
Chapter 6- An Honest Mistake


In spite of the abuse James was always suffering at his mom’s hands, he was actually starting to grow bigger.  Part of his growth spurts were due to his care takers working extra hard to keep him healthy, the other part due to his age.  Jeremy had been watching his monitors with far more interest lately, just wishing his city would take advantage of this new size.  Every day since that one rough Autumn Jeremy had been working out on his own.  He hoped maybe some of his own exercise and strength might somehow rub off on James.


“How is everything?  Your city doing alright?”


Jeremy snapped out of his reverie and suddenly remembered that he had called out to one of the other cities he knew.  Angelo, from the city of Ace.  Nice guy, Angelo had helped Jeremy once by “accidentally” triggering a cramp in Ace’s hand that caused him to drop some food, which James had promptly discovered and ate.  It had been better than nothing, and Jeremy made sure no germs or anything bad came in with the food.  Those were the best two cookies his city had enjoyed in a long time.  “Yeah, he’s fine.  No bruises today, I think mom’s starting to get scared of his size.  Just wish he’d actually find the strength to stand up to her.”


“Well we can only hope.  Now that he’s getting bigger he’s going to need more food and more care.  So it sounds like you’re going to be pretty busy for a while.  Hey, if he ever gets out of all that and finds some place decent what are you going to do?”


“First, have a huge party in his honor.  Second, pray that it’s not just something temporary.  Third, hope mom doesn’t come after him to make things worse again.  I don’t know how he’d be able to really get away from all this.  Wish he could just punch her once and have her wake up, act like a real parent should.  Guess that’s kind of out of the question though.”


“Yeah.  Well, if anything good happens give me a call, I want to be the first to know your city’s finally doing well.”


If only.  James was sitting in his room staring at the locked door.  He wanted to get into the kitchen so bad, to just get one bite to eat and something to drink.  Mom actually gave him a half a sandwich earlier, probably by some kind of mistake, but it only made him feel hungrier.  He had food in his stomach and he wanted more.  “Come on James, you can do it.  Just sneak out again like you always do.  You know today’s the day that one restaurant usually puts out some good food for you.”


It had to be coincidence, but James actually did just that.  He crept out of the house quietly, sneaking through a window.  So many people were on the streets, he should have waited until later.  It was hard to get around them all without attracting attention.  And a “little lost starving boy” was the last kind of attention he needed right now.  Mom would find out, he’d end up back home, and she’d beat him worse than ever before.  James finally managed to reach the restaurant, even though it had only been a few blocks.  And not a moment too soon, he saw a bag of “garbage” being flung into the dumpster.


Once the chef was gone James took his chance, climbing up and into the bin to find that bag.  Shouldn’t have been too hard, but he also had to try and remain quiet or else someone could come and chase him away.  Jeremy always hated watching this, but it was better than watching his city starve… barely.  And it wasn’t like there were any other options.  Sighing, he pressed a button to let the city’s cleanup crew know what was coming.  James found the bag, filled with still warm pasta.  Why would anyone throw out a complete meal like… oh.


One bite and James wanted to spit it out.  FAR too much seasoning, someone either really messed up in the kitchen or a customer lost control of the salt and pepper shakers.  It tasted like it was more seasoning than spaghetti.  No matter how terrible it tasted he tried to brush off some seasoning and kept eating.  Even the most bitter of foods was better than starving, now if only he had a drink… why were there no half full soda bottles or cups?  James didn’t care, there was a fountain in the park if he really needed a drink.  Maybe if he hung around here a little longer something else might get thrown out in his direction, or maybe they’d catch him in the dumpster and he’d have to run like mad to get away.


While he was away from home, if he could call it a home really, James wandered his way through the streets.  Just trying to forget about all his troubles, looking at toys he’d never get to own and passing by stores that would never even let him in the door.  Passing fast food and street vendors, glad his hunger had just recently been satisfied for a while.  Jeremy watched as his city wandered around for at least an hour before feeling tired, sitting down on the curb near an alley.  “There’s a bench right over there James, it’s got to be more comfortable than a curb where people are practically tripping over you.”


Almost as if James had heard what he said, Jeremy’s city stood up and wandered over to the bench to sit down and relax.  Two other people were already sitting there, and neither paid him much attention.  He probably still smelled a bit like a dumpster and his clothes weren’t in the best of shape but they were still oblivious to a young boy joining them.


“I’m going to go and grab an ice cream from that truck over there.  You want one?”  There was an awkward silence as James kept his head turned away from the strangers talking about something he couldn’t possibly enjoy.  Then a hand came to rest on his shoulder.  “Hey, you alright?  Never knew any kid to turn down a free ice cream.”


Was… was this a dream?  First his mom didn’t beat him up too bad, then he found a whole dinner(though it had been kind of disgusting until he got used to the salty flavor).  Now someone he didn’t know at all was going to give him an ice cream?  James’ eyes lit up as he nodded and looked over to the truck.  “I didn’t… know you were asking me.  Yes please.”


He didn’t care what flavor might come back as the man wandered over to the truck and started up a conversation with the ice cream man.  The other stranger who had been sitting on the bench seemed long gone.  For a moment James thought it might have just been some cruel joke, feeling all alone once again like he was used to, until the man returned and gave him the wonderful treat.  And it wasn’t the cheap little ice cream cone either, it was actually one of the large cones, and chocolate flavor.  “Thank you.” he replied softly when handed the dessert.


“You want to talk about anything?”


The question came as a surprise for James.  This man, whoever he was, actually cared about him?  He was willing to ask questions and not pressure him into anything?  Well, maybe he just wanted to know who he just spent money on.  Inside his city Jeremy was desperately hoping James might actually confide in this person.  For the first time someone nice enough to care who might be able to do something, and James wasn’t hiding or running.  If ever he had a chance to escape his mother this could be it.  Or it could just lead to foster care and a lot of new and different broken houses he wouldn’t be able to stand.


“N… no, not really.  Why… are you so nice?”


“Everyone has problems at some point.  And an ice cream never hurts, unless you get brain freeze, heh.  It helps when you have a shoulder to cry on, even if it’s just a complete stranger who’s willing to listen.  Never know, maybe that stranger’s had the exact same problem and knows exactly what’ll help.  Besides, it’s kind of my job.  Well, my job is to help people anyway.  That’s why I’m here.”


James stared up at him, enjoying his ice cream and wondering what exactly was meant by that.  Whoever he was, he couldn’t possibly have lived through what James was suffering.  “I guess so.”


“No need to be shy.  Whatever you want to tell me, that’s just between us.  Nobody else would know, and I promise I won’t do anything or think any less of you.  Okay?  I have to go and do something real quick, just sit here and wait a few minutes if you want to talk.  Or you can leave, that’s your choice.”


James sat on the bench and watched as the man ran across the street.  He dashed into some store James had never been to, followed soon after by three other men.  James wondered what exactly was going on until he saw several other men being led out in handcuffs from the store.  The stranger… was a police officer?


“Don’t run James, please don’t run.  He was nice, he said you wouldn’t be in any trouble.  You can finally trust someone, please stay and let him help.”


If James had heard Jeremy’s pleas then maybe the officer could have helped.  But he was scared of the police, even when one had been trying to help.  His mom would find out and he’d be beaten, he’d already been gone too long and should have been home an hour ago.  Taking a few quick bites to finish the ice cream James started running for home, praying his mom wouldn’t notice his absence.  Looking up from the arrests for a moment, Blake saw the kid running away and sighed to himself.  Hopefully he’d be alright.
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James returned to his “home” and looked at the window he crept out of.  He wasn’t even sure if he had closed it when he left, but it was closed now.  He tried to slide it up, and to no avail.  The window, and his safest way back inside, was locked.  Mom must have figured it out, she probably locked the window to teach him a lesson.  Hoping he wasn’t locked out entirely James crept to the front door, reaching up for the knob before the door was flung open in his face knocking him down.  A rough set of hands grabbed him by the collar and dragged him inside, slamming the door shut and locking it.


“WHERE DID YOU GO!”


His mom shouted at him, spanking James repeatedly before shoving him aside and letting him stand up in a corner.  He opened his mouth to try and explain but was met with a slap to the face.  “Mom, please, I was hungry and…”


James was cut short by another slap.  His mother’s breath reeked of alcohol, a bottle visible on a nearby table even.  She must have been sitting at home drinking, waiting for him to get back.  Jeremy could hardly stand to watch his city getting abused like this.  He’d seen it so many times before and it was always sickening. “Come on James, you don’t have to take that.  You can just tell her to leave you alone.”


“You don’t leave the house without permission, and you certainly don’t leave for a long time.  I thought locking you in your room was clear enough.  Maybe I’ll have to start tying you into your bed before I can go out.”


She was smiling, she was actually happy about all this.  She found some kind of pleasure in hitting her son and telling him she was going to start tying him up so he couldn’t leave.  How could James live with that?  She raised her hand to him again as James shied away, but she didn’t slap him again.  Instead she was reaching for the empty bottle.  “You have to fight back James.  You have to, she could kill you with that.  Don’t let her hit you, please.  Stop her.” Jeremy pleaded.


At first he didn’t really know what he was doing.  James was just as shocked as his mom was to find that his hand was around her wrist and stopping her from getting the bottle.  The look on her face was absolutely priceless, Jeremy made sure to get a “picture” of that expression so he could hang it up on his wall or something.  The look of shock mixed with fear, a look James usually had right about now instead of his mother.  She always thought she was untouchable, that her child would never even think of fighting back or stopping her.


“Why you little…”


Jeremy was absolutely thrilled when he saw his city push her back.  Finally, finally he was standing up for himself.  However, he wasn’t so thrilled when James jumped at his mom and just started hitting her.  Sure, she deserved every punch, but now he could get in trouble.  With every blow now it was his mom that cringed and tried desperately to block his attacks, she was finally feeling all the abuse she had shown him over the years.  “That’s enough James, she’s learned her lesson.  See, she’s crying and she’s hurting.  You can stop, you don’t have to punish her anymore.”


James wasn’t even sure what was going on until he snapped out of his rage, shaking his head, blinking and looking down at his mom.  She was unconscious, he wasn’t even sure if… yes, she was breathing.  Jeremy watched his city freeze, not sure what to do next.  If he stayed, she’d probably have him sent away or thrown in jail.  If he just ran, where could he go?  There weren’t any homes that would just volunteer to take him in and give him nice clothes and food and shelter.  All of those things cost money and nobody wanted to spend it on a strange kid who would be knocking on their door.


“JEREMY!  What the hell’s been going on up here?  What… wait a minute.  Jeremy, why’s your hand on that control button?  Have you been talking to him?  You know that’s against the rules, you’re going to be in huge trouble for this!  Adrenaline’s up all over the city, heart rate and breathing, what did you do?”


Jeremy looked at the control panel in front of him, shocked to see that his hand was indeed on the control button.  Immediately he took it off, wondering just how many times today he must have pressed that button.  “It… it was an honest mistake.  I saw her reaching for that bottle and I… I guess I just freaked out and…  You know James, he wouldn’t raise a hand against her on his own.  He’s so afraid of her and, and that bottle.  She could have done some serious damage, she was talking about tying him up all day, she was hitting him.  It was an honest mistake, really.  I didn’t know I was pressing that control.”


Jeremy’s assistant walked in and took a quick look at the readings.  “Wow, you’ve really done it this time.  We have to report this, you know that right?  But first, we have to get him out of here.  Can’t let our city stick around until she gets better.  Come on, one more control isn’t going to make a difference.  You want me to do it?”


“No, no sense in you getting in trouble too.” Jeremy pressed the control button again.  “James, listen, you can’t stay here anymore.  It’s not safe, you’re free from your mom now.  If you stay, she’ll either lock you up all the time or call the police and send you away.  You can’t let that happen, just get what you need real quick and run.  It’s not going to be easy, but at least she won’t have a chance to beat you up anymore.  Get something to drink, maybe grab a blanket, and leave.  You’ll be alright, as long as you get away from here.”


James barely understood what he was doing.  It was all going by so fast he couldn’t make any sense of it all.  His mind was a blur, he couldn’t focus on anything other than getting out of this place and finding somewhere far away from “home” to hide for the night.  One last look back to his mom almost made him want to change his mind, to try and help her.  Instead James went back only for a second to give her a kiss on the forehead before leaving.  Out on the streets James didn’t know where to go other than away from here, but he knew his life had just changed forever.

