
HOME AGAIN

A Bob the Caretaker Novel

Steven Infanti

Home Again

Copyright © 2026 Steven Infanti

All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.

First Edition

2026


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Home Again (Bob the Caretaker, #5)

CHAPTER 1 | The Clean Smell

CHAPTER 2 | Doors

CHAPTER 3 | House Three

CHAPTER 4 | False Reporting

CHAPTER 5 | The Tour

CHAPTER 6 | Parent Day

CHAPTER 7 | The Weather Door

CHAPTER 8 | The Placement Man

CHAPTER 9 | Bed Checks

CHAPTER 10 | Isolation

CHAPTER 11 | The Billing Meeting

CHAPTER 12 | The First Body

CHAPTER 13 | Red Bag

CHAPTER 14 | The Mother's Question

CHAPTER 15 | The Court Pipeline

CHAPTER 16 | Jaden's Truth

CHAPTER 17 | The Second Choice

CHAPTER 18 | Owen at Night

CHAPTER 19 | The Cover-Up Machine

CHAPTER 20 | Rusk Tightens the Unit

CHAPTER 21 | Keene Breaks

CHAPTER 22 | The Archive

CHAPTER 23 | Rusk's Second Choice

CHAPTER 24 | The Storm

CHAPTER 25 | House Three Opens

CHAPTER 26 | Rusk Dies

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28 | Records Corrected

CHAPTER 29 | Home Again

About the Author

For Justin, Montana, Shannon, Ericka, and the countless others who work hard for my autistic children— for the patience, the long days, and the quiet victories that never make headlines.

And for everyone who shows up, stays kind, and keeps doing the hard work right — you prove that care is more than a word on a sign.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1

The Clean Smell

[image: ]


The building smelled clean from the parking lot, which was how Bob knew the rot had money.

Pine-Sol came first. Too much of it. Sharp, lemony, chemical, laid down hard over something older and wetter. Urine under floor wax. Bleach under old vomit. The sour skin smell of children who had been afraid too long and bathed too quickly. The front doors gave him all of it when they opened.

HOME AGAIN CENTER FOR AUTISM AND BEHAVIORAL RECOVERY sat on twelve acres outside a small West Virginia town that had once mined coal, loaded timber, and sent men underground until their lungs came home black. Now it made vacancies. Empty storefronts. Dollar stores. Storage units. Churches with loose gutters. A motel with weekly rates and cigarette burns in the bedspreads. The road leading to the facility ran past a dead strip mall, a used tire shop, a shuttered bowling alley, and a drainage ditch filmed white with late-winter ice.

The place had not been built here by accident. It sat where land was cheap, labor was desperate, oversight came from three hours away, and parents arriving from other counties had to drive through hills long enough to feel that turning around would be another kind of failure.

The brochure called that distance peaceful.

Bob called it useful to people who wanted children out of sight.

The sign at the driveway was new.

Blue letters. White background. A painted sun rising behind two open hands.

EVERY CHILD DESERVES TO COME HOME AGAIN.

Bob read it once from the bus window.

Then again from the parking lot.

The slogan had already begun lying before he reached the curb.

He carried one black duffel bag, one phone, six hundred dollars in cash, and a wallet labeled Joseph Ward.

He wore a faded brown work coat with a torn cuff, dark jeans washed gray at the knees and boots old enough to look forgettable but not old enough to fail him. The coat smelled faintly of diesel, laundromat heat, and the motel soap he had rubbed into the collar that morning because new men in old places were supposed to smell temporary.

In the duffel were two changes of clothes, a shaving kit, a roll of black tape, cheap gloves, a notebook, a flashlight, and nothing that announced intention. Intentions were for people who believed rooms listened only when spoken to.

Bob had eaten a gas-station egg sandwich on the bus and thrown half of it away because the yellow center had tasted like warm plastic. He had drunk coffee from a paper cup until the bottom went soft. The coffee sat bitter in his stomach now, useful as a small discomfort. Small discomforts kept a man from mistaking disgust for readiness.

That was the name this time.

Joseph Ward.

It sat on the temporary badge clipped to his coat beneath a photograph that made him look tired, harmless, and older than any man should look before walking into a place built for children.

Joseph Ward.

Facilities Support.

Temporary.

Bob liked temporary.

Temporary meant no one expected you to have opinions. Temporary meant payroll lost your middle initial, supervisors forgot your face, and permanent staff called you maintenance even after reading the badge. Temporary meant a man could pass through a building like cold air through a bad window.

Bob stopped before the front entrance. The glass looked back.

A camera dome watched the sidewalk. Another watched the visitor lot. A third hung above the double doors, aimed badly. It caught the tops of heads and the mat, but not hands. Hands mattered. Hands signed forms. Hands opened doors. Hands grabbed children by the wrist and called it redirection.

The camera had been installed by someone who wanted proof of security, not security.

Bob filed the camera angle away.

The entrance mat said WELCOME HOME in blue thread. Salt had eaten the lower edge. The word HOME had gone gray where hundreds of shoes had carried the parking lot inside.

A van idled near the side entrance. White. No markings except a magnetic logo on the door. The same sunrise. The same open hands. The driver sat behind the wheel eating from a paper bag, one elbow against the window, mouth working slowly. A boy sat in the second row with his forehead pressed to the glass.

Twelve, maybe thirteen.

Skinny neck. Brown hair cut too short around the ears. Big headphones. Blue winter coat zipped to the chin though the van heater was fogging the windows.

The boy's eyes did not move the way children's eyes moved when they were bored.

They counted.

Front door. Side door. Fence. Trees. Ditch. Road.

Then Bob.

The boy caught him watching.

His fingers lifted against the glass. Not a wave. Not quite. Two fingers, then down.

The driver looked into the rearview mirror and barked something Bob could not hear.

The boy's hand disappeared.

Bob crossed the lot.

The automatic doors opened with a tired sigh.

Inside, the lobby tried to be gentle.

Soft chairs. Fake plants. A fish tank with no fish in it. Framed photographs of smiling children painting, swinging, touching therapy dogs, stacking blocks, hugging staff. A wall of donor plaques. A rack of brochures. A basket of sensory toys near the reception window. The toys had been chewed, squeezed, picked at, and scrubbed until their colors looked sick.

The room smelled of Pine-Sol, hot printer toner, wet coats, child sweat, and the faint ammonia bite of urine hiding under the mat.

No room was clean if it had to announce cleanliness before hello.

A woman behind the glass looked up from her monitor. She wore purple scrubs under a gray cardigan and had hair pulled so tight it made her eyebrows look surprised. Her nameplate read MARISSA.

Her eyes went to the duffel bag first.

Then his badge.

Then his face.

"You're maintenance?"

"Facilities support."

"That's maintenance."

"Yes."

She pressed a button. The lock on the inner door clicked. Not buzzed. Clicked. Older lock. Metal tired but still obedient.

"You're early," she said.

"Yes."

"Orientation isn't until nine."

"It's eight-ten."

"Like I said."

The pause stretched.

Marissa studied him for another beat, trying to decide if silence was rudeness or stupidity. People forgave stupidity faster. Bob let her believe it.

She slid a clipboard through the slot beneath the glass. "Sign in. Full name. Time. Temp agency. Emergency contact."

The clipboard had a crack running from the clip to the lower corner, repaired with clear tape that had gone cloudy at the edges. The paper on top was damp where too many hands had rested while deciding on a name for the building. The pen was chained to the counter with a silver bead chain and chewed flat near the end. Its grip was sticky. Not syrup. Not soda. Hand sanitizer over skin oil over something sweet from a child who had held it while waiting too long.

Bob took it between two fingers and felt the tack pull at his skin. The counter beneath the slot had been wiped so often the laminate had lost its shine, but dried brown flecks remained in the seam where the glass met the frame. Cleaning made broad promises. Seams kept the truth.

He turned the pen once, checked the chain, checked the camera angle, checked the lock release button beneath Marissa's left hand. Signing in was not signing in. It was the first repair assessment.

"Emergency contact?"

"Required."

Bob wrote the name of a dead man.

Marissa did not read it. Most people trusted boxes once ink entered them.

Marissa had learned not to read anything that might require a decision. That was not stupidity. Stupidity was innocent sometimes. This was training made into character. She had chosen the monitor, the box, the line on the form. She had chosen the machine because the machine never asked her what kind of woman kept pressing a button while children screamed behind a locked door.

A scream rose somewhere beyond the locked door.

High. Young. Sharp enough to cut the lobby in half.

Marissa's face did not change.

Her still face mattered more than the scream.

Another sound followed. A thud. Not a fall. A body against a wall or door. Then a man's voice, loud and bored.

"Hands down, Eli. Hands down. We're not doing this today."

The scream stopped too fast.

Marissa tapped her keyboard. "Mr. Keene is in Building Services. Go straight down the hall, left at the mural, then take the elevator to the basement. Don't wander."

Bob took the clipboard back.

"Eli," he said.

"What?"

"You said Eli."

"No, I didn't."

Bob kept his face flat.

She stared back through the glass, expression flattening. The kind of look people used when they had been taught that admitting small things cost more than lying.

"I said don't wander," she said.

Bob nodded.

The inner door clicked again.

He went through.

The hallway was warmer than the lobby and worse.

Heat made the smells open. Disinfectant. Plastic mattress covers. Overcooked cafeteria food. Damp clothing. Hand sanitizer. Old diapers sealed in trash too long. Somewhere close, feces had been cleaned badly and forgiven too soon.

The walls were painted pale yellow. Someone had chosen the color to imply sunshine. Under fluorescent light, it looked like old teeth.

A mural covered the first turn in the hallway. Children's handprints made a tree. Red, blue, green, purple, orange. Above the tree, careful letters spelled:

WE GROW WHERE WE ARE LOVED.

At floor level, the wall under the mural was scarred. Heel marks. Wheel marks. One dark crescent where a chair leg or shoe had struck hard. The baseboard had pulled loose near the corner, leaving a black seam wide enough for crumbs, hair, insects, secrets.

Bob stopped long enough to set two fingers against the crescent under the mural. The paint there had a raised lip, rough against his fingertips, a little ridge of impact where the wall had tried to keep the memory of the blow. Above his hand, paper leaves and painted child-palms climbed toward the words about love. Under his hand, the wall said dragged chair, kicked heel, body turned sideways too late.

A mural could be painted in a day. A gouge had to be earned.

The floor came first.

Always down.

People lied at eye level.

Floors told the record under the record.

A girl sat under a bench near the mural with her knees pulled up inside an oversized sweatshirt. Maybe nine. Maybe eleven. Small for either. Her hair had been braided unevenly, one side tight, one side loose. She rocked twice, stopped, pressed both hands over her ears, then rocked again without rhythm.

A staff member stood six feet away with a tablet.

"Lena, we are making unsafe choices," the staff member said.

The girl did not look at her.

"Lena, I need you to use your calm body."

The girl pressed harder over her ears.

The staff member sighed. Young woman. Early twenties. Scrubs with cartoon planets on them. Badge clipped crooked. Coffee breath. Tired eyes. Not cruel yet. Not safe either.

The building had not made her cruel yet. It had done something smaller and more useful. It had taught her to record discomfort as noncompliance and call relief a privilege. Cruelty was loud. Compliance was quieter. Quieter lasted longer.

Bob went on.

At the next door, a laminated sign read HOUSE TWO CLASSROOM. Beneath it, in smaller print:

EVERY CHILD LEARNS DIFFERENTLY.

The door had a narrow wire-glass window. Through it: six children at desks, three aides, one teacher, two wobble chairs, a visual schedule, a bin of headphones, and a boy in the corner chewing the collar of his shirt until the fabric shone wet against his mouth.

The teacher smiled too brightly.

The boy's eyes were fixed on the door.

Not the teacher.

Not the assignment.

The door.

Bob moved on.

The hallway widened near the nurses' station. Two nurses sat behind a counter with medication carts parked beside them. A red sharps box hung on the wall. The lid was overfull. A paper cup lay crushed on the floor under the counter, half hidden by a rolling stool. Someone had stepped on it and left it there.

A woman in a navy blazer stood beside the counter speaking into her phone.

"Yes, Commissioner, absolutely. We're proud of the progress. These are children with complex profiles. We never want to reduce them to incidents."

She saw Bob and smiled without seeing him.

Executive smile.

Donor smile.

Camera smile.

The kind of smile that could stand beside a crying parent and still find the photographer.

Dr. Celia Voss.

Bob had read the name before he came. Executive director. Ph.D. in clinical psychology. Board member of three nonprofits. Frequent speaker on trauma-informed residential care. Two television interviews. One podcast. Seventeen photographs on the facility website. Same teeth in all of them.

Her real hair was darker than the website made it. Her shoes cost more than a week of temporary labor. Her hand rested lightly on the nurses' station counter as if the building itself had invited her to touch it.

"We believe in returning children to family systems whenever possible," she said into the phone. "That's why we're called Home Again."

A boy began screaming behind a closed door to Bob's left.

This scream was lower. Older. Raw in the throat.

"No shower. No shower. No shower. No shower."

A male staff voice answered. "You already lost choice, buddy."

The boy screamed again.

Something plastic hit tile.

Dr. Voss kept smiling into the phone.

The closed door was gray, plain, and wrong.

No sign. No window. Just gray paint, a metal handle, and a keypad. The keypad had grime around the digits 2, 5, and 9. Frequent use. Same code pattern. Easy to read if you know fingers left maps.

"No shower. No shower. No shower."

The sound became muffled.

Hand over mouth.

Towel.

Door.

Bob's right hand closed around the duffel strap.

His hand tightened on the duffel strap until the webbing bit into the crease below his fingers. For half a breath, the bag shifted against his leg and almost slipped. Weight wanted direction. Rage wanted a door. The body was stupid that way. It believed distance could be crossed before consequence arrived.

Bob made his hand open one finger at a time. Thumb last. He did not look at Dr. Voss. He did not look at the shower-room door. He studied the keypad instead. Two, five, nine. Grease in the numbers. A code used too often by tired hands. Violence could wait. A code could not.

Not yet.

A man came out of the elevator carrying a ring of keys and a paper cup of coffee. Sixties. Wide shoulders gone soft at the edges. White beard cut short. Red cap with a faded union logo. Bad left hip. Good hands. His work shirt said KEENE above the pocket.

He looked Bob over.

"Joseph Ward?"

"Yes."

"You're the temp?"

"Yes."

"You talk any more than that?"

"When needed."

Keene snorted. "Good. This place has enough people talking."

He looked toward Dr. Voss, then toward the shower-room door, then back at Bob.

The boy inside had gone quiet.

Too quiet was its own sound.

Keene's face did not move much, but something in his jaw tightened.

"Come on," he said. "Basement first."

Bob followed Keene to the elevator.

The elevator smelled of mop water, old metal, cafeteria grease, and the sour ghost of a child who had wet himself and moved quickly, not kindly. A smear showed on the stainless-steel wall at shoulder height. Small hand. Four fingers clear. Thumb missing. Someone had wiped around it, not over it.

Keene saw Bob looking.

"Cleaner quits every six weeks," he said.

"Why?"

"Because this place breaks backs and then writes gratitude emails."

The doors closed.

The elevator went down.

Keene drank his coffee and made a face.

"Bad?" Bob asked.

"Always."

"Then why drink it?"

"Same reason I work here."

The boiler room door gave him a place to aim his voice slightly wrong. Too eager. Too temp.

"Main shutoff is upstairs?"

Keene stopped with the coffee halfway to his mouth.

"No."

"Basement, then."

"You asking or guessing?"

"Both."

Keene studied him. That was the point. Men like Keene tested faster if you gave them something harmless to correct. A perfect maintenance man made people careful. A slightly stupid one made them teach.

"Don't guess on water," Keene said. "Water remembers every idiot who thought close enough was close enough."

Bob nodded as if corrected. The nod cost nothing and bought more than a question would have.

The elevator hummed.

Keene did not finish the answer.

The basement opened into cinder block, pipes, old concrete, floor drains, and the honest part of the building. No murals down here. No donor plaques. No rising sun. Just stained walls, tagged utility boxes, rust on valve stems, a mop sink with blackened corners, and shelves of supplies stacked by people who knew no one important would look.

The basement smelled better because it lied less.

Wet cardboard. Boiler heat. Mouse droppings. Bleach. Rubber gloves. Old laundry. The metallic breath of water trapped too long in pipes.

Keene led him past supply shelves, a maintenance office, a locked records cage, and a laundry chute with a dented metal door. A handwritten sign taped beside it read:

RED BAGS AFTER NINE ONLY.

Brown fingerprints marked one edge of the sign.

"Rules," Keene said, "are mostly easy. Fix what breaks. Don't touch kids unless somebody is dying. Don't argue with clinical staff unless you enjoy unpaid meetings. Don't talk to parents. Don't talk to state. Don't talk to police. Don't open House Three after nine p.m. unless I tell you. Don't lend your keys. Don't lose your keys. Don't believe anyone who says a kid is doing something for attention."

Bob did not blink.

Keene opened the maintenance office and flipped on the light.

"Attention is what you ask for when you still think somebody might come," he said.

The office had two desks, one old computer, a rack of keys, a pegboard full of tools, three broken space heaters, a stained microwave, and a calendar from a plumbing supply company. The woman on the calendar smiled in a bikini beside a pipe wrench. Someone had drawn glasses on her with black marker.

Keene pointed to a chair.

Bob did not sit.

Keene noticed.

"You got a problem with chairs?"

"Some."

"Fair enough."

He took a key ring from the rack. "This is yours. Opens maintenance, storage, mop closets, staff bathrooms, mechanical, laundry, and exterior service. Does not open clinical records, med rooms, admin, or House Three."

"Why House Three?"

Keene held the keys out.

"Because House Three is where they put the kids nobody wants to write about."

Bob took the keys.

The metal was warm from Keene's hand.

Upstairs, through pipes and concrete and bad insulation, a child screamed once.

Short.

Cut off.

Keene lifted his eyes to the ceiling.

Bob did too.

The sound entered the basement and stayed there.

"Who was in the shower room?" Bob asked.

Keene looked back down.

A long second passed.

"Boy named Eli Mercer."

"The one in the van?"

Keene's eyes sharpened. "You saw him?"

"Yes."

"You see everything?"

"No."

"Good. Men who see everything usually miss what matters."

Bob let that sit.

Keene dropped into his chair with the care of a man whose body charged him interest. "Eli is twelve. Autistic. Uses a tablet when they let him. Likes maps, exit signs, weather warnings, elevators, and the loading dock. Hates showers because a shower is a small, loud room with bad drains and staff hands. Clinical calls it hygiene refusal."

"What do you call it?"

Keene studied his coffee.

"I call it a kid trying not to drown standing up."

Bob let that stand.

Silence worked better when shared by people who knew what it cost.

A bell rang upstairs.

Not a school bell. Electronic. Two tones. Soft enough to sound gentle and loud enough to tighten the body.

Keene pushed himself up.

"Lunch transition," he said. "You'll hate it."

They took the stairs.

On the first floor, the building had changed.

Children moved in lines, except the lines did not hold. Aides walked backward, sideways, arms out, voices low and tight. One boy slapped both palms against his forehead. A girl hummed through closed lips and stared at the floor. Another child dragged a stuffed rabbit by one ear. The rabbit's face was gray from being loved or chewed or carried through too many rooms.

The lunchroom doors stood open.

Noise spilled out.

Plastic trays. Chair legs. Fluorescent buzz. A child crying because peas touched mashed potatoes. A staff member saying first lunch, then preferred item. A fork hitting tile. Someone gagging. Someone laughing too loudly. A radio clipped to a belt crackling with codes made soft for policy.

Bob smelled tomato sauce, canned peaches, sanitizer, hot milk, urine, and fear.

Fear had a smell when there were enough children in one room carrying it.

The room was not simply loud. It was dissonant. Fifty small negotiations with panic happening at once. A spoon held too tightly. A heel tapping under a chair until staff noticed and the tapping stopped. A child swallowing without chewing because being finished was safer than being watched. The noise was not chaos. It was a room full of children trying not to become the reason adults crossed the floor.

Bob had heard quieter rooms that were less afraid.

Sharp. Salty. Skin-deep. Like pennies held too long in a fist.

Eli Mercer sat at the end of a table near the far wall. The blue coat was gone. His headphones remained. His hair stuck damply to his forehead. His shirt collar was wet. Not from chewing. From the shower. His hands rested flat on either side of his tray.

He had chicken nuggets, mashed potatoes, green beans, and a carton of milk.

He was not eating.

A tablet lay on the table beside him, screen dark.

A staff member stood behind his chair.

Male. Thirty, maybe. Thick forearms. Shaved head. Black beard trimmed close. Badge turned backward. Scrubs stretched tight across the shoulders. He leaned too close when he spoke to Eli, mouth near the boy's headphones.

"Food first," the staff member said. "Then tablet."

Eli's fingers moved once toward the tablet.

The staff member slid it farther away.

Eli froze.

It happened through the whole body.

Not stillness.

Shutdown.

There was a difference.

A child in shutdown did not become calm. He went somewhere adults could not follow and then punished him for leaving.

Keene muttered, "Rusk."

"Marlon Rusk?" Bob asked.

Keene glanced at him.

"Names too?"

"Badges."

"His badge is turned."

"Shoes."

Rusk wore black boots polished too clean for this building. The soles had dried mud in the treads. Red-brown. Not from the salted parking lot. From the service road by the drainage ditch, maybe. Or the old athletic field behind House Three.

Rusk bent closer to Eli.

The boy's shoulders rose.

Rusk put one hand on the back of Eli's neck.

Not hard.

Not where anyone important would call it hard.

The fingers settled there with ownership.

Eli's mouth opened.

No sound came out.

Bob took one step before Keene's hand caught his sleeve.

Not tight.

Enough.

"Not in lunchroom," Keene said under his breath.

Bob gave him nothing.

Keene's face had gone gray around the mouth.

"Not if you want to stay long enough to matter."

Across the room, Rusk took one chicken nugget from Eli's tray and held it near the boy's mouth.

"Food first," he said again.

Eli made a small sound.

Not a word.

A scrape of breath.

Rusk smiled.

Not for Eli.

For himself.

The floor kept the record.

Under Eli's chair, beneath the table, half hidden behind one rubber foot, was a torn strip of blue Velcro.

Same color as the boy's coat.

The strip was damp.

Someone had ripped it loose.

Someone had done it recently.

The tablet stayed dark. Black reflection. Overhead lights caught in it like white wounds.

A lunch aide hurried past with a towel and almost slipped in something near the trash can.

"Watch it," Rusk snapped.

The aide looked down.

A puddle spread beneath the trash can. Pale yellow. Thin at the edges.

Urine.

The aide's face changed, then emptied.

She studied the children nearest the puddle. Turned to Rusk. Turned to Keene. Looked at Bob.

Then she smiled too brightly.

"Accident," she said.

No one had asked.

Bob kept the detail.

Keene took a towel from the cleanup cart and handed it to Bob.

"First job," he said.

He crossed the lunchroom with the towel in one hand.

Children watched him without looking like they watched him. Sideways. Reflected in spoons. Through hair. Over the rims of milk cartons.

He crouched by the trash can.

The urine was warm through the towel.

The lunch aide saw him feel the warmth through the towel. Her eyes met his for less than a second, then dropped to the bucket, then to Rusk. That was all she could risk. Not apology. Not help. Recognition. We both know. We both stay. The look went away before anyone could punish it.

Pine-Sol would come later. Pine-Sol always came after the body had already told the truth.

Near the puddle, scratched into the lower paint on the wall behind the trash can, were three letters.

Not words.

Not exactly.

H3.

House Three.

Bob wiped the floor slowly.

Rusk was still behind Eli.

The boy's hands remained flat beside the tray.

The tablet stayed dark.

The building hummed. The lights buzzed. A child cried into canned peaches. Somewhere down the hall, a door opened and closed, opened and closed, opened and closed, because someone had not fixed the closer or someone had wanted it that way.

Bob pressed the towel harder into the urine until it soaked through to his glove.

He smelled salt, ammonia, lemon cleaner, cafeteria grease, and the hot frightened skin of children who had learned that adults could stand in a room full of evidence and still call it care.

He looked once at Eli.

The boy's eyes were on him.

Not pleading.

Counting.

Front door. Side door. Fence. Trees. Ditch. Road.

Maintenance man.

Bob gave him nothing. No smile. No nod. No promise.

Promises were easy to make in clean rooms.

This room was not clean.

Not even close.

Bob wrung the towel into the bucket.

The water turned yellow under the disinfectant's shine.

Keene stood at the edge of the lunchroom, watching Rusk, watching Bob, watching the children without letting his face confess too much.

Dr. Celia Voss appeared in the doorway with two visitors in suits.

The room changed around her.

Staff straightened. Voices softened. Rusk's hand left Eli's neck. The lunch aide moved the cleanup cart so it blocked the urine bucket from view.

Dr. Voss smiled.

"Our children thrive on structure," she told the visitors. "Predictability creates safety."

Eli's fingers moved once on the table.

Tiny.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

Not random.

Three taps.

House Three.

The bucket kept the record: yellow water, blue Velcro on his glove, and the slogan tucked under Voss's arm.

Every child deserves to come home again.

Bob stood with the bucket in his hand.

Home Again had introduced itself.

Now he would let it keep talking.
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CHAPTER 2

Doors
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The first door in House Two had been kicked open more than once.

Not opened hard. Not pushed. Kicked.

There was a difference. A hand left smears around a knob. A shoulder left a flat bruise in paint. A foot left violence low, near the latch, where policy did not look unless it had to.

This door had all three.

The jamb had split under the strike plate. Someone had filled the crack with putty, sanded it badly, painted over it in a shade close enough for an inspector walking past with coffee. Close enough was one of the building's favorite lies.

Bob stood in the hall with a screwdriver, two longer screws, and Joseph Ward's temporary badge turned flat against his chest.

Inside the room, Eli Mercer sat on the bed with his knees drawn up and his headphones over his ears. The bed had a plastic mattress cover under a thin blue sheet. The sheet had come loose at one corner. The pillow was too flat to pretend to be comfortable. A weighted blanket lay folded at the foot of the bed, gray and square and smelling faintly of three other children.

The room had a desk bolted to the wall, a shelf with no sharp corners, a laminated visual schedule, one small window that did not open, and a door that had a knob.

The knob mattered.

Children noticed knobs. Children noticed latches. Children noticed the difference between a door that belonged to them and a door that only pretended to.

Eli's tablet sat beside him on the bed. The screen was cracked along one corner. Someone had put clear tape over the crack and called that repair.

Bob crouched by the doorframe.

The old screws came out too easily. Short screws. Cheap. They had never reached the stud. The strike plate had been holding in trim, not wood. No wonder the door had given when the foot came.

Behind him, Eli tapped the tablet.

The flat machine voice spoke.

"Door."

Bob did not turn around too quickly. Fast movement belonged to staff.

"Yes," he said.

"Door."

"I see it."

"Kick."

Bob went still.

Not long.

Long enough for the word to enter the room and find its place.

Eli tapped again.

"Kick."

Then again.

"Open."

The lower panel told the rest. A pale gray shoe mark scarred the blue paint. Adult-sized. Heavy sole. The kind of boot men wore when they wanted floors to know they had arrived.

"Who kicked it?" Bob asked.

Eli's fingers hovered above the screen.

In the hall, voices moved closer.

A woman's voice first. Tight with anger held under manners.

"I understand supervision. I'm asking why he is not allowed privacy."

A man answered her, bored before the conversation had earned boredom.

"Ma'am, children here are monitored for safety."

"He shut his door."

"Doors are not permitted to be shut."

"He shut his bedroom door."

"Again, doors are not permitted to be shut."

Bob kept the screwdriver in his hand and listened.

Eli's body changed on the bed. His knees tightened. His shoulders went up. His toes curled under the sheet. He knew that voice.

The man appeared in the doorway with a visitor beside him.

The visitor was Eli's mother. Bob knew without being told. Same eyes. Same quick scan of the room. Bed, window, child, staff, exit. Parents of children in places like this learned to count damage while pretending they had only come to visit.

She wore a navy winter coat over teacher clothes: black slacks with chalk dust near one pocket, flat shoes gone white at the edges from road salt, a cream sweater with a pulled thread at the wrist. Her hair had been brushed in the car with fingers, not a mirror. One earring was in. The other was missing. She carried a canvas tote printed with a school-book logo and the words READ TOGETHER, GROW TOGETHER, and the tote sagged with the weight of things she had brought because mothers brought things even when facilities said not to.

A folded sweatshirt. A bag of pretzels. The weather map Eli liked from Sunday's paper, carefully cut out and slid into a plastic sleeve. A clean pair of socks because he hated the seam on the ones the facility bought in bulk. A small thermos of coffee for herself that she had not opened because her stomach had gone tight halfway over the mountain road.

Carol Mercer had rehearsed patience in the parking lot. She had sat with both hands on the wheel and told herself: ask questions, do not accuse, keep your voice level, do not cry where they can use it. Then she saw the split jamb and the boot mark and all her rehearsed patience moved somewhere behind her ribs where she could feel it burning but could not reach it.

The man was Marlon Rusk.

Black boots. Shaved head. Badge turned outward today because a parent was present. Thick forearms. Correctional posture. A man who had once stood on the other side of bars and missed the clarity of them.

Rusk faced Bob first.

"What are you doing?"

"Fixing the strike plate."

"It's fine."

"No."

Rusk's jaw moved.

Eli's mother checked the doorframe. Then the mark. Then the split wood. Her face lost color in stages.

"What happened to his door?"

Rusk gave her the patient look of a man explaining cruelty to a woman he expected to tire.

"Eli escalated during room time."

Eli rocked once.

Small.

Barely movement.

The tablet said nothing.

His mother stepped past Rusk. "Did someone kick this door open?"

Rusk's smile did not reach his eyes. "We don't use that language."

Bob put the first long screw into the strike plate and drove it deep.

The drill whined. The screw bit real wood this time.

Rusk studied him.

He kept working.

Eli's mother said, "What language do you use?"

"Staff entered to maintain visual supervision."

"He closed a door."

"Closed doors are a safety concern."

"Then why are there doors?"

The hallway went quiet.

That was the kind of question a building hated. Too simple. Too clean. Too hard to bury under treatment language.

Rusk blinked once.

Eli looked up.

Not at Rusk.

At his mother.

At Bob.

Then at the door.

Bob put in the second screw.

The strike plate pulled tight to the frame.

For a moment, the only sound was the drill slowing down and the building breathing through its vents.

Rusk said, "This is not a typical home environment."

Eli's mother turned on him.

"No," she said. "It isn't. But your sign says Home Again. Your brochure says bedroom. Your staff says dignity. So, I am asking you, if my son is not allowed to close a door, why does the room have one?"

Rusk's hand dropped to his belt.

Not a weapon. Not anymore.

Habit.

Former guards kept old gestures the way old buildings kept smells.

The hand dropped. Eli saw it too.

The boy's tablet spoke suddenly, too loud in the small room.

"Prison."

The room held still.

Eli stared at the screen as if the word had escaped him.

His mother covered her mouth.

Rusk stepped forward. "That's inappropriate."

Bob rose.

Slowly.

Not between Rusk and Eli. Not obviously.

Just enough.

The room smelled of plastic mattress cover, old Pine-Sol, warm electronics, fear sweat, and the sharp metal dust from the screws. Under it was something else, something smaller and worse: a child who had learned that even a closed door could be taken from him by a boot.

Rusk faced Bob.

The shoe mark on the door was plain.

"Plate's fixed," Bob said.

"It didn't need fixing."

Bob turned the knob and let the latch catch.

Clean.

Solid.

A door doing what a door was born to do.

Eli's fingers moved over the tablet.

"Door."

Then:

"Mine."

His mother made a sound that was not quite crying because crying would have made the room about her, and she would not give Rusk that.

Bob opened the door again and stepped into the hall.

Rusk stayed where he was, face flat now, the professional mask slipping just enough to show the guard underneath.

Behind him, the door closed softly.

Not slammed.

Not locked.

Closed.

For one breath, Eli had a room.

The building noticed.

So did Bob.

By four o'clock, the door had been reported.

Not the damage to it.

The repair.

Bob found the work order taped to Keene's office monitor with yellow masking tape and a strip of someone's patience already peeling loose at one corner.

That was what they called a bedroom door when a child wanted it shut.

Keene sat in the chair beneath the boiler diagram with one hand wrapped around cold coffee and the other pressed against his lower back. His cap was off. Without it, he looked older and more tired, the white hair flattened by sweat and fluorescent light.

"You made friends," he said.

The work order said enough.

"Who filed it?"

"Rusk."

"Fast."

"Men like that always find paperwork when it gives them a stick."

Bob took the work order from the monitor.

Keene watched him.

"You going to tear it up?"

"No."

"Good. Tearing things up makes people remember paper exists."

Bob folded the work order once and slipped it into his back pocket.

Keene gave a small grunt. Not approval. Not disapproval. Recognition.

"You know what Rusk was before this place?"

"Corrections."

"State prison. Twelve years. Left after an internal review that did not officially find what everybody already knew."

"What did everybody know?"

Keene drank the coffee, winced, and set it down.

"That some men don't leave prisons. They just bring the prison with them."

Above them, water moved through the pipes in a tired rush. Somewhere on the first floor, a child began sobbing in steady, rhythmic bursts.

Not panic.

Exhaustion.

The kind of crying that had run out of hope and kept making noise because the body did not know what else to do.

Keene closed his eyes.

"House Three," he said.

The ceiling carried the sound.

The sobbing continued.

Keene pushed himself up. "Don't."

He did not move.

Keene put one hand on the desk. His knuckles were swollen. A small crescent of dried blood sat near the cuticle of his thumb.

"Joseph," he said, and the name sounded strange because neither of them believed in it. "You want to last here, you learn the difference between seeing and moving."

The stare held between them.

Keene's mouth tightened.

"I don't mean stop seeing."

"No."

"I mean if you move at the first sound, they make you the sound. They fire you. They write you up. They tell every agency in West Virginia that you violated protocols with medically fragile children. Then you're gone, and the room keeps eating."

The sobbing became muffled.

Door.

Hand.

Pillow.

Bob's mind supplied too many options.

He let none of them reach his face.

"What's House Three?" he asked.

Keene looked toward the office door.

The hallway outside was empty, but empty did not mean unwatched. Buildings like Home Again were full of ears that belonged to people and machines and fear.

Keene lowered his voice.

"Officially? Higher-support residential unit. Kids with severe behavioral plans. Kids waiting on psychiatric transfer. Kids with court orders. Kids no one wants near tours. Kids whose parents complain too much. Kids whose parents stopped coming."

"And unofficially?"

Keene picked up a screwdriver from the desk and turned it between his fingers.

"House Three is where the brochure ends."

Bob stayed still.

Keene studied the screwdriver, not Bob.

"Some of them belong here, if here were what it pretends to be. Some need two staff awake at night and a real clinician and quiet and patience and a door that works. Some need a hospital. Some need a family that has not been broken by eight years of begging school districts for help. Some are foster kids who got too big to be cute. Some are court kids sent here because a magistrate likes the phrase therapeutic placement better than detention."

He stopped.

The old boiler clicked behind the wall.

"Some," Keene said, "are dangerous."

"To themselves?"

Keene did not answer quickly.

That was the answer.

"To others," Bob said.

Keene rubbed his forehead with his thumb and forefinger. "Sometimes. Not always their fault. Sometimes very much their fault. Sometimes they're kids who learned harm before they learned multiplication. Sometimes they're predators wearing child bodies. Sometimes they're victims and predators by dinner. This place puts all of it under one roof and calls it complexity."

Bob thought of Eli's tablet.

Prison.

"Who decides who goes there?"

"Clinical team. County. Courts. Whoever signs the papers with the biggest check behind it."

The sobbing upstairs had stopped.

The silence that followed was worse.

Keene put the screwdriver down.

"Your shift ends at six."

"Yes."

"Go home at six."

"No."

Keene turned to him.

Bob said, "I need the laundry schedule."

He touched the folded work order in his pocket, feeling the edge of the paper and the two extra screws he had palmed after fixing Eli's strike plate. The screws were small, ordinary, and useful. Useful mattered more than righteous. Righteous men got thrown out of buildings. Useful men stayed long enough to find the rooms.

"Why?"

"Door mark had red mud in the tread. Rusk's boots had red mud. Eli's Velcro had red mud. Service road has red mud. The laundry chute has red fingerprints on the sign."

"That's not enough."

"No."

"For what?"

The basket was already there.

Room first.

Pattern second.

Name third.

Then the second choice.

"For anything," he said.

Keene stared at him for a beat.

Then he opened the bottom drawer of his desk and took out a ring of keys he had not put on the rack.

"Laundry after nine is Rusk's crew," he said. "They say it's because daytime laundry agitates the kids."

"And?"

"And I've seen sheets come down at midnight that should have gone straight to evidence."

Bob took the keys.

Keene did not let go right away.

"There are kids here," he said.

"Yes."

"I mean that as warning, not information."

Bob understood.

Places with children changed the weight of everything. Doors. Blood. Screams. Anger. A man could not swing rage in a place like this without hitting someone who had already been hit by enough.

"I know," Bob said.

Keene let go.

The keys dropped cold into Bob's palm.

At six o'clock, Joseph Ward clocked out.

At six-ten, Bob was still in the building.

He changed in the maintenance bathroom. Gray sweatshirt. Dark pants. Soft shoes. Badge in pocket. Keys against his ribs under the sweatshirt so they would not sound when he moved.

The bathroom mirror was clouded around the edges. Someone had stuck a faded sticker to the lower corner.

Bob studied the sticker for a moment.

Then Bob looked away.

Not every child had words. Not every room deserved them.

He waited until the transition to dinner began.

The building loosened during transitions. Staff watched children. Children watched food. Nurses watched pills. Administrators went home. Phones rang. Radios clipped at belts crackled. Doors opened too many times and took too long to close.

Bob walked with a trash bag over one shoulder and a half-full box of gloves under one arm.

Labor explained movement.

Labor always did.

He took the back hall past the therapy rooms. A sensory gym stood open, lights dimmed to blue. Swings hung from the ceiling beams. Crash mats lined one wall. A weighted tunnel lay collapsed on the floor like something dead and soft. The air smelled of vinyl, foot sweat, and lavender spray.

A boy lay under a crash mat with only his bare feet showing.

An aide sat on the floor beside him, scrolling through her phone.

"Ten more minutes," she said without looking up.

The feet did not move.

Bob slowed.

The aide looked up then. Nineteen, maybe. Acne along the jaw. Purple hair in a messy bun. Tired before adulthood had finished arriving.

"He likes it," she said.

Bob checked the mat, then the feet.

The toes were pink. Moving slightly.

Breathing under weight.

Maybe safe.

Maybe not.

He went on.

There would be too many rooms.

That was the first cruelty of a place like Home Again. No one could save every room at once. That was why the rooms learned to wait.

The laundry chute door sat at the end of a service corridor behind House Two. The handwritten red-bag sign had been replaced. The new sign was laminated.

No fingerprints now.

Laminate made everything look forgiven.

Bob opened the chute.

The smell rose warm and immediate.

Urine. Feces. Detergent. Plastic bags. Mildew. Blood faint but there, iron under sourness. Children's sheets carried truths no one wanted to read.

He looked down the chute. Darkness. Metal scraped along the sides where bins had jammed, or something had been forced through too hard.

A radio crackled from the hall.

Bob closed the chute and moved.

At the service elevator, he pressed B and waited with the trash bag on his shoulder.

Footsteps came behind him.

Heavy.

Boots.

He turned just enough to see Rusk enter the hall.

Rusk stopped.

For a second, neither man moved.

"You clocked out," Rusk said.

"Trash."

"After clock-out?"

"Keene asked."

"Keene asks too much."

Bob shifted the trash bag higher on his shoulder. It smelled of dinner waste, wet napkins, and orange cleaner. It was real trash. Real cover worked better than an empty prop.

Rusk came closer.

The hallway narrowed because men like Rusk carried narrowing with them.

"You got a listening problem, Joseph?"

"No."

"You sure? Because when I say a door does not need fixing, and I come back and find you still fixing it, that feels like a listening problem."

The elevator hummed behind Bob.

Slow.

Too slow.

Bob said, "Door works now."

"That door is not supposed to work for him."

There it was.

Not safety.

Not supervision.

Ownership.

A man could spend twelve years in corrections and come out with nothing but keys in his blood. Rusk had not learned order. He had learned appetite with policy wrapped around it. He did not want children safe. He wanted them available to his authority.

Bob let the silence hold.

Rusk smiled a little.

"He's got Mom snowed. They all do at first. Parents come in thinking their kid is an angel trapped in a bad system. Then the kid bites, pisses, smears, runs, punches, screams, and suddenly Mom wants us to do the hard part. But when we do it, she cries about dignity."

The elevator dinged.

Bob did not look away.

Rusk stepped closer.

"You ever work corrections?"

"No."

"Figures."

The doors opened.

Rusk's eyes dropped to the trash bag. "Open it."

"Why?"

"Because I told you."

Bob lowered the bag.

Rusk took a step as if to reach for it.

From behind him, a child's voice cut through the hall.

"Mr. Rusk?"

A girl stood near the classroom door. Thirteen or fourteen. Tall, thin, brown skin, hair wrapped in a scarf. She wore a hoodie too big for her and held a plastic cup with both hands. Her name tag said MIA, but the I had been scratched almost off.

Rusk's face changed.

Not softened.

Rearranged.

"What?"

"The milk is bad."

"Then don't drink it."

She checked the cup.

"It has chunks."

"Then throw it away."

"The trash is locked."

Rusk exhaled through his nose. "Jesus Christ."

Rusk chose annoyance over suspicion.

Predators hated inconvenience. That made inconvenience useful.

Rusk pointed at Bob. "We're not done."

"No."

Rusk walked toward Mia. His boots left faint red dust on the polished floor.

Bob stepped into the elevator.

The doors closed.

In the reflection, he saw his own face for half a second.

Joseph Ward looked tired.

Bob looked awake.

The basement laundry room was running hot.

Three industrial washers churned behind scratched round windows. Two dryers turned slow, heavy loads. A folding table sat beneath fluorescent lights. Plastic bins lined the wall. Each bin had a unit label.

Isolation had the smallest bin.

It was full.

Bob stood still until the machines became separate sounds.

Washer drum. Dryer thump. Water fill. Vent fan. Pipe tick. Light buzz. Footstep overhead. Another. Nothing close.

The room smelled of detergent, bleach, hot cloth, urine, feces, mildew, and the sweet-rotten smell of food hidden in bedding. Someone had washed a pull-up with the sheets. The gel beads had burst and stuck to the inside of one washer in translucent clumps.

No donor ever came to laundry.

That was why laundry knew everything.

Bob checked the bins.

House One: pajamas, towels, a sweatshirt with applesauce dried on one sleeve.

House Two: sheets, socks, two shirts, one pair of jeans with the button removed.

House Three: three red bags sealed with knots instead of ties. Wrong. Red bags were supposed to be tied with zip tags
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