. No timer set.

She opened the Aeri app on her phone. There was nothing in the queue. There were no saved clips. There was no explanation.

She sat down on the floor in front of the speaker and put her hands over her face.

She was hallucinating. That was the only explanation. Grief did things to people. The doctor had told her that. The therapist had told her that. She was not sleeping enough. She was not eating enough. She was hearing things that were not there.

But she knew what she heard.

It was Lisa's laugh.

She stood up and walked away from the speaker. She walked to the front door, opened it, and stepped outside. The air was cold and damp. She stood on the porch, breathing deeply, trying to calm the shaking in her hands.

A car drove past. A dog barked two streets away. The world went on, normal and indifferent.

She went back inside.

The speaker was silent. The amber light had gone back to white.

She told herself it was nothing.

She did not believe it.
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