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“NOBODY KNOWS PRETTY GIRLS
MAKE GRAVES . . .”

—MXMS


PROLOGUE

 


 


MY MOTHER WANTED TO
NAME me Lolita. She was an avid reader and
believed in unconventional names. My father put his foot down and
said no. I became Lolly instead. I’m still not sure how I feel
about that.

My sister’s name was Snow
because my mother’s favorite fairy tale was Snow White and the Seven Dwarves. I
guess my father had no issue with that because Snow White didn’t
tempt men old enough to know better. She just lived with seven
short men and did their bidding.

My sister died—we
presume—ten years ago. I’m twenty-one now. She’d be
eighteen.

Sometimes I think I see
her in a crowd. Sometimes I hear her talking to me when I’m asleep.
Sometimes I wonder what I’d do if I found the man who took her from
us.
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THEN

 


“BUT WHAT IF THEY
WON’T give it to me?”

My mother held a tissue
over her mouth as she hacked and coughed. “Snow, honey, you’re not
picking up illegal drugs. You’re picking up our prescriptions. I
even called.”

Snow twisted her sweater
hem between her pale white fingers. Her complexion lived up to her
name.

“But Ma—”

“Snow!”

My mother was losing her
patience. We’d been sick with the flu for two long days. My
temperature hovered at 103, hers a cool 101. Snow wasn’t sick and
neither was Daddy. But Daddy was at work and we weren’t.

“All you have to do is go
back to the counter. Mr. Rust is working. He’s very nice. Remember
him? He gives you lollipops.”

I rolled my eyes. I was
too sick to be diplomatic.

“Give him the money I gave
you and he’ll give you our medicine. There’s an extra dollar there
for a candy bar for you. Then come home. It’s fine. Okay? It’s only
a block away.”

My mother dissolved into a
fit of hacking coughs and wheezes.

I started my own back-up
chorus of strangled coughs as if prompted by her. I held my ribs as
the spasms worked through me. I felt like I was being turned inside
out while being set on fire. My eyes burned and my eyelids felt
like they weighed about a thousand pounds each.

“Snow, just go,” I
managed. “Honestly, don’t be such a baby. I’d go myself but I’m
dying.”

Snow’s eyes flared wide.
They were dark and liquid like a cartoon doe. I felt bad but only
for a second because then my stomach cramped up and I stood to rush
to the bathroom before I shit myself.

I heard my mother as I
fled. “She’s just kidding, honey. She’s not dying.”

That was the last time I
ever saw my sister.
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NOW

 


ONCE AGAIN, I WAS
HACKING and coughing. My ribs were sore
and the doctor had told me with a wry smile she was pretty sure I’d
cracked one or two.

“What do you do for
that?”

“Nothing, usually. Wait.
Take it easy.”

I groaned. “Being on the
sofa for nearly a week isn’t easy enough?”

I telecommuted for a few
days but my boss had finally told me to just get better. Hipster
bosses could be the best sometimes.

When the flu started I’d
immediately gone into urgent care. I’d been on the antiviral for a
few days but the hacking went on and on. I was afraid of pneumonia.
At twenty-one I’d already had it three times in my life.

“I know. It sucks. This is
a bad strain this year. I think you have an upper respiratory thing
brewing. I sent an order for an antibiotic and a cough syrup with
codeine to settle that cough down.”

“Oh boy. Hard
drugs.”

She laughed. She’d been
seeing me since I was sixteen. She knew I was joking.

“How’s the antiviral
going? Any odd side effects?”

“Tired, tired, very tired.
My eyes are a bit wiggy.”

She nodded, making a note
on the tablet she held. “Normal.”

“Good. I was
worried.”

“I want you to keep it up.
The rest and the sleeping and fluids. Finish that prescription and
finish the antibiotic when you get it. The cough syrup as
needed.”

“Got it. I guess work will
have to wait?”

She stared at the tablet
harder again. “How old are you again, Lolly?”

“Twenty-one.”

She smiled. “I always
think you’re so much younger.”

“I know. I look like I’m
ten.”

“Hey,” she said. “One day
that’ll be in your favor.”

“When I’m old I won’t look
it?”

“Exactly.”

“Yeah, I hear that all the
time.”

~

I recognized him. But now
he had a halo.

My never-ending late night
(or any time really) scrolls through the local message boards about
pedophiles and child predators assembled a whole catalog of human
trash in my brain.

Some of them were such
repeat offenders I had their images seared into my mind’s
eye.

I didn’t know if it was
some kind of penance. Paying Snow back for being too sick to go
myself. I was the older sister, after all. Or if it was just
obsession born of loss.

A guy who had lured a
ten-year-old boy into some local woods with a puppy had been
spotted not once, but twice, at the local high school track,
recording the track team with his phone. Focusing on, of course,
the freshman runts of the litter.

A substitute had been
sniffed out by a parent for having a previous statutory rape charge
which had started a whole thing with the screening process for subs
and school volunteers.

I knew a whole flock of
pedos lived near the local park, just a hair past the line of
legality. If they lived two inches closer to the gathering place
for kids it would have been against the law.

I knew a lot. And almost
every day I scrolled and looked and scrolled and looked, hoping one
of the faces I saw would ring a bell and I’d know what happened to
my sister.

But this motherfucker had
a halo. He was too young to have been the one who’d taken her.
Around his unwashed hair and attempt at a soul patch, and somehow
greasy brown eyes, lurked a dingy gray halo of light.

The exact opposite of the
ones you see portrayed in religious paintings done by the Masters.
No clear white radiant light of heaven. This was the grimy, soupy,
sickening scum left after city snow melted.

He scratched his head and
waited in line like everyone else. No one paid any attention to
him. But I did.

His name, if my
flu-riddled memory served, was Stanley White. Stanley? In this day
and age? His parents must have hated him.

He liked little boys. And
by little, I mean little, little boys. Four, five maybe. If a kid
was seven, well, that was far too old for Stanley.

I studied him while I
waited. My body was too exhausted to get too riled up.

He shuffled forward and so
did I.

He had been caught three
times attempting to lure a child away from its parent. He claimed
lost kid crying. Bottom line was, he’d yet to be caught red-handed
or have any definitive evidence against him. No one could prove
anything, so he’d gotten off. But he had a flag on him and the
vigilant—like me—were very aware of Stanley.

I shut my eyes and my head
swam. My sister, pretty and forever ten, smiled in my mind’s eye.
She worried her sweater, fretting over running the errand that
would put her in the category of missing kid.

It would end up ruining my
parents’ marriage, ruining my ability to cope. It ruined
everything.

The worst being, we never
had a body. We never had closure. My mother never knew what
happened to her child.

Stanley shuffled
forward.

I probably could have left
it at that until the woman with three kids walked in. They were all
runny nosed and glassy eyed, including her.

The youngest was about
four with milk chocolate-colored skin and an afro I couldn’t help
smiling at. This little bad ass had hair nearly as big as him. And
he rocked it.

He saw me looking and
grinned at me despite a river of dried snot from his nose to his
upper lip. I waved and he waved back.

My chest ached then. The
innocence of him. The lack of suspicion. I could be anyone. Hell, I
could be Stanley.

Speaking of Stanley,
little Mr. Fly had his attention.

I had a moment. An image
in my head of me taking the big metal pole that read “Line Starts
Here” and swinging for the fences against Stanley’s head. Knocking
everything out of him that preyed on little boys, that made him who
he was. The monster he was.

I blinked. My head had
actually snapped back as if I’d applied that force.

The woman behind me gave
me a look and I gave her a look right back that made her face
pucker up like an asshole.

The next person was called
and the line shuffled forward.

Gotta love cold and flu
season.

Stanley got to the front
and there was some murmuring and some issues. He was asked to step
to the side. Some kind of insurance glitch. Please have a seat,
we’re trying to sort it out.

I was almost to the front
when little man came running up chasing a bouncy ball his mother
must have gotten him from the quarter machines. He did it in a way
only a sick little kid could. No shuffling, groaning staggering of
an adult. The attempt to be normal and buoyant.

I watched the ball bounce,
bounce, bounce—and then be snatched from the air by the clammy hand
of Stanley.

The little boy stopped
short. So suddenly he almost went down on his butt.

He giggled.

Stanley smiled.

The gray halo around his
head seemed to throb.

I wanted to scream. I
wanted to grab him by his ears and head butt him until his head
rang.

“Demetri!” the boy’s
mother called. “Get your butt back here, boy.”

Stanley had to force
himself, I could see it. He held out the ball and the little boy
took it. But not before Stanley closed his spidery fingers around
the tips of Demetri’s fingers. A rush to feel that baby skin? A
buzz to feel that innocence under his touch?

My jaw ached from
clenching my teeth.

“Ms.
Valentine!”

My head whipped around so
fast I felt dizzy.

“Sorry. Oh. Sorry,” I
mumbled, moving forward on unsteady feet.


 


 


3

 


 


THE PHARMACIST TYPED AND
HUMMED and then clucked like a concerned
hen.

“One of these is a
controlled substance. The cough syrup with codeine. Do you have an
adult with you?”

Any other day I’d have
laughed. It happened so frequently. This time, after watching
Spider Stanley and his greasy halo, I sighed. I dug my phone out of
my back pocket and plucked my ID from the pocket attached to the
back.

“I’m twenty-one,” I said,
sliding my driver’s license across the counter to him.

He blinked, picked it up,
studied it like it could be a fake. An elaborate ruse to get hold
of a few milligrams of codeine.

“I’m terribly sorry. You
just look so—”

“Very young. Yes. I know.
It’s fine. But I feel like crap so if I can get my prescription and
go home, that’d be great.”

“Of course.” He went to
the shelves and quickly found my bag. He rang me up and I paid with
my bank card.

“Thanks.”

“Feel better, Ms.
Valentine.”

I waggled the crinkly bag
at him. “That’s the plan.”

I walked by greasy Stanley
and went out to my car. I put the key in the ignition but couldn’t
put the car into gear. I took two of the five pink pills from the
blister pack, swallowed them down with water. Then, against
directions and good thought, I took a swig right out of the cough
syrup bottle.

Then I sat.

And I waited.

Apparently, I wasn’t done
with Stanley yet.

~

My head was pounding, but
I just kept driving. I knew he had to live in the immediate area
because I’d seen Stanley on my group posting about local kid
diddlers.

I rubbed the spot between
my eyes, wondering if the halos were from the antiviral, a brain
tumor, or divine intervention. I wasn’t very religious, but this
was more than unusual. Maybe the God I’d always blamed for taking
my baby sister was giving me a chance to make it right.

Something an ass ton of
therapy, medication, and one brief but exquisitely memorable trip
to the local mental health institute hadn’t been able to
do.

I’d learned to deal with,
a.k.a. hide, my guilt. But I’d never processed it and I’d never
become right with myself in any way.

It was my fault she was
gone. I was the big sister and I had failed her.

I turned onto Flower
Avenue, and when he cut the engine on his piece-of-shit ancient
blue K Car, I laughed. Such a lovely neighborhood, such a charming
house. But all it needed was Hansel and Gretel to show up and be
lured inside. They’d get more than just candy, I was
sure.

He got out, grabbed his
prescription, locked the car, and bypassed the house. He walked
down the driveway, through the back gate, and started traipsing
through the large back yard. I lost sight of him after a minute
because shrubs and the neighbors’ mobile home were in my
way.

I sat there, staring at
myself in the sun visor mirror.

“Well? What are you going
to do now, Miss Marple?” The woman in the mirror was pale, sweaty,
and had dark shadows under her eyes.

I took a swig of water and
started to cough. Hard.

“Fuck it.” I took another
swig of the cough syrup and gagged on the faux sweetness. I sat
there until a warmth bled through me. Whether it was from action or
codeine, I couldn’t tell.

I put my phone in one
pocket and put my key in the other. I wouldn’t lock the car in case
I had to make a quick getaway. Ironically, a registered sex
offender could complain if someone was stalking him. It might fall
on deaf ears, but he could do it.

Best to make sure I could
get gone quickly.

The neighborhood appeared
deserted. The house next door was bare windowed and had a For Sale
sign in the window.

Picking my way down the
gravel driveway, I pushed through the back gate. If he caught me, I
was looking for my friend who used to live on this
street.

My head pounded in time
with my heart. The light was too bright and the sound of rustling
leaves way too loud. I winced with every step. Surely, he’d hear me
coming.

I walked toward the end of
the yard, glancing at the back door of the house to see if maybe
he’d gone in there. The back door was shut and there was no way to
tell. I thought of turning around until the sound of music came
sliding across on the breeze.

I want candy
. . .

I turned toward the sound
and kept walking.

It took a few minutes, but
finally I saw the trailer. Up on concrete blocks, surely it had
been there a while. Once it had been sky blue, now it was a dirty
faded winter puddle color.

This was Stanley’s luxury
home in the woods. His home base. His lair.

The bubbly bright music
came out, eerily inappropriate.

I didn’t knock. I didn’t
call out. I wasn’t sure what the fuck I was thinking beyond the
fact that I really wasn’t.

I pulled open the door
slowly. Maybe giving him time to realize I was coming. Maybe just
fatigue.

He had his back to me.
Music blaring. He stood there in what appeared to be a man’s
speedo. A banana hammock, my friend Anna calls them. He was sorting
through a bin of children’s clothes. Clothes way too small to be
his or even belong to a woman he might be banging. Colorful fabric
fluttered around his digging hands. He was looking for something in
particular.

My head ached. I was
clammy.

Were they trophies? Or
just jerking-off material?

My stomach rolled and I
must have made a noise because he turned around. The cigarette
clamped between his teeth nearly fell.

I blinked. “Um
. . .”

He studied me for a
moment, the fear fading. He grinned. “You lost, honey?”

I shook my
head.

“You looking for
someone?”

He turned fully to me. His
cock was getting hard. I could see it happening right in front of
my eyes.

Then it hit me. He thought
I was a kid.

“Yes, my friend, um,
Abigail?” I let my voice go up.

“She lives on this
street?”

“I think.”

It then dawned on me I’d
come in here empty-handed.

My head buzzed like
overworked neon and I noticed the halo around his greasy hair
seemed to shimmer in time with it.

“You want a drink? I have
some Kool-Aid.”

I bet he did. With
something extra added. I wasn’t a little boy but he thought I was
underage and clearly that would work for Stanley.

“Sure,” I said.

I wanted him to turn his
back. And when he did, I looked around frantically.

There it was. It seemed to
glow. As dingy as his halo was, this object was bright. Like it was
drawing me to it.

A hammer. He’d been
repairing his piece of shit trailer apparently. The hammer lay
amongst a screwdriver, a wrench, some nails, and some
hinges.

It practically fucking
levitated.

I snagged it as he said,
“Abigail, huh? I thought I knew all the kids in the
area.”

“I bet you did,” I said,
gripping the hammer.

He turned and saw me.
“Hey, hon. What’s the problem? I won’t hurt you.”

“You won’t?”

“No.” He backpedaled a
step.

“You’ll just fuck
me?”

He swallowed hard. His
Adam’s apple looked enormous.

“Drug me? Beat me
up?”

“Who are you?”

“I’m just a little girl,”
I said, looking forward. “Lost in the woods.”

I brought the hammer down.
Hard.

There was a crunch. It
reminded me of biting into a really crisp fall apple. The feeling I
got after it hit home was as sweet as that apple would have tasted.
A rush like the most tempting drug or the strongest
orgasm.

“No more,” I
said.

I hit him again. There was
a wetter sound this time. More squelch, less crunch.

Another blow. “You can’t
hurt them now. Not Snow, not Abigail, not anyone. Not little Mister
Dope Afro in the store.”

“What the fuck?” he
managed. He sounded like he was gargling rocks.

“Fuck!”

Blow-blow-blow. Blood and
gray and pink slime and chunks of skin hit my face and
arms.

“You!”

Blow-blow-blow.

I obliterated
Stanley.

There was half a head full
of brain soup. His face ruined. His body limp. No more breath. No
more life. No more threat.

I hit him until his halo
went out.

The phone rang and I
froze.
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IT RANG FOUR MORE
TIMES as I stood there, heart pounding. My
temples kept time.

Beneath me, the ruins of
Stanley oozed into the rag rugs on the floor of his
trailer.

There was an honest-to-God
answering machine beep and I looked around. There, in a cascade of
papers and dirty dishes on the tiny counter, was an answering
machine.

“Stanley?”

She paused and I heard the
crackle and pop of white noise around her.

“Stanley? It’s Mom. Are
you there?”

Another long pause. I
became aware of the smell of the trailer. Unwashed man, dirty
bedding, old food, and now, blood.

“It’s Mom. I’m just
checking in. The trip to Florida is good, but it’s pretty hot here.
Even though it’s winter.”

“Duh,” I
whispered.

“Wanted to make sure you
were taking good care of Grace. If you don’t, you know she’ll claw
my sofa to ribbons. I was hoping to catch you
. . .”

I could feel the guilt
coming through the phone. Though, if I had a raging pedophile for a
son, I might go ahead and lay on a guilt trip too.

“Please be sure to feed
her two times a day and give her some love. I hope you’re
. . .” She went silent again. “Being good. I’ll see you
day after tomorrow.”

Click.

No “love you.” No “call me
back.”

I think being good
translated to not getting arrested or diddling little Sally in the
alley.

I put a hand to my head
and sighed.

“Now I have to go feed the
cat for you, you piece of shit.”

Lucky for me, as messy as
Stanley’s trailer was, he had a key rack on the wall by the door. I
took a stab in the dark and chose the cat shaped key ring for the
main house.

Snagging it, I poked my
head out the door, looked around, and saw no one. I heard the hiss
and rush of traffic not far off. The property backed up to a drop
off to the Baltimore Beltway. It looked rural but the speed and
light of traffic was only about a thousand feet away.

I hustled toward the
house, hoping the whole way the key worked on the back
door.

It did.

I entered the dim hush of
the mud room.

“Grace?” I
whisper-called.

Nothing.

I went to the kitchen, saw
the cat’s food mat with a bunch of kibble scattered around an
almost empty bowl. The bulk store bag of kibble was right there on
the floor. With or without Stanley, Grace wouldn’t starve if she
had any survival sense at all.

“Grace? Gracie?” I
sing-songed. I wanted to pet the cat.

I’d just killed a man, but
stroking a cat sounded divine. Like it might calm me down
some.

I used the measuring cup
in the bag to fill her bowl and suddenly she materialized. A
black-and-smoke gray long-haired something. I didn’t know much
about cats.

She had one green eye, one
brown.

“Hey there. I heard you
might be hungry.”

She sat on her bum and
meowed at me.

“What’s that? You need
water, too? Of course.”

I filled her water bowl
and watched her ignore it stoically as she ate. I opened the
fridge. Inside was a cloudy pitcher of iced tea, a bottle of apple
juice, and a few cans of Coke.

I helped myself. Sat at
the table and watched Grace eat.
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