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Chapter One 

 

Teri Summers tore through the doorway of the Last Chance urgent care clinic, skidded 

over the polished floor, and sagged against the reception desk. Dana Foster looked up from her 

paperwork, a tiny angel pin glittering from her red cashmere sweater. The angel winked at Teri. 

Or maybe Teri was hallucinating because of hypoxia. She had just run all the way from 

Last Chance Bloomers—a distance of at least a mile. “Is Aiden all right?” She wheezed like a 

broken accordion. 

Dana gave her a benign smile and said, “It’s like I told you on the phone, Teri. It’s a 

minor injury. He’s in with Doc Crawford right now. Through the doors, the cubicle on the right.” 

Teri took one step toward the double doors before Dana’s words registered. She stopped. 

Turned. “Doc Crawford?”  

“The new doctor. He’s from Boston.” Dana pronounced the name of the city with a broad 

“a” sound and rolled her eyes in a way that didn’t inspire confidence. 

“Where’s Doc Cooper?” 

“He’s gone off to Florida to look for retirement property. He’ll be back after Christmas, 

but he’s retiring in February.” 

Teri had just begun processing this news when an altogether familiar howl pierced the 

quiet of the waiting room. Oh boy. Disaster had struck, just as she’d feared. Aiden’s injury might 

be minor, but her son didn’t do well with doctors. 

She followed the screams to Aiden’s examination cubicle, where a big guy in a white 

coat blocked her way. 
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Judy Cabello, Aiden’s after-school caregiver, stood facing the doctor explaining things 

while she wrung her hands the way the guilty do. When she said “Asperger’s spectrum,” she 

whispered the words as if Aiden carried the plague or something. 

Teri stifled the urge to join Aiden in a primal scream. Instead, she swallowed back her 

anger. It burned down her parched throat. “What happened?” 

The doctor turned, and Judy said, “Oh, hi, Teri. I’m so sorry.” 

“What happened?” she repeated. 

“Uh, well, we were outside searching for some pinecones to make a Christmas wreath. I 

turned away for just one minute, and Aiden went off climbing the woodpile. He was talking to 

his angel when he fell. He’s got a gigantic splinter in his thigh. He freaked out, and I didn’t know 

what else to do.” 

You could have called me at the store instead of bringing him here and letting Dana 

scare me to death. But Teri didn’t say that out loud. Judy had tons of experience with special 

needs kids, just not kids like Aiden. Bringing Aiden to the doctor to have a splinter removed had 

to rate right up there with overreactions of the century. Aiden didn’t do doctor’s visits well. 

Teri turned toward the guy blocking the path to her son. He looked like he’d come 

directly from central casting for some medical TV show. 

“Excuse me,” she said as she stepped around him and finally saw Aiden’s injury. The 

word splinter didn’t give the three-inch shard of wood sticking out of Aiden’s thigh the respect it 

deserved. The calm facade she’d been trying to maintain melted. She wanted to fly to Aiden’s 

side and gather him up in the biggest mommy-hug ever. But Aiden didn’t like mommy-hugs. 

Aiden needed his angel. 

“Where’s Raphael?” Teri asked Judy. 
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“I don’t know,” Judy replied. “It’s probably at home, or maybe lost in the woodpile. I 

didn’t take the time to look for it. I just brought him right here.” 

Teri resisted the urge to criticize. Judy should have known not to leave Raphael at home. 

The resin figurine stood five inches high. Miriam Randall, a member of the Christ Church 

Ladies’ Auxiliary, had given it to Aiden two years ago, right after they had moved to Last 

Chance. The old lady had told her that Raphael was the angel of healing. 

Teri didn’t believe Aiden needed “healing.” He was the way he was and she loved him 

for himself. But the figurine had somehow become Aiden’s main comfort object. Without 

Raphael, she and Aiden were up a creek without a paddle, as the saying goes. 

“The injury isn’t as serious as it looks,” Dr. Crawford said, his voice deep and mellow as 

Tennessee whiskey, even if it did have a definite Yankee bite to it. “But I need him to stay still 

for a few minutes. If you can’t calm him down, we’ll have to sedate him.” 

Not good. She hated sedating Aiden. He’d be groggy and out of sorts for days afterward. 

She had to do something to regain control. So she climbed up on the examining table beside 

Aiden, careful not to touch him. She bent over him and started singing “It Came Upon a 

Midnight Clear.” For once, the song was in season. 

She sang the carol a half dozen times while Aiden’s screams morphed into moans and 

then a definite hum, followed, finally, by his high, clear, boy soprano voice. 

Thank you, Lord. 

They sang the carol three or four more times, until Dr. Crawford cleared his throat and 

said, “We really need to deal with the splinter. Do you think white noise would help?” He took 

the stethoscope from around his neck, held it up, and gestured toward his ears. 
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Bless him. He’d shown remarkable patience for the last five minutes. Doc Cooper would 

have given up a long time ago and gone looking for a hypodermic needle and a sedative. 

The new doc met her gaze, his brown eyes steady and reassuring. Oh boy, the new doc 

from “Bah-sten” was a class-A dreamboat. She gave the meddling church ladies of Last Chance 

a week before they started trying to find him his soul mate. 

She nodded in his direction and then got right up in Aiden’s face. “Aiden, Dr. Crawford 

needs to fix your hurt leg. Would you like to try his stethoscope?” 

The doctor moved slowly so as not to startle Aiden. He dangled the apparatus where 

Aiden could see it. The boy didn’t make eye contact but he nodded, all the while humming his 

comfort song. 

The doc spoke again. “Okay, I’m going to put it in your ears. If you don’t like it, I’ll 

stop.” He gently put the ear pieces in Aiden’s ears and pressed the end of the stethoscope to his 

chest. Aiden finally went still. But he continued to hum his song. 

“This is about as good as it’s going to get,” Teri said. “But you’ll need to treat this like 

the most delicate surgery. Aiden hates being touched.” 

The doctor nodded and went to work, moving slowly to cut away the jeans and extract 

the splinter without ever once touching Aiden with anything other than the cold, hard steel of his 

instruments. And yet, Dr. Crawford’s hands were gentle and competent and skilled. He made 

short work of it, and after he confirmed that Aiden was up-to-date on his tetanus shots, they were 

done with the scary stuff. 

She needed to get her son home as quickly as possible, so she gently took the stethoscope 

from Aiden’s ears. 

Big mistake. 
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Aiden grabbed it back and started to howl and flail again. 

Damn. 

She did the unthinkable. She pried his fingers from the stethoscope and handed it back to 

the doctor. “Thanks, Doc. Sorry to rush, but I need to get him home, where we can gain some 

control. If you could just leave some instructions with Dana, I’ll call back for them.” 

Time to leave Dodge in the dust. And since she’d already touched Aiden, she figured she 

might as well haul his butt out of the clinic. Judy had the car here so they could make a hasty 

departure. 

She lifted Aiden from the examining table. At his last check up he’d weighed in at 

slightly less than sixty pounds, so Teri could still lift him.  But when he arched his back and 

kicked her hard in the shin, she let him go. He didn’t hit the floor hard enough to hurt anything, 

but that didn’t matter. He immediately threw himself on his back and started banging his head on 

the floor. 

Damn. Damn. Damn. How could this be happening? Again. 

Teri had fallen in love with Aiden the moment they’d put him in her arms eight years 

ago. But when he howled like a torture victim, when he slammed his head against the floor like 

he wanted to break his brain, when he kicked and spat and lashed out at anyone and everyone, it 

still felt like a big, fat rejection. 

All of her efforts to calm him, to love him, to protect him were inevitably rebuffed. She 

didn’t know if she could keep this up for much longer. But then again, what else could she do? 

She couldn’t just fall out of love with her son. 

So she steeled herself like a Southern magnolia. Her son might be a disaster, but she 

loved him more than life. And she always had her good manners to cling to. She looked up at the 
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doctor. “I’m so sorry he’s behaving like this. It’s not you. Trust me. Maybe we can stay here for 

a moment until he calms down?” 

“It’s fine. Take whatever time you need. I’ll write out instructions for the care of the 

wound and leave them with Dana.” The kindness in Dr. Crawford’s eyes undid her. 

But Aiden ruined the moment. He stopped howling, sat up, and glared at the new doctor 

before finally using his words. “You’re stupid,” he said. 

The doc recoiled and departed so fast that Teri didn’t even have a chance to apologize a 

second time. Aiden had learned that word at school and had been repeating it to everyone he met. 

No doubt the other kids called him stupid all the time. 

But he wasn’t stupid. 

He was just different. 

 


