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      Donning her favorite jogging shorts, Candy quietly slipped from her bedroom, shoes in hand. Downstairs in the kitchen, she paused long enough to shove a sock-covered foot in each while leaning against the counter. She then started a pot of coffee, her ears listening for sounds in their giant, sleeping house; especially in the adjacent room occupied by her mother. Hearing nothing, she smiled at the soft orange light that indicated the brew had commenced. With one last glance around, she exited through the back door without a sound.

      A few minutes later, she ran with loud clomps as her feet hit the sidewalk in the pre-dawn silence. Ahead of her, the light of Ben’s porch glowed warmly. Slowing her pace, she smiled and waved. “I guess you made it,” she teased as he fell into step beside her.

      “I had to,” he replied jovially. “I’m still working on my COVID twenty.”

      “You didn’t gain twenty pounds,” she rebuked, calling him out. “With all that lawn and gardening you did, you couldn’t have.”

      “No, it wasn’t twenty, but it was enough. Besides, I wanted to have a few minutes of calm before the big day.” He coughed a laugh at the joke. “All that estrogen. I’m surprised I survived living with them as long as I did.”

      Making the corner in stride, Candice hummed her agreement, “A big day indeed after all these months of waiting. Grace’s adoption has gone smoothly, though. And you know the girls appreciate all your help with the legal stuff.”

      “I’ll be glad when it’s over,” Benjamin lamented. Eyes straight ahead, his voice held a sour note.

      Catching the subtle change, she glanced up at his masculine features outlined by the dim light of sunrise. “You ok?” she dared quietly.

      His lips pursed, he hesitated to consider the query. “I really can’t talk about it,” he stated curtly.

      Her arms pumping as she jogged easily beside him, Candy bit her bottom lip. Of course he wants to talk about it, she silently mused, suspecting it was the real reason he had joined her. As she waited calmly, he did not disappoint.

      “I’m jealous as hell, that’s all,” he fumed a few yards later. His pace quickened and Candy increased her effort to remain beside him. “I love you guys,” he gushed between heavy breaths. “The bubble has totally changed my life. My perspective. It has also made it incredibly hard. You know?” Glancing down at her, he could see the heightened color in her cheeks. “Jesus, Candy!” He dropped to a brisk walk.

      “I’m fine,” she gasped, secretly glad that he had. Placing a couple of fingers against her neck to feel her pulse beating wildly, she turned her wrist so she could see her stats on her monitoring device.

      He stopped, doubling over and panting. “Melody and I’ve been talking again,” he confessed quietly.

      Using the short fence next to them, she stretched each leg in turn, silently waiting. Watching her, Ben grunted, “You don’t have anything to say about that? No womanly advice to help a guy out?”

      “Nope,” she clipped, her hazel eyes flicking over at him. He glared at her, and she shrugged. “Melody is a friend, but I’ve seen how she hurts you. I don’t think she means to, but she does. I thought you two were over for good,” she finished with a frown. Glancing again at her arm band, she sighed. “I’ll have to get back soon. The girls aren’t coming today because of the adoption.” She indicated the way they had come. “Mind if we walk?”

      “Not at all.” He chuckled quietly. “I ran you pretty hard,” he confessed, then swallowed. “I guess I’m more upset than I want to admit.”

      Breathing easier at the slower pace, Candy inhaled deeply for a cleansing breath. “Ok, I’ll give you my advice. But you aren’t going to like it,” she pointed out. Her hands gripped before her, she gushed, “I don’t think Melody is a good match for you. I’m not sure she’s a good match for anyone. I think if you keep holding on to whatever hope you’re clinging to, you’ll never have that family you’ve been wanting these last few years.”

      Rocking his jaw, Ben smoothed his damp locks with an open palm. “That’s rather blunt, Candy.”

      “Sorry.” She swung her hands anxiously, catching them in front of her once more to interlock her fingers. “You’re my friend, too, Ben. I’ve played the matchmaker on you a few times. I thought you and Carol might make it, but that didn’t work. I thought you and Holly might give it a go –”

      He laughed loudly, cutting her off. “And you got me and Melody together.”

      “That wasn’t really my fault,” she jeered, recalling his taking her to an ordinary prenatal visit where the couple had met. “But yeah, I did think you would make a nice couple. You seemed so suited for each other. And everyone needs someone,” she finished with a shrug.

      Ben considered her final words in silence until they arrived back in front of the small cottage he called home. Only three doors down from the Ford’s stately structure and the massive dwelling the girls occupied across the street from it, he had snatched it up the first day it had been on the market. Catching her shoulder, he smiled. “Don’t let my troubles bother you. Especially today. I’ll see you at the celebration on Saturday, if not before then.”

      Candy patted the hand, then took to a light jog as she finished the return home, ready to face the day.
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      Sitting in a small café across from the school, Candy tapped the laminate-covered table with her freshly painted nails. Her laptop open before her, she poured over the registration forms for the umpteenth time. With a final meeting scheduled with her degree advisor, she would register for her fall classes that afternoon. However, she had one more person she needed to talk to before she made any commitments.

      Hearing the small bell on the door, she flicked her eyes over nervously, her heart skipping a beat when she recognized the older woman in her plain linen suit. “Glenda,” she breathed, catching the word and using it to check her breath. Smiling at the minty fragrance, she hoped she appeared relaxed as their adoption advocate approached her booth next to the front glass.

      “Candice Ford,” Glenda Tucker greeted more cheerfully than usual. “How nice to see you! How’s our girl?”

      Candy giggled, recalling how miserable their visits had been four years prior. “Our ebony angel is a true miracle,” she replied airily, indicating for her to sit. “Thank you again for all that you did to bring her into our family.”

      “All I did was ensure our procedures were given their due diligence.” Glenda adjusted herself onto the vinyl-covered bench. Shoving her purse into the empty space between her and the short wall, she glanced out the window. “Have you finished?” she asked, indicating the university across the way.

      “Uh, no,” Candy stammered. Swallowing, she closed her computer slowly, having hoped the small talk would last a little longer. “Actually, that’s why I wanted to meet with you. It’s the final day of registration, and I can’t wait any longer,” she confessed almost in a whisper.

      “Candy, what’s wrong?” Glenda’s sharp blue eyes studied her downturned features. “You appear almost in a panic.”

      “Do I?” Reaching for her sweat-covered glass, Candy’s hand shook. Deciding against trying to lift it, she withdrew the appendage and wiped the digits on her pant leg under the table. “I need your advice,” she dared. “I told my family last Christmas that I had made my final decision on my degree. But I want to be sure.” She stared into the crystal blue orbs glaring at her. “I need to know if I have what it takes,” she stated flatly.

      “For what?” Glenda asked crisply, her stern features set in their familiar rigidness.

      “To do what you do,” Candy breathed. “I want to be a counselor. I want to help others, like you, but I’m scared –” her voice cracked, ending in an emotional sob. “What if I’ve put in all these hours and work, but I’m not good enough to help… girls like me.”

      Glenda’s smile spread slowly. “Oh, Candy,” she whispered. “For all your strength, you still harbor such fear.”

      “Yes,” Candy snorted, reaching for napkins from the holder between them. Tearing a few free, she used them to stem her flow of tears. “God, I’m such a mess!” Wiping her red-tipped nose, she scowled. “I practiced being calm and cool all morning, and then as soon as you show up, I freak.” Applying the coarse paper to her eyes, she dabbed angrily at her hot tears. Panic had indeed risen within her, and her inability to control it, or hide it, tore her apart.

      “Why do you want to do this?” Glenda asked, crossing her legs to fold her hands on top of them, seemingly unmoved by the display.

      “Because I don’t want to see girls suffer the way that I have,” Candy answered stiffly, her resolve broken. All she could do now was get through this and make it to her meeting. “I’m sorry I bothered you. I’m sure you’re busy.”

      “I still eat lunch,” Glenda clipped, her chin rising as the waitress approached. “I need a ham on rye with potato salad,” she ordered coolly.

      “And your drink?” the server prodded.

      “An unsweet tea.” Glenda glanced at her companion across from her.

      Clicking a few selections on her tablet, the girl continued, “What about you? You want a refill?”

      Candy shook her head, her honey-colored locks framing her flushed cheeks. “I’ll have the baked potato though, thanks. Make it loaded.”

      “Coming right up.” The slender server pivoted to leave them.

      Watching her go, Candy’s shoulders slumped. “You know about Bella and Grace,” she pointed out evenly.

      “Yes, I’m aware of the private adoption of her child by your friends. Did you have a hand in that?” She accepted her beverage and waited for Candy to decide on her reply.

      “Not exactly.” Candy watched the waitress as she moved between the tables. “I mean, Bella came to me, and I did my best to help her. But in the end, she’s the one who chose the girls to adopt her baby. And they didn’t need any persuading to take her.” She smiled at the thought of how last Christmas had played out. “It was all so tangled. Complicated.”

      “And you don’t see your influence on the end result,” Glenda concluded.

      Candy’s hazel orbs snapped back to the woman across from her. “I worked very hard to ensure whatever happened was Bella’s choice,” she hissed. “I didn’t let anyone pressure her. Not even Billy.”

      “You protected her,” Glenda quipped, stifling a grin as she stirred sweetener into her drink.

      “You’re damn right I did,” Candy snapped, anger boiling just below the surface.

      “I think you have what it takes.” The social worker smiled openly. “You’ll have to perfect your presentation. You can’t afford to get caught up in emotional displays, but that will come in time.”

      Candy gaped at her. “And you know this, how?”

      “Because of your spirit.” Candy’s hand resting on the table, Glenda used her own to cover it. Giving it a squeeze, she reassured, “You have to be strong to do what I do, and you are.”

      “But I’m afraid of everything,” Candy lamented, not withdrawing from the stranger’s familiar touch.

      “Do you face those fears?”

      Candy blinked at her.

      “You seem to have survived.” Lifting the hand, Glenda used it to indicate the woman across from her. “You have and care for a special needs son and a daughter of a different race, successfully from what I’ve seen. Plus, you have another child, who was born during a pandemic, no less.”

      “I have help with them,” Candy pointed out glibly, making room for their plates to be placed before them.

      “And you believe that having the involvement of others negates your efforts,” Glenda teased. “You think the members of a winning soccer team can’t claim their victories because they didn’t do it alone.”

      Candy laughed, using a fork to chop at her spud vigorously. “No, of course not! They’re a team. I’m not.”

      “We are all a team, Candice. None of us do it all alone, no matter how badly we might like too.” She indicated their meal. “The waitress only brought it to us. She couldn’t do that without the cook.”

      “What are you saying?” Candy snapped, still perturbed at the seeming nonsense.

      “I’m saying, you’re ready and able to do what I do. If that’s what you want, and it appears that it is. All you have to do is accept that it will never be entirely up to you.” Glenda took a few bites, letting her think on that before she added, “There will always be ups and downs. Wins and losses. Finish your degree, and then find yourself the right team. Together, you can be that person you want to be. At least most of the time.”

      Digging into her gooey potato, Candy ate in silence, her mind turning the advice. Her emotions rising and falling across her features, Glenda watched the process with interest. When her sandwich and side were gone, she finished her drink and reached for her bag.

      “I need to get back to the office. It was good to see you,” she stated firmly. “Let me know when you graduate, and I’ll see what I can do as far as helping you locate a position.”

      “A job?” Candy looked up at her in surprise. “You’d give me a recommendation? You hardly know me.”

      “I know you better than you think.” Glenda chuckled. “It comes with the territory,” she assured, giving Candy’s shoulder a squeeze before she turned away. Her heels clicked against the floor as she crossed to the register and closed out her check. With hardly a glance in the girl’s direction, she pushed on the glass door, causing the bell to jingle as she stepped into the warm afternoon sun.
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