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   Author’s Note
 
    
 
        Thank you everyone for reading my book, “My Brother’s Keeper.” I wanted to give some quick insight into this story. First, for my regular readers, this story is a psychological horror story. It does not contain much of the extreme torture you’ve grown accustomed to in my other work. That, however doesn’t make this book any less terrifying. 
 
        I had the idea for this for quite some time, but had held off for a variety of reasons. One of them being this was just too heavy of a subject for me to commit myself. Though, anyone who is a writer knows, occasionally, your characters keep screaming at you in your head until you tell their stories. So, I decided to tell this one. I will say of all the stories I’ve written with all the madness and mayhem, this one took the most out of me and was by far the most difficult. 
 
        There were days I couldn’t write at all, I just needed to put it aside and take a breather. This story deals with child abuse on some pretty serious levels, so if that is something you are sensitive to, then please proceed with caution. My hope is this story will have the same impact on you, the reader, as it has had on myself creating it. Thank you once again and please enjoy My Brother’s Keeper.
 
   -         Tim Miller
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 1
 
    
 
        Today might actually be a decent day. Since her husband died, Nadine had done her best with the boys. Raising an autistic six-year-old and an angry twelve-year-old wasn't easy for two parents, let alone one. There were many days she didn't feel equipped at all to handle them. Most of the time she longed for her husband to return and lend some kind of hand, but he wouldn't come. He checked out a long time ago.  Now it was all on her.
 
        Thankfully, Simon hadn't had any fits for a few days. She hoped it was something she was doing right; it could have just been dumb luck. Since her husband's death, the longest he'd gone without an epic tantrum was a week. They were approaching a week now. Maybe he was starting to grow out of it. The doctors said there was no growing out of autism, she at least hoped some of his behavior would change.
 
        So, today she decided to bring the boys to the pharmacy with her. She needed some refills on her Xanax, and the boys hadn't been out in a while. It wasn't a huge outing, but it was a change of scenery, and she needed things. With a boy like Simon, trips to the park were a chore. Forget going to a theme park or the zoo. Too much stimulation caused him a lot of stress, which just set him off.
 
        The whole drive to the store, Simon and his older brother Bobby sang songs in the back seat. For as pissed off as Bobby acted most of the time, he was always good with Simon. Part of her was jealous of the bond those two had. She never felt that bonded with either of them, especially Simon. It was hard for her to not blame her husband's death on Simon. He had always been incredibly difficult. There were times as a baby he would cry non-stop for days on end. She felt like her sanity was at stake a few times.
 
        Bobby had his own set of problems. He regularly got into fights at school. He didn't like anyone mouthing off to him at all. After his dad's death, he broke a kid's nose at school; the kid had made the harsh comment of Bobby's dad not being able to stand him, so he killed himself. Bobby didn't hesitate to attack and was ultimately was suspended for two weeks and spent some time in juvenile detention. 
 
        Thankfully, that was a while ago, and he hadn't had any incidents since then; at least no major ones. She smiled at seeing them so happy, especially since Simon had been grouchy earlier in the day but seemed to have settled down. Once they arrived at the store, they headed inside. Simon hugged her tight as they got out of the car.
 
        "I love you, mommy. Thank you for taking me to the store."
 
        "Aww thank you, honey. I hope you have fun." She said without telling Simon she loved him also. It hadn't occurred to her that she hadn't told him she loved him since his father's death. They headed inside to look around. Right away Simon's eyes went wide at all the colorful displays and shelves with magazines, books, toys and games lined through the store. 
 
        He immediately let go of Nadine's hand and ran over to a toy. It was a large sock monkey doll. He hugged it tight and carried it to Nadine.
 
        "Mommy! Look what I found!" he squealed.
 
        "Yes, I see, sweetie." she said. However, she hated sock monkeys. They were the creepiest things ever invented. Why a child would want to keep one is beyond her.
 
        "Can I have him, mommy?" 
 
        She checked the price tag. The doll was bigger than most sock monkeys, not the standard twelve inch. This one was more like thirty-six inches, almost as big if not a bit bigger than Simon. He always loved the oversized toys. Gazing at the price, it was twenty-nine dollars. Simply, out of the question.
 
        "I'm sorry honey; it's too much. Maybe we can find you a smaller one."
 
        "But I want this one!" he whined. Great. Don't panic. She could sense he was getting agitated and didn't want him to lose it right here in the store.
 
        "Simon, honey. I don't have the money for that. Please? Maybe Bobby will help you find someone else."
 
        "No! No! No!" He screamed as he threw it on the ground and began knocking things off the shelves. Several other customers began staring at them as Nadine looked around before trying to stop Simon. She grabbed his arm, but he pulled away and kicked at her. She grabbed him again, and he threw himself onto the ground and began kicking and flailing as he screamed. The noise made her head hurt. 
 
        "Is there a problem ma'am?" a man said. She turned around to see one of the store managers behind her.
 
        "No. I'm sorry. He's special needs. We tried for an outing today, but he's not handling it well."
 
        "Sorry to hear that ma'am. We do have other customers who he is disrupting, so could you please get your child under control?"
 
        "I'm trying! Did you not hear what I just said?"
 
        She was sure he did hear, but he either didn't care, or it just didn't register. 
 
        "I did, but you're not the only customer here."
 
        She turned back to Simon as the man kept talking. She ignored him and knelt down with Simon. When he was like this, she had no idea what to do. She never had adjusted to his tantrums and in public the embarrassment only made it worse for her.
 
        "Simon! Please! People are watching! We can just leave ok?" but Simon ignored her as he screamed louder. The louder he screamed, the worse her head pounded. For some reason, any time Simon screamed it was an instant headache, the longer it went on, the worse it got. 
 
        "Stop throwing a fit! Let's go!" She tried picking him up, but he put his legs up kicking her away and swatting at her with his hands. 
 
        "Stop it! Just stop being a little brat!" she screamed. By now, the whole crowd of people was watching while Nadine wished she could just fade away.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
        Bobby tried to look like he wasn't paying attention. He told his mom that Simon wasn't in the mood to go out, but she insisted on bringing them to the store. Simon was six and had mild autism or level 2 as they called it. He could speak and communicate, but he was developmentally lacking. Often, Simon couldn't process what people were telling him and in return couldn't express what he wanted or cope with not getting something. As a result, tantrums were common. 
 
        Neither boy cared for social settings, but they handled them different. Bobby would often look down or away from people and withdraw. Simon threw all-out fits. The fits never bothered Bobby so much, but their mom, which was another story.
 
        Bobby had walked to the comic book rack and began flipping through a magazine while his mom tended to Simon. The instant they walked into the store, Simon began screaming. They weren't even sure why. Many times his fits didn't have a purpose, or at least none that his mom could decipher. Bobby usually knew what he wanted. At twelve years old, he'd grown very close to his brother. 
 
        Their dad had committed suicide when Simon was three. However, it wasn't just over Simon. Bobby had his issues too, anger issues. He stabbed a girl in the foot with scissors in the first grade and hit a teacher with a whiffle ball bat during gym glass. Between that and Simon's tantrums, their dad had enough and checked himself out.
 
        Their mom held on, but Bobby wasn't too sure how much longer she could last. Simon was often up all night screaming while their mom began taking Ambien just to knock herself out. There were many nights Bobby went to Simon's room and lay down with him, which usually helped calm him, but wasn't the best way to get some restful sleep.
 
        Looking over, Simon was now on the floor in all out tantrum mode. He was screaming while hitting and kicking the ground. Everyone in the store stood around watching as their mom stood over him yelling.
 
        "Stop that! Now! What the hell is wrong with you?" She grabbed Simon's hand and tried to pull him up, but Simon leaned up and bit her. She screamed as she reared back to slap him, but thankfully Bobby had stepped in and grabbed her hand.
 
        "Mom," he said. "Let me see him." 
 
        "You baby him too much! The little brat needs his ass kicked good!" Mom screamed.
 
        "All these people mom. Remember how embarrassed you say this makes you? You want all these people to watch you hit him too?"
 
        Bobby knelt down as Simon kept screaming. Simon noticed Bobby and began to settle down as Bobby took Simon's hand and began talking to him.
 
        "It's ok buddy," he said. "I know you're mad. Mom won't hurt you. I know what you want. You saw the crane machine didn't you?" There was a vending machine in the corner, one of those games with the crane where you try to grab the plush toys. Simon had trouble saying what he wanted, so the fits often came quick and often. Bobby knew Simon loved stuffed toys and figured that's what it was about.
 
        Simon stopped screaming and nodded his head.
 
        "Tell you what. I have a dollar. How about we find a stuffed toy you'll like, ok? You can pick anyone you want. They have a whole bin of them up front." 
 
        That got a smile as Simon nodded. 
 
        "Ok, buddy. Come on." He helped Simon up who hugged him. Bobby was tall for his age which helped in these spots. He picked Simon up, who squeezed his arms around his neck as they walked to the front of the store. Bobby ignored the strange stares from bystanders while holding his brother. As he walked away, he could feel his mom's hateful gaze burning into the back of his head.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
        Where is Bobby? Where is he? Simon frantically ran up and down the sidewalk outside his school. His brother always got off school and headed straight over to pick Simon up. He'd done that every day of the year so far, without fail. Every single day. Except today. Where could he be?
 
        "Bobby!" Simon screamed. "Bobby! Bobby where are you?"
 
        "What seems to be the problem?" Miss Henson asked. She was one of the teachers, but not his. Simon didn't know which class she taught.
 
        "My brother Bobby isn't here to walk me home. He walks me home every day! Something must be wrong. I'm really worried."
 
        "Oh, I'm sure everything is fine. You only live a couple blocks away. You could be a big boy and go by yourself," she suggested.
 
        "By myself? Mommy says never to go anywhere by myself."
 
        "Maybe. You're in first grade now Simon. You're a big kid. It's better than screaming for Bobby all afternoon."
 
        What Simon hadn't seen was the vice principal telling Miss Henson moments before to find a way to shut him up. This was the best she could come up with.
 
        "Ok. You think I'll be ok?" he asked.
 
        "I'm sure you will. Now run along now. Your mom will be really proud of you."
 
        He turned and pulled on his backpack straps as he ran across the street and headed down the sidewalk. After a block, he was feeling pretty excited with himself. Maybe he'll make it home on time to watch Power Rangers. That had always been his favorite show. He skipped along excited with the idea of playing with his toys while watching TV. His mind was so pre-occupied, he never saw the boys running up behind him. 
 
        The shove hit him hard, knocking him flat on his face. His hands caught his fall but scraped themselves open on the pavement. He turned and began crying as he sat up. 
 
        "That hurt! Why did you do that?" He screamed. There were three boys standing around him. He didn't know who they were but recognized them from school. They were all fifth graders. He didn't know what he'd done to them, but they were looking awful angry.
 
        "Ow! That hurt! Hahaha!" One of them said as the others laughed. "What's wrong retard? Where is your brother? He get sick of your shit too?"
 
        "Leave me alone! I'm just walking home!"
 
        "Yeah we see that retard. You gonna cry some more?"
 
        Simon looked around, trying to figure out what to do. He was having trouble catching his breath as he tried to stop from panicking. Looking around, he jumped to his feet and began to run. The boys laughed some more as he ran away. Thinking he may be getting away, he made the mistake of looking back; two of the bigger boys were right behind him. One grabbed his backpack and flung him off the sidewalk and into a bush. 
 
        Sticks and branches poked and scratched his face as blood ran down his cheeks. He rolled off the bush and onto the sidewalk. This time he shrugged out of his backpack as he tried to stand. Now he was getting angry. What would the Green Ranger do? He was Simon's favorite. He never took a beating like this. He always fought back. Simon was part of the Ranger club online. Bobby had signed him up for it. He had the membership card and everything. It was time to stop running.
 
        Pumping his fist into the air, he screamed.
 
        "It's morphin' time!" As he ran at the nearest boy, swinging his leg up in an attempted karate kick. It landed but with no force behind it. He ran by each of them wildly throwing punches and kicks like he'd seen on TV. The boys just stood laughing before one of them had enough.
 
        "You want to do Karate? How's this?" the boy said as he threw a roundhouse kick, nailing Simon in the side of the head. Simon went sprawling, landing on his side. His elbow went into his ribs, knocking the air out of his lungs. Immediately he went to scream as he couldn't breathe. He layed on his back gasping for breath, eyes wide open looking up at the boys standing around him.
 
        "Aww, is someone having trouble breathing?" One of them asked.
 
        "Yeah, the tard can't breathe!" they all laughed as Simon lie there gasping for air. Every single breath felt like it would be his last.  The other boys didn't care, One of them kicked his leg, which hurt, but he was unable to react.
 
        "He's faking," another said. "Come on! Knock it off!" he yelled "Get up!" But Simon could only take deep breaths. They got longer each time as his lungs began to refill with air. The boy bent down over him and slapped him in the face. The slap stung as the whole left side of his face began to throb. Simon let out a scream as he could now breathe. This time he couldn't stop it. The screams became loud, long and frequent as his fit came in full force. 
 
        The boys screamed for him to shut up while taking turns slapping him across the face. Simon managed to grab one of their hands and bite, latching on while screaming and growling. He continued screaming as he ran to another boy and punched him in the nuts. It only hurt the kid a little, but Simon was in a frenzy of screaming, crying and snarling as he spun about kicking and biting at anyone that came near him. Anyone passing by may have thought he was a feral child right out of the wilderness.
 
        One of the boys let out a scream as he fell to the ground. Simon turned, and there was his brother Bobby. He'd punched the one boy and grabbed another by the shirt and punched him in the face. Blood sprayed from the boy's nose as he fell to his knees. The other two boys took off running as Bobby kicked the one with the bloody nose in the stomach.
 
        "You like fucking with little kids?" Bobby said as he continued kicking. Now he was kicking the kid in the stomach and chest repeatedly before Simon ran over to him and hugged his leg.
 
        "Bobby! Bobby! You came to save me!"
 
        Bobby stopped and knelt down as Simon hugged him tight.
 
        "Why are you walking home? One of my teachers made me finish an assignment after school, so I hurried as fast as I could. I'm sorry buddy."
 
        "The teacher told me I was a big boy and to walk home by myself. She said everything would be fine."
 
        Bobby pulled away and looked at Simon. The boy's face was streaked with blood, tears, and scratches. 
 
        "Yeah, fine all right. What teacher told you that?"
 
        "Miss Henson. She said I'd be fine? Then these boys jumped me. I tried to be like the Green Ranger and fight back, but they were too big."
 
        "You did good buddy. You did real good."
 
        "We need to hurry home. It comes on pretty soon. We can't miss it!"
 
        Bobby nodded and picked up his brother, pulling him on his back piggyback style and took off at a dead run. Despite running as fast as his legs would carry him, he didn't make it on time for Power Rangers. Bobby hoped their mom wouldn't be home for the fit that was about to ensue.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
        Nadine didn't want to open the door. The instant she pulled into the driveway, she could hear his screams inside the car. Part of her wanted to just back out and go out somewhere. Go to the bar and drown her pain. She was a horrible mother, and she knew it. How many mothers hate their own kids? Bobby had been a handful enough. At least he never through tantrums; he had always been insufferably angry.
 
        Even as a toddler, he'd rip the heads off of dolls for no other reason than pure demented amusement. In recent years, he had calmed down quite a bit, but she can tell the anger is just brewing below the surface. His contempt for her burned into her whenever she looked at him. She could only imagine the boy was like a rattlesnake, and one day he would strike at her. The only thing that seemed to keep him from totally losing it was Simon. 
 
        Nadine just couldn't wrap her brain around that. Simon had been different since he started talking, which was about two years late. After her husband died, that event alone pushed her to the brink of suicide. Some say she hasn't fully recovered, but she felt like she had. Except those boys. After years of dealing with Bobby and his violent outbursts, here comes Simon. While Bobby was a big headache some of the time, Simon was a normal headache all of the time, every day, no breaks, and no reprieve. 
 
        Her husband decided it was too much to take. He felt his seed was corrupt to have two such difficult, if not impossible children. The night he took his life, Simon had just thrown a fit that lasted almost four hours. Her husband had just been put on final notice at his job for falling asleep at work. It was impossible to get a decent night's sleep with Simon. He'd wake up hungry, tired, confused, anything and scream. The boy was inconsolable. 
 
        Some thought her husband had gone crazy from a lack of sleep, and shot himself. Nadine figured that as a possibility, not that it mattered. He was gone, and it was still due of the two little monsters she'd birthed. Nadine tried to love them; even she wanted to love them, but how could she love the two people who cause her so much misery? The two people who took away the one solid good thing in her life, the man she loved. 
 
        She opened her eyes as she stood outside the door, opening it slowly as she walked in. Bobby was sitting on the couch; Simon's face was in his lap screaming as he kicked the couch repeatedly. 
 
        "What's his problem now?" Nadine asked.
 
        "Hi, mom. Good to see you too."
 
        "Hi. Now, what's going on?"
 
        "We got home a little late, and we missed Power Rangers."
 
        "That's it? Jesus. How long ago was that?"
 
        "It came on at four," Bobby said.
 
        "It's almost six. Two hours he's been like this?"
 
        After waiting tables for ten hours, she didn't think being able to come home to some peace and quiet was too much to ask. She wasn't sure what she'd done to piss off the universe, but it was determined to stick the knife in, twist and break it off with no mercy. Tonight would be another night of crazy.
 
        "Yeah, you know how he gets."
 
        "Why were you late? You've never let him miss that show?"
 
        "I got held up; I had to finish some assignment."
 
        Simon looked up, and she saw the bruises and scratches on his face. Her first thought was, almost, joy. Someone had done to him what she'd wanted to do for years. She pushed the thought aside and went into mother mode.
 
        "What the hell happened to his face? Oh my god!" she ran over and bent down to look at Simon. Simon looked away from her and buried his face back in Bobby's lap. She pulled on his arm trying to get a closer look at his injuries. 
 
        "Simon, let me see," she said, tugging on his arm. He pulled away and wrapped his arms around Bobby.
 
        "No!"
 
        "Simon, let me see!" she shouted, pulling harder. She was absolutely not in the mood for this shit.
 
        "Noooooooooooooooo!" he screamed, going on for almost a minute. Nadine was sure she felt her ears pop. She stood and jumped back.
 
        "Mom! He's just scratched up. Some bigger kids jumped him before I got there. His teacher wouldn't let him wait and made him walk without me. I caught up with him, but these older kids were shoving him around," Bobby said.
 
        "What kids? Which teacher?"
 
        "Don't worry. I took care of them. The boys anyway."
 
        "What do you mean took care of them? Wait, I don't want to know."
 
        The screams began to settle down as Simon stopped kicking.
 
        "You know Bobby, you think you have it so hard! I give you one job, and one job only! I don't make you do a bunch of chores; I do everything around here. All I ask is that you look after your brother. Is that so hard? When it's time to get him from school, you get your ass to his school and get him before this shit happens. You see his face? That is what he has to look forward to for the rest of his life!"
 
        She had to stop before she said something even worse. Taking a deep breath, she put her hands on her head and walked in circles. After a moment, she was able to calm herself. 
 
        "Ok. I'm going to run out to get us burgers for dinner. I'll be back in twenty or thirty minutes. You think you can handled him for that much longer?"
 
        "Yeah, we'll be fine."
 
        "You sure? You already messed up once today."
 
        "Yes! I said we'll be fine!" Bobby yelled. 
 
        "Ok, just hang tight." 
 
        Nadine walked back out to the car and started the engine. She fought back tears as she pulled out of the driveway. At thirty-five, this is not where she wanted to be in life. Not even close. The tears came anyway as she sped down the road, thinking of the look on Simon's face and his screams. They were so shrill and long! Many times, she had wanted to punt him across the room. She wished she would have been there to see him getting hit. It would have felt so good to witness. 
 
        Wiping a tear away, she thought back to her days when she first met her husband. They were both in college and had their whole lives ahead of them. When she got pregnant with Bobby, they decided to drop out and get married. They loved each other and thought this was what they wanted. That couldn't be farther from the truth now. More thoughts of the past spun through her mind as she sped past the burger place. A few blocks later, she turned into the tavern and grabbed her purse. She just needed one drink to take the edge off and then she'll be fine.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
        Bobby sat in the living room watching TV. Simon had finally fallen asleep. His crying went on for a while after their mom left. He got angry she had gone, and when she didn't come back, that led to another fit. Bobby wondered if she was really going to get burgers. That had been hours ago; he figured she went to the bar. She'd pulled this before, but it has been almost a year since. Simon was hungry and began hitting. 
 
        Bobby had to make him some toast while dodging his brother's blows. At first, Simon didn't want toast and flung the plate and bread across the kitchen. The next time he made it, but he put a smiley face on each slice with whipped cream; Simon loved when he would do that. He named his bread Mr. Smiley and ate the crust until he smudged the whipped cream. That was almost a fit until he screamed. This time, Bobby shoved the bread into his mouth. Once Simon tasted the whipped cream, he wanted more; so he made him a couple more slices. 
 
        From there he went and got his stuffed penguin named Mr. Tickles and sat on the couch with Bobby watching cartoons all evening. One was a DVD with a talking rabbit and other woodland creatures. Simon treasured that movie. He loved it so much, and they had to watch it three times in a row before Simon fell asleep. Bobby carried him upstairs hoping he'd sleep all night for a change. See, every evening with Simon was like this. Dinner was always a workout and then it was his shows or movies all evening long, over and over; it was the only thing that kept him calm most nights.
 
        Bobby was sure it was not just the autism, but also the way their mom treated him. Simon was a simple little boy who just wanted to feel loved. Bobby couldn't love him the way their mom could, but refused to do. By the time Simon was in bed, Bobby was exhausted. Within minutes on the couch, he had drifted off to sleep. 
 
        Bobby was so sound asleep that he didn't hear Simon walked down the stairs and up to the couch.
 
        "Bobby?" Simon said. "Bobby? Bobby? Can you make me some cookies? I want some cookies."  Simon shook Bobby, but his brother was out cold. "It's ok Bobby. I'll make cookies for both of us."
 
        Simon wandered into the kitchen pulled the chair to the counter where he flipped on the light. He climbed onto the counter and started digging through the cupboards. He pulled out a big bowl and put it on the counter. Moving to the refrigerator, he tried to remember what to use. He'd watched his grandma bake them cookies a few times before she died last year. 
 
        He looked around and grabbed the carton of eggs, carton of milk, and some butter. He pulled the flour out, but it was too heavy and broke open along the corner of the counter. White powder ran out onto the floor as he picked up the bag and poured the rest into the bowl. He took the eggs and began breaking them open into the bowl while tossing the shells onto the floor. He poured the milk and butter in and began mashing it up with his hands. Simon giggled as he mashed the mixture up, not caring if he got his Green Power Ranger jammies dirty. 
 
        He lifted the ball of powdery dough and dropped it into the bowl, squealing as he did so. Just behind the toaster was the mixer, his grandma had used that to mix it the stuff up. He grabbed the mixer and plugged it in, pushing the button. He squealed again at the wonderful sound it made as the two funny attachments spun around so close to each other. He pushed the button again and jammed it into the dough. Powdered goop slung everywhere, hitting the cupboards, walls, even Simon's face and cheeks as he giggled watching the mixture spin around and round. 
 
        After a few minutes, he jumped down and found the baking sheet. He opened the refrigerator again thinking he forgot something, and there he saw the can of whipped cream in the door. He grabbed it and pushed on the nozzle as the cream sprayed in all directions. He remembered how good it tasted at dinner. He held it to his open mouth and swirled the can nozzle. He laughed as his mouth filled with sweet, creamy foam. Once he swallowed it, he sprayed some more before walking back to his bowl. 
 
        He sprayed a bunch of the whipped cream into the bowl. Picking up the mixer again, he sloshed it all around some more, laughing as chunks of batter flew everywhere. Looking at his hands and jammies, he chuckled since they were covered in flour. 
 
        "Ooh! I'm a ghost! The green ranger has returned from the dead to destroy his enemies!" he giggled as he grabbed the flour bag and dumped the rest over himself. He walked into the living room, to the closet door and looked at himself in the mirror. He smiled and made faces at the ghostly reflection. Going back to the kitchen and forgetting about the cookies, he took another blast of the whipped cream as he began running around the room, spraying whipped cream all over.
 
        He loved the way it shot out in a long white ribbon. Skipping and hopping around, he did some of his Karate kicks and moves before the door swung open. His mom was home. As soon as he saw the look on his face, he felt a scream welling up inside. She looked angrier than he'd ever seen her before.
 
        "What are you doing?" she screamed. "Look at this mess! What is going on?"
 
        Simon hung his head and ran his toe through the flour on the floor. 
 
        "I was making you cookies mama."
 
        "Cookies! It's after midnight? Why aren't you in bed?"
 
        "I couldn't sleep, and Bobby is sleeping, and I wanted some cookies. So I wanted to be a big boy and make them myself."
 
        "I can't take this! Look at you! You're filthy! You look disgusting. Come here!" 
 
        She reached for him, but he ran toward the corner and slid under the kitchen table. She bent down to grab him, but he curled up into a ball, pressing his knees to his chest.
 
        "No mommy! Don't hurt me mommy! I just wanted to make you some cookies!"
 
        "Shut up and come here!"
 
        "Mom!" 
 
        She managed to get his leg, and he tried to kick, but her grip was too strong. She dragged him out from under the table and pulled him to his feet. Picking him up to carry him up the stairs, he wouldn't stop squirming and began flailing. Instead of screaming, he was now letting out a series of angry grunts trying to fight her.
 
        She sat him down and grabbed him by the hair, picking up until he had to walk on his toes. That got a scream from him. He shrieked and flailed as she dragged him up the stairs by his hair. 
 
        "Bobby! Help! Bobby! Help me! Mommy's gonna kill me! Help!" His screams got more shrill as they went along. His mom had never grabbed his hair like this and never lashed out this rashly. She usually just ran off or went to another room. Simon thought for sure she would kill him. If only Bobby would wake up. Bobby would save him.
 
        "Shut up!" his mom yelled. "Bobby is asleep. He doesn't care about you! He doesn't care about anyone. He only pretends to so he can piss me off."
 
        "That's not true! Bobby loves me! He protects me!"
 
        "No, he doesn't," his mom said. "No one loves you! You got it! You don't listen, you do nothing but scream, and you destroyed everything that was good about this family! All you do is destroy!"
 
        She got him to the upstairs bathroom and turned on the bathwater as she began pulling his clothes off. 
 
        "Ow, mommy! That hurts!" he screamed as she ripped his shirt over his head and threw it to the floor. She yanked his pants down and picked him up, placing him in the bath. He let out another scream, trying to stand up, but the water was ice-cold
 
        "Sit down! You want to be up all night tearing things up? We're just getting started kid!" 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
        Nadine had only had a few drinks at the bar. She really had intended on just having one, before getting fast food. Before she knew it, she'd been there for hours. Men were talking to her, flirting with her. She hadn't felt even remotely desirable to anyone in years. The fact that these men, many her age or younger were buying her drinks boosted her ego to no end.
 
        She'd wanted to stay all night, but knew she had to get back sometime. Finally, she pulled herself away and headed home, though she did give one guy her phone number. She doubted he'd call, but it was a nice thought. She couldn't' remember the last time a guy had asked for her number. Overall, it had been a great night compared to what she thought it would be. 
 
        Then she walked in on Simon in the kitchen. He looked so happy and gleeful. The little shit had just trashed the kitchen, yet he pranced around as if he didn't have a care in the world. Must be nice to live in the world he lives in. He doesn't have to worry about anything, ever. He just goes about his day making her life hell. If he doesn't get something he wants, he just screams and has fits. No, it needed to end. 
 
        Nadine had been on anti-depressants after her husband died, but she'd stopped taking them. They only made her tired. Simon kept her up most nights as it was. The last thing she needed was drugs making it even harder to function. 
 
        "Mommy! It's cold! It's too cold!" Simon screamed from the bathtub. She'd purposely filled it with cold water. It was time for her to start showing Simon there will be real consequences for his behavior. Autism or not, many times she wondered if there even were such a thing or if it was just an excuse for him to act like a little brat. The screaming was the worst. He was always screaming. Each time it felt like having ice picks thrust into her ears. There were times she'd thought of doing it for real so that she wouldn't have to hear him anymore.
 
        "Shut up! Stop screaming or I'll make it worse!"
 
        "Mommy! Let me out! It's too cold!" he began pounding his hands into the water, splashing it on her. He let out another scream as she grabbed him by the hair and shoved his face under water. He kicked and flailed as she held his head under for several seconds and then pulled him out.
 
        "Mommy!" He shrieked and she dunked his head again. When she lifted him out, his screaming was a continual shriek. After the fourth time, she screamed back.
 
        "This won't stop until you shut up! Understand! Stop screaming or you'll stay under!" She did it one more time and pulled him back up. This time he stopped screaming and looked at her panting. The fear in his eyes made her feel good at first, almost powerful. Then she felt sad. What kind of mother does this to her son? This couldn't be her son, though. How could someone, more like something, so horrible come out of her womb?
 
        "Mommy, please?" he whimpered this time.
 
        "Listen to me. You stop the screaming, stop with the tantrums and stop hitting people. I'm warning you. I've had it!" she said while pointing her finger in Simon's face. "You know what will happen if you keep this up?"
 
        Simon shook his head.
 
        "We'll take baths like this every single night, and I'll kill Bobby, I'll shoot him in his sleep. I know how much you love your brother. Even though he hates you, just like everyone hates you. Once he's dead, no one will protect you. You get it? No one. It will just be me."
 
        "Mommy, please don't hurt Bobby, please? No!"
 
        "Then you shut your mouth and take your bath and start behaving."
 
        She reached under the sink and grabbed a scrub brush. As she poured body wash on Simon's body, she scrubbed his skin with the thick brush. 
 
        "That hurts! Mommy! That hurts!" he screamed.
 
        "What did I say about screaming? Shut up!" she said as she kept scrubbing. His skin turned a couple shades of pink as the coarse bristles scraped against his skin. After a few minutes of that, she tossed the brush aside and pulled him out of the tub and wrapped him in a towel, drying him off. He continued to cry throughout, trying to muffle his sobs so they wouldn't turn into screams.
 
        Part of her felt like she shouldn't be doing this after having been drinking, but she didn't feel that drunk either. If anything, the booze just gave her the nerve to do what she'd been wanting to do for a long time. She walked him back to his room and dug out a clean set of jammies. As she was putting them on him, Simon began to struggle.
 
       "Mommy! These aren't my green ranger ones!" he said.
 
        "I know, you got those dirty destroying the kitchen. So put these on and go to bed."
 
        "No! I need my green ranger jammies. I need my green ranger ones!" he started screaming as if he'd forgotten everything she just told him. Before he could go full tantrum, she backhanded him across the side of his face. He fell to the ground, looking up at her stunned and crawled across the floor and under the bed. 
 
        She ran over and reached under the bed trying to reach him, but he was huddled up in the corner in the fetal position. His eyes were wide as he panted loud and rapidly. Nadine continued trying to grab at him, but he was out of her reach. She could have moved the bed, but she was getting tired at this point. Finally, she just pounded her first onto the floor. 
 
        "Fine! You just sleep on the floor with no clothes on. We'll see how comfy you'll be."
 
        She got up and walked out of his room, slamming the door behind her. Stumbling into her room, she undressed and climbed into her bed. As her head hit the pillow, she thought of the evening she'd just had. Besides the kitchen, it had been a pretty good night. She hoped Simon would get the message that she was done taking his shit. Finally, sleep took her, for the first time in ages; she fell asleep with a smile on her face.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
        "Wake up! Wake up I said!" his mother called, but it sounded like she was far away. Bobby jumped awake when she flung cold water in his face. He jumped back and shook his head. He'd slept all night on the couch.
 
        "What the hell mom?"
 
        "Where is your brother?"
 
        "What?" 
 
         "Simon. Your worthless little brother. Where is he?"
 
        It took Bobby a minute to shake the cobwebs out of his head. He had been so exhausted, he barely remembered falling asleep.
 
        "He's in bed, or he was."
 
        "Yeah. He's not in bed. Look at the kitchen."
 
        "What about it?"
 
        "Just look."
 
        He got up and walked into the kitchen where he saw the mess. The whole place was covered in whipped cream, flour, and no telling what else was all over the walls and floor. 
 
        "What happened?"
 
        "Simon happened. He came in here last night thinking he was going to bake himself some cookies. I come home to this and him playing in it."
 
        Oh no.
 
        "Mom? What did you do? Where is he?"
 
        "I didn't do anything! I gave him a bath and put him to bed. Then, I get up this morning, and he's not in his room, he's not anywhere."
 
        Shit. He highly doubted she just gave him a bath and put him to bed. How did he sleep through all that? No doubt, he screamed bloody murder. Guilt started to overtake his thoughts for not being awake. He could have stepped in like he always does and kept his mom off Simon. No telling what she would do to him if left to her own.
 
        "I'll look for him."
 
        "You're damn right you will. Then, you're gonna clean this shit up. You will, by yourself. So don't even worry about school today. You can clean the rest of the house too. When I get home, this place better be spotless, you understand me?"
 
        "Mom. I really wish you'd learn to calm down. You know how much Simon loves you. He's just a sick little boy. He's scared shitless most of the time because you're always screaming at him."
 
        "Well if he'd listen for once, then I wouldn't have to do any of that. Plus, you just baby him. Maybe you should try being his mom. You practically breastfeed him as it is. The truth is, you need to worry more about yourself. I saw your last report card. You had almost all F's and one D. Great job genius!"
 
        He was too tired to listen to this. He turned and headed out the back door.
 
        "Where are you going?"
 
        "To look for Simon."
 
        He went in the backyard and had a good idea where he might be. They had an old gazebo out back. It was kind of rotted and no one ever used it, but his mom never bothered to have it torn down. The gazebo sat about three or four feet off the ground. Simon likes to hide under there when he's scared. Bobby walked out and knelt next to the steps and looked underneath and there was Simon. He was clear on the opposite side sitting up with his knees against his chest and holding onto Mr. Tickles while staring at the ground.
 
        "Hey buddy," Bobby said. "It's kind of lonely out here isn't it?"
 
        Simon didn't look up, but tried to scoot further away and pressed his face into his knees.
 
         "I'm sorry; tell me what happened last night. I was really tired and never heard you come back downstairs."
 
        "I tried to wake you. I shook you and everything, and you didn't move!" Simon said.
 
       "I know buddy. I'm sorry. I couldn't help it. Want to tell me what happened?"
 
        "Mommy hurt me. She gave me a bath in cold water and scrubbed me real hard. Then she held me underwater so I couldn't breathe. I thought I was going to die!" He started crying as he spoke. Bobby noticed he was wearing his green ranger pajamas, and they were layered with dirt and flour. 
 
        "Mom's going to work pretty soon. You want to help me clean up? Maybe we can make some cookies for real later."
 
        Simon just shook his head. The idea of what their mom had done to Simon last night made him sick to his stomach. He'd never been violent toward their mom, but he was getting closer and closer to it each time she hurt Simon. She'd never been overtly abusive. Mostly just verbally berating him and occasionally jerking him around by his arms or a slap in the face. Now it sounds like she was crossing that line. Bobby feared she'd kill him if he wasn't careful. Why couldn't she just kill herself like their dad did?
 
        "I want to run away," Simon said. "I want to run away and go join the Power Rangers. The Green Ranger will come and save us."
 
        "Simon, there is no Green Ranger, that's just a TV show."
 
       "Yes, there is! He's real and he'll come save me one day!" Simon screamed.
 
        "Ok. Ok. Maybe we can find him. I'd like to run away too, but it's just not that easy. We're a couple of kids."
 
        "Why does mommy hate me?" Simon asked. "I just wanted to make some cookies. I'd have given her some. I didn't mean to make a mess. She was so mad at me. She's always mad at me. She hates me."
 
        "No, she doesn't," Bobby lied. "She's just…she's still sad over dad dying. I guess we remind her of dad, and it makes it hard for her. So she acts mean."
 
        "I want the Green Ranger to come and kick her in the face!"
 
        Bobby laughed at the image.
 
        "I do too buddy. That'd be cool to watch. Mom should be going to work soon. When she leaves, you want to come out and help me?"
 
        Simon quietly nodded as he crawled over to Bobby. He gave Bobby a hug as he pulled him out from under the gazebo and carried him back to the house. As they reached the house, they heard a car pulling out of the driveway. Their mom was leaving without even checking to see if he'd found Simon. Chances are, she probably didn't care. 
 
        Once they got in the house, he sat Simon down as he got together cleaning supplies, and they went to work in the kitchen. More like Bobby worked in the kitchen while Simon danced around with a spray bottle giggling while randomly spraying things. Bobby was just glad to see Simon happy after whatever happened last night. 
 
        Bobby loved his mom, but he also hated her. He really hated that she made him hate her. It was as if she wanted them to hate her. Simon walked over to Bobby and gave him a hug as he mopped the floor.
 
        "Bobby," Simon said. 
 
        "Yeah buddy."
 
        "I love you."
 
        "I love you too buddy."
 
        "Will you protect me from mom? Until the Green Ranger gets here?"
 
        "I sure will Simon. I'm sorry I wasn't there for you last night."
 
        "It's ok. Mom gets super scary. I thought she turned into a monster."
 
        "I'm sure she did."
 
        "I'll protect you too, Bobby. I've been practicing my Karate. I won't let mom hurt you."
 
        "Aww, thanks, buddy. That's nice." However, Bobby wasn't worried about himself. It made him sad to hear his little brother ask for protection from their mother, but that is what it was going to come down too. They day would come when Bobby feared he'd have to kill their mother.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
        Nadine shuffled around filling her table's orders as fast as she could. At her age, she was one of the older servers in the place and couldn't keep up like she used to. Her back and knees were hurting more and more lately. Most of the time it wasn't bad, but lunch and dinner were the worst. That was about four hours of the day that made the rest complete hell. She somehow managed, though. 
 
        Today she was surprised to see Rev. Summers sitting alone in a booth. He looked up and smiled. 
 
        "Well hello, Nadine. It's been awhile," he said.
 
        "Reverend Summers! Wow, so nice to see you. I'm sorry. I haven't been to church in forever."
 
        "I know, it's ok. That's not why I came by; I mean, it is, but I wanted to check on you, see how you and the boys were. I know things have been tough for you."
 
        "Can I come by in a few minutes? My break starts then."
 
        "Sure. That'd be great."
 
        She went and finished up her duties before her lunch break. She sat down across from Rev. Summers. She couldn't bring herself to make eye contact with him. They'd attended his church for years when her husband was alive. After he had died, the reverend came around quite a bit, and others from the church helped out. That act of kindness was needed, and it made things manageable. However, after a couple weeks, they all went back to their daily lives and Nadine was still a single mother with two boys, one of which was slowly killing her.
 
        "So how have you been? You look exhausted," he asked.
 
        "I've been fine. It's been tough getting a night's sleep. Simon doesn't sleep well. He always wakes up in the middle of the night with some fit or something."
 
        "Can't the doctor give him something to sleep?" 
 
        "I've tried, and they did for a little while but in a child that young it's a short term option they said. They don't want to overmedicate him. I just don't know how much more I can take. Last night he trashed the kitchen in the middle of the night. He throws fits that just never stop. I really, really don't know what to do."
 
        "It's ok," he said patting her hand. "A special needs child is hard enough for two parents, let alone one. Has he gotten worse?"
 
        "It feels like it. His outbursts are more frequent, and they last longer than they ever had before. The only person he will ever calm down for is his brother, Bobby."
 
        "Bobby? Really? Doesn't he always get in trouble for fighting? I never saw him as the nurturing kind."
 
        "Only with his brother. I swear the way he looks at me, I think he'd rather stab me than talk to me. He doesn't have any friends in school, but he takes Simon everywhere and does everything with him."
 
        "Well that's good, I suppose. You say he's gotten worse? Describe his fits to me."
 
        She went through and described his screaming and how sometimes he didn't even sound human. His shrieks would pitch inhumanly high and his voice never seemed to give out or even crack.
 
        "You know, I didn't want to bring this up before, but after not seeing you guys in a while. I don't want to intrude, but I'd like to see Simon. Maybe I can help."
 
        She sat up and cocked her head to the side.
 
        "Help? How?"
 
        "I've worked with kids with autism too, and while there are some real cases, I've found in extreme cases like yours, it's often something else."
 
        "What else would it be?"
 
        "From what you're describing, I think Simon might suffer from a form of demonic oppression."
 
        "What?" Was he joking? He had to be joking. "You're saying Bobby is possessed? You want to do an exorcism?"
 
        "No. No. Nothing like that, I'm sorry I should have clarified. Demonic oppression. It's especially common for small children; their minds are more susceptible than those of adults or even adolescence."
 
        "But the doctors said…"
 
        "I'm not saying he doesn't have autism. He probably does, I'm saying the demon is making it worse, much worse. Your boy is going through a lot of torment and suffering as a result."
 
        "I feel like I'm the one being tormented."
 
        "You all are. Demons specialize in those things. Destroying lives and tearing families apart. It's what Satan wants."
 
        "So what can you do?"
 
        "I can come over, observe him, and pray with him. I'll lay my hand on his head and pray over him. It can be pretty rigorous, might take several hours, but it's well worth it. The results are amazing. The Lord takes mercy on children. None are more innocent than a little child. I can only imagine what kind of torment poor little Simon is dealing with."
 
        "Reverend. I haven't been the best mom. I've lost my patience with Simon several times. The last few times I've even scared myself. I've even gotten a bit rough with him."
 
        "Rough? Like how? Hitting him?"
 
        She hesitated at hearing the word out loud. It sounded so much more violent when she heard it. 
 
        "Yeah, a little. He just he gets so out of control and even aggressive at times. I sometimes think I'm the one losing my mind."
 
        "That's normal to feel that way. Plus, it's what Satan wants, it's how he tears families apart. Let me give it a try, I'm sure you'll see a difference."
 
        "I think I'd like that. At this point, I'm willing to try anything. Can you come by tonight?"
 
        "Sure, I can be by around seven."
 
        "That would be great. Thank you. I need to get back to work."
 
        "Oh, sure. That's totally fine. I'll you and the boys this evening."
 
        She got up and clocked back in and went back to her tables. The rest of her shift was going by quickly which was both good and bad. She often volunteered for extra shifts so that she could be away from Simon more often. Many nights she dreaded her shift ending, knowing he was all she had to go home to. Another evening of screaming, fits, and tantrums. Sure, he had his moments when he could be incredibly sweet; until something didn't go his way, and then it was nothing but chaos. As her shift wound down, she figured this was a long shot. She'd never been super religious, but Reverend Summers was always a nice man. He seemed confident he could help. Maybe there was some hope for her after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
        Simon went down for a nap after they got the kitchen cleaned up. He was so exhausted he conked out on the couch shortly after. All he'd really done was run around playing, but it was enough to tire him out. Bobby finished cleaning and made a sandwich for lunch before their mom came home. He wasn't sure what time she'd be back but wanted to get as much done as he could.
 
        Bobby was tired of being caught in the middle of things, but he'd accepted it. It seemed whenever there was an issue with Simon, Bobby had to get in the middle to keep his mom from overreacting and he was always the one tending to Simon. His mom did when she had to, but that was becoming less and less frequent.
 
        Bobby sat in the kitchen eating his sandwich when Simon began screaming. He was shrieking as if he were being murdered. Bobby ran in, and Simon was on the couch screaming.
 
        "Simon, what's wrong?" Bobby asked, but Simon just kept screaming. "Simon! What's the matter?" He held Simons' shoulders and raised his voice so Simon could hear him.
 
        "Mr. Tickles! He's gone! I woke up, and he's gone! Gone! Mr. Tickles is gone!" he cried. Bobby looked around and glanced under the couch where Mr. Tickles foot was sticking out. Bobby picked it up and handed the toy to Simon. Simon hugged the toy tight and leaned against Bobby, hugging him also. 
 
        "You saved Mr. Tickles!"
 
        "Nah. He just fell off the couch," Bobby said. Simon was often disoriented for a bit after waking up. Early morning fits weren't unusual with him until his head cleared. 
 
        "Bobby?"
 
        "What buddy?"
 
        "Is mommy gonna murder me?"
 
        This question caught Bobby off guard. 
 
        "What?"
 
        "I'm afraid mommy is going to murder me. She said she was gonna murder you so you can't protect me. Please don't die, Bobby." Simon said as he hugged Bobby tight. He could feel Simon trembling as he held him. Whatever she did to him last night, she scared the shit out of him. Simon was terrified. 
 
        The front door opened and slammed closed, startling them both. They looked up to see their mom in the doorway with two police officers.
 
        "Now what have you done Bobby? These officers are here to see you."
 
        "Me?" Bobby said.
 
        "You broke a boy's nose yesterday." The officer said.
 
        "What?"
 
        "His parents are pressing charges, so you have to come with us, son."
 
        "They were attacking Simon. There were four of them! I just got them off him. Look at his face! They could have killed him!"
 
        "That's not what him and his friends say. They all said you jumped them and beat them and knocked Simon down because he got in the way."
 
        "Bullshit!"
 
        "Bobby?" Simon said.
 
        "You can't arrest me. I was helping my brother!"
 
        "Bobby? Don't go away, Bobby!"
 
        One of the officers walked over and took out his handcuffs.
 
        "I'm sorry son. Put your hands behind your back. You'll go see the judge tomorrow, but we have to take you in overnight."
 
        Bobby turned and put his hands behind his back. As soon as he did so, Simon screamed.
 
        "No! No! Bobby! Don't take Bobby away! Don't take him away!" Simon screamed as he ran to Bobby and began hugging his legs. One of the officers tried to pull Simon away. Simon leaned back and bit the officer's hand.
 
        "Ah shit! The kid bit me!"
 
        Nadine stood off to the side just watching the whole thing, but did nothing to make it go any smoother. She wasn't sure what was wrong with her, but she was enjoying watching everyone suffer but her. Maybe if Simon hurt the officers, they'd take him away too.
 
        "Ma'am! Will you get this little one, please?"
 
        "No! No! Leave Bobby alone! You can't take him!" Simon screamed as the officer he bit picked him up and held him under his arm around the waist like he was a bag of groceries. Simon kicked and screamed, with high-pitched shrieks that made the officers visibly cringe with each scream. 
 
        "Simon! It's ok!" Bobby yelled over Simon's screams. "Simon! I'll be back in a few days ok? You'll be ok."
 
        "No! Mommy's gonna kill me! Mommy's gonna kill me!" Simon screamed. 
 
        The officers exchanged looks before looking at Nadine, who shrugged.
 
        "He's autistic. He always says monsters are coming to kill him. He's always making things up."
 
        The officer walked over and handed Simon to her, but he got even more violent when she tried to take him. He kicked at her, swung and punched her as she sat him on the ground and hugged him, pressing his arms against his sides. It was less a hug as much as it was a restraint. Simon screamed and struggled against her. She had to strain to keep him still. The officers walked Bobby outside and closed the door. She relaxed just enough that Simon made one more effort for freedom and got loose from her grip. He ran out the door and to the police again, hugging Bobby's leg one more time.
 
        "No! Don't go! Don't take Bobby! No! No!" He screamed. 
 
        Nadine ran out and pried him away, and picked him up around the waist and let him kick and scream. 
 
        "Don't worry Simon. You'll be ok. I'll be back soon. I love you, buddy."
 
         "No! No! No-o-o-o! You have to protect me! You have to protect me!" he cried now gasping for air as he screamed. 
 
        As Bobby sat in the squad car, and the door closed, he looked out the window to see Simon continuing to scream as their mom tried to carry him inside. Neighbors were lined up outside to watch the show. Bobby hoped they were well entertained. He noticed the looks of disgust on their faces, more at Simon's fit than Bobby being taken away. He knew their neighbors hated them. As they drove away, Simon had stopped hitting their mom and began hitting himself in the head with his tiny fists. He'd never seen Simon do that before, but it couldn't be a good sign. He just hoped he wouldn't be locked up for too long.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
        Thankfully, Rev. Summers showed up a little early. Simon had not stopped screaming since Bobby had been hauled away. Nadine tried to keep herself calm and not repeat the other night; certainly, not right before the Reverend arrived. He came in carrying his Bible.
 
        "Wow, I hear him. He having a bad evening?" he asked.
 
        "Bobby got arrested again, for hitting some boys at school. He claims they were picking on Simon."
 
        "Wow, that's too bad. I hope he's not in too much trouble."
 
        "We'll see. They usually let him go after a few days."
 
        She walked him into the other room where Simon was lying on the floor screaming. 
 
        "Simon! This is Reverand Summers. He's going to try and help you," she explained.
 
        "No! Leave me alone! I hate you!" Simon screamed.
 
        "Hi Simon," Rev. Summers said as he knelt down. "I'm going to pray with you ok?"
 
        "No! Leave me alone! I want Bobby! Bring back Bobby!" he screamed before letting out another long shriek. Rev. Summers put his hand on Simon's forehead and began praying. He cited the Lord's Prayer over and over before moving on to Psalm 23.
 
        "As I walk through the valley of the shadow of Death, I will fear no evil, for thou art with me. Father in Heaven, I ask that you heal this boy. I ask that you reach down to Simon and expel these demons from his life. To the creature tormenting Simon, in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, I command you to leave him at once!" Nadine looked on hopefully as the reverend continued praying and quoting various scripture. At one point, Simon jumped to his feet and hissed at him.
 
        "Go away!" Simon hissed and ran past him and up the stairs. His sudden change in behavior caught Nadine off guard. While she hadn't expected a lot from this ritual, she was shocked to see him respond that way. Maybe there really was a demon? What if that's all it was and Rev. Summers could get it out? That might just be too good to be true. She would love to have a normal little boy. 
 
        They stood and ran up the stairs after Simon. She looked in his room but he wasn't anywhere in sight. Bending down, he was under his bed and back against the wall. He'd stopped crying and was now heaving and squeezing Mr. Tickles. 
 
        "Can you help me move the bed?" she asked as they both took a side and slid it out of the way. She leaned across and grabbed him by the arm. Simon began screaming again as she pulled him onto the bed and held him down. Rev. Summers once again put his hand on the boy's head and resumed praying. Simon screamed and thrashed about, banging his head against the mattress as Nadine held him down as much as she could. Simon's eyes rolled back into his head as he started thrashing and growling. He even looked like he was foaming at the mouth. She looked at the reverend who just nodded to her. 
 
       "This is normal," he said. "The demon is getting angry and lashing out."
 
        It didn't look like a demon. It looked like he was having a seizure. After several minutes of shaking and growling Simon went still. 
 
        "I think he's passed out," she said.
 
        "Good, the demon will be dormant." Rev. Summers said as he kept praying, keeping his hand on Simon's forehead. At some point, the Reverend relaxed a little too much, and Simon's eyes snapped open as he bit his hand. 
 
        Rev. Summers tried to pull it away, but Simon's teeth sunk in deeper. Nadine tried to pull him off, but he wouldn't let go. Rev. Summers smacked Simon on the side of the head with his bible, stunning Simon but loosening his grip at least. The Reverend jumped back holding his hand and shaking it. He pointed his Bible out in front of him and continued chanting and praying. 
 
        For the next several hours, Rev. Summers repeated the ritual over and over. Nadine wasn't Catholic, but this didn't resemble anything she had seen in the movies. To be honest, she wasn't sure what he was doing. His prayers and chants seemed to change and shift at random, but none had any results. Simon never stopped screaming and barely let up to take a breath. She had no idea how the kid just kept going.
 
        Finally, Rev. Summers turned and walked out of the room. She got up and followed him as Simon remained on the bed kicking and screaming. Out in the hall, he walked to the stairway and sat down on one of the steps.
 
        "What's wrong?' she asked, but could see he was soaked with sweat.
 
        "I'm exhausted. I think I have to call it a night." While she was expecting this sooner or later, it still made her heart sink to hear. So much for what ray of hope she may have had to fix Simon. 
 
        "Did it work at all?" she asked.
 
        "I don't think so. If it is a demon, and I do think it is, it is very powerful. Incredibly powerful."
 
        "How do we get it out?"
 
        "I'm not sure. I've never dealt with one such as this. You may need to bring him to the church, and we can have the elders all pray with us. The more, the better. Even then I don't know."
 
        "I see," Nadine said.
 
        "I need to go. It's very late. I'm so sorry. I thought this might be worth a shot."
 
        "It's ok. I understand." Actually, she didn't understand any of this and was angrier at him for getting her hopes up on something she already knew was bullshit. However, when you're desperate, you'll try anything. The fact was there were no demons. It couldn't possibly be that simple; this was all Simon. Bringing Rev. Summers here only made Simon worse. 
 
        She stopped in the bathroom and looked at herself in the mirror. Seeing the woman staring back at her only made her more depressed. Her appearance was haggard and tired. She was only thirty-five but looked like she was in her fifties. After this failed exercise, it was evident the only monster in this house was her. Sure, Simon was a little monster himself, but if she were even remotely capable of coping, she could do something that would help Simon in some way. But she wasn't. She'd accepted long ago she was a shallow and selfish person. It was just too bad it took her having a child like Simon to realize this.
 
        One thing she did know if there was a God, he sure as hell wasn't about to start helping her now. She stayed by the stairs as he walked down and out the front door after saying a quick goodnight. From the room, she could hear Simon still going full blast. There was no way she could deal with another night of this.
 
        She stood and went back into Simon's room and picked him up. At least he was no longer flailing. He just sat in her arms and screamed. He cried for Bobby and then just screamed at nothing. Once in her room she sat him on the bed and walked to the closet. Digging out some old laundry she found it; her husband's old footlocker. She kept some of his things stored in there, but most of his items were in the extra dresser she never used. 
 
        Nadine slid it out and removed what things of his were in there, a pair of old shoes and some books, and sat them on a shelf in the closet. She grabbed Simon and carried him over to the footlocker, ripped Mr. Tickles from his hands and threw it across the room. That set off a completely new fit. He screamed and began hitting her in the arms and face. She lay him down in the footlocker, but he grabbed a handful of her hair and wouldn't let go. 
 
        She slapped him hard across the face. The sound made a loud "crack" throughout the room. He kept screaming and didn't let go. She grabbed his hand and began prying his fingers off as he kicked at her stomach, gritting his teeth and growling. Finally, she pinched the skin on his wrist, hard. He jerked his hand away as he screamed again. She was able to pull free and slam the lid to the foot locker shut and secure the latch. 
 
        As he kicked and screamed against the large, wooden box, she sat on top of it with her face in her hands taking deep breaths. She couldn't believe she was stuffing her son into a foot locker, but that's what she was doing. She stood and lifted the lid just a bit, to her surprise he stopped screaming and looked at her.
 
        "You want to act like a little shit? You want to be impossible and throw fits? Fine. You can live in here from now on," she said before closing the lid and sliding it into the closet. His muffled screams were barely audible after she closed the door and leaned up against it. Finally, she can get some sleep.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
        Nadine woke up at 10 a.m. That was the longest and hardest she'd slept in as long as she could remember. Walking to the closet, she listened to the door but it was silent. At some point, Simon had stopped screaming. The footlocker had a few small holes in it, so she wasn't worried about him suffocating. She walked away and headed downstairs, smiling. This was the most rested and refreshed she'd felt in ages. 
 
        Part of her wondered what to do about Simon. The first thing she needed to do was take the day off work. She'd call in sick and just try to enjoy the day for once. It might actually be good for her. She could go to Starbucks and catch up on her reading. It had been so long since she sat and read a good book; she probably forgot how to read. She still had the same book she'd been trying to read years ago and never finished. 
 
        Nadine cooked herself a nice breakfast of bacon, eggs, and toast. As she slowly enjoyed her meal, she also took in the joy of the silence around her. No fighting, no screaming kids, no Simon. Just pure and simple silence. It was amazing how much she could finally hear her thoughts without all the external noise.
 
        Once she finished her meal, she figured she needed to feed Simon something. Last thing she wanted to do was drag him out of that box. It wasn't hurting him. He fit in there perfectly. He liked to hide under things; it could be like his permanent hiding place. Until he grows out of it at least. She opened the cupboard and grabbed a Pop Tart and a juice box from the refrigerator and headed back upstairs. 
 
        As she walked into the room, he was screaming again. His muffled cries came through the closet door.
 
        "Mommy! Mommy! Help! Help me! Help!" Simon screamed.
 
        She opened the door and pulled out the footlocker. He stopped screaming when she threw the lid open. Simon sat up, looking at her wide eyed. His face was red and puffy from all the crying. His hair stuck out all over as he sat there, trembling. Part of her felt pity for him. It wasn't his fault he was born with autism. She could only imagine what goes through the poor boy's head constantly. Even though he was six, he often behaved like a two or three-year-old. 
 
        Then the rest of her felt bad for herself. It wasn't her fault either he was born with autism. She had just wanted a nice family and to finish her degree and maybe go to law school. Not be a college dropout waiting tables with the devils child in tow. Her whole life shouldn't be over just because she drew the short straw when it came to kids. With that thought, what pity she had felt for him faded as she tossed the Pop Tart into his lap.
 
        "Here's breakfast," she said and handed him the juice box.
 
        "Mommy. I'm scared. Are you going to kill me mommy?" he asked.
 
        "No Simon. I'm not going to kill you."
 
        "Where's Bobby? Is he in jail?"
 
        "Yes, Bobby is in jail, and he won't be back for a long time. This box is your new home until I feel you've earned your way out."
 
        She expected him to scream, but this time tears just ran down both his cheeks as stared at her with that hurt and damaged look. 
 
        "Lie down Simon, I need to close the lid."
 
        "No mommy. I don't want to. I don't want to stay in here. It's dark and scary!"
 
        "That's too bad Simon. You have to. Now lie down, or I'll have to make you."
 
        "No! I don't want to!" he began screaming as he pulled himself up and stood. Before he could climb out, she backhanded him across the face, knocking him back down. He looked at her stunned, and then screamed even louder with a deafening shriek. She grabbed him by the hair and shoved his head down and slammed the lid shut. He kicked and pounded as she secured the latches and slid him back into the closet. Now that he'd been fed, she could get dressed and enjoy her day. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
        Juvenile detention was not a fun place. It was more like a camp. They had dorm rooms, and three of them slept on bunk beds. They had groups throughout the day; his was anger management group. They sat around and talked about what made them mad. Bobby made up a bunch of shit about hating his teachers and his mom. Well, he did hate his mom, but not for the reasons he gave. Not that it mattered; none of their supposed treatment did any good. It was just ways to keep the kids occupied. 
 
        He'd just returned from a group when one of the detention officers approached him.
 
        "Hey Bobby," Officer Munoz said. 
 
        "Yes, sir?"
 
        "You need to come with me. You got court this afternoon."
 
        "I do? For what?"
 
        "I don't know. The judge said he wanted to see you, so we gotta go."
 
        "Oh ok, cool I guess." Bobby followed the officer to the desk. Once there the officer placed leg shackles and belly chains around his waist, as was procedure. Bobby couldn't figure out what was going on. He went to court two weeks ago and they gave him ninety days in lock up for assaulting the other boys. He figured he wouldn't see court again. He would just do his time and head back home. Although, the sentence did make him sick to his stomach. 
 
        A big part of him feared Simon wouldn't survive ninety days alone with their mom. Their mom might not even survive. Bobby wished he could just detach himself from the whole mess. He wasn't attached to anyone else. In fact, he actually hated most people. Simon was his brother, his only blood who didn't either leave him or treat him like shit. Simon was also utterly innocent. Most people get what they deserve; even Bobby knew he'd brought about many of his own problems. Simon though, couldn't help it; he didn't ask to be born with autism and was an amazing kid. If only their mom could see Simon as an innocent little boy and not a burden to be tossed aside. 
 
        They arrived at the courthouse and Officer Munoz escorted Bobby inside. He shuffled through the door and into the courtroom. There were a few other people before the judge. This was some kid who'd broken some windows. Bobby laughed as the kid cried after being sentenced to a month of community service. 
 
        Finally, it was Bobby's turn. He walked up to the judge as the old man looked down at some papers.
 
        "Hello, Robert. How are they treating you in detention?" the Judge asked.
 
        "Um, fine sir…er…your honor."
 
        "That's fine son. So, I know I was hard on you last time. However, since I sentenced you, one of your teachers came to see me. Mrs. Davidson?"
 
        She was his homeroom teacher and probably the only teacher he could stand in his school. She often saw him with Simon and would always come up and say hello.
 
        "Yes, sir."
 
         "Ok. Good. Good. She had many good things to say about you. She said you help take care of your little brother. He has special needs, is that correct?"
 
        "Yes, sir."
 
        "What about your parents?"
 
        "Just my mom sir. My dad is dead. Mom has a hard time with Simon. He's autistic, so I try to help as much as I can."
 
        "That's very mature of you. Yes, she had a lot of praise for you and you're a good student as well. Is he the one you said the boys were picking on?"
 
        "Yes, sir. They threw him on the ground and were kicking him. I swear. I wouldn't just walk up and start beating on people, sir."
 
        "Yes well, one was still hurt pretty badly. My fear is you already have some sense of responsibility, and it sounds like your brother needs you. So my question is, am I helping anyone by keeping you locked up?" the Judge said. Bobby didn't answer as he wasn't sure if the judge was asking himself or asking him what he thought. After a pause he continued. "So with that, I've decided to commute your sentence to a six-month probation and time served. You'll get a letter of when to check into probation. Detention staff will have you released in a few hours."
 
        The judge dismissed him as Officer Munoz escorted him back to the car and then back to the facility. They gave him his clothes and processed him out. The tricky part came when he called his mom to come pick him up, and her phone was off. He tried numerous times.
 
        "She's not answering. Her phone is off or something," Bobby said.
 
        "You'll have to try again in a bit I guess," Munoz said. The door behind him swung open and Miss Martin, his caseworker came walking out. She spoke like someone much older, but she wasn't that long out of college. She'd told him she graduated last year, so this was her first job. Bobby liked her, she'd always been nice to him. By liked her he means he didn't feel like punching her every few minutes.
 
        "I heard you're going home," she said. "No luck?"
 
        "My mom's phone is off," Bobby said.
 
        "Yeah, that doesn't surprise me. I can take him home," she said.
 
        "You sure?" Officer Munoz asked.
 
        "Yeah. I'm familiar with his mom. She may not turn her phone back on for days, and even if she does, she might not answer. It's no big deal. I'm sure Bobby wants to see his brother."
 
        She walked out as Bobby followed her to her car. She started the car as Bobby pulled on his seatbelt. As they drove home, he wondered about Simon and how their mom treated him the past few weeks. His anxiety increased, as they got closer to home. One thing he did know, if Simon was hurt at all, he would do whatever it took to keep Simon safe. No matter what he found when he got home, it was time to make an escape plan.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
        "Oh God! Holy shit! Yeah!" Nadine moaned as she bounced up and down on the man's cock. His name was Bill, or Phil or something like that. She'd hit the bar early in the afternoon where she met Bill/Phil. It had been so long since she'd had sex it was almost inhuman. The urge for a man's touch had been building up in her for so long. She finally said fuck it. Bobby was gone and Simon couldn't bug them so she went for it.
 
        She brought Bill/Phil back to her house where they wasted no time going at it. They had sex on the couch, on the living room floor and on the kitchen counter. They made it to the bedroom, which was much more comfortable. Bill/Phil had a nice thick cock she'd be happy to ride all night. The rest of his body wasn't so great. It wasn't terrible. He had a slight paunch in his gut along with a decent set of love handles. His chest was mildly flabby, but hands and arms were strong. 
 
        Not as if she was going to make a calendar of the guy, she just wanted to fuck him. His dick worked and stretched her out good, so she could live with his body. Not that hers was perfect. Fifteen years ago, she barely had an ounce of fat on her. She used to go hiking, jogging, and tubing. All that ended with Simon. She could barely do those things after Bobby was born. Once Simon came along, forget it. Over the years, she'd gained fifty pounds and the idea of running anywhere made her short of breath.
 
        "Ah! God! Yes! Yes!" She screamed as she climaxed while Bill/Phil ejaculated inside her. Once they were done, she lay down and took out a cigarette. 
 
        "Damn!" Bill/Phil said. "You're amazing!"
 
        "Thanks, Bill," she said hoping she was right. It was a 50/50 shot.
 
        "Bill? My name is Kent. Who is Bill?"
 
        How the hell did she come up with Bill/Phil?
 
        "Oh, I'm so sorry, I'm still a bit buzzed I guess; it's been so long."
 
        "No big deal," he said. "What's that?" 
 
   There were muffled screams coming from the closet. Simon. Shit!
 
        "Oh, it's nothing." Nadine tried to play it off as she took a drag from her cigarette. She hadn't smoked in ages, but she couldn't resist an after-sex smoke. It didn't shut Simon up though. He kept on screaming. The kid was persistent. 
 
        "Is that a kid screaming in the closet? He asked as he started to get up. Fuck. She was going to deal with it. Nadine jumped up with the sheet around her and walked to the closet and threw the door open. She dragged the footlocker across the floor and to the edge of the bed. She climbed back in and as she lie on her stomach, began undoing latches. 
 
        "Is that a fucking kid in there?" Kent said, looking more curious than anything.
 
        "Pretty much," Nadine said as she undid the latch and threw the lid open. She was immediately met by a horrific smell. Simon's screaming was ten times louder with the locker opened. Simon lay on his back, wide-eyed, and screaming at the top of his lungs while staring up at the ceiling.
 
        "Are you kidding me? Did you piss and shit yourself?" she said. 
 
        "Jesus fucking Christ!" Kent said. "What is wrong with him? You keep your kid in a box?"
 
        "He don't know what's going on. He was born with autism. This is all he does since he was born," and then leaned in toward Simon. "Isn't it Simon?" She sat back and shook her head. "This is my life. And this is the only way I can take a break."
 
        "Why not just hire a babysitter?"
 
        "You think a fucking babysitter would take this job? Fuck no. They nearly laugh at me if I even ask." She took a drag of the cigarette and looked at Simon. "Will you shut up? No one is fucking listening to you kid! My God! I'm telling you. This kid was put here on earth to destroy my life. I'm fucking sick of it."
 
        By now, Kent was just looking at her, horrified. She just smiled and took the cigarette and pressed it against the bottom of Simon's foot. He continued screaming, but this time twisting and jerking. She grabbed his ankle, squeezing it tight as she twisted the hot cigarette butt into his flesh. He struggled as he sat up and began hitting her. The blows didn't hurt, but it pissed her off that he'd strike her. She backhanded him in the side of the face knocking him onto his back as he kept screaming. 
 
        He tried to sit up and climb out, but she grabbed him by his pajama bottoms and pulled them down, pressing the cigarette into his bare bottom. This time he screamed again as he tried to turn to hit her. She grabbed the lid and flipped it forward, hitting his head and knocking him to the side. Simon grabbed the top of his head as he cried and screamed again.
 
        Kent stood and began pulling his pants on. 
 
        "Jesus Christ. You're one fucked up bitch," he said. "You're torturing the kid!"
 
        "This is family business. Get the hell out if it bothers you."
 
        "Don't worry, I plan to," he pulled on his shirt and walked toward the door.
 
        "See ya," Nadine said as the door slammed shut as he left. Good. She really just wanted a one night stand. Him storming off only made it easy on her. 
 
        "I guess I should clean you up, huh?" she said as she got dressed and picked him up under her arm. Taking him into the bathroom, she turned on the water. Unlike last time, she cranked the faucet on to hot water. The water was steaming as she shoved him down into it. He kicked and splashed, getting the hot water on her face and arms and she shoved him under the water and scrubbed with the scrub brush. He kept screaming and she finally shoved his face under the hot water. Her hand stung as the hot water burned into it. She lifted his head out as he heaved and wheezed trying to catch his breath. His face was red and puffy around his eyes. 
 
        "You done screaming?" she asked. Once he got his breath, he began screaming again. She lowered his head back into the water. He struggled and kicked, but she was far stronger than he. After a few seconds, she pulled him back out. This time his face was red and blistered as he continued huffing for breath. She pulled him out and toweled him off and put clean clothes on him. At least he was done screaming. All he did was make short, quick breathing and heaving sounds. 
 
        She sat him onto the bed where he just lie on his back heaving while she cleaned out the trunk so it wouldn't smell like shit. As she picked him up, she looked over to her son. His hair was wild, sticking out in all directions, as his eyes were wide as he heaved.
 
        "Simon, you're going to pass out if you keep doing that," she said but he ignored her. "Simon? Simon listen to me!" He still didn't react to her so she lay him back into the foot locker. "Fine then, just keep huffing and puffing." She closed the lid and latched it shut, sliding it back into the closet. Once he was back inside, she lie in bed and lit up another cigarette. Looking up at the ceiling, she wondered what she'd do when Simon outgrew the box. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
        Miss Martin pulled up to the house as Bobby sat looking in the opposite direction. While he was glad to be out of lock up, he wasn't sure what to think of going home. He hoped Simon was ok, but wasn't what to do. Their mom was getting worse and no telling how much more Simon could take, or how far she was willing to go.
 
        "You doing ok?" Miss Martin asked. "Want me to go in with you?"
 
        "Nah. I'll be all right. Looks like mom is at work." If so, where was Simon? Her car was gone.
 
       "Ok. You have my number. Call me if you need anything. Try not to be too hard on yourself. You got a lot on your plate for a twelve-year-old."
 
        "I will. Thanks Miss Martin," he said as he got out of the car and ran to the house. He dug into his manila envelope containing his belongings, pulled out his house key, and unlocked the door. As he went inside, the place was quiet and filthy. Without him around to help the place was disgusting. Dirty dishes were piled along the sink, counter and even stacked on the kitchen floor. 
 
        In the living room, an ashtray had spilled and more rotten food was strewn about the couch and floor. Empty soda cans were thrown all over the house as if the whole place was a dumpster. He did most of the cleaning around the house. He'd had no idea how much of the cleaning he did until just now. The whole house smelled of rotten food and smoke.
 
        He headed upstairs and looked around. His room remained untouched at least. Problem was, so did Simon's room. He was always in there playing with his Power Rangers toys or pretending to blow up his Matchbox cars. There were still toys all over the floor, but only a few and they looked like they'd been sitting there for a while.
 
        He walked by his mom's room and peeked inside, other than a pile of clothes and unmade bed the room was empty. As he walked by, he thought he heard something coming from the room. Bobby stopped and leaned back in, it was a muffled noise, but he couldn't make it out. Stepping into the room, he listened. It was coming from the closet. 
 
        Once he opened the closet door he saw the foot locker and heard the pounding and screaming coming from inside. Oh no. He pulled the locker out and undid the latch, flipping it open to reveal Simon inside it. His hair and eyes were wild as he screamed and heaved for air. His face was red and swollen with blisters on his cheeks and forehead. 
 
        "Oh my God," Bobby said. 
 
        "Bobby! Bobby! Bobby!" Simon screamed as he jumped up and hugged Bobby so tight, he thought the kid would strangle him. Simon was still breathing like crazy but had begun to calm down.
 
        "Simon! Did mom put you in there?"
 
        Simon leaned back and nodded frantically.
 
        "She did! She put me in the hot bath tub and said she needed to wash my face."
 
        "How long have you been in there? Since I left?"
 
        Simon nodded again.
 
        "Jesus. We need to get out of here. I'll call Miss Martin."
 
        Bobby stood and ran to the phone on the nightstand. He didn't have a cell phone and his mom had hers with her. He picked up the phone but there was no dial tone. She didn't pay the bill. Shit. 
 
        "Ok. Let's go across the street. Mrs. Mosier will let us use her phone." Bobby picked up Simon and carried him down the stairs and through the living room. He couldn't believe she'd locked him in that box. Poor Simon had to be so scared in there. Bobby wondered if they do survive their mom, how screwed up they will both be when they grow up. 
 
        As he got out the front door, their mom's car pulled into the driveway. She saw them, slammed on the brakes, and jumped out.
 
        "What are you doing here? Where do you think you're going?" She screamed.
 
       "They let me out! You locked Simon in a box! What the hell is wrong with you?"
 
        She walked up, slapped him across the face, and grabbed him by the shirt, dragging them both inside. He wanted to fight her, but not while he was carrying Simon. He wasn't sure how well Simon could walk after being locked in a little box for over a week. Once in the kitchen, he sat Simon down and turned to say something when his mom had swung a frying pan at him, striking him in the side of the face.
 
        Simon screamed as Bobby saw stars, falling to the floor. She leaned in close to his face and began screaming.
 
        "How dare you tell me how to raise my son you pathetic, ungrateful little shit!" Her breath smelled of liquor as she screamed. She'd been at the bar all day most likely. "Get up!" She grabbed him by the shirt again and dragged him upstairs. 
 
        "Bobby! No! Bobby!" Simon ran over and to Bobby's surprise, punched their mom in the side of the leg. It had no effect though as she turned and kicked Simon in the stomach, knocking him across the room. Bobby tried to struggle but he was still dazed and off balance with the blow from the frying pan. She dragged Bobby up the stairs and threw him into his room, pulling the door shut. 
 
        Bobby slid face first across the floor as the door slammed behind him. He sat up trying to get his bearings when he heard her tying something around the doorknob. Walking over, he tried the door but it wouldn't open.
 
        "I wired the door shut asshole!" his mom screamed. "So you might be out of the county jail but you ain't outta mine! You hear me? You'll come out of there when I am good and fucking ready!" 
 
        He walked over and sat on the bed, looking out the window. If he wasn't on a second story, he'd go out the window. But it was a long drop with nothing to climb on or break his fall. This is not how his homecoming was supposed to go. He heard his mom thunder back down stairs and shortly after, Simon's cries turned into screams.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
        Nadine wondered if this is what losing your mind felt like. She lay on her bed looking down at the footlocker listening to Simon pounding and screaming. She'd boiled a kettle of water and would intermittently open the locker and pour the boiling water over some part of Simon's body. It was very little, like just a bit more than a few drops, but it was enough to make him go nuts.
 
        She wasn't sure why but she felt a strange mix satisfaction, excitement and possibly pleasure watching him suffer. It had become a little game for her to see how he'd react to different things. Sort of like pulling the wings off flies. The first few times she'd hurt him, it was out of rage for whatever fucked up thing the kid had done. At some point, she'd become convinced that he did all this on purpose. It was as if the universe had sent Simon to punish her for some unknown reason.
 
        Her tormenting him was her way of telling the universe to fuck off. See? They haven't phased her one bit. She's taken something bad and turned it into her plaything. Maybe she wasn't crazy after all. Or maybe this was exactly how crazy people thought. She wasn't sure anymore what normal was supposed to feel like. Simon had quieted down. Opening the lid again, he looked at her wide-eyed but didn't scream this time.
 
        "I love you, mommy," he said. "I'm sorry you hate me."
 
        She stopped and looked at him. That wasn't supposed to happen. This kid didn't love her. He may say he did, but then he throws a fit in public, hits her, destroys the kitchen. Not all acts of love. The doctors say his mind just works different, and he can't help it. She supposed that was possible. Even though she doesn't believe in demons, she'd sincerely hoped the exorcism would work, if only just convincing Simon he was better. The fact was, he'd never get better, only bigger. 
 
        Once he was older his tantrums would lessen the doctors said, but they could get more violent when they did happen. He'd be bigger and stronger and could hurt her. She wouldn't let that happen. Then there was Bobby. Over the last year especially, she'd seen his disdain for her grow in his eyes. She had no doubt he hated her. If given the chance, he'd kill her for sure. He'd given her the death stare on more than a few occasions. Something needed to be done about that boy.
 
        She'd hoped beyond hope that the police would keep him for good this time, but they freed him once again. If it weren't for him, she might be free of Simon by now. Maybe she needed to be free of both of them. Imagine that, life with no kids. No screaming, no tantrums, no cooking meals or stupid kids' TV shows. Just her and her friends. Though she lost any friends, she'd had shortly after her husband's death. 
 
        If she were free now, she could sit around and drink wine, pass out and wake up whenever she wanted. The thought was sounding more and more appealing. The problem was explaining what happened to the boys. Everyone in town knows she has two boys. If they were suddenly gone, not like she could just blow it off.
 
        "If you love me, Simon, why do you do this? Why do you act like a wild animal and scream and fight and break things?"
 
        He hung his head and looked away from her.
 
        "I don't know. I don't mean to." He said.
 
        "I mean, I've tried to be nice. I've tried to be a good mom. But no, that never works. All you do is scream, fight, throw fits. With you Simon, it just never ends. Ever. So here we are. I think I am actually going crazy."
 
        He looked up at her.
 
        "You see? I'm finally losing my fucking mind. And you know the really weird part? I think I like it. So far, it feels so freeing. Weird shit pops into my head, and I just do it."
 
        "Will you stop hurting me mommy? Please? I promise I'll be good."
 
        "I know you say that Simon, but you can't help yourself. You might be good for a day or two. Then you'll sink right back into your crazy antics."
 
        "I won't mommy. I promise. I'll be good!" His voice began to rise as desperation took hold. "Please!"
 
        "You're about to throw another fit, I can see it coming."
 
        "But mommy!" Simon began to scream. She smirked while watching him try to keep it together. In a quick motion, Simon jumped to his feet and scurried out of the box and to the door. She hadn't expected him to do that as she almost spilled the hot water on herself getting to her feet. By the time she reached him, he had the bedroom door open, but she grabbed onto him. 
 
        He wedged himself halfway between the doorway and tried to wiggle out, but she held on to his shirt. Grabbing the door, she began slamming it, hitting his body and head repetitively as he began screaming again. She slammed the door on him several more times until he fell to the ground, curling up into a fetal position as he screamed. 
 
        She picked him up and walked back over to the footlocker as he began to struggle. 
 
        "No! No! No!" he screamed, but she ignored him, shoving him back into the box. He screamed again. This time putting his face inches from her and screaming as loud as he could. Whenever he did this, he looked like a feral child out of some jungle movie. His eyes and hair wild with his mouth wide open. 
 
        She grabbed him by the face and pinched his cheeks forcing his mouth open. Grabbing the kettle, she held it over him and poured the boiling water down his throat. Simon finally stopped screaming.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
        Bobby sat by the door listening to the screaming. When it finally stopped, he grew even more concerned. Either she backed off for now or killed him. He was afraid to know for sure. He walked over and tried the door again, but it wasn't budging. He even tried slamming his shoulder into it, but with no luck. Whatever she'd done to secure the door, she'd done a thorough job of it. 
 
        As he turned away from the door and almost reached the bed when the door swung open. He spun around to see his mom there with a wooden baseball bat, swinging and nailing him in the stomach. He skidded across the floor as he doubled over holding his stomach. The wind rushed out of his lungs as he gasped for air. 
 
        "You think Simon is the only one who deserves an ass kicking? You've had this coming for a long time."
 
        Bobby tried to get to his feet, but couldn't breathe right.
 
        "I've had enough of your attitude, your stupid looks, you're defying me in front of Simon. It is time you learned who was in charge around here!"
 
        She brought the bat down again, hitting him on the legs. With another swing, he rolled away as she hit him in the side. The strikes weren't devastating but hurt plenty. They came quickly, not allowing Bobby a chance to recover or defend himself other than rolling up into a ball. For the first time since he could remember, Bobby feared for his safety. 
 
        She had swatted at him several more times before she stopped.
 
        "Look at me!" she screamed. "Look at me now!"
 
        He slid his arms away from his face and glanced up at her.
 
        "Move your fucking arms Bobby or so help me I'll shove this bat up your spoiled little ass!"
 
        He did as he was told finally looking directly at her. This woman standing over him was not his mother. Sure, she looked like her, but the woman who had been his mom was long gone. Between her anger, grief and the booze, the woman who was his mom had left the building. All that was left was a crazy woman who was determined to inflict as much pain and suffering as possible.
 
        He looked up to be met with one more swing of the bat, catching him in the middle of the forehead. He covered his head again as she laughed.
 
        "You're such an idiot. You think you're so smart? Don't you? You're twelve fucking years old! Do you want to be the parent? You have no idea! No idea at all! It wasn't good enough you and your brother act like such assholes that the only man I ever loved had to kill himself. I mean, you know your dad killed himself because of you two, right? You were a handful as it was. Then your brother comes along, and that was it. One of you is plenty, but both?" She laughed and shook her head. 
 
        "No way. I'm amazed I haven't killed one or both of you by now. But don't tempt me." She walked out of the room and slammed the door shut. Bobby lay there holding his side long after she was gone. When he finally got his breath, he stood and hobbled to the door. His legs weren't broken, but they hurt like hell. He can imagine the bruises he'll have. 
 
        Bobby had to get out of there, and that was all there was to it. Stumbling to the window, he slid it open and looked down. It looked like such a long way. He wondered if the fall would kill him. He doubted it, but it would hurt like hell. Not that it would matter, he was already hurting like hell, so he just needed to tough out this jump. If he didn't, she'd kill them both for sure. 
 
        He climbed through the window and gripped the ledge, lowering himself down. As he clung to the ledge, he let himself dangle as far as he could before taking a deep breath, closing his eyes and letting go. He let his knees buckle as soon as he hit, rolling back onto his bottom. Pain shot through his knees and into his back, but nothing snapped or popped as he landed. He rolled for a bit before coming to a stop.
 
        He lay perfectly still for a minute before sitting up and looking himself over. As he looked up at the window, it didn't look as high up from the ground. He was still in one piece, which was something. Now he just needed to get help. If he got the police or Miss Martin to come here and find Simon stuffed in that box, they'd arrest his mom for sure. They might send them both to a home, but it would be better than here.
 
        He hobbled across the street to Mrs. Mosier's house. It was early evening, but there were lights on at the house. She was a nice old lady who would sometimes bring over cookies and lemonade for them. Her husband died years ago too, so she lived all by herself. Simon used to like going over there to play, but as his fits would get worse, Mrs. Mosier couldn't take it and stopped having them over. Though, she'd still come by and visit. He hoped she'd believe him and call the police, or someone. 
 
        Bobby limped across the street and rang the doorbell. He waited for a minute, but there was no answer. She had to be home. She was old and didn't even drive. Where else would she be? He rang it again, and finally the door swung open. 
 
        "Bobby? What's going on? Are you ok?" She looked him up and down as she opened the screen door.
 
        "I think I am Mrs. Mosier, but I'm worried about Simon," he said.
 
        "Why? What is wrong?"
 
        "I think my mom is going to kill him."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
        Bobby sat on Mrs. Mosier's couch while a cop and a child protective services worker listened to his story. The cop was tall and lanky, looking like he raided his dad's closet for his uniform. His hair was in a military high and tight and he had a pair of Oakley's clipped to his shirt pocket. The social worker was a short and pudgy woman with a pair of thick-rimmed hipster glasses. Bobby told them all about the footlocker, the blisters on Simon, the locking him in his room, the baseball bat and everything else he could think of. In the past, he was afraid to speak up about his mother, but he decided now was the time. These people would help, they had too.
 
        "Didn't I arrest you a few weeks ago?" the cop asked. The truth was, Bobby didn't remember who the cop was who'd arrested him; it could have been this guy. He already had a bad feeling about how this whole thing would go.
 
        "I guess so," he said. "I just got out of juvie."
 
        "Right. I know I've seen you around. You've been in trouble plenty of times. Now you expect us to believe this wild story? Is that your excuse on why you're such a social defect?"
 
        "Bobby, look. I believe that you believe what you are saying," the social worker said. "Unfortunately, I can't just have you and your brother taken away without proof. So I'm going to need to talk to your mom."
 
        This concerned him greatly.
 
        "What? She's not going to admit anything. She's crazy. She thinks we wanted our dad to kill himself. She hates both of us. She's going to kill Simon for sure if we leave him with her."
 
        "You need to watch your mouth kid." The cop said. "Let us take care of it. Better yet, I'm going to go get your mom now. We'll get to the bottom of this real quick." He turned and headed outside and across the street. Bobby couldn't believe what was happening. The social worker just stood there awkwardly looking around and shifting until the officer returned with his mom. She'd pulled her hair back into a ponytail and cleaned up a bit since his last encounter with her.
 
        "Hi, we're so sorry to disturb you." The social worker said. 
 
        "There you are! How many times have I told you not to sneak out of your room like that? Did you jump out again? One of these times you're going to hurt really yourself."
 
        She looked at the officer and shook her head.
 
        "I'm so sorry," his mom said. "What has he done now?"
 
        "Ma'am, he hasn't done anything." The social worker said. "He came to us with some accusations of abuse."
 
        "Abuse? What abuse?"
 
        The social worker looked at Bobby and nodded. 
 
        "Go ahead and tell her what you told me," she said.
 
        Was this really happening? Bobby realized he was only twelve, but there had to be some other way to investigate. Like, didn't they take her into a room and question her? Or maybe go and actually check on Simon? He did what he was told and explained the whole story again. His mom stood there and feigned shock, confusion, and outrage as he spoke; it was something she was good at. No matter what she said or did within their home, she always managed to appear weak and pathetic to outsiders. Someone no one would think was capable of hurting anyone. 
 
        Once he finished, she stood there and shook her head.
 
        "You see? You see what I put up with?" his mom said. "I'm a single mom working my ass off to raise a special needs boy and this ungrateful brat, and this is how he treats me. He's all banged up from climbing out of his damn window!" She threw her hands in the air.
 
        "How is Simon." The social worker asked. "Is there a chance I can see him? Just to check on him? Then I'll close the file on this."
 
       "I just got him down for his nap. He was having one of his fits. He has autism. Took me forever but he's finally asleep. I really don't want to risk waking him again, or none of us will get any sleep later."
 
        "I understand," the social worker took a breath and wrote on her clipboard. I guess I can come by in a few days just to double check, but it's as I thought, this isn't unusual. I do apologize for taking up your time. Bobby, you can go home with your mom."
 
        "What? That's it?" Bobby said. "You just take her word for it?"
 
        "Well she's right, you have a history of getting into fights and trouble. Kind of hard to take anything you say at face value. You look pretty healthy to me, no unusual marks for a twelve-year-old boy. I suggest you work on figuring out these issues with your mom instead of making up terrible accusations. She is really trying to take care of you."
 
        "You got to be kidding! I'm not going back over there. We have to get Simon! Look in the house, check her room! Simon is stuffed in a box up there."
 
        "Kid look," the cop said. "You can go home with your mom, or I can haul you back to juvie. I'm going to guess you're on probation since you just got out. You want to get arrested again?"
 
        Bobby hung his head and walked toward the door. Without looking back, he walked through it and toward the house. His stomach churned in knots as he imagined what his mom would do now that she knows he ratted on her. He heard the adults talking behind him before his mom caught up to him. As they reached the door to their house, she bent down and grabbed the back of his neck. Putting her mouth inches from his ear, she whispered.
 
        "Now you're going to learn what abuse is."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
        Nadine couldn't believe Bobby ran to that old hag across the street for help as if that old bat could save him. What would make him think, the police or anyone else had any business sticking their nose into how she raised her kids? Talk about betrayal. Obviously, the recent lessons she'd doled out weren't sinking in, so she was going to have to take some additional steps. 
 
        When she'd brought Bobby back inside, she whacked him in the back of the legs with the baseball bat. It was hilarious to see. She had caught him totally by surprise. He let out a yelp as he tumbled face down onto the floor. Once he was down, she used a plastic zip tie to secure his hands behind his back. Now he lies on the bed with his hands bound and duct tape over his mouth. 
 
        "You comfy sweetheart?" she asked him. "I hope so. I have quite a show for you. I don't want you to miss anything."
 
        He struggled and fought, but wasn't moving at all. 
 
        "Good, good." she said. Nadine walked to the closet and took out one of her husband's old belts. It had just been hanging in there for years, may as well put it to some use. She opened the footlocker and dragged Simon out. He was shaking and heaving in short, rapid breaths, but at least he didn't scream. She stood Simon just a few feet from the bed and ripped off his pajama shirt and bottoms. He was now standing in just his underwear. 
 
        His underwear was damp and yellow. The little fucker must have pissed himself again. She wasn't even going to worry about it for now. 
 
        "Ok, Bobby. This, apparently, is the only way you'll learn not to fuck with me. You don't seem to care what I do to you. So maybe this will get your attention." 
 
        She reared back with the belt and swatted him across the back. The belt made a loud crack against his skin, sounding like a gunshot. Simon's eyes went wide as he screamed so loud Nadine thought her eardrums would burst. He turned and looked at her in shock, but she reared back and cracked him again with it. Simon tried to move away, but she grabbed him by the hair and held him steady as she repeatedly lashed him across the back. 
 
        Huge red welts lined his back as he screamed, kicked and struggled but was helpless against her grip and the belt. Looking up at Bobby's eyes were wide as he kicked and thrashed, trying to free himself. She smiled, as she turned back to Simon, happy to see her lesson was sinking in. Simon screamed and kicked at her as she whacked him several more times before tossing the belt aside. 
 
        Simon was shaking and screaming as she picked him up and carried him over to Bobby. Holding him in front of Bobby, she spun Simon around so he could take in all his new injuries. 
 
        "You like that Bobby? You see what you did to your brother? You do stupid shit, and Simon is going to pay. You got it?"
 
        Bobby just glared at her from the bed. 
 
        "I need an answer. If you don't, then that's going cost you another lesson." She held up the belt and smiled as if to demonstrate. 
 
        Bobby nodded as she sat Simon back down and walked him back to the footlocker. Before putting him back inside, she pulled his underwear off him. Simon continued to scream nonstop when she shoved the soiled undies into his mouth. He turned and looked at his mom in horror, trying to pull it out, but she put her hand up to him.
 
        "Don't you dare take those out. You want me to tie you up like Bobby?" 
 
        Simon shook his head frantically. 
 
        "Good." She shoved him back into the box and closed the lid, securing it. She walked over to Bobby and grabbed him off the bed and walked him back to his room, tossing him onto his bed.
 
        "You can stay like that for a while. Good luck jumping out your window all tied up. What happens in this family is our business and ours alone. You think the cops would actually listen to you? That was the funniest thing. Every cop in town knows what a little shithead you are. I could skin Simon alive, and they wouldn't believe you." She said as she closed the door and headed downstairs. In the kitchen, she pulled a bottle of red wine from the cupboard and poured herself a glass. She wasn't even sure what kind of wine it was and didn't care. She always bought whatever's cheap, as long as it got her drunk. 
 
        She headed back into the living room and turned on the TV. As the wine gradually took hold, numbing her. She wished she could feel like this all the time. Why did things have to be so difficult? Why did all the other moms she knows seem so happy with such cute and fun kids? What had she done wrong? Once she finished the glass, she went and got the bottle and brought it into the living room with her. 
 
        The TV was more for background noise, as she didn't even pay attention to whatever was on. All she could tell was it was a stupid reality show following some trashy family around. She sure wished she'd get a TV deal like that. She'd let them follow her around. Hell, she'd donate the boys to a reality show. Though, she wasn't sure how good a TV show about a screaming six-year-old would make for an hour. Someone would watch it, she was sure.
 
        Before she knew it, she'd killed off the whole bottle. The TV didn't even make sense anymore as she lay back feeling the room spinning slightly, but it wasn't a sickening spinning, it was more like a rocking, that's it. Like a giant cradle rocking her to sleep. She'd fallen asleep like this many nights. Each night she prayed not to wake up again, but she always did.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
        Bobby tried to hold still, ignoring the burning in his wrists. She'd used one of the plastic zip ties they use on trash bags. He climbed off the bed and walked over to his desk in the corner. With his back turned, he pulled out one of the drawers and dug through until he found the scissors. It took him a few tries as he kept dropping them onto the desk. Finally, he was able to cut the plastic tie free. 
 
        His hands tingled as blood rushed back into his fingers. He pulled the tape off his mouth and walked toward the door. She didn't secure it this time. He figured she didn't expect him to escape the plastic ties. That or she was too drunk or angry to think about it. He slipped through the door and down the hallway, but everything was quiet.
 
        The TV could be heard from upstairs. He careful moved down the stairs so as not to make any noise. Once he was halfway down, he looked around the house and saw his mom passed out on the couch with a bottle of wine resting in her lap. She was snoring loudly as a string of drool ran from her mouth clear to the floor. 
 
        He went back up the stairs and into her room. Throwing the door open, he pulled out the footlocker and found Simon. He was awake but quiet. 
 
        "Simon!" Bobby whispered. "Can you hear me? Simon!" 
 
        Simon was staring off into space, moaning and shivering, but wouldn't speak. Bobby pulled him out of the box and carried Simon into his room. Lying him on the bed, he grabbed one of Simon's Power Rangers shirts and a pair of sweat pants and finally got some shoes and socks on him. Simon was still shivering and wouldn't talk.
 
        Once he was dressed, Bobby picked him up and began down the stairs. He quietly crept past their passed out mom and into the kitchen. Bobby pushed the kitchen door open and sped up once he hit the sidewalk. He had no idea where to go, but he knew the cops weren't an option. 
 
        He walked for a few blocks and finally sat Simon down. 
 
        "Simon, I need you to help me. I can't keep carrying you. You need to walk. Can you hear me?"
 
       Simon just stood there looking out of it and still making his moaning sound. 
 
        "Simon, please? We need to find somewhere to hide. Somewhere they won't find us. Where we can be safe from mom."
 
        Simon kept looking around but was standing on his own ok. Bobby took him by the hand and kept walking. They headed into the park, and there weren't many people around which Bobby was gladly accepted. He had an idea. They reached the large woods on the south side of the park. Bobby found a trail he used to walk through when he'd play at this park. The past year or so he didn't play as much. 
 
        They wandered the trail for a while when there were some voices calling out from behind him.
 
        "Look who is here!" one of them said. "Bobby and his retard brother. Taking the retard out for a walk? Where's your leash?"
 
        Several more boys began laughing as they came out from behind the trees. They were wearing camo pants and jackets while carrying paintball guns. 
 
        "Leave us alone," Bobby said. "I'm not in the mood. Simon's sick."
 
        "Yeah, he's sick. He's a fucking retard." One of the boys said.
 
        "Yeah. You said that already. He's not retarded, he's autistic. He can't help it. Just leave us alone." Bobby started to walk, but one of them stepped in front of him.
 
        "You don't seem so tough now," another of the boys said. Another walked over and grabbed Simon, throwing him to the ground. He stood over Simon, held up his paintball gun and fired, striking Simon in the forehead with a paintball. Simon screamed as Bobby ran over and shoved the kid, knocking them both over. 
 
        Bobby started raining blows down onto the boy as the other two jumped in and started hitting Bobby. Since Bobby was a year or two older than each of them and bigger, their punches hurt but weren't shattering. One of them began swinging his gun at Bobby as if he were swinging a baseball bat, clubbing him in the head with the butt of the gun. That one really did hurt. 
 
        He leaned up and grabbed the butt as it came down and pulled the gun away. He was no longer in preservation mode had entered the escalated phase of full on rage. He'd had enough of his mom, these kids and everyone else who treated Simon and himself as if they were pieces of garbage to be ridiculed, tormented and tossed aside. 
 
        The kid whose gun he took lunged at Bobby as he attempted an overhand punch. Bobby reared back and swung the gun at the boy, striking him in the nose. The boy's head snapped back as his eyes went wide. The only noise he made was a grunt as he fell, landing flat on his back. 
 
        Bobby stood over him, looking down. The boy's nose was mangled and bent to the side as his mouth hung open and eyes stared wide and lifeless at the sky. 
 
        "He killed him!" One of the other boys yelled. "He killed Brian!" 
 
        One of them picked up a big rock the size of a softball and charged Bobby. He managed to move, the rock just grazing the side of his head before falling to the ground. The boy kicked Bobby in the stomach as Bobby fell to the ground. The other boy came running at him with another rock. Bobby grabbed the one that had fallen and hurled it at him. 
 
        It struck him in the face, causing him to fall to his knees and drop his own rock. The other kid tried to grab it, but Bobby was on him. He picked up the rock and slammed it into the back of the boy's head. The kid grunted and screamed as Bobby brought the rock down again, and again. Pure blind rage consumed him as the boy's head split open, and brains ran out onto the ground. Bobby struck his skull several more times before stopping. The last boy stopped fighting and looked down at his friend's smashed head. 
 
        Reality and the horror of what was going on had just set in. His two friends were dead. Bobby was glaring at him, looking like a mountain lion standing over his fresh kill. The kid took a few steps back before turning to run. Bobby ran for him and was much faster. Within a few steps, he was on him, tackling him, and punching him repeatedly. The boy screamed and cried.
 
        "Don't kill me! Don't kill me!" he cried.
 
        "Why? You like to pick on retards. You're so tough right?"
 
        "I'm sorry! It was Brian's idea! I always just went along. I never wanted to hurt him!"
 
        "Could've fooled me," Bobby said as he grabbed the rock and smashed it into the boy's face. The boy's eyes went crossed as he made a weird gagging sound. Bobby could see he knocked several of the kid's teeth. He brought the rock down again as the boy gagged and gurgled. After a dozen or so strikes, his head collapsed inward. Bobby looked at how funny his face looked after the blows. He stood up and tossed the rock to the ground.
 
        In his life, Bobby had been in many fights and had hurt many kids, but this was the first time he'd ever killed anyone, or even saw a dead person close up. He wasn't sure what to think. It was self-defense, wasn't it? He walked over and checked on Simon. He was doing better. Bobby used his shirt to wipe the paint of Simon's forehead. There was a large, red welt on his head, but other than that, he was unharmed. Those kids were bullies and total assholes. Strangely, Bobby didn't feel at all sad for having killed them. If anything, he felt like it put them a step closer to freedom.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
        Simon didn't seem bothered by what he'd just witnessed although Bobby wasn't sure if he even understood or realized what dead meant. A moment of panic almost overtook him for a second. Bobby knew he couldn't leave three dead bodies lying on the trail. The river was about fifty yards off the trail. He decided to drag them one at a time to the river. Sure, they'd be found but far enough away hopefully no one would look there.
 
        He dragged the first kid, Brian, by the feet. He wasn't too heavy, and he slid across the ground fairly easily. At one point, his head got hung up on a tree root. Bobby had to jerk and shake his legs, but none of that helped. Finally, he walked around and lifted his crushed head over the large root. In the next few minutes, he reached the river. The water was moving pretty quickly, which was a good sign. Bobby rolled Brian down the bank, and he splashed into the water. 
 
        As Brian's body drifted away, the current pulled the body and disappeared. Bobby went back for another body. The second one made it without incident. By the third body, he was getting pretty tired. Thankfully, this was part of the park not many people ventured. It was too far off the beaten path and despite the trail, much of the brush and woods grew thicker and harder to walk through.
 
        After dumping the third body, he sat down on the bank. It suddenly hit him he was a murderer; a triple murderer at that. He'd heard the word on TV enough times and in movies; now he was one of them. He wasn't sure how he felt about that just yet, but there wasn't any time to think about it. He walked back to the trail where Simon was sitting up against a tree hugging his knees. 
 
        He helped Simon to his feet when Simon finally spoke.
 
        "You saved me, Bobby. You fought them just like the green ranger."
 
        "Thanks, buddy, but I don't know about that. They wanted to hurt us, but I couldn't let them. I won't let anyone else hurt you. Not mom, not anyone."
 
        "Why does mommy hate me?" Simon asked.
 
        "I don't know buddy. She hates everyone. She won't hurt you again, though. I'll make sure." 
 
        They walked further down the trail and then veered off the trail. He remembered it being in that direction. After almost a hundred yards through the brush and brambles, he found it. The treehouse a bunch of them had built years ago. He hadn't been up there in a while. Once the other kids found out about it, it wasn't as much fun anymore.
 
        He hadn't been there in over a year. No one was around it now. Once the newness wore off, the other kids had abandoned it. It was still big enough and sturdy enough for them to hide in. He helped Simon up the ladder nailed to the tree before heading up himself. Once in the tree Simon looked around from the makeshift balcony on the one side. 
 
        "Wow! We're a million miles high!" Simon said.
 
        "Not quite, but pretty high."
 
        "I can see over the trees!"
 
        "Yep. Some of them we can."
 
        "This is awesome!"
 
        "It sure is, buddy." Bobby sat down inside the tree house, leaning up against the wall. He suddenly felt exhausted. Like so exhausted he could sleep. He didn't understand yet about adrenaline rushes and the crash that can come afterward, but that was what he was experiencing. 
 
        "Bobby?" Simon began.
 
        "Yeah, buddy?"
 
        "I'm hungry. All I have had to eat was pop tarts."
 
        Shit, he didn't even think about food, he'd been in such a hurry.
 
        "Ok. I am too. I'll go get us some food. I guess you can come with me."
 
        "But I'm so tired!" 
 
        "I know. You want to take a nap? When you wake up, I'll be back with food."
 
        "No! I'm hungry!"
 
        Shit, he didn't need a tantrum right now. 
 
        "Simon, I want to get you food, but I need to make sure you're safe. You don't want me to leave you all alone do you?"
 
        "No."
 
        "Then come on. There is a convenience store a few blocks from here. I can get us food there."
 
        They climbed down from the tree house and headed toward the store. It didn't take as long to get there as Bobby had feared. Thankfully, the place was busy. It was early evening, and people were getting off work. He had Simon stay outside while he headed into the store. Bobby had on his hoodie with the baggie pockets in front. It had been awhile since he'd shoplifted anything. 
 
        He walked by the canned goods and grabbed some cans of soup, and some small sausages. He also grabbed some candy bars, beef jerky, and a couple of sodas. His hoodie didn't look too full or overstuffed as he slipped out of the store as more adults walked in. Luckily, there was only one clerk working and never noticed him. 
 
        Once outside, he grabbed Simon by the hand, and they both took off running all the way back to the treehouse. Once back, Bobby gave Simon soup and a candy bar. Simon scarfed the food down and asked for more. The poor kid had to be starving. It's amazing he even survived being stuffed in that box for the past few weeks. Bobby gave him another candy bar and the sausages while he chewed on the beef jerky. They each had a can of soda before Simon finally lay back against the wall. 
 
        "I'm tired," he said.
 
        "I know. Me too." 
 
        In the corner, there were some old sleeping bags rolled up. Bobby looked through them. They were ripped and dirty. Someone must have left them there. They could still use them for the moment. Bobby unrolled two of the bags and helped Simon climb into one. Bobby climbed into his own as he watched Simon fall asleep. Just as Bobby closed his eyes, he heard Simon speak, though Simon was almost asleep.
 
        "Bobby?"
 
        "Yeah, Simon?"
 
        "I love you, Bobby."
 
        "I love you too buddy," Bobby said before he drifted off to sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
        Nadine awoke with a pounding headache. At some point in the night, the wine bottle had rolled off her lap and onto the floor. Sitting up, she looked at her phone and saw it was 10 a.m. She'd passed out and slept all night and a good part of the day. Her head was throbbing as she stood and headed for the bathroom. She found some aspirin in the medicine cabinet. She poured several into her palm and swallowed them with a glass of water.
 
        Once the pain subsided, she went upstairs to check on the boys. It had been a rough night, both of them acting like a couple of animals. Hopefully, her new methods had calmed them down. As she reached the top of the stairs, she could see Bobby's door open. She ran to the room and saw he was gone. Shit! Running into her room the door was open and there was the empty footlocker lying in the middle of the room.
 
        "Bobby?" She called out. "Simon? Where are you?" She wandered all through the house calling to them, but there was no response. They were gone. Standing in the kitchen, she looked out the window and across the street. There were no police cars around, so at least he didn't go to the neighbors again. This was new for her. They had to have run away. Should she call the police? A twelve-year-old boy with an autistic six-year-old wasn't going to get far. 
 
        Maybe if she just waited they'd come back on their own. However, after thinking about it for a bit, she decided to call the police and report them both missing. If they did turn up somewhere, she didn't want it to look like she didn't notify police. Once she made the call, it took almost an hour for an officer to arrive. Once he did, it was the same cop who she spoke to across the street. He didn't seem surprised Bobby ran away, but was concerned he took Simon with him.
 
        "What's he going to do with a little autistic kid on the street?" the cop asked.
 
        "I don't know. I told you earlier; he's a little brat. I don't know what to do with him. I just hope Simon is ok. He's very easily confused and frightened."
 
        "Yeah, I'm sure. Don't worry. I'm sure they'll turn up." He closed his notepad and headed back to his car. She went inside as she watched the cop sit in his car. For some reason, he wasn't driving away. Was he writing the report right there? After several minutes, he came back toward the house. She walked to the door as he came up the steps.
 
        "Hey there," he said. "I was just about to leave when a call went out. I don't want to frighten you, but we may need you to take a look at something."
 
        "Take a look at what?" Nadine asked.
 
        "About an hour ago, they found the body of a teenage boy in the river, found by some fishermen."
 
        Holy shit? Bobby? Could Bobby be dead? And if he is dead, then where is Simon? She had mixed emotions. Part of her would be thrilled to be free of at least one of the boys. Yet, he was still her son, even though he seemed intent on driving her to an early grave.
 
        "Oh my God," she said. 
 
        "It might not be Bobby, but my supervisor wants me to bring you to the morgue to take a look."
 
        "Oh no," she said. She really didn't want to go look at a dead kid no matter who he belonged to.
 
        "I'm sorry. If we can rule out Bobby, then we can keep looking for him and work on identifying the body."
 
        She nodded and followed him to the car. The ride to the morgue was only a few minutes. The morgue was located in the basement of the hospital. It wasn't as dark or creepy looking as the ones on TV were. It was extremely clean and well lit. You'd never know it was a different part of the hospital. They walked her into a room as one of the medical examiners came out and greeted her.
 
        "Hello ma'am," he said. "I just want to warn you, his head was pretty messed up. Looks like he died of blunt force trauma. But you can still see his face pretty well plus he's fully dressed. You ready?"
 
        She nodded once again as he pulled the curtain aside. On the table was a dead boy that was close to Bobby's age, but appeared much shorter. He was also wearing camouflage pants and a camo hoodie. Bobby didn't even own anything like that.
 
        "It's not him," Nadine said as she turned away. 
 
        "You sure?" the officer asked. 
 
        "I'm sure. He's too short, and Bobby doesn't have clothing like that."
 
        "Ok, thank you. Sorry to put you through all this." He said as he walked her back out to the police car. As they headed out, there was a call on the radio. Nadine could hear the dispatcher saying something about bodies.
 
        "What was that?" she asked.
 
        "Shit," he said. "They found two more bodies. Boys about the same age."
 
        "You think one of them is Bobby?" she asked. 
 
         "I doubt it. I won't make you ID the others until I get more info. Like what they were wearing or how tall. I suppose I could have done that this time, but the timing seemed odd so I figured I'd bring you down."
 
        "It's ok. I'm sure his parents will take it hard," she said. She still wasn't sure if she was relieved or not that it wasn't Bobby's body. That means he and Simon were still alive and out there somewhere. Then there was the question of who killed these three boys and dumped them in the river.
 
        "Do you think someone murdered the boys?" she asked.
 
        "It could have been an accident I suppose, but yeah. Personally, I think someone killed them. If that's the case, I hope we find your boy's soon."


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
        Simon woke up screaming. Bobby wasn't sure what he'd dreamed, but he could only imagine what Simon had been through in the past few weeks. He was kicking and thrashing about, his eyes wide and his voice was hoarse from all the screaming he'd done past several weeks. Bobby was amazed Simon could still make any sounds at all. 
 
        "Simon! Simon, it's me!" Bobby said trying to shake him. He wasn't sure what time it was. The sun was out and with all the noise Simon was making it could draw attention. Finally, he realized Bobby was there and looked up at him.
 
        "Simon? Can you hear me?"
 
        He stopped crying and hugged Bobby tight.
 
        "You ok buddy? Bad dream?"
 
        "I had a dream that mommy came and murdered you."
 
        That took him by surprise. Of all the horrible things their mom had done to Simon, his biggest fear wasn't himself being hurt, but Bobby. This was why Simon was the only person Bobby cared about. No one else accepted either of them, but they had always accepted each other. 
 
        "It's only a dream buddy. I'm fine. No one is gonna hurt us. We should get going, though. We need to find something to eat."
 
        They climbed down from the tree house and headed back toward the park. They hadn't gone far when Bobby heard several men's voices up ahead. Could people be looking for them? He figured their mom had reported them missing, but how would they have located them by now? They stepped off the path and hid in some bushes; the voices grew louder, and the men finally came into view. It was the police. Several of them.
 
        Bobby couldn't make out what they were saying until he heard one of them yelling.
 
        "I got blood stains over here!" the cop yelled.
 
        Shit. The kids he killed, just thinking that felt weird. Bobby had no idea they'd find them so quickly but there they were. If they found the bodies and the boys had told their moms they were coming here to play, then it made sense. Bobby just figured it would take a day or two for the bodies to turn up. Not that he had ever dumped a body before. 
 
        Within minutes, the place was swarming with police officers. Some of them were putting crime scene tape up as others began searching wider around the area. They couldn't move at all without giving up their position. The best-case scenario would be they walk past them. The problem was, best case scenarios didn't usually happen in Bobby's world.
 
        "Bobby, what's going on?" Simon asked.
 
        "Shh! Quiet. We don't want them to hear us. They'll just take us back to mom."
 
        Simon nodded as footsteps grew closer and closer. Finally, there was an officer standing right over them.
 
        "What are you boys doing? Are you guys ok?"
 
        Bobby and Simon nodded as he helped them to their feet.
 
        "Hey, guys! I got two kids over here hiding! I think they might be witnesses."
 
        Witnesses? Bobby hadn't expected that. He needed to come up with a story. A tall, stocky man came up to them. 
 
        "Hey guys. I'm Sergeant Hankins. You doing ok? You both look pretty rough. Especially you little guy," he said pointing at Simon. Simon's face was still scratched up and blistered from his mom's abuse. 
 
        "Yeah, it was pretty scary."
 
        "Can you tell me what happened? Those other boys?"
 
        "I guess," Bobby said. "We were just out here exploring and saw the other kids playing. Then some guy jumped out and attacked them."
 
        "A guy," Sgt. Hankins said. "Did you see what he looked like?"
 
        "No. Not really. He had on, like, a hoodie so we couldn't see his face."
 
        "Did he have on gloves? Could you tell if he was white or black?"
 
        "I think he had gloves on, he moved really fast. He just started hitting the boys and then he grabbed a rock and started hitting them with it."
 
        "What did you do?"
 
        "We were hiding back there, I don't think he saw us." As Bobby spoke, he looked down realizing he had blood on his clothes. "After he killed them, the guy ran off for a bit so I ran up to see if I could help the boys, but they were dead already. That's how I got blood on me. Then I heard him coming back, so I ran and hid again. He dragged them toward the river and never came back."
 
        Bobby did his best to look frightened, as the officer considered is story.
 
        "What happened to him?" Sgt. Hankins asked, pointing to Simon.
 
        That was a tricky part.
 
        "Um, I guess as we ran away, we ran through some thorn bushes and thick trees. He's little and has autism, so I had to drag him along. He didn't understand what was happening. I guess the bushes scratched him all up."
 
        "You guys been in those bushes since last night?"
 
         Bobby nodded. 
 
        "All right. You guys come with me. We need to call your parents."
 
        Crap, no way out of this one. The officer asked for their names, and Bobby gave them. It wasn't long before he figured out they'd been reported missing. Bobby explained they were only supposed to be gone for an hour then this happened, forcing them to hide and they were too scared to leave. So far, they were buying everything. I guess they didn't expect a twelve-year-old to be a triple murderer. 
 
        A few hours later, they were in the lobby of the police station when their mom showed up. She ran up and hugged both of them. Bobby wasn't sure what to think. If she was putting on an act for the cops, she was sure putting on a good show. The officer told them Bobby's story on what happened. He wasn't sure if she believed it or not. After she had signed some papers, they were in the car and headed home. The ride home had Bobby worried as everyone was quiet. Too quiet. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
        Bobby was waiting for all hell to break loose when they got home. They walked inside and all their mom said was, "Each of you go to your rooms."
 
        They did as they were told, but Simon came into Bobby's room with him and sat on the bed. 
 
        "Bobby?" Simon asked. "Will mommy start being nice to us now?"
 
        "I don't know buddy. I hope so."
 
        "Me too. She's scary when she is mean."
 
        Sometimes Simon's innocence stunned Bobby. This woman gave him boiling baths and kept him locked in a footlocker for so long, and he still loved her and wanted her to love him. Bobby wasn't sure if he envied Simon's innocence or not. At twelve years old, Bobby was so cynical he didn't trust or care for anyone except for Simon because of his innocence. 
 
        Before long, he had fallen asleep with his head on Bobby's lap. They were both exhausted and starving. Bobby doubted they even had food in the house. Within a few minutes, Bobby had dozed off himself. He hadn't even realized how tired he was. Next thing he knew, his mom was shaking him gently.
 
        "Bobby, wake up. Dinner is ready," she said. He looked up, wiping his eyes. Simon was standing next to her holding her hand. He'd been bathed and was now wearing clean pajamas. Bobby wasn't sure what had gotten into their mom, but it was weird. He stood and followed them downstairs where she had the kitchen table set. 
 
        There was a plate of spaghetti and meatballs and a can of soda next to it. The boys sat, and everyone ate quietly. Simon scarfed his food down, and their mom scooped some more for him out of the big bowl. As Simon went to work on his second helping, their mom finally spoke.
 
        "So did you know those boys who were killed?" she asked.
 
        So, that's what this was about. Maybe she was actually worried about them.
 
       "No. I mean…not really. I've seen them around school but never talked much to them." Bobby didn't want to mention they were the ones he got sent to juvie over. 
 
        "That's pretty awful what happened. Police said you watched it happen."
 
        "Yeah. It was pretty scary."
 
        "Their names sounded familiar, though. I'm not sure why that is. You sure you didn't know them?" she said. Bobby wasn't sure where this was going, but he didn't like it. 
 
        "I'm sure. Like I said, I've seen them around school but never really spoke to them."
 
        She sat looking up to the side as if she were thinking, tapping the handle of her fork on her chin. 
 
        "Wait a minute. I know why I've heard of them. Those were the boys you got into the fight with. The ones you said attacked Simon."
 
        "Oh," he wasn't sure what to say.
 
        "So these same boys just happened to get attacked by some random guy when you and Simon are walking through the woods after you decided to run away from home? Is that it?" Her voice was rising as she spoke. Her anger was starting to show through.
 
        "They…they attacked us. The boys. One shot Simon in the face with the paintball gun." Bobby said.
 
        "He did! Right in the face!" Simon spoke up. "It hurt bad!"
 
        "Yeah, they were going to really hurt him. I just wanted to stop them. I didn't mean to hurt anyone."
 
        "So you lied to the cops. You killed those boys?"
 
        "I wasn't trying to. I just got so angry, and they just keep trying to hurt us, to hurt Simon. I thought they might kill him."
 
        "Jesus Bobby. Are you fucking psycho? I knew something wasn't right. When they found you near where they were killed, I fucking knew it. It wasn't bad enough for you to go around getting into fights all the time. Now you've gone and killed three people. My God." She put her head in her hands. "What did I bring into this world?"
 
        Bobby sat there looking down.
 
        "He didn't mean to hurt them mommy. He was trying to save me. They were gonna hurt me."
 
        "Just be quiet please," their mom said. "I think I need to do what I should have done years ago." She stood from her chair and held up a meat cleaver. "You have done nothing but brought pain and suffering since you've been in this world. Mainly to me, now you're a murderer. I can't do it anymore. I can't handle raising a killer." She walked toward Bobby holding the cleaver up to her side. Bobby stood and backed away toward the door, but it was locked. The latch wouldn't move as he tried to unlock it. She had somehow locked it from the outside.
 
        "Don't worry, I took care of the doors. Just hold still. It will only hurt for a second, and then you'll be in peace. Then I'll be in peace." She took a few more steps toward him. Bobby slid to his side before running past her. He plowed right into her knocking her back into the counter. He bounced off her and ran toward the laundry room. Once in the back of the house, he tried that door but it was also locked. 
 
        "Bobby! Don't run away again! You'll just end up back here! You should know that by now!" She called out. "Don't fight me on this. We'll all be better off!" 
 
        He ran out of the laundry room and up the stairs. He didn't want to jump out his window again but was going to have no choice by the looks of it. He got up to his room and slid the window open once again. He began climbing through when he heard his mother's voice.
 
        "I wouldn't do that if I were you," she said. "One of you boys is going to die tonight. You get to decide which one."
 
        He looked toward the doorway and there she was standing with Simon in front of her. One hand was on his shoulder. The other was holding the meat cleaver about a foot over his head.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
        Bobby stood still as he looked into Simon's eyes. Simon looked both confused and terrified. He couldn't imagine how much more Simon could take. Part of him wondered if letting her kill them both wouldn't just be doing them all a favor. 
 
        "So who is it gonna be Bobby? You? Or Simon? Make your choice! I didn't get a choice when your father died. I'd have chosen him over the two of you any day of the week! Instead, he made the choice for me since you two drove him crazy!"
 
        "Mom, we don't mean to make you miserable. You're our mom. We love you," Bobby said. "Simon really can't help it. I don't know why I get so mad and lose control. I don't try to. It just happens. I can do better, I promise."
 
        "Do better? Do better? Ha! You're a fucking murderer! If I kill you now, I'll just be saving someone else's life. Time's up!" She raised the cleaver and started to bring it down, but Bobby screamed.
 
        "No!" he yelled as he ran toward her. "Ok! Just don't hurt Simon! Ok? Just kill me. I don't even care anymore." 
 
        She stopped the cleaver just inches from Simon's head and smiled. 
 
        "Good. Simon, go to your room. You don't need to see this. This is grown-up business."
 
        "Mommy. Are you gonna kill Bobby?"
 
        "I'm afraid so, Simon. If I don't kill him, then I have to kill you."
 
        "No mommy! I don't want Bobby to die!" Simon screamed as he ran towards Bobby. 
 
        "Let go of him!" She shrieked as Simon began hugging Bobby around the waist. 
 
        "Simon, it's ok. Just let go." Bobby said.
 
        "No! No! No!" Simon screamed as Bobby finally pulled him away and stepped into the hall. Simon fell to the ground and began kicking and screaming on the floor. The sound broke Bobby's heart. All he wanted to do was pick Simon up and run away with him this time for good, but Bobby knew he was out of chances. Every time he tried to go for help, the very authorities in place to protect them handed him right back to their tormentor. It was better this way.
 
        "Let's go, into the bathroom by the tub. That way we won't get blood all over the carpet," she said. Bobby marched to the bathroom and flipped on the light. His mom's cigarettes and lighter were sitting on the tub ledge, next to the toilet. He slid them out of the way as he went to his knees. 
 
        "Put your head down, make sure it's in the tub." Bobby held on to the ledge as he leaned over the tub. She grabbed a handful of his hair and pulled his head back. She pressed the blade of the meat cleaver against his throat. 
 
        "Got any last words?" she asked.
 
        "I'm sorry mom," Bobby said as he noticed the can of hairspray just on the opposite side of the tub. 
 
        "Sorry for what?" 
 
        "This!" he yelled as he grabbed the hairspray and lighter before dropping to his stomach, breaking her grip on his hair. He pushed her to the ground and stood over her as she tried to get back to her feet. Before she could stand, he pressed the nozzle on the hairspray while holding the lighter in front of it. He wasn't sure if it would work, but he'd seen it in a Jackie Chan movie so figured it was worth a shot.
 
        It worked. An eighteen-inch flame shot out of the bottle, consuming his mom's face and hair. Her hair ignited along with her blouse as she dropped the cleaver and began running around banging into things. Bobby ducked out of the way letting her run out of the bathroom. He looked down the hallway as Simon stopped his fit to watch the screaming fireball run past him. 
 
        Their mom tried to run down the stairs, but she was too frantic and lost her footing before she tumbled head first flopping and screaming as she toppled down the stairway. Bobby ran down the stairs to find her once she came to a halt. She wasn't moving at all as the fire was now consuming her whole body. Some of the fire had caught onto the carpet and spread to the couch. Simon ran downstairs and stopped behind Bobby.
 
        "Is mommy dead?" he asked. 
 
        "Bobby grabbed Simon and ran out of the house just as the fire caught onto the drapes and spread throughout the house. 
 
   *              *              *              *
 
        Within the hour, fire trucks ambulances and police cars were lined up and down the street. Bobby told them what happened to their mother, but left out his involvement with killing the boys earlier. Although, they were already asking him more questions about the boys in the park. Some things in his earlier story weren't adding up. Plus, they weren't buying the self-defense story with his mom, even though it was true. All they saw was a repeat offender had finally killed his mother and burned the house down.
 
        Simon screamed when he saw them placing Bobby in handcuffs. 
 
        "Bobby! No! I wanna see Bobby!" Simon screamed.
 
        Before Bobby could say anything, they shoved him into the squad car and closed the door. The social worker Bobby had talked to a few days ago ran up and grabbed Simon, picking him up as Simon banged on the car window. Bobby could only look at him as the social worker carried him away while he kicked and screamed. A tear ran down Bobby's face as the squad car began moving away. He looked back to see the social worker placing him into her car. His tear dried up as he began to smile. At least now, Simon was free. 
 
    
 
   The End
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