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Denise could hear the drip of water forming a wet puddle beside her head, its steady sound a counterpoint to the heavy beat of the music in the next room.  Raucous laughter punctuated the music, confirming that it really was one of those parties. She clutched her injured arm tighter to her side, trying to think of anything but the pain radiating from the spot where her mother had hit her with the broom handle. 

Denise had come out when the party had just begun, asking for food. Her mother had told her she should have eaten already and to get out of the way. When Denise had protested, her mother had shooed her out with the broom, too high to realize how hard she’d hit her daughter. Or maybe just too high to care.

She shivered and pulled the worn blanket closer around her, huddled behind the bed. The sound of footsteps in the hall made her heart race and her mouth go dry, but two voices rose and fell; a man and woman, headed for her mother's room. Denise turned inward, not wanting to think about what was happening, what would happen, and even more, hoping everyone forgot about her, ignored her room until morning.

The sound of tires on wet asphalt filtered from outside the apartment building and the glow of neon lights from the bar next door, proclaiming the presence of Budweiser and O’Douls, cast eerie colors into the room. She'd hidden in the corner long enough that her eyes had adjusted to the gloom.

Her doorknob rattled and there was the creak of hinges as it swung open. The noise of the partiers grew louder and the smell of beer and the sweet scent of burning marijuana wafted toward her. Her heart pounded and she tried to squeeze down tighter, making her arm ache even more as she tried to disappear. 

No, she couldn't stand it. Not tonight. Please, go away.

Heavy footsteps crossed the floor, their placement uneven, the tread unsteady, and a man's voice rose. "Come on, little girl. I know you're in here. I saw you earlier. Play with me."

Denise’s stomach turned and she thought she might throw up. Maybe if she puked on him, he would go away. The sound of the other blanket being dragged across the bed made her shudder. He was too close. She slowly reached for the piece of wood she kept under the bed and wondered if she would be able to fight him off with only one arm.

She was so focused on not making a sound, not even breathing, that she didn't hear the pounding on the front door at first. It came a second time, accompanied by a loud yell before she focused on it. 

"Open up, it's the police."

The man swore several times, but started to move away from her, and for the first time ever, she was glad for the officers. She knew they were bad, selfish men who put people in jail for no good reason—she'd heard it her whole life—all eleven years. But they drew the man away from her, and she was grateful. Maybe he'd forget about her. Maybe they all would.

In the morning her mom would feel bad for hurting her and give her Tylenol and buy her ice cream and it would all be better. For a while, anyway.

Then the police started taking people away. Denise heard her mom screaming and swearing. "I ain't done nothing wrong!" She seemed to have forgotten her daughter. But that wasn't unusual when she'd been drinking or smoking from the funny glass pipe that stank up the apartment.

Her mom had offered to let her try it once and Denise wanted to please her mom, so she did, then coughed until she thought she might puke. Afterward she felt disconnected, out of time and place. She didn't like it, even if it made her mom smile.

Soon a cop came into the room, a big man, bigger than the last one. The light flipped on, and even the single bulb hanging from the ceiling seemed as bright as a spotlight after the darkness. Denise blinked and cowered, shifting closer to the wall when he hunched down on one knee to talk to her. "Hey, is your mom or dad out there, in the party?" he asked. "I'm Officer Smith. You can trust me."

Denise whimpered and shook her head, seeing his outstretched hand and fearing it. He was a cop and a man. Neither could be trusted.

He watched her for a moment, not drawing closer, then stood and moved to the doorway. "Hey, Dooley, get in here," the officer yelled into the noise and chaos that still reigned in the other room.

 A woman came in wearing a dark vest. "I'm a little busy here. What's going on?"

He tipped his head at Denise. "She's scared out of her mind, won't talk to me. See if she responds better to a woman."

Though fear clung to her, Denise looked up at the woman in surprise and curiosity. She was still a cop, but women didn't scare her; they never came into her room after her mom had passed out from drugs or too much to drink.

"Hi," the woman said. "I'm Lt. Doolin. Are you okay?" She crouched to Denise's level just like the man had done. “It got pretty crazy in there, didn't it? I bet it scared you. We're taking the people out though, so it's okay. Do you want to come out now?" She extended a hand.

Denise looked at it warily, not sure if she should take it. Her mom would be mad. "My mom won't want me to."

"Who's your mom?"

Denise hesitated for a minute. "Daphne."

The cops looked at eat other and the man nodded and left the room. Their look was the kind adults did sometimes when they thought they were being all secretive, like kids couldn't figure it out. There was something wrong with her mom, she knew it. "Where is she?"

"Do you know how to reach your dad? Was he here tonight or does he live somewhere else?" the woman asked.

"I don't have a dad." Denise felt her stomach ache at the thought. If she had a dad like most girls, would he come into her room at night too, or would he save her from this? She'd never know. "Where's my mom? Did you arrest her?"

"She had to go downtown to talk to some people. She could be a while, so how about if you go with me and we'll find you somewhere warmer to sleep."

"I can stay here alone," Denise said. "I'm not a little kid; I do it all the time." Inside though, she was wondering if her mom would come back. If she didn’t what would Denise do? Her mom had a nice friend she could stay with, but the boyfriend was creepy. 

"I'm sorry,” the lieutenant said. “I can't leave you here alone or I'll get in trouble. We'll find you a nice home to stay in until your mom can take you back."

"You mean a foster home? Nu uh, no way." Denise shook her head. Her mom had told her about those too. She didn’t want any part of that. Even Sissy’s creepy boyfriend would be better than foster care. "It’s only one night. I’ll be fine." She tried to act like she wasn't terrified of spending the night alone, of the people who might come back. She'd take her chances with unexpected visitors, thanks.

"Sorry," Lt. Doolin said. "I have to follow the rules or I get in trouble. Come on and we'll gather up a few of your things in case it takes longer than you think for your mom to come back for you. How about if we put your things in the pillow case?"

Seeing that protesting would do no good, and afraid of the consequences if she argued more, Denise rose, though she kept the hurt arm tight to her side. She tossed the cop a few things, one handed.

"Are you hurt" the cop asked.

"It's no big. I just need some Tylenol," Denise said, though the throbbing was worse with every movement.

The cop didn't agree. Next thing she knew, Denise was in the back of an ambulance headed to the hospital for x-rays.

~~~

Denise entered her first regular foster home two days later, her cast still in a sling. The x-ray had shown breaks in three places and Denise had the funny feeling she wasn't going home again anytime soon.

Still, she thought the light, airy home with the sun shining through the big front windows wasn't bad.

 And then three little kids and a dog ran through the foyer. This was worse than the temporary home she’d been staying at for the past two days.

A girl came into the room while Denise’s foster mom was introducing herself. Denise met the other girl’s gaze. They weren’t far apart in age. Maybe this would be good; they could be friends. Moving around as much as she had, there hadn’t been a lot of chances to make friends.

The foster mom, Rita Robison seemed nice enough and surely Denise wouldn’t be here long. Soon she'd be back with her mom. Even her mom on drugs was better than facing the unknown.

~~~

That first home didn’t last more than a few months. The Robisons had been nice, except for the oldest daughter, who had hated Denise even before her parents started talking about keeping Denise around. Though part of her still yearned to be with her mom, Denise saw the steady, generally happy home with plenty of food to eat, parents who never hit, and the possibility of love and wanted it. Too bad Taina hadn’t been happy about that. She hated the thought of Denise staying there permanently. Or maybe she just hated Denise. 

The second foster home was quieter than the first one. Denise often played in the living room with the two little kids. 

“The dragon came to the castle. Roar!” she moved the plastic dragon closer to the little doll house, roaring like a real dragon would—if dragons were real. “The princesses inside started to shake, they were so scared.” She reached for the Barbie and made it quiver in terror. “They just knew the dragon was going to eat them up, so they started to yell for help.” She did a good imitation of horrified princesses and ignored the thoughts that intruded that she wished she’d had someone she dared call out to for help. She focused on the story.

“I save you!” the little boy said loudly. He zoomed Ken through the air, as if gliding through the wind and started to do battle with the dragon.

Denise held in a smile when the little girl on her other side started yelling nonsense, obviously in support of Prince Ken, who had forgotten to bring his sword, but was winning anyway. She made the dragon fight Ken for several seconds before faltering, then falling on its side. “And the prince was victorious, saving the princesses and making the castle free again!”

The other two clapped and cheered while the sound of yelling started to filter from the kitchen. Erica and Max Carter’s fights were getting worse every day. She’d been in the house for seven months and still half expected to see fists fly between the husband and wife, but so far they’d kept their fights to words only. Denise was always relieved when the argument ended, though the tension never went away.

“Fine then, you can leave if you want,” Erica yelled.

“I will. I’ll talk to my lawyer tomorrow.” Max stormed through the entryway and into his bedroom.

Denise tried to distract the kids with another story of derring-do but the baby started to fuss and the little boy looked at her with wide, tear-filled eyes. “It’s going to be okay,” she told them both. 

Apparently divorce and teenage daughters didn't go hand in hand. No matter how hard Denise tried to be good and helpful, Erica sent her away a few weeks later.

~~~

Another home with a daughter a year younger than Denise. She saw the writing on the wall within ten minutes of her arrival. Still, the rug rat who pulled her out to the back yard to play almost before she could take in the home was cute. Gerald’s idea of playing catch wasn't exactly on par with hers, but he was enthusiastic anyway. 

The parents seemed nice enough, if a little naive, and their daughter, Paige, didn't start out sneering. Denise wondered if she’d ever find a home where she could stay until her mom finished treatment. If she didn't do drug and drink anymore, things could be good again. 

Denise rubbed her broken arm, which had long-since healed. Things would be different this time. Her mom promised.

She just had to lie low until her mom was ready.

~~~

Her mom was never going to be ready. Denise had been in foster care nearly two years and it was over. The DeWalts wanted to keep her though—not that Denise hadn’t heard that before. Both the Robisons and the
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