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Best Friends Forever originally appeared in Deadly Bargain: A Colors in Darkness Anthology in 2017. As someone who enjoys vintage and antique shopping, as well as the occasional weird doll, this story struck a chord. Let the buyer beware! 
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For a big guy in heavy boots, he sure did run fast! Especially in this heat. But as Maya weaved between parked cars and tucked herself behind the dumpster, she was amazed that he was still on her trail. 

She didn’t move so quickly herself; with arms and legs shorter than the other kids in class, it was difficult to take long strides, and she’d easily lose her balance if she overreached without adjusting. But she'd had lots of practice eluding people in her small town, so she knew all of the places to hide when necessary. This time though, she might have underestimated her victim.

Give it up, man! 

He stopped running and stood next to the dumpster, breathing heavily. Partially hidden by a stack of empty cardboard boxes, Maya kept still, listening to him catch his breath. When his boots squeaked, she knew he was on the move again; the diminishing thump of his boots striking the pavement told her that he was leaving the parking lot. She waited a few extra minutes to be safe, then emerged from her hiding spot and headed in the opposite direction of her pursuer. 

She patted her pocket to make sure she hadn’t lost the prize during her escape. It was still there, snuggled tight; she smiled.

Before she could reach the crosswalk, she heard the boots running toward her again.

“Hey! Get over here, Maya!” The man yelled, waving his arms as he ran.

Maya shrieked and turned on her heel, running instead into the wooded area; she knew she could hide there in places the big man couldn’t reach.

One day, she’d find a way out of this town for sure. 

But for now, she would just keep running. 
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She didn’t intend to make such a mess of the kitchen, but who knew that pancakes were so complicated?

With a flick of her wrist, another pancake crashed and burned across the side of the griddle and she growled at the battered mess.

“Why can’t I do this?” 

In a childish rage, her fists struck the stovetop, sending the spatula to the floor amidst a spray of batter. She knew that her short fingers made common tasks more challenging, but the spatula was the last straw; tearfully, she crumbled, placing her back against the stove to survey the damage. A simple plan for breakfast had left in its wake an overturned trashcan, cabinet doors dripping with egg, and an heirloom glass pitcher shattered against the wall. She waited until her anger subsided and her breathing slowed before she rose from the floor and composed herself. 

She managed to rescue four misshapen pancakes and a handful of broken bacon, arranging them on the paper plates and smothering the cakes in creamy butter and syrup. The metal serving tray held the plates and glasses of juice as Maya cautiously mounted the stairs to her bedroom.

“It’s morrrrrning!" Maya sang out, opening the door with her foot.

“Wake up, Bennie!” Louder this time, she set the tray on the dresser and began teasing the neck and shoulders of the sleeping girl curled up on the twin bed beneath a Disney-themed blanket. When the girl shrugged her hand away, Maya leaned in close to her ear and whispered, “Let’s not waste any time!” 

With that, Maya gripped the edge of the blanket and pulled back, uncovering Bennie lying fully dressed in a flowered button blouse, denim jeans and patent leather Mary Jane slippers over white lace-trimmed socks.

It had been late when Bennie arrived and she wasn’t able to thoroughly check out Maya’s room, but in the daylight, she was pleased with what she saw. Stretching her arms to the ceiling, she rubbed her eyes as she surveyed the bedroom. It was the typical bedroom of little girls with princess dreams; awash in varying shades of pinks and purples, with leaping unicorns and wide-eyed kittens peeking out from every space of the wall. There was no consistent theme, just a mishmash of the fantasy characters that usually filled the dreams of young girls everywhere. She reached out to touch the frilly curtain hanging on the window between the beds. It was part of the set matching the bedding and lampshades, illustrated with images of an ebony princess and her frog companion. She paused a moment longer to admire the feel of the silky fabric between her fingers, then turned her eyes to Maya.

“Your room is really nice! I like it here!” 

Maya rolled her eyes and shrugged her shoulders. “It’s okay, I guess. It’s just a room.” 

“Just a room? It looks like a toy store!”

“I don’t have a lot of friends over...hardly ever.” Maya shrugged and began picking at a spot on the comforter. “You really like my room?”

“This is one of the prettiest rooms I’ve ever seen. I wish I could stay here forever!”

Bennie sat on the bench at the vanity, examining her face in the mirror while Maya ate from both plates. She leaned close and traced the roundness of her nose, tugged on her bottom lip to show her teeth, stuck out her tongue at her own reflection. She silently compared her round face and rosy cheeks to Maya’s almond shaped eyes and flat, wide nose. 

“What should we do today?” replied Bennie, idly stroking her coarse black hair as it lay curled against her shoulder. 

Maya picked up a jewel-encrusted hairbrush and stepped behind the bench, placing her knees at Bennie’s back. Wordlessly, she gripped a handful of hair at the root and brushed downward, the bristles caught on a snag. Maya frowned and jerked at the tangle, causing Bennie to raise her hand protectively.

“Ouch!” She yelped as she was rewarded with a sharp rap of the brush against her knuckles.

“Hold still, almost done.”

She sat still, watching her friend brush and style her hair with a heavy hand that belied her age. Maya’s short stubby arms flexed as she pulled the hairbrush through Bennie’s mane. Her lips pressed together and eyes narrowed into slits, her fingers seemed to trip over each other as she tried to create a simple braided style that matched her own. Bennie didn’t move until Maya secured the last braid and returned the brush to the table.

“Okay, let’s go play.” 
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They took the scenic route to the park with Maya acting as tour guide for wide-eyed Bennie. Walking hand in hand with matching pigtails, Bennie was nearly a full foot taller than Maya’s small frame, but Maya narrated every turn and pointed out each landmark that shaped the ten years of her life. 

“That’s where I went to elementary school, but then I graduated so now I’m in middle school!” 

Even though she had seen it before, Bennie put on a show of excitement for Maya, marveling at the dozens of windows in the red brick building. “So pretty and sparkly!”

Her feigned interest was encouragement for Maya, so they continued on their way holding hands, until they approached a freshly poured segment of the sidewalk. Maya kneeled and pointed toward names that had been clumsily etched into the cement with a ragged object of some sort.

“Look at this – Tisha, Ebony, Chantelle, Meemee. They all got into BIG trouble for writing in this when it was wet!” Maya cackled, tracing the names with her finger. “I spelled Meemee’s name wrong though. It’s M-I-M-I. Isn’t that funny, Bennie?”

Bennie nodded obediently.

“That’ll teach them to call me names.”

“Why do they call you names?” 

Maya shrugged. “Because they’re...bitches, that’s why. Mean bitches.”

“Mean bitches.” Bennie repeated with a dull smile.

Sadness swept across Maya’s face as she gazed at the patch of cement. Her tough façade buried for a moment as the vulnerable child appeared.

“They called me...downy girl.”

“Downy girl? What does that mean?”

Maya shielded her eyes from the sun and looked sideways at Bennie. “You don’t know?”

“No. What is it?”

“Never mind. I’m glad you don’t know. Terrible what happened to Ebony though.”

“What happened to her?” 

“Doesn’t matter. She won’t be bothering me again,” Maya shrugged and the hardness returned to her eyes. “You’re my friend, right Bennie”

“Of course I am! Your best friend!” replied Bennie. 

“Forever?” 

“Your best friend forever!” 
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Hand in hand, they continued their walk until Maya squealed as they approached the corner store. 

“Oooh, let’s get ice cream!” She yanked on Bennie’s arm, pulling her toward the entrance and through the open door. A bell chimed as their feet struck the rubber mat just inside the door.

For Bennie, the interior of the store immediately overwhelmed her senses. She walked slowly, eyes widened, trying to capture the bright fluorescent lighting and the aisles of colorful packages and containers that begged her to touch. Soft music piped in from somewhere behind the ceiling panel and Bennie shuffled her feet from side to side in a little dance that made her heart smile. Maya walked a few steps ahead, turning to beckon toward her before making a quick left into the next aisle.

Bennie followed until she found her staring down into a small cooler with a sliding glass lid. Pictures of ice cream novelties adorned the base of the cooler and posters covered the wall directly behind, but Maya’s eyes were fixed on a spot in the far corner of the ceiling. 

“Get over here, Bennie!” Maya hissed through her teeth when she sensed Bennie walking up behind. “Stand over here, next to me.” She waved her left arm, and Bennie dutifully moved to her side and followed her gaze to the security mirror overlooking the store.

Sliding back the lid, Maya bent over and shuffled through the frozen treats until her hand closed on two packages.

“You don’t have pockets?” She asked, patting at Bennie’s leg. “Dammit, okay, I got it.” 

She held one of the ice cream bars in her hand and quickly stuffed the other into her own pocket. “Come on, just stay behind me and don’t say a word.”

Bennie gazed at the items on the shelves as they headed toward the front of the store. She slid her hand along the packages, marveling at how different the materials felt between her fingers as they trailed across the shelves. She couldn’t read the words but she knew by the bright colors and shapes that something good was inside all of the cans, bags and boxes.

The bells chimed again as another customer entered at the front of the store and made a beeline to the counter. Maya came to an abrupt stop, causing Bennie to crash into her; this time, her eyes were locked on the mirror installed at the front of the store. The reflection in the mirror showed the store clerk warmly greeting a man in a long olive trench coat, reaching across the counter to shake hands.

“Shhh!” Maya looked back at Bennie, pressing her finger across her lips. They huddled close together and listened to the exchange, watching the men in the mirror overhead. 

“Hey there, Isaac! How’s business?”

“Real good. Real good.”

“Got anything nice over there that I can give my mother in law? She loves that old, antique-y stuff.”

“Old, antique-y, you say?” Isaac Beale chuckled with a toothy grin. “I’ll see what I can dig around and find just for her. Tell me a little about her to help me pick out something special.” Thick copper locks cascaded beneath the band of the straw hat perched atop his head, and his eyes sparkled behind the lens making you feel safe and protected, like an old friend.

Bennie scooted closer, ducking down to become as small as possible in an effort to conceal herself behind Maya’s back. 

“Well, she’s mean as a rabid dog and tough as dollar store steak.” The clerk laughed hard, snorting. “But it’s her birthday so I have to play nice.”

“I think I have just the thing for her. Come see me tomorrow.” Following his usual routine, Mr. Beale cooler retrieved two bottles of Coca-Cola from the drink cooler and placed them on the counter with a handful of dollars.

“Don’t move.” Maya whispered and pressed back, squeezing Bennie into the shelf.

Mr. Beale, his ankle-length trench coat and boots had been a neighborhood fixture for as long as Maya could remember. The story goes that in a previous life, Mr. Beale was a wealthy antiques collector, appraising, trading, and curating rare and often mystical objects from all over the world. He had been on his way to an antiques festival when his colorful VW camper van blew its engine while passing through town. Parts for VW campers were hard to find, and there wasn’t a mechanic within miles that wanted to tinker with the vintage bus, so the van was pushed off the road into a nearby field. 

Years later, the van and Mr. Beale were still occupying the same spot.

Early on, residents were a bit leery of the man in the field with long knotted ropes of hair and smooth umber skin. But over time, he became a part of the landscape and people forgot that he was supposed to be passing through. They forgot that years later he was still waiting on an engine part to be shipped from Germany. Certainly, there were rumors and local gossip, whispers of black magic and strange occurrences around town since he arrived. Still, they developed a low-key fondness for the strange man with the broad toothy-grin and soothing voice that could always close a deal.
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