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    To all the people who don't quite fit in, the weirdos, the abnormal, the twisted, the ones who see the world for the strange place it really is... embrace it. The planet is already full of people pretending to be normal, we don't need any more.

      

    



  	
        
            
            I don't feel guilty for anything. I feel sorry for people who feel guilt.
–Ted Bundy
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Angie

Why can’t it always be like this? I wonder, brushing a strand of shaggy brown hair out of his face. Every finger is tensed to tuck it behind his ear without touching his skin. What’s meant to be an easy, loving gesture makes me feel like I’m caressing a landmine instead of my son. I hold my breath, careful not to exhale too harshly and ruin everything. He looks innocent and sweet only when he is sleeping, especially now as he drifts among his dreams with his head cradled in my lap. Times like this don’t happen very often, so when they do, I take advantage. I turn down the music at the end credits of his favorite movie, The Jungle Book, and embrace the calm environment while he snoozes. I drink in every moment and memorize everything I can so I can store it for later. I’ll miss this version of Max, knowing that once he wakes up, everything will descend into chaos and fighting. Or worse, his soft features will be distorted by that sly, knowing grin that gives me goosebumps. I don’t know what it is about this movie, but whenever I turn it on, he calms down instantly. He is obsessed with watching the blue bear protect the loincloth-wearing child, and we have watched it so many times that he knows every line verbatim. I place the remote down on the end table next to me but freeze when Max begins to stir. No, not yet. I’m not ready to let him go. If even the slightest movement wakes him up, then the calmness that I feel will surely come to an abrupt end.

When I found out I was pregnant with a little boy, I was overjoyed. Every woman wants a little momma’s boy to call their own—one that dotes on them and loves them to pieces. Unfortunately, that’s not what happened. I should have named my child Damian instead of Max because that is who he acts like: the spawn of Satan. My gut told me that something was wrong with him the day that he was born. He looked like an angel, but when I peered into his bright green eyes, there was nothing behind them. It was as if he didn’t have a soul. Sometimes, I wish I had listened to my instincts and given him up for adoption, making him someone else’s problem, but I didn’t want that on my conscience. These thoughts used to send me into a dark pit of guilt, but I’d like to think I’m immune to that now. For a while, when he was a warm bundle strapped to my chest, he was everything to me. Knowing which shriek translated to hunger or sleep made me feel like I could love those empty eyes. You’re just a baby, I said over and over until the emptiness didn’t bother me. Then he would smile and reach for me, and I decided that I would nurture away the evil, if that’s what it was.

It’s times like this when those early memories feel so close that I could live in them. I don’t know why he fights me the way that he does. Part of me should have listened to the fear I felt when those soft, chubby arms grew lean and when his hands learned to destroy. Worst of all, those eyes began to study me and learn what makes me tick. Somewhere along the way, he learned how to mask the emptiness and blend in. He doesn’t do anything I ask, he’s sneaky, and I’m pretty sure he is the one that is responsible for all of the missing pets in our neighborhood. In recent months, a large number of missing cat and dog posters have been put up all over our small town of Oregon, Ohio. I remember the chill that ran down my spine when I realized that all of the animals had vanished within a three-block radius of my home. That surely cannot be a coincidence. Every time I walk down the street, the frantic, bolded words ‘MISSING’, and ‘REWARD’ haunt me almost as much as the animals’ faces frozen in happier times. A time before they met my son.

The most recent flyer is of my next-door neighbor’s yorkie, Maxine. My son always thought it was so cool that the dog’s name was close to his. He would sneak over the fence to play with her when he saw her outside walking around her yard. Then, one day, poof! Maxine was gone, and the last person to see her was Max. He promised Ms. Franklin that he would scour the neighborhood for the dog, and he even helped the elderly woman put up signs all over town and gave her the last three dollars out of his piggy bank to throw in with the reward money. Still, there has been no luck in finding Maxine, and I find that suspicious. Sometimes, I think that I might be reading into this too much, but I know that my son had something to do with Maxine’s disappearance. The folded-up flyer that I found hidden inside of his sock drawer pretty much confirmed my assumptions.

Even with the mounting, stomach-turning evidence, I’ve kept the connection between the missing animals and Max to myself. But there are some things that I can’t keep inside. Some problems would devour me from the inside if I didn’t talk about them to somebody. All of my friends have gotten to the point where they are tired of hearing me talk about Max’s issues. They all tell me that if I’m having such trouble with him, then I should take him to a shrink. The only thing I can say to that is, “Been there, tried that, and it didn’t work.” In fact, I have taken him to four different psychologists in the area, and all of the doctors told me the same thing: “He’s an angel, Ms. Thompson. Maybe a little rambunctious like all boys are at this age, but your son is normal.” Technically, only three of the head shrinks told me that. The fourth one had the nerve to tell me that I was the issue and should look into getting therapy for myself. The asshole even referred me to a psychiatrist, stating that I showed signs of having Munchausen by proxy. Ain’t that some shit? The nerve of that man, I swear. I take my child to see all these doctors, a child that might be a serial killer of domestic animals, and I’m the one with the problem? I don’t think so, bud! Now, I’m terrified to take him to get any type of mental health treatment because I have a huge warning sticker on my forehead that could get me thrown in a padded room while he wanders the world, killing off any pets that should happen to cross him.

As Max’s behavior has escalated from stealing change out of my purse to setting a small fire in our garage. In response, I have tried every trick and tip that I can find in parenting books—from censoring what he watches on television, to cutting out the food dye red number six. At this point, I would try anything, but every failure is a punch to the gut. I’m starting to think all of those tips are bullshit while hating myself for hoping they’ll work. Maybe I'm just not consistent or patient enough for them to work, giving in after he blows up on me. The other day, I found a drawing folded in his pants pocket. Everything inside of me screamed, “Throw it away, don’t look!” But my curiosity got the best of me. He had drawn a dissected bird with blood and guts all over the paper. I asked him why he would draw this, as it’s disturbing and wrong. His response? A shrug and a sinister smile so terrifying that my toes curled and the hair on the back of my neck stood straight up. It's the type of smile you would expect to see on The Silence of the Lambs—not from a little boy. I told him to tell me the truth, and without a second thought, he tried to tell me that he found the paper on the floor at school and had forgotten to throw it away. Yeah, likely story.

How did I get put in this position? Sure, I could blame his father. I was a fool for the suave, bad boy type but no one can blame me for that when they see pictures of him. The bastard walked out on us before the positive line appeared on my pregnancy test, but he wasn’t that bad of a person. Whatever his deal was, Blake didn’t have some secret evil gene. So, that just leaves me. Max’s father was a rolling stone, and I knew that when I met him. He never lived in a place longer than a few months, and he would rather die than be stuck with a woman that he had known for less than a month because of a baby that he didn’t want in the first place. Granted, I’m not the most perfect woman in the world and I had my fun when I was younger, so I couldn’t judge him too harshly. At least before I knew the tiny Satan I was harboring. I did the things that all young women do when they don’t have any responsibilities. But, since the day that I found out I was going to be a mom, I straightened my life out. Every time I felt him kick, I knew I was a part of something bigger than myself, something wonderful. I did what was best for him as a 22-year-old single mother, but it was never good enough. I’ve blamed everything from the food I ate to an ancient curse but there’s no denying that something went terribly wrong.

Max’s head in my lap begins to feel less like a sweet reprieve and grows heavy with foreboding. Even in his sleep, he has me trapped and at his mercy. When his eyes begin to open—before he has a chance to hide it—I see that emptiness again. I know that my son is a danger to everyone around him. I just wish someone would believe me.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1

[image: ]


Max

I am pretty sure that requiring a child to do one creative thing a day is some type of child abuse. I like drawing and painting, but not the things that my mom likes me to draw. She wants me to draw fuzzy bunnies or silly faces, but that’s not what I’m into. I like blood, guts, skulls, and organs. None of that happy stuff, because that stuff doesn’t make me happy. I pull my green crayon out of the coloring box and start to doodle until I figure out what I want to draw.

Just thinking about how my mom babies me makes me so angry. I really hate her sometimes! Not like the way that I hate green beans or wheat bread, but the way I hate the burn that I get when I scrape my knee. My hatred for her burns down deep inside, and I don’t think it will ever go away. I’m starting to think that she feels the same way about me. She is always talking to her friends about me, telling them about the most recent thing that I did wrong or how ‘vindictive’ I am, whatever that means. How come she gets to tattle on me, but I’m a naughty little boy if I tell her one thing that my little cousin, Phoenix, did? She is so dumb.

I don’t even know how she has any friends. She’s not that pretty, and I don’t think she brushes her hair very often. She’s whiny and doesn’t have anything better to do with her time than complain about whatever I’m doing that she doesn’t like. Usually, she is just bossing me around. My mom is always saying “Max, clean your room,” “Max, you’re not allowed to watch that show. It’s too violent,” or “Max, stop shooting birds with your slingshot.” It’s never “Max, thanks for cleaning up the vase that you broke,” or “You’re handsome like your dad.” Not like I would know what he looks like, she never even showed me a picture of him. I had to find one myself. It wasn’t hard to find either, tucked underneath the dental floss undies in her drawer. He is a handsome guy, and I do look like him. Maybe that’s why Angie hates me so much. On the back of the picture, two sets of initials were written in my mom’s handwriting, AMT and BLU with a heart drawn in the middle. I like his initials; they remind me of the bear in The Jungle Book. He is like Mowgli’s protector, always there to keep him from getting hurt. Even when snakes and jungle cats threaten Mowgli in the middle of the night, his guardian is there.

Sometimes, when she’s harping on me real bad, I imagine BLU standing there and talking to me. He tells me to calm down and not act like a bad boy, at least not in front of her. At night, he sits outside my window and talks to me, telling me what I need to do to get her off my back. There have been a few times when my mom walked in the room and asked me who I was talking to and why I was up so late. When I told her it was just my imaginary friend, she just rolled her eyes at me and gave me some lecture about how I’m too old to have imaginary friends. No wonder my dad left her with the way that she nags about every little thing. It’s too bad that he didn’t take me with him. We could have been cruisin’ the streets, free from her and her drama.

Oh yeah! Did I mention how obsessed she is with taking me to all of these stupid, butthead doctors, so they can tell her what’s wrong with me? I think it’s kind of sad that she can’t handle me. I’m not even that bad—at least, that’s what all four of those doctors told her. It wasn’t that hard to fool them, so they can’t be as smart as they claim to be. All I had to do was smile at them, give them the puppy dog eyes, and tell them that gooey stuff that I’ve seen on the baby shows she makes me watch. After that, they were eating out of the palm of my hand.

I don’t know what the last man said to her when she took me to see him, but whatever it was made her very angry. Something about munch housing by proxing or whatever, but I just knew by how she was stomping out of the office that it wasn’t a good thing. I didn’t hear him say that to her because they made me sit out in the hallway while they were talking, but she just kept repeating those words over and over the whole way home. Then, she would ask me if I could believe he said that to her. I didn’t know what to say, so I just shrugged my shoulders. I’m ten, so what do I know?

Ever since that day, she has refused to let me play outside in the backyard all by myself. Everyone is always saying that this part of town is super safe, but I guess she doesn’t believe them. It probably doesn’t help that Ms. Franklin’s dog went missing, and I was the last person seen playing with the stupid mutt. When that old lady came knocking on our door, rudely interrupting my Saturday morning cartoons, I might add, my mom had the nerve to ask me if I had something to do with Maxine’s disappearance. I denied it and went back to watching TV. What was I supposed to say? “Yes, Mom. I know exactly where Maxine is. She’s buried in the back corner of the yard. You can find her next to the fence, under your rosebush. I poisoned her water bowl with that blue ‘anti-freezy’ stuff I found in the garage. You should have seen her lapping it up like it was a bowl of ice cream.” I don’t think Angie would like that answer very much.

I hated that stupid dog. She whined non-stop—even though Ms. Franklin kept her inside the house. She also barked all the time, keeping me awake all night. I think the old lady needs to get her hearing aids checked if her dog’s whimpering didn’t wake her up. Well, she used to have nice hearing aids until I snuck into her house one day while she was taking a nap and smashed them with a hammer. It was funny until Maxine started getting on my nerves. I guess I should have thought about that before I did it.

My mom rushes through my door to check on me and looks over my shoulder to see what I’m drawing. I hold up my piece of paper and show her that it’s just a dinosaur. Jeez, woman, take a chill pill! I’m doing what you wanted me to do, completing my “one hour of creative expression” like your book suggested to you. I don’t get what her deal is. I draw one picture of a dismembered cat with a knife in its head, and she just loses her mind, watching my every move like I’m going to do it in front of her or something. I’m much smarter than that, Angie. You should know that by now. She gives me her nod of approval and informs me that it’s time to clean up my crayons. My bedtime is in ten minutes, and she wants me to go to sleep on time for once. She’s cute sometimes, thinking I don’t know that when she wants me to go to sleep on time, it really means that she wants to have a glass of wine while she watches CSI.

I start to clean up like the drill sergeant told me to, when BLU tells me to stop what I’m doing. Just throw the stuff away, no big deal. She will buy me new ones and it will make my clean up ten times faster. I do as he told me, liking his idea better, and slide the paper and crayons off of my desk and into the garbage can on the floor. He's right. I go to the bathroom, making sure to leave the toilet seat up because it drives her crazy, and climb into my bed. She walks in, right on time, and tucks me in before she turns my light off. She used to tell me that she loved me and hugged me before she left the room, but now, she looks like she might catch my cooties if she touches me. I know that look: I get the same one from the girls in my class at school. I prefer to think of it as fear, though—fear that I might sneak up on them when they are least expecting it. Terrified that I might hurt them if I got the chance.

They aren’t totally wrong because I definitely would if I knew I could get away with it. But what’s the fun in that? I can’t keep up my good boy appearance with the teachers if I’m torturing the snobby girls in my grade. How else am I going to make my mom look crazy? Both of my teachers were put on high alert to watch over me very closely. My mom didn’t say anything about it, but she also doesn’t log out of her email on the computer in the living room. I read all the things that she told them about me—habits that they need to look out for. All of her emails go unanswered though... or so she thinks. I like clicking on any messages from the school and then clicking on the little trash can icon in the corner of the window. Not that my teachers say anything bad about me, but I just like to mess with my mom’s head—make her feel like nobody is listening to her.

I lie in bed for a little while, watching the planets dancing across the ceiling from the projector in the corner of my room. How many times do I have to tell the lady that I stopped liking space things when I was five? Does she listen to me, though? Nope, she still chooses to turn it on every night. Angie isn’t even nice enough to crack the window to let a breeze in or leave me a glass of water next to my bed. It’s like she’s afraid I’m going to sneak out of the house or doesn’t want me to walk around while she’s sleeping to use the bathroom. She used to lock me in my bedroom at night until I “let it slip” to one of my teachers during fire safety week. My mom was not happy when the Fire Marshal called her and told her that what she was doing was a safety hazard. Oops, my bad, Mom! I didn’t realize that it was supposed to be our little secret.

I lick my lips, but my tongue is too dry. I need a drink of water, but my mom is going to be so mad if she catches me out of my room when I’m supposed to be sleeping. I slip out of my bed, tiptoeing across the wood floor like a stealthy ninja toward the kitchen. I start to walk normally when I see Mom sleeping on the couch, a tiny amount of blood-red liquid at the bottom of her glass with a long stem. She never lets me use those glasses when I drink my grape juice. That's not fair! I would look like a king, drinking wine out of a goblet as I looked over my kingdom.

I go back into ninja mode, maneuvering my body next to her and grabbing ahold of her glass, careful not to wake her. I put the long stem between my pointer and middle finger, wrapping the tips of my small fingers around the base of the cup. I swirl the little pool of red wine at the bottom of the glass in my hand and mouth orders to my knights, pointing the finger of my other hand around the room, so I can tell them my demands. “Slay the people in the next village. Then, release the dragon and set their huts on fire. I want to hear their screams from my balcony.” After giving my imaginary knights their orders, I take a tiny sip of what my mom left in her glass. The bitter taste makes me gag right away, and I spit it back into the glass. Ugh! How do adults drink that stuff? I set the glass back down on the coffee table where I found it. A small ring of water marks the exact spot to put it.

Before going further, I turn to look at the TV and wonder what this CSI show is all about and why she is so obsessed with it. I asked her about it once, but she said that I can watch it when I’m older. She said that I’m too young to understand it right now. How could she know that I wouldn’t get it if I don’t know what it’s about? The dead body on the screen grabs my attention and I step forward. People in vests with letters on their backs are gathering around it and finding evidence on the ground.

BLU peeks through the window, whispering so his voice doesn’t wake up my mom, “If the show interests you, bud, you should sit down and watch for a few minutes. She will never know. Look at her, she’s passed out drunk. Only watch for a few minutes though, you don’t want to get caught. Then, you will be in some big trouble.”

I sit on the recliner across from the couch and watch for a few minutes, just like he told me to. I don’t want to get caught being out of my bedroom, but I should be safe in this spot until the next commercial break. I watch as the man with glasses and gray hair pulls a piece of hair off of the dead body’s shirt with a pair of tweezers and puts it into a glass vial before he runs it through a giant computer. Then, while that computer is working its magic, a girl with blonde hair takes a big piece of tape, places it on a big brick, and pulls off dusty fingerprints before she does the same thing with another computer. Both computers show the same name, and before the commercial, they arrest the bad guy.

It makes me wonder if that really works. Are everyone’s fingerprints and hair in the police’s computers? Are mine in there? My mom’s? I learned how to test things out in science class, and to perform an experiment. The only thing is, to perform a good experiment, I’d need a dead body. And, since Oregon is “super safe,” like everyone says, we don’t have those lying around all over the place. So, I’m going to have to get one myself.
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