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      For a child, home should mean chocolate chip cookies in the oven, the sound of her mother’s laughter, lullabies to dream by. Home should be heaven.

      Not a living hell.

      Ashley Sorenson stared out her car window at the house that would’ve been white if not for years of dirt and weather damage that had painted and battered the siding. She’d give her right arm to see through those decaying walls.

      “Ashley, no. Stay where you are. I’m almost there.”

      Ashley ignored Tina Griffon’s protests over the cell phone as she shoved open the car door and stepped into humidity thick enough to slice. “Two minutes. Then I’m going in.”

      “Ashley, don’t.” A tremor belied the sharpness of Tina’s tone.

      Ashley rounded the car and paused, her muscles coiled like nervous springs. “He could be doing anything to them in there.”

      “The police must be close by now. At least wait for me. I think I’m like five minutes away.”

      A shriek came from the house. A smash. Then another child’s scream.

      Ashley took off, pocketing the phone as she homed in on the deep voice that yelled curses between pounding and smashing.

      She yanked open the gashed screen door and slammed through the unlocked wooden one behind it.

      A tall, scrawny man held a bat in midair, mouth hanging open as he stared at Ashley.

      Two of the children dashed to her. They hid behind her—small, hot bodies pressing close as they gripped her T-shirt.

      A smaller girl huddled on a pile of trash in the corner under the man with the bat. She whimpered. The little hands that covered her head were spattered with blood.

      “Put the bat down.” The fury that boiled in Ashley’s throat powered the order.

      The monster’s lips curled to reveal teeth that looked like a stack of blackened rubble. “Ain’t you a cute little thing?” His beady eyes slid up and down her body.

      Ashley didn’t need to hear the slur in his words to know he was drunk. The odor was as obvious as the smashed beer bottles at her feet. “I’m a social worker, and the police are almost here. Drop the bat and get away from her.”

      “Why would I do that?” He kept watching her with that sleazy grin.

      “Kids,” she kept her voice calm for the little ones behind her, “a nice lady is coming for you outside. Go out front and stay there until she comes. You’ll be safe.”

      The boy and girl, no older than eight, reluctantly let go of her shirt and started to back toward the door, watching their cruel excuse for a father with wide eyes.

      “No, you don’t.” He took a step toward them and raised the bat again. “Get over here, you—” He launched a string of foul words no children should hear. “You do what I say!”

      “Go!” Ashley pushed the kids toward the door and whipped around to face the charging monster. She planted herself in his path. He’d have to kill her to get to those kids.

      He stopped inches from her. Spittle and his repulsive breath dropped on her face. “Them’s my kids.”

      She stared up at him, unblinking. “Not anymore.”

      He grabbed her arm and flung her into the wall.

      She crashed to the floor. Pain seared her shoulder, and her head throbbed. How could somebody that drunk move so fast? She hadn’t even had time to use her self-defense moves.

      The sound of sobbing cleared the fog in Ashley’s head.

      She looked up in time to see him stomp over to the crumpled victim in the corner.

      No. He was not going to touch her again.

      Ashley scrambled up, blinking away her blurred vision as she rushed to the girl. She dropped, covered the child with her body as he raised the bat over them with that horrid grin.

      “Freeze! Police!”

      Ashley let out her held breath.

      Two officers stood just inside the door, guns trained on the madman.

      “Aw, man.” His arms sagged. The bat dropped to the floor at his feet.

      The officers moved in to secure him and take him away.

      Ashley ignored the commotion of the arrest and the man’s yelling as she turned her attention to the youngest victim.

      Ashley sat back from the girl.

      She was so tiny, probably only four unless she was extremely small for her age. Her dark hair clung to her face, skin tight from malnourishment and wet with tears and blood.

      So much for carrying the girl out right away. Ashley would have to find the source of that blood first. “Hey, sweetie. You’re safe now.” She gently wiped back the pretty black strands of hair, guiding them off the girl’s face to reveal large blue eyes that watched Ashley.

      The blood came from an angled gash across the girl’s forehead—the highlight of her bruised face. Her little hands also sported several cuts, but her arms looked worse. The many bruises that covered them left patches of deep purple. What other injuries hid under the surface of the little girl’s body? More than one bone was likely broken.

      Ashley swallowed the bile that rose in her throat. There should be another word for fathers who were the polar opposite of what the name should mean. Perverted loser came close, but there had to be something stronger, something more meaningful that she could apply to the sorry excuses for human beings she encountered nearly every day.

      She looked away from the girl just in time to catch a hateful glare from the abuser the officers took out the door, cuffed as he should be. He shouted a few curses, at her this time, as he left the house. Better her than the kids. People like him should never be allowed to have children in the first place.

      “Ashley?” Tina touched her shoulder as she crouched down to see the little girl. Tina’s gaze shifted to Ashley, sickness in her dark brown eyes. She had as much on-the-job experience as Ashley, but even social workers never got used to seeing stuff like this. “The ambulance is on its way.”

      Ashley nodded as she stroked the girl’s hair.

      The little victim’s sobbing had stopped, but shock now set in. She sat frozen and pale, her body trembling.

      Ashley moved closer to the wall and the tiny girl. She gently wrapped her arms around the small form, careful not to apply any pressure or move her. She held the girl until the ambulance came and the nightmare, for this child, ended.
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        * * *

      

      A quick walk into the emergency department was enough to remind Ashley why she tried to avoid hospitals. It was as if all of Chicago’s pain and dysfunction were gathered in this one place filled with hurting, crying people. And death.

      “Ashley Sorenson, the social worker?”

      The odd question brought her attention back to the nurse behind the desk. “Yes.”

      “I had a message to call you, but it’s just been so steady for the past hour.”

      Ashley braced herself. This day was not happening. If this was for another emergency placement, she was calling it a record.

      “Let’s see.” The nurse searched behind the desk until she found a chart. “Oh, yes.” She looked up from reading it. “We have an accident situation with a minor. His parents just died, and the police haven’t been able to locate any relatives or guardians.”

      “How old?”

      “Uh…” She checked the chart. “Sixteen.”

      “Is he injured?” Ashley fished in her oversized purse for a scrap of paper, pushing back the wave of auburn hair that fell in front of her eyes.

      “Just some minor scratches and bruises. He can leave at any time.”

      “Do you know his name?” Ashley wrote the age on the back of a gas station receipt.

      “Matthew Haase.”

      “Okay. Let’s wrap up the registration for Olivia, and I’ll go find him.” Ashley shoved the paper into her bag, trying to ignore the fatigue and throbbing bruises on her forehead and shoulder that were starting to get to her.

      She had already caught one lucky break today in finding immediate placement for the two older Richardson kids, now on their way to a temp foster home. Olivia, the battered little girl, would need to stay in the hospital for several days. Which meant Ashley had only that long to find her a foster family. At least she was young and cute. Placing a sixteen-year-old would not be so easy.

      “Miss Sorenson?”

      The nurse’s voice broke through Ashley’s internal strategy session.

      “I said you won’t have to look for him. He’s right behind you.”

      Ashley turned around to see where the nurse pointed.

      Across the waiting area, a thickly built young man wearing a red and blue baseball cap sat next to a lady cop. He jerked his hands up and down repetitively while the officer perused a magazine.

      “Is he in shock?”

      The nurse checked the all-knowing chart on the desk, then shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      Ashley glanced at the boy behind her as she finished Olivia’s registration. The teen kept up the odd motion with his hands for five minutes straight.

      “That’s all then.” The nurse took the forms and looked past Ashley’s shoulder. “I’ll call Dr. Lewis while you meet the boy. She performed surgery on his mother before she passed. I’m sure she’ll want to talk to you.”

      Ashley headed across the room. Just had to be a teenager. Little ones were so much easier. Teens more often wanted a punching bag than a warm shoulder. She braced herself for a sixteen-year-old’s attitude as she stopped in front of him. “Matthew?”

      He kept swinging his hands, not looking up.

      The officer lowered her magazine. “Child Protective Services?”

      Ashley nodded.

      The woman glanced at Matthew and reached to still his hands.

      He lifted his head. Beneath the crooked brim of the Chicago Cubs cap, small eyes stared out at Ashley through angled slits in an unmistakable face.

      Down syndrome.

      Her heart clenched.

      “Ma’am?”

      Ashley closed her mouth, pulled her gaze to the officer. “I can’t take him.”

      The woman’s thinly shaped eyebrows lifted. Was that judgment in her eyes?

      Ashley folded her arms across her chest and raised her chin. “We’re not equipped to take him right now. A condition like his requires a special foster situation. I can’t offer that on such short notice.” She’d already stuffed the two Richardson kids into the only home she had that would even think of fostering a Down syndrome teen.

      The cop stood, annoyingly taller than Ashley. “You’ll have to take him. We haven’t been able to locate any living relatives.” She glanced at the boy and lowered her voice slightly. “If you don’t take him into foster care, he’ll be sent to a public mental institution.”

      Ashley swallowed, letting her gaze drift to the teen who watched her with those oddly shaped eyes. She’d seen institutions before. Seen what they did to people. She wouldn’t put her worst enemy in one of those.

      The leering face of the man who’d beat five-year-old Olivia sprang to mind, challenging the declaration. Actually, Ashley had met plenty of creeps she would put in an institution and throw away the key. But this teen didn’t deserve that. Wasn’t his fault his parents chose to bring him into this world, knowing he would never be happy.

      She swallowed back a sigh. “I’ll take him.”

      “Thought you couldn’t.”

      “I’ll figure it out.” Ashley met the cop’s superior smirk with a confident stare. Though where she was going to put the boy, she had no idea. “What’s his functioning level? Does he have any health concerns?”

      A flush of embarrassed color replaced the smug smile on the cop’s face. “I—I don’t know.”

      The nurse from the desk appeared at Ashley’s side. “Dr. Lewis is with an emergency case. I can tell you what you need to know. Let’s see…” She studied the omniscient chart she’d brought with her. “We couldn’t locate a medical history, but our examination shows that he appears to be fairly high-functioning, except verbally. He can handle the bathroom himself and feed himself.”

      Thank goodness. Ashley tried to keep her expression neutral. Not that it mattered, since the nurse never tore her gaze from that chart.

      “He hasn’t spoken at all since he got here, but the doctor says it’s possible he’s quiet because of shock and unfamiliar surroundings. He follows instructions well and does as he’s told. He doesn’t seem to have any of the potential health side effects of Down syndrome at this point. His thyroid appears normal, as does his heart.” The nurse finally looked up. For a second. “He could have behavioral issues, but we haven’t seen evidence of any yet. He’s shown no signs of aggression while he’s been with us.”

      Aggression? Great. Ashley hadn’t even thought of that. The kid looked maybe about an inch taller than Ashley’s five feet and five inches, but a lot thicker and heavier. What would she do if he turned out to be aggressive?

      An image of the round-faced teen, locked up in a white-walled cell flashed in her mind.

      She couldn’t live with herself if she did that to any kid. She’d have to find another way. One that had very little to do with her directly. She was in this business to give miserable children happier lives, not to get involved in hopeless cases.

      The teen started jerking his hands in the air again as he stared at his lap.

      She couldn’t give this boy a life anything close to happy. No one could. He had been doomed by his parents when they decided to have him. Now she was the one who had to pick up the pieces, as usual. Only this time, she wouldn’t be able to make something beautiful out of these pieces. She couldn’t fix a life Down syndrome had already ruined.

      “I’ll need you to sign this.” The cop held out a clipboard. “If you’re still taking him.”

      Ashley pulled the clipboard from the woman’s hand and signed the form.

      The officer exchanged the clipboard for a file when Ashley handed it back. “This is all the information we have about him so far.”

      Ashley opened the file. Just one sheet lay inside, sparsely filled out. “No family information at all? Other relatives? Address?”

      The cop shook her head. “Only his parents’ names. Kevin and Jane Haase.”

      The boy didn’t react to the names. Did he not understand anything that had happened?

      “How did they die?”

      “Plane crash. Their private plane went down just after takeoff.”

      “And the boy wasn’t hurt?” Ashley raised an eyebrow.

      “He was in the back.”

      “I see. You’ll keep me informed if you find out anything more?”

      “Sure.”

      Ashley’s gaze went to the teen. “Let’s go.”

      He jerked his hands up and down without looking at her.

      The cop tapped his hand, and he stopped moving. “Time to go, Matthew. You’re going with this lady here.”

      The boy looked at Ashley, almost like he had understood.

      She beckoned with her hand. “Come on.”

      He stood. Great. He was another inch or two taller than she’d thought. What if he threw a fit or something? Ashley had only defended herself against normal people. He’d probably be completely unpredictable and out of control.

      “Follow me.” She turned away from him and shook her head at herself as she headed for the hospital doors. No more fear. She hadn’t broken that promise to herself in fifteen years. She wasn’t going to let an orphaned kid with Down syndrome make her break it now.

      Something touched her hand.

      She jerked to the side.

      Matthew’s chubby hand reached for hers.

      What was he doing? He was sixteen, not six.

      “Let’s go.” She kept walking, the boy now at her side.

      He reached for her hand again.

      She pulled away. Calm down. Her rapid pulse was slow to obey her mental order. He must want to hold hands in a childlike kind of way. She hoped. Whatever the reason, it was inappropriate. He looked like a grown man from a distance.

      She folded her arms in front of her and gave him a firm glance as she kept moving. “No.”

      He stopped, dropping behind her.

      Ashley sighed and turned to look at him.

      He covered his ears with his hands, and his lower lip stuck out in a five-year-old pose.

      You’ve got to be kidding. She might have spoken a little sharply, but this was ridiculous. “Pouting won’t do you any good. It’s not appropriate for you to hold my hand.”

      No reaction.

      She took a step toward him, trying to ignore the people giving them strange looks as they walked around the stalled teenager. “Look, you have to start growing up now. Sixteen-year-olds don’t pout.” Well, not like that anyway. She looked into his round face, made herself glance at the slitted eyes that watched her.

      Did he understand a word she said? She wasn’t exactly practiced at talking to people like him. Never had to before. Never thought she would.

      He made a noise.

      Was that a whimper?

      His lip pushed out even farther.

      Ashley spun around with a frustrated grunt and stalked a few steps away. She couldn’t do this. She didn’t know anything about people like him. How was she supposed to see that he was cared for when she couldn’t even manage to get him out of the hospital?

      She took in a long breath and slowly let it out. She was just exhausted. The day was getting to her. But she needed to keep her head if she was going to find a solution to this problem.

      Like it or not, she was the boy’s only hope right now. She inhaled another bolstering breath and turned back.

      He was gone.
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      Ashley scanned the people passing through the hallway. She’d only looked away for thirty seconds, tops. Where could the kid have gone?

      She stalked back the way they’d come, retracing their steps to the front desk in the waiting area. There was no need to get excited. He must have simply wandered back this way. He had to be fine. He didn’t seem to move very fast.

      Ashley stopped at the desk.

      The same nurse stood behind it.

      “Did you see the boy come back here?” Ashley waited for the woman to check her chart.

      She shook her head instead. “No, but I was busy.”

      Ashley turned away and scanned the room. The same people who were there minutes before sat in the same chairs, leaning their heads in their hands, some crying softly, others staring into space or at their smartphones.

      No boy in a Cubs cap.

      Maybe he’d somehow snuck past her out the doors instead of coming back this way. Ashley’s heartbeat picked up speed as she hurried through the hall to the exit.

      She’d never lost a child. Never.

      This one couldn’t even think normally. If she lost him, he wouldn’t have a chance. Sick people targeted kids like him.

      A bitter taste surged up her throat as she brushed past an entering man and shoved through the glass doors.

      She looked right.

      Nothing.

      Left.

      A figure with a red baseball cap lumbered away from the hospital.

      “Hey!”

      He kept walking.

      Ashley jogged after him and called again.

      The boy stopped and turned around just as she reached him. His mouth stretched into a wide smile.

      Something tightened in her chest. Just a reaction to her sudden sprint. She pushed away any other explanation. She had a job to do. She glared at the sunny smile. “You can’t run off like that, do you understand? It’s not safe.”

      He still smiled.

      “You’re a bad boy.” Maybe talking down to him would get through. “You have to stay with me, got it?”

      A frown reversed the curve of his lips until the bottom one started to push out again.

      Not another crying fit. “It’s okay now.” She tried to soften her voice and waved at the boy to follow her. “Come with me, and let’s get in the car. I’m going to take you somewhere safe.” If she could find anywhere to take him at all.

      She purposefully stayed in front of him so he wouldn’t try to take her hand as they walked to the car. But she checked back every other second.

      “This is it.” She went to the passenger door of her little white car and unlocked it with the key. She opened the door for Matthew since he probably couldn’t do it himself.

      Took him longer to get in the seat than her boyfriend’s grannie.

      Ashley’s gaze wandered as she waited to shut the door.

      Something moved in the shadow of a tall bush next to the hospital exit.

      A man. He looked away.

      That meant he’d been watching her. Why?

      The hairs on the back of her neck perked.

      Even from this distance, his Hispanic features with wavy dark hair and broad cheekbones were obvious, reminding her of Eddie. Except this guy was taller. And he did not give her the same warm feelings as her boyfriend usually did.

      Ashley’s stomach clenched as she shut Matthew’s door and went to her side of the car. She got in fast and pressed down the lock that had stopped working the day she got the clunker. Best lesson she’d learned on the streets—a good bluff could save her life.

      She looked to see if the man had bought it.

      He was gone.

      She started the car. Tried to. The engine choked, as usual. She tried again. Third time was the charm, and she cast a last glance at the exit as she pulled out of the stall.

      No one was there except a woman who pushed through the doors. Maybe the guy had been checking Ashley out. Though in her oversized, bloodstained T-shirt and old jeans, she doubted that was the explanation.

      She glanced at Matthew.

      He stared out the window, his hands jerking up and down again. At least he didn’t seem to have noticed anything wrong.

      She forced out her pent-up breath. She shouldn’t care about one random guy among the twenty-some people she’d seen go in and out of the hospital since she’d arrived.

      But for some reason, her gut cared. And her gut never lied.
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      Ashley fiddled with the cord where it connected loosely to the base of the lamp. The bulb flickered on again, shifting the shadows that crept in through the uncovered office windows.

      “Whoa. Did you see it’s dark out already?” Tina moved from the window to pick up the small pink clock on her desk. “No wonder.” She showed Ashley the clock face. “It’s a quarter to nine. I have to get home.”

      “No, wait.” Ashley looked away from her glowing computer screen and rubbed her weary eyes. “You can’t leave me alone with this mess.”

      Tina plopped in her desk chair again. “Okay, but I’m out of ideas. The foster homes are full, including the only one in our system who would take a sixteen-year-old with Down’s. The group homes are all filled.”

      Ashley shoved her fingers into her hair. “St. John’s is the only one equipped to handle someone with his needs anyway.”

      Tina nodded. The beads on her countless slim braids that were gathered into a thick, black ponytail clinked together as she twisted her swivel chair back and forth in short motions. “I could try St. John’s again and push for a spot, but we’ll have to wait until morning to have a shot at reaching anyone high enough up to give the okay.”

      “A lot of good that does us now.” Ashley glanced at Matthew, who sat quietly in a chair near the door. “He has to go somewhere tonight.”

      Tina stared at Ashley.

      Her stomach clenched. “No way.” She shook her head. “He is not going home with me.”

      Tina’s dark brown eyes narrowed as she lowered her volume and angled away from Matthew. “Why are you treating him differently?”

      Ashley pulled back like she’d been slapped. But heat crept to her face, almost as if she deserved the smack. She turned to her computer screen and swallowed. “What are you talking about?”

      “I heard your tone of voice when you brought him in here and had him sit down. Like you were scolding him when he didn’t do anything wrong. I’ve never seen you like this with our other kids.”

      Ashley’s throat tightened. Had she really been sharp with him? She hadn’t meant to be. But she was never good with people who made her uncomfortable. How was she supposed to act around him?

      Tina stood and walked to the front of Ashley’s desk, probably trying to force Ashley to look at her. “I know how you feel about this, but you shouldn’t take it out on him even if you think his parents made the wrong choice.”

      “I’m not.” Ashley’s voice rose with her gaze. Tina should know she’d never do that.

      But Tina’s eyes held only confusion, not judgment.

      Ashley tucked her hair behind her ear and glanced past her friend to Matthew. “I can’t help him, Tina. He’s suffering. He’ll suffer as long as he lives, and I can’t do anything about it.” She met her co-worker’s softened gaze. “He isn’t like the other kids. He isn’t even…normal.”

      Tina surprised Ashley with a laugh. “Normal? Girl, none of the kids we see are normal. You know that.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Matthew started up his weird hand swings, as if to prove Ashley’s point.

      “I don’t know how to talk to him, let alone how to handle him if something goes wrong. I’m not the right person to take him.”

      “Sure you just don’t want to be the right person?”

      Ashley pointed a glare at Tina. “You know we aren’t supposed to take kids home.”

      Tina snorted. “I don’t think the manual covers a case like this one. When you’re removing a child from the home is one thing. This is something else.”

      “I notice you’re not sticking your neck out. You just want me to.”

      Tina shook her head. “I really don’t think anybody’s going to call you unethical in a situation like this.”

      Ashley picked up a pen and tapped one end of it on the desk. Either way, she couldn’t take him home.

      “Why don’t you just call upstairs and get the okay?”

      Their supervisor’s office was actually about ten miles away, but Tina insisted on using that phrase anyway. “Julie is on vacation.”

      “Yeah, but she has a sub.”

      “Who?”

      “Dean.”

      Ashley wrinkled her nose. “Dean ‘do-it-yourself’ Kendall?”

      Tina flashed a smile, her perfect white teeth contrasting beautifully with her copper-toned skin. “The one and only.”

      “He’s never worked in CPS.”

      “Seriously, woman?” Tina’s eyebrow lifted. “How many people do you know who are even in the right department after the cutbacks?”

      “Good point.”

      Tina nodded to the phone on Ashley’s desk. “So are you going to call him or am I?”

      Ashley sighed. “Get me the number, and I’ll call.”

      Her first attempt got kicked to an answering service. After insisting the call was a real emergency, Ashley was finally transferred to Dean himself.

      “Hello?”

      “Dean?” Was the guy at a party? Loud music and laughter from more than one woman nearly drowned out his voice.

      “Who is this?”

      “Ashley Sorenson from CPS.”

      “CPS?”

      Could he not hear, or had he actually forgotten about their department completely? “Child Protective Services.”

      “Oh, right. You’re after hours.”

      Like she didn’t know that. “Sorry, but we have a strange situation. I have an orphaned teenage boy with Down syndrome. The foster homes are full, and we can’t get a group home to take him right away. We were, uh…” She glanced at Tina, who nodded. “We were considering the possibility of taking him to one of our personal homes. Just temporarily until we can place him.”

      “What? Sure, yeah.” More laughter in the background. “Look, you need to handle things like this yourself. I can’t be your babysitter. Don’t bother me outside the office again.”

      Ashley opened her mouth to give him the reply he deserved, but the noise on the other end cut off. He’d hung up on her.

      “Feel better?” Tina watched Ashley with a knowing grin.

      “I suppose you knew what he’d say.”

      She shrugged. “For once, I agree with Dean.”

      “Okay.” Ashley leaned back in her chair. “Then why don’t you take him?”

      “Me?” Tina raised an eyebrow. “Have you ever raised twin toddlers? Boys? I don’t think so.” She chuckled as she faced her desk and started gathering papers like she was going to leave. “And speaking of the twins, Javon is probably going crazy right now trying to get them to bed, late as usual. I’d better get home, or he won’t let me come to work tomorrow.”

      Ashley rolled her eyes. “And you tried to talk me into getting married? You make it sound like a prison sentence, and your husband’s the warden.”

      “You could’ve been happily incarcerated yourself by now if you and Eddie weren’t so afraid of commitment.” Tina stuffed the last of the papers into her tote bag.

      “Hey, we’re committed. We can have love and commitment without a ring.”

      Tina looked up. “Mm-hmm. He probably won’t propose because he wants kids, and you don’t. Which I do not understand because you’re amazing with them.” She glanced at Matthew. “Present company excluded.”

      “Thanks a lot. I think.”

      Tina grabbed her other two bags and slung her purse over her shoulder before pinning Ashley with a serious gaze that meant trouble. “For real, you should think about settling down and being a mom. Look how Olivia took to you today. All kids do that with you. I’ve never seen anyone so naturally gifted with children.”

      Ashley dropped her attention to the piles of forms on her desk, her throat thickening. “There’s no way I’m bringing another person into this world to suffer. The world is cruel to children. You know that. We see it every day.”

      A heavy silence stretched between them.

      Then Tina drew in an audible breath and pushed out a teasing tone. “Well, I’m going to go home while I still have my marriage.”

      Ashley lifted her chin with a smile. “The warden might let you out, huh?”

      “No way, girl. I already threw away that key.” Tina paused by the doorway and glanced at the boy. “Goodnight, Matthew. Don’t let Ashley fool you. She’s a softy at heart.” Tina ducked out before Ashley could respond.

      Ashley’s gaze fell on Matthew. Wait a minute.

      She launched out of her chair and darted through the doorway, stopping at the top of the staircase that led to the exit. “Wait! What about the boy?”

      Tina shrugged from the base of the stairs and reached to open the windowless door. “You have more experience than I do. You’ll figure it out.”

      More experience by six weeks. “Thanks.” Ashley crossed her arms over her chest, hoping Tina caught the sarcasm in the word.

      “Nightie, night!” Tina waved as she disappeared into the darkness outside.

      “Right.” Ashley glared at the closed door.

      A sound came from behind.

      She spun around.

      Matthew. He stood there, watching her with squinting eyes. Had he said something?

      He pushed out a noise again.

      Was he trying to talk? The attempt was slurred nearly beyond recognition.

      “What?” Ashley listened closer as he repeated himself.

      “God good.”

      She blinked at him. Had she heard that right? What kind of sixteen-year-old walked around spouting motivational poster slogans? Or mini sermons.

      “God good.” His mouth angled into a little smile that matched the irritating slant of his cap.

      She sighed. A teenager with Down syndrome who’d just lost his only family in the world was preaching about a mythical being who was supposedly good? The irony could’ve made her laugh if the circumstances weren’t so grim. “Let’s go back inside.”

      She shook her head as she passed Matthew into the office and went to shut down her computer. This day kept getting weirder and weirder. But it looked like the only way out at this point was to go home and go to bed. A new day couldn’t be quite so bizarre.

      Ashley gathered Matthew’s documentation together and shoved the papers in a file folder to take along. Maybe at home she would see something in them that she’d missed. Maybe his parents hadn’t really left him without anyone to take care of him. But the most irresponsible people always seemed to be the ones who chose to be parents.

      “Let’s go.” Ashley was careful not to use a scolding tone as she picked up her purse and pointed to the office door. She’d tell the boy he was going home with her, but he wouldn’t understand anyway.

      He waited until she went through the doorway, then followed her as she carefully walked down the dark staircase.

      Somebody should put a light in the stairway. Maybe she and Tina were the only ones who stayed late enough to notice. The other employees in the building seemed to keep such nice, normal hours.

      She opened the door at the bottom of the staircase, and surprisingly cool air touched her face as she stepped outside. Maybe that meant tomorrow wouldn’t be such a scorcher. She checked to be sure the door locked behind Matthew before starting down the sidewalk to the car.

      The well-lit, permit-only parking lot had cleared out now, of course. Somehow it was always too full for her to park there when she arrived. She peered around the dumpster as she turned and took the sidewalk along the back of the building to the street.

      So much for her new pact with Tina that they would leave together at night. Tina was the one who’d insisted on the idea after she had heard about the homeless guy hanging around after dark.

      Ashley checked behind her for Matthew.

      He followed about two feet back, his head down as he stared at the ground.

      “Watch your step.” She pointed to the spot where the sidewalk dropped to a cracked, sunken section. She had never understood how the street at the front of the building could be so beautifully kept while the street behind boasted disintegrating sidewalks and a flooded, empty plot of land across the road.

      Ashley watched to be sure Matthew navigated the rough portion okay, then glanced up and down the street to be sure no suspicious characters lurked.

      Looked clear. She got Matthew into the car and kept an eye out as she sat behind the wheel. The car started on the third try, and she pulled away from the curb, her mind moving ahead to where she was going to put Matthew at her house.

      A scraping noise broke into her thoughts. Why did the car feel unbalanced? She stopped, only a few feet from where she’d started. She drove ahead again, slowly.

      Yep. Lopsided. Like the car was running on the rim in the rear. Terrific. She pulled back to the curb and killed the engine. What else could go wrong?

      She shoved open her door and marched to the back of the car.

      The tire wasn’t just a little flat. The rubber was practically gone, the rim nearly in direct contact with the ground.

      Cool air blew tendrils of her hair, tickling her ear as she lifted her gaze. A crawling sensation crept up her neck.

      She scanned the empty street, the parking lot. The night was eerily quiet.

      A dog barked somewhere in the distance.

      A door creaked far away. Or was it close?

      She ducked into the car and pretended to lock her door. She watched out the windshield. She was no chicken, but her instincts knew a dangerous situation when she was in one.

      “God good.”

      She jumped at the sound of Matthew’s voice. She glanced at him, trying to calm her breathing. Were those the only words he knew? It was going to be a long night.

      She sighed, her uncharacteristic paranoia leaving with the air. “I have to change the tire. I want you to promise you won’t get out of the car while I’m doing that.” She met his slanted eyes.

      He nodded.

      Not that he actually understood a word she had just said, let alone the concept of a promise. But it was the best she could do. She reached across his lap and pressed down the lock on the passenger door. At least one worked.

      She held up a finger. “Do not touch the lock, okay? I’ll be right back.”

      She turned to get out.

      Her gaze collided with a face.
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      The shadowed man outside the window thumped his knuckles against the glass.

      Ashley’s teeth pinched her bottom lip as she bit back a scream.

      “Hey, there. Need some help?” The man’s voice sounded oddly normal.

      Adrenaline pumped through her veins, washing out the fear. She narrowed her eyes at the face cast in darkness. The guy would have a fight on his hands if he was up to no good.

      She could go for the knife in her purse, but she better not yet. He might try to get in if he saw her make a sudden move. She inwardly cursed the broken lock that would make that too easy.

      She peered at the man. If only she could see him better.

      His body blocked the light from the streetlamp as he looked in, placing his features in deep shadow.

      She could tell he had tanned white skin—a surprise in this neighborhood—but couldn’t see much more than that.

      “I said, do you need help?” He seemed to have a wide smile that he kept flashing. He held up his hands. “Tell you what, lady. I’ll change the tire while you stay in the car. I just want to help.”

      His speech wasn’t slurred or sloppy. Maybe he was okay. But how would he change the tire without getting to her spare?

      “I’ll even use my own spare, okay?”

      Why would he do that? She nodded anyway. She wasn’t about to let him in her car to get the spare or step out herself and have him try any funny business. In this neighborhood, she’d get spectators before she’d get any help.

      She breathed more deeply as he walked away. Where was his vehicle with the supposed spare? She craned her neck around to watch his progress behind her car. Turning forward to use the rearview mirror instead, she spotted a black car parked far behind hers at the other end of the street. How had she not seen that before? The street had been empty, she was sure of it.

      It’s fine. You got this. Ashley reached into the outer pouch of her purse and clutched the folding knife she kept there.

      The car suddenly moved.

      Her gaze jerked to the side mirror.

      The man was jacking it up. Was he really going to change the tire or was he just trying to put the car out of play?

      Matthew made some murmuring sound and gripped the armrest on his door.

      “It’s okay.” Ashley pushed confidence into her voice. “He’s just changing the tire. He’ll be done in a minute.” She hoped.

      She watched the guy in her side mirror. She could see him better now in the light from the streetlamp. Still couldn’t get a good look at his face, other than in profile, but he had short, light brown hair and a lean build in dark jeans and a fitted leather jacket.

      Before she started to like the look of him too much, she redirected her thoughts to the question she should be asking. What were the chances of meeting an honest-to-goodness nice guy in this neighborhood at this hour? Zilch. There had to be a catch. And since it hadn’t come before the tire changing bit, it must be going to come after.

      She kept her breathing calm as she watched him lower the car and putter with the tire. Checking it or killing time?

      Her fingers clutched the key in the ignition. If he would just step away…

      He stood.

      She quickly turned the key. Start for once, you junk heap.

      It did.

      She didn’t have time to marvel at getting her wish as she pulled the car away from the mystery man, hoping she didn’t drive over his toes.

      She didn’t look back to check. Just being able to breathe normally again and put the knife back into her purse were enough for her. She rubbed a clammy palm against her denim-clad leg, the grit of dirt and blood there reminding her how badly she needed to get cleaned up.

      “God good.” Matthew pushed his hands against the dash like she was driving crazily as he said his only two words.

      She clenched her teeth. More like she was good to get them out of there alive.

      At least Eddie was working the night shift and wouldn’t be home when she showed up with Matthew. She could deal with Eddie’s reaction to their visitor in the morning, after she’d had a shower and rest.

      Ashley glanced at her man-sized passenger. He hadn’t shown any signs of aggression yet. But she wouldn’t let her guard down until she was sure he wasn’t a threat.

      The idea he could be dangerous seemed like a stretch, given his docile behavior so far. Even so, she couldn’t shake the premonition that this kid was going to cause her trouble. Big trouble.
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        * * *

      

      She felt the presence before she awoke, somehow sensing he was there in the darkness of her dreams. Just as she always had.

      Ashley opened her eyes, her gaze meeting the patterned gray and blue fuzz of a couch cushion.

      She wasn’t in bed. Not in her childhood room. She was a grown woman in her living room.

      But the feeling of being watched was unmistakable.

      Someone stood behind her.

      She wasn’t a helpless girl anymore. She flexed her fingers, readying for action. They brushed against something cool and hard under the afghan that covered her.

      The memory of last night emerged from her sleep-induced fog. She’d found a broken chair leg in the garage and kept it close in case her house guest turned out to be more dangerous than he appeared.

      Was the teen behind her now?

      She slowed her breathing, closed her grip on the table leg as she rolled over and sat up in one quick motion.

      Matthew stood inches away, his outline tinged in glowing sunlight that pushed through the thin curtain covering the living room window. He looked down at her with his lips flattened into a smile.

      She shifted to the side away from him and stood, willing her pulse to slow back to normal. “You shouldn’t sneak up on people.”

      He rubbed his eyes that were even more squinted than yesterday, his smile holding steady.

      She turned away to tuck the chair leg between couch cushions. And to digest the shock of seeing him again. She’d already forgotten how strange—how different—his face looked.

      Maybe she just needed coffee.

      “What’s going on here?”

      She jumped at the man’s yell behind her. Eddie.

      She let out a long breath, suddenly feeling tired all over as she turned to face her boyfriend.

      “Care to explain this?” Eddie’s thick, dark eyebrows nearly touched in the middle as they drew together.

      She yawned and ran her fingers over the top of her crown to pull her hair away from her face. “What time is it?” Far too early for him to pick a fight, judging from her level of exhaustion.

      “Six.” He crossed his arms over his skinny chest. “And I’d like to know why you’re with another man in my house.” Each word grew louder as red tinged his tawny cheeks.

      “Your house?”

      “I want to know what’s going on.”

      His slight Mexican accent usually charmed her. Before coffee, it grated on her raw nerves.

      She turned her back on him and started folding the afghan. “He didn’t have anywhere else to go.”

      “Oh, and that makes it okay for you to bring another man into my house when I’m gone?”

      Ashley threw down the afghan and whirled to face him. “It’s not your house, and he’s just a boy. An orphaned teenager.” She spewed out a curse, her tired voice rising to a yell as anger shook off the fatigue. “Just what kind of person do you think I am?”

      “Hey.” Eddie clamped a hand on Matthew’s shoulder and stared at his face.

      “Don’t touch him.” Ashley grabbed Eddie’s wrist.

      His eyes widened as he dropped his hand. “What’s wrong with him?”

      She nearly rolled her eyes. She certainly wasn’t with Eddie for his intelligence. “Obviously, he has Down syndrome.” She turned away and finished folding the afghan. She had to admit Matthew’s face wasn’t the most pleasant thing to look at first thing in the morning.

      A twinge of guilt followed the thought. Wasn’t his fault he wasn’t normal. And it wasn’t her fault she was cranky. Waking up to Eddie’s shouting would put anyone in a mean mood.

      “You said you don’t like children like him.”

      “I don’t dislike them. I just think…” She glanced over her shoulder at Eddie’s accusing stare. “Forget it. I help kids for a living. I can’t pick and choose only the healthy and normal ones.”

      “But why would you bring him into our home?”

      She faced him. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You don’t want children. You said so. Now you want to adopt this boy?”

      So that was it. “We both agreed on no children.”

      “No.” He shook his head, a shock of black hair bobbing with the motion. “You said so. I want children.”

      She swung her hand toward Matthew. “Then what’s the problem? He’s a kid.”

      Eddie took a step toward her. “A stranger’s child. I don’t want a stranger’s child. I want my own. You can’t keep this boy.”

      “I don’t want to!” Ashley’s shout brought Matthew’s lower lip out. Great. She toned her voice down, shooting daggers at Eddie with her eyes instead. “Not permanently. I just couldn’t find anything else for him right away. His…special needs make him hard to place, okay?”

      “Is he wearing my pajamas?” Eddie scanned the boy up and down, his square jaw tightening. “He’s wearing my pajamas.”

      “So what? He didn’t have any other clothes.”

      Matthew whimpered, his lips sagging even lower.

      “Matthew,” she looked past Eddie, “can you get dressed?”

      The boy grunted and went into the bedroom. He didn’t shut the door behind him, but at least he was out of sight.

      Eddie took a step after him. “Don’t touch any of my clothes!”

      Ashley glared at Eddie. “What is your problem?”

      His dark gaze turned to her, and he closed the distance between them. “No, what is your problem? It was your idea. No children, no marriage. You remember?”

      “Yeah, I do. I also remember you agreed to that. Then you spent the last year changing your mind and trying to get me to change, too. I’m not going to.”

      “You just did. I see now the truth. You didn’t want my child. No baby of mine.” He pointed to the hallway. “You want him instead. A boy who isn’t even normal. You think he’s better than my child?”

      A foul taste reached her mouth as she stared at him. “Are you drunk? You must be drunk to be saying these things to me.” She crossed her arms in front of her. “Get this through your head. I am not keeping Matthew. I’m going to find a home for him. But until I do, he’ll have to stay with me. Comprende?”

      “Si.” His eyes flashed. “Only I won’t be here.”

      She lowered her arms. “What?”

      “I’m not going to play papa to a boy who is not my own.”

      “So that’s it then?” She pressed her lips together. “You say you’re committed to me and then walk out because I have to care for an orphan?”

      “I agreed we didn’t need a wedding to stay together because that’s what you wanted. I didn’t know you wanted to start some kind of …” he waved his hand like he always did when looking for an English word, “orphanage in our home. You think you can trick me into liking him. You think I’ll say you can keep him.” Eddie gripped her arm. “You send him somewhere else, or I go.”

      She shook off his hold. “You can’t tell me what to do. No one tells me what to do.”

      “Si.” Eddie backed away, shaking his head. “That’s the problem. No one can tell you what to do. You’re so perfect. But maybe you aren’t always as right as you think.” He turned away and swaggered out of the room like he’d won the argument.

      She took a few steps, following his retreat to the side door. “I know it isn’t right to take orders from someone who’d throw an orphan out on the street!”

      He stopped at the door. “I didn’t⁠—”

      “You’d be running a dictatorship if I let you. I’ve had enough of that. It’s a good thing you’re leaving, or I’d have to kick you out myself.” At least she’d had the sense to put the house under her name alone.

      “Call me when you start thinking straight again.”

      “Like you’d know anything about that.” She sneered at him. “I wouldn’t take you back if you came crawling on your hands and knees.”

      He slammed the door on his way out.

      Good riddance. She would not give in to the painful sinking feeling in her chest. He didn’t deserve it. To think she’d wasted three years on that jerk.

      “Like him.”

      Ashley startled inwardly.

      Matthew again. Why did he have to sneak up on her like that?

      She turned to see him standing behind her, just outside the bedroom door.

      He wore one of Eddie’s Texas T-shirts, backwards, the cotton squeezing the boy’s bigger torso. “Like him.”

      So he could say something else. Was he telling her to like Eddie? Now the kid with Down syndrome was telling her what to do, too. Unreal.

      She pointed at the backward clothing. “Go back in there and turn the shirt around. You have it on the wrong way.”

      He looked down at the shirt, running his hands over it like that helped. His lips pulled up into a smile, and he went back into the bedroom.

      He better get it right. He was too old for her to dress him.

      How in the world had she gotten stuck surrounded by so many clueless males? Eddie would come back. He always did after their spats. But this one was the worst they’d had. She was tired of it. If Eddie knew what was good for him, he’d wait a while before crawling home. The way Ashley felt right now, she wasn’t sure she wanted him back this time.

      Matthew came out of the bedroom, the T-shirt on correctly, but he’d added his Cubs baseball cap. The crooked angle of the cap on his head accented the oddness of his features.

      “Can you straighten your hat?”

      He tilted his head, which just made the cap’s slant worse.

      Whatever. “Do you want breakfast?”

      He just watched her.

      “Can you eat breakfast on your own?”

      Nothing.

      She sighed and headed for the kitchen. “Come on.” She dug the children’s cereal Eddie loved out of the cupboard and filled a bowl for Matthew.

      The boy smiled when she held a milk jug over the cereal, so she took that as a sign he liked it that way.

      At least he didn’t talk as much as Eddie. The silence as he munched cereal at the table gave her time to think. Though that wasn’t always the best thing either.

      She poured herself a bowl of plain flakes and crunched them as she leaned back against the counter. There had to be somewhere she could place this kid. A list started to formulate in her mind of foster options they hadn’t tried yesterday.

      Stacey Gerneke had mentioned a couple weeks back that she might have an opening soon at the group home she directed. Maybe Tina hadn’t called her.

      Ashley had to find a place for Matthew soon. For his sake and hers. Still no signs of aggression, but from what she’d heard, it could show up anytime without warning.

      The broken table leg still lay stashed between the couch cushions. She should probably hide it better or put it away during the day. Or should she keep it handy?

      Matthew breathed a watery giggle as milk dribbled down his round chin. Hard to imagine him becoming aggressive.

      She looked at her watch. Only ten minutes until she had to leave for work. She glanced around for yesterday’s mail. Don’t tell her Eddie forgot again.

      He only had two simple chores to do during the day before he left for the night shift—bring in the mail and feed the fish. Probably hadn’t fed the fish either.

      Ashley dropped her bowl on the other dirty dishes in the sink. “I’ll be back. You finish your breakfast.”

      The boy didn’t look up from stirring the colored cereal balls in the milk.

      Ashley sighed and went to do Eddie’s jobs. She fed the fish and changed clothes in six minutes flat, leaving four to grab the mail and leave. She jogged out to the mailbox at the end of the short driveway.

      The morning air was humid, but not quite as sticky as the day before. Probably would get worse by noon. She pulled the small stack of letters from the box and turned around.

      A man stood a foot away.

      Her breath caught.

      Matthew. He must have followed her out of the
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