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CHAPTER one
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Monday mornings at Juvenile Court meant a docket filled with cases. It was November, and there was an influx of children coming into foster care. New cases would be heard, all permanency plans revisited, and social workers presented the progress of the cases to the judges.  

Charity Walters passed through security with her stuffed animals and placed them in the box. It was a custom of Juvenile Court to give stuffed animals to children who dealt with the emotional baggage of not being home with their families. “Hello, Daniel,” Charity greeted the clerk.  

“Hey, Charity,” Daniel replied. “You’re in Room Four for the Ferguson case.”  

“Thanks! And, oh, I brought in the stuffed animals I promised last time. I’m sorry that it took so long to get them here.” 

“You always think of the kindest things to do for these children, Charity. Thank you very much,” Daniel declared. “Take care and see you next time.”  

“See ya,” Charity waved as she turned to find a seat. 

Charity weaved through the lobby and grabbed a seat by the vending machines. Though she knew the date was Monday, November 2nd, she didn’t realize today was the anniversary of one of her most important court dates-the day she aged out of foster care. Youth typically age out after their eighteenth birthday or graduate from high school, but Charity had a unique situation that allowed her to wait a few months longer. The hum of the machines and the clank of the drinks transported her back to the day she waited with Jennifer Ryan, her family service worker, to have her last appearance in juvenile court.  

“Charity, you realize this is your last time in court?” Jennifer asked as she sat beside Charity, whose eyes were now fixed on chairs in the row in front of her.  

Charity nodded. “I understand. How much longer before we see the judge?”  

“Well, we just have to wait for them to call our case,” Jennifer replied. 

Twenty minutes later, the clerk announced on the intercom, “All participants in the Charity Walters case, please make your way to Room Four.” 

Charity and Jennifer walked into Room Four. Jennifer sat in the seat with the microphone, and Charity sat to her left.  

The clerk said, “All rise for the judge,” as Judge Amy Winters took her seat. 

Judge Winters said, “Ms. Ryan, we are here today to close out the last chapter in the case of Charity Walters. After this meeting, we will consider her an adult and be out on her own in the world. Is she prepared for these new challenges?” 

Jennifer sat upright. “Judge Winters, Charity understands she will no longer be a ward of the state after today. Since she decided not to seek adoption four years ago, she has prepared herself for a career in journalism. She enrolled for the January semester of journalism school and has secured lodging and a lead on a job. Transportation is still a barrier she hopes to have managed when she begins school. She is ready to move forward with her future.” 

“Wow!” Judge Winters said, “Charity, this is one of the most prepared aging-out situations I have ever presided over. I understand you chose this path instead of being adopted and having your forever family. Do you have anything you want to say?” 

Charity stood up and exhaled. “Judge, I forwent adoption as I could not deal with further disappointments as the chances of a forever home fell through. Though Mr. and Mrs. Avery have loved me and taken care of me, I want to make my way and choose my path. I feel I am a stronger person because of the things the Averys have taught me, as well as my own experiences. I don’t expect to be free of problems, but I will strive to be self-sufficient.” 

The judge considered Charity’s words. She asked Jennifer, “Do you have any other comments before we end this meeting?” 

“No, judge. I have presented all the relevant information.”  

“Charity Walters, upon the conclusion of this meeting, you will be on your own. You will no longer have to check in with the Department of Children’s Services or attend further court meetings. I am pleased with your situation as you leave the state’s custody. I feel good about your chances of making it out in the real world. If there is nothing else, case dismissed,” the judge banged her gavel. “Congratulations, Charity.” 

“Charity. Charity!” Barbara Fredrickson yelled, shaking Charity’s shoulder, bringing her back to the present. “It’s time to head into Room Four.” Charity stood up and followed Barbara. 

As the participants of the earlier case filed out of the room, Henry Thompson, a Family Service Worker for the Department of Children’s Services (DCS), almost knocked Charity down. 

“I am so sorry,” Henry exclaimed, gingerly grabbing her elbow to keep her from falling. “Glad you weren’t holding hot coffee.”  

Charity met his gaze, grateful for the help. “I don’t drink coffee. I prefer a nice, cold Diet Mtn Dew.” Charity smoothed her clothes, picked up her sunglasses, and placed them back on her head, using them as a headband.  

“Well, the least I can do is treat you to one,” Henry said handing back her briefcase. 

“Next time, maybe. I must go in now. Judge Grimsby doesn’t like to wait.” Charity tilted her head. “Do I have to guess your name mister—”

“—Henry Thompson.”

Extending her hand to shake his, she said, warmth softening her words, “I’m Charity Walters.” 

“Pleased to meet you. I’m a Family Service Worker, here to give an update on a case. Good news. The kids can return home. I was already celebrating in my head that I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going.” Henry tilted his head, realizing that something about her had piqued his curiosity.  

“That’s wonderful. I wish all cases ended up so well.” Charity bit her lip. “I have to go. And truth be told, it wasn’t all your fault. I was coming out of a daze from a triggered memory and not paying attention to where I was going.” Charity shifted on her feet. “Well, I’m glad you are okay, but I really need to be going. The judge will certainly be grim if he waits much longer.” 

“Take care,” Henry murmured as he watched her disappear into Room Four. 

Charity walked into the room to find the Hendersons with Amanda and Peter. She slipped over and hugged the children. “It’s nice to see you today. How are you?”  

“Great,” Amanda said happily. “We got loads of candy Trick or Treating.” Peter just flashed a big smile.  

The clerk announced, “Let’s take our seats. The judge is ready to begin.”  

As Judge Grimsby ambled to his seat, everyone stood up and sat back down. “Ms. Frederickson, go ahead with your update, please.” 

Barbara Frederickson said, “Good morning, Judge Grimsby. The court terminated the Fergusons’ parental rights, and we’re nearing the end of the thirty-day appeal period. We’re approaching fifteen months since Amanda and Peter came into custody. We need to get them to permanency. The Army has also given Mr. Henderson transfer orders to Hawaii effective the first of the year. We’re not sure what to expect next, your honor. You know about the extenuating circumstances that prevent the children from staying with their foster parents.” 

Judge Grimsby creased his brows. “Mr. Henderson, how do you feel the children have been doing since the last review?” 

Mr. Henderson reported, “Well, your honor, Amanda is doing well in school. As always, she’s very loving and respectful. Peter still isn’t talking. We’ve tried everything. He won’t say a word.”  

“Does anyone have anything else to add to this case before we set a date for the next progress review,” the judge paused, looking at his calendar, “for December 21st?” 

Observing the silence, the judge banged his gavel. “Case continued until December 21st. Have a Happy Thanksgiving.” 

Peter ran up to Charity to hug her one more time. “Oh, thanks, Pete. I’ll be in touch with you soon, okay? Maybe we can do a fun day some Saturday, just you, Amanda, and me.” Peter nodded, giving Charity another hug as the Hendersons left the room. Charity left the room without a word and headed off to work. 

***
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It was eleven-thirty when Charity arrived at her desk at The Standard Banner.  “How was court today, kid?” Rachel Peterson, forty-eight, worked as the paper’s sports expert. She had taken Charity under her wing when Charity was first hired. Rachel and her husband, Adam, had two children. They had a biological son named Joey, and an adopted daughter named Ophelia. Experiences with foster care drew Rachel and Charity together. 

Charity sighed. “It was a tough day. I didn’t connect the date today, and the only seat in the lobby was next to the vending machines... Let’s say that I relived the last time I had a court appearance.”  

“I’m so sorry, kid. How was the rest of it?” 

“The case I’m most concerned about isn’t turning out well. I can’t give specifics, but I hoped something would change for these kids. And a DCS worker almost knocked me down on his way out of Room Four, but we didn’t hurt each other.” Charity noticed an official envelope on her desk. “I wonder what this is. I’m caught up on all my bills and my stories for the paper.” She opened the envelope and pulled out an official document that looked like something from an estate attorney. 

Dear Miss Walters: 

The law firm of Lovejoy, Wilkins, and Thomas informs you that your great uncle and aunt, Francis and Marion Ledford, listed you as the sole beneficiary and that you have inherited the Silver Horseshoe Ranch in Jefferson County, Tennessee. Please contact me at our office as soon as possible to sign the papers. Mr. Charles Hobby, the ranch foreman, awaits your arrival to give further instructions. 

Sincerely, 

Arthur Lovejoy 

Charity sat there, stunned. “This can’t be right. Maybe they have the wrong person.” She never knew she had a great uncle and aunt, let alone ones that lived so close by. Why had they never reached out to her? Charity still stared off into space when Rachel spoke. 

“Whoa! You have inherited a horse ranch. Aren’t you allergic to horses?”  Rachel’s voice jarred Charity back to the moment. “Yes, I am allergic to horses. 

“Need someone to go with you when you see Mr. Lovejoy?” 

Charity said, “After this morning, I think that may be wise. Since I aged out of foster care, I haven't seen a lawyer. I’ll let you know when I see him. I need time to think this over.”  

Charity flipped half-heartedly through her notes, trying to decide what public interest story to pen next. There were a few things to choose from, and she still had a little time.  

Five o’clock signaled the end of the workday. Charity pulled into her apartment complex ten minutes later and parked in the space in front of her building. She saw Max, her black cat, fixed between the curtains, waiting for her. 

Charity opened her door. “Hello, Max. I missed you.” Charity stroked Max on the head. “Today was bizarre. First, I forgot what day it was. And I almost got knocked over by a stranger. Then, I found out I had relatives who couldn’t take me. I don’t understand what happened. Want to order pizza and put on a good movie?” 

***
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On Tuesday, Charity called into work to do some thinking. When she couldn’t stand it any longer, she looked up the address for the Silver Horseshoe Ranch and planned an incognito drive-by. She put her hair up in a ponytail and put on a ball cap and sunglasses. That always works... 

It wasn’t a long drive from her apartment to the turnoff for the Silver Horseshoe  

Ranch. She had driven past this road so many times, never thinking it would one day change her life. 

As she turned down the road that led to the house, Charles “Chuck” Hobby rode a horse in the front part of the property. As she looked hard at the property, he flagged her down. Chuck was a slender older man of about fifty-five, with salt and pepper black hair and a cowboy hat. He was clean-shaven, had piercing blue eyes, and was muscular from all the demanding work with the horses and equipment. She rolled down the window. 

“You must be Charity.” Chuck smiled. “I figured curiosity would get you before the papers were officially signed. Come on in here and let me show you around.” He rode off ahead of her, opening the gate as she followed him up to the house.  

Charity parked in the driveway. The house sat in the middle of the property with the horses, barn, and arena all in the back. It was a gorgeous two-story farmhouse with an old-fashioned hitching post out front. To the right of the porch was a swing large enough for two people. The tall, second story seemed to reach up forever. A lovely weeping willow tree stood off to the side. There was an enormous garage to the left of the house. She realized she was staring like a codfish with her mouth open, so she closed it. 

“Come on inside and let me show you around.” Chuck said, “We’ll start back near the barn.” 

Charity followed Chuck through the house, glimpsing the living room, hallway, and kitchen before going out the back door. It was the most peaceful place Charity had ever seen. Birds flew overhead as they migrated for the season. Horses grazed on the oats. A few horses snorted as Chuck walked past, as they wanted his attention.  

“I bet you’re wondering why your great uncle and aunt never tried to take you in,” Chuck began. “It wasn’t because they didn’t want to. They couldn’t because of their age. They were both over fifty years old when you went into care. It wasn’t common for older folks to take in smaller children. Your uncle was still well enough, but your aunt was a little more fragile. They kept an eye on you, you know, from a distance. They were proud of how hard you worked at that newspaper of yours.” 

Charity remained silent for a moment. “I wish I had known I had a family. Especially living this close to me. You have no idea what it feels like to think you don’t matter to anyone. Why did they want me to have the Silver Horseshoe Ranch? Didn’t they have children of their own?” 

Chuck pushed his hat back on his head. “They had a son, Jeremy, but he died in a car accident fifteen years ago. He never married, and there was no other heir. There were no other extended family members to pass the ranch on to. After that, they saved the ranch for you to take over after they both were gone.”  

Charity whispered, “What happened to them?”  

“Your Aunt Marion died from pneumonia six years ago. Then about a year ago, your Uncle Francis, Frank, came down with a brain tumor. It devastated us to see him struggle as he did. He stayed sharp as a tack until the end, even while getting the papers prepared for your inheritance. Then, two weeks ago, he died during the night. We carried out his arrangements, just as he specified. Then, we had Arthur Lovejoy send you the letter.” 

Charity’s face flushed, and she heard a high-pitched sound in her ears. Charity shut her eyes as she swayed on her feet. Why did she always feel so weird when she got overwhelmed? 

It must have been noticeable because Chuck put his hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay? Here, let’s move to the kitchen.” Chuck held on to her as he offered her a seat on a stool at the bar. 

“I need to head back home. This is all too fantastic to believe. I never thought they would have wanted to make a future for me. I don’t know what to say. All this time, I believed I was alone.” 

Chuck reassured Charity as he walked her back to her car. “I can’t rightly say I know how you are feeling, but I know about needing time to ponder what you learned. Be sure to call that Mr. Lovejoy and get those papers signed. We have some work to get done around here.” 

Charity nodded as she climbed back into her jeep. Her head ached a little from the surge of unexpected emotions. A ranch full of horses. What would she do about her allergies? She was lucky she hadn’t sneezed while there. But she may not be so fortunate next time. She queued up her Christmas music playlist and drove home. 
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CHAPTER two
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By the time Charity arrived at her desk on Wednesday, the news of her inheritance had spread to the others on her team. Marcus, a handsome, Black man about thirty-eight, leaned on her desk. He worked as the paper’s financial expert.  

“Good morning, Charity. How in the world did you inherit a horse ranch? I thought you were an orphan or something.” 

Charity said, “Your guess is as good as mine. I had a great uncle and aunt out there who couldn’t take me but made provision for me when they died.”  

“Hold up, now! Don’t say anything else until we can hear it, too,” boomed Mr. Cooper, with Rachel on his heels. Mr. Cooper, “Buzz” as known by the people at The Standard Banner, was very loud, exceedingly fair, and always sharpening pencils in his office. Though well-versed in technology, he preferred to write all his stories and ideas on paper. He kept a pencil behind his ear and a notepad with him all the time. “Give us all the juicy details.” 

“Well, I haven’t learned everything yet. I still need to meet Mr. Lovejoy and sign the official papers.” Charity continued, “Yesterday afternoon, I fought with curiosity and lost. I drove out to the Silver Horseshoe Ranch in disguise, or so I thought. But the foreman saw me from a mile away. I’ve never seen anything so peaceful in my entire life.” 

Marcus uttered, “Don’t you have this love-hate thing with nature? You know, you love it, but it hates you.”  

“Fortune was on my side yesterday, as I didn’t sneeze once. But I left before I spent too much time near the horses. The foreman, Chuck, seemed nice enough. He recommended that I get the papers signed as soon as possible. There was work to get done, and I needed to help,” Charity mused as she wondered how she could give sound advice about a horse ranch. 

“Let me know when you’ve scheduled the appointment with Mr. Lovejoy, and we’ll go together.” Rachel nudged Charity’s shoulder with her fist.  

“All right, everyone, get back to work,” Buzz ordered as he winked at Charity, putting his hand on her shoulder for support. Everyone scattered to their desks and returned to work. “The paper doesn’t run itself, you know. You all have deadlines.”  Charity eyed the letter from Mr. Lovejoy, faced the situation, and called him. 

“Mr. Lovejoy? This is Charity Walters. When can I come by and sign the papers for my inheritance?” She paused. “This afternoon? Oh, that is soon. What time? Four o’clock it is. Thank you. I know the address,” Charity declared as she scribbled the information down on her notepad. As she hung up the phone, fear pricked her.  Charity drifted over to Rachel’s desk, but Rachel listened to the replay of a high school football game.  

Rachel pulled her earbuds out as Charity approached. “Hey, kid, what’s up?”  

“Mr. Lovejoy set the time to sign the papers for this afternoon at four o’clock. I didn’t think it would be so soon. Can you still come with me?” 

“Sure, I’m almost finished with the replay of this past week’s high school game. Then I’ll be ready to go.”  

Charity believed herself to be strong, having endured so much while in foster care. As strong as she was, trauma prevented her from recalling anything before she was four years old. Trauma sometimes did that-block out things that were too painful to remember. When she was fourteen, she decided not to seek adoption. Though the Averys took care of her, she worked through the next four years, then got out on her own. She dreamed of becoming a children’s book author. That dream led her to the newspaper. 

A little while later, Rachel drove Charity to the lawyer’s office. She pulled up to the office and put the car in park. “You ready, kid?”  

Charity shook like a leaf deep down inside. “It’s now or never, huh? Let’s see what Mr. Lovejoy has to say.”  

They walked into the lobby of Lovejoy, Wilkins, and Thomas. Charity asked the receptionist, “Can you please tell us where to find Mr. Lovejoy?” 

“Down the hall, third door on the left.” 

Though the door was open, Charity knocked anyway. Mr. Lovejoy looked up and beckoned them inside. On the phone, he motioned for them to take a seat at the table. As he finished the conversation, Charity saw a folder with her name on the table. 

“Okay, thank you for doing business with Lovejoy, Wilkins, and Thomas. Goodbye,” Mr. Lovejoy said as he hung up the phone. “Ah, ladies, thank you for coming here today.” Arthur looked at Charity. “I presume you are Charity Walters.”  

“Yes,” gulped Charity. “That’s me. Thank you for seeing me, well, us this afternoon.” 

Arthur handed Charity the folder. “Here are the papers. I expect you’ll want to examine them before you sign. They are straightforward. Besides the Silver Horseshoe Ranch, you also inherit the sum of thirty-five million dollars.”  

Charity almost fell out of her chair. “I’m sorry,” she uttered in total shock. “Did you say thirty-five million dollars?”  

Rachel gasped at the amount of Charity’s inheritance. 

“Yes.” Arthur said, “Your uncle dealt in real estate. He owned rental properties all over Jefferson, Blount, and Sevier Counties. It’s a funny thing. He was showing the Silver Horseshoe to another family, then kept the property himself. He had a friend who owned horses and offered to board them at the Silver Horseshoe. The man did so until about five years ago. When Francis realized he had the brain tumor, he sold off all the properties and collected the revenue for your inheritance.” 

Charity read to the last page when she noticed an added sum of money set aside to cover house expenses. “What does this mean about the house caretaker and the ranch workers?” 

“Francis knew it would take time for you to learn the routine, working the ranch and all. He set aside an additional fifteen million for salaries and other expenses. It should last you a good long time. At least long enough to decide what you want to do with the ranch,” concluded Arthur as he handed Charity a pen. “Ready to do this?”  

Charity looked at Rachel. 

Rachel gave her a wide-eyed look. “Kid, this is the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen. Do you think you can manage this?” 

“I don’t know,” she whimpered. “I have never had more than one paycheck’s worth of savings to my name. Now, I will never want for anything as long as I live.” With her resolve restored, she signed her name at the bottom of the paper. “There, I did it.”  

Arthur took the papers from her and made a copy before placing several other papers together in a big envelope. “Here you are, Charity. You are now the sole owner of the Silver Horseshoe Ranch.” Arthur handed her a set of keys and the alarm codes to the front gate and the rest of the house.  

“Thank you very much, Mr. Lovejoy,” Charity expressed as she and Rachel stood to leave.  

“It’s been my pleasure, Charity. I know your Uncle Frank would be happy to know you are making your own way but also taking care of what he loved for so long.” Arthur escorted them from the room and down the hall, back to the door. He extended his hand and shook Charity’s hand first, then Rachel’s, before they left the building.  Rachel said, “Whew, what are you going to do first?”  

“Well, we’re going to stop at a gas station. I need a stiff drink. I’m getting the coldest Diet Mtn Dew I can find.”  

Rachel turned into the nearest gas station so they could buy their drinks. Rachel remembered, “Oh, I need to get you back to your car. It’s still at work.” 

“Oh, yeah. Hey, I don’t want to be alone tonight. Can I take you and Adam out to dinner somewhere? I need Adam’s expertise as a banker. I have a few questions.”  “You don’t have to do that,” Rachel scolded. “Just come over, and we can order takeout. We’ll send Adam to get it.”  

“That sounds like a terrific plan.” 

Rachel grinned. “Of course, it’s a terrific plan. It was my idea.” 

***
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Thursday found Charity a little eager to pick the public interest story for the week. She pursued the story of two children being reunited with their parents after being in foster care. The family’s relatives scheduled a celebration event at the local bowling alley. Reunification with family deserves the biggest salute possible. The event was on Friday night, and she needed to be in attendance. 

At the DCS across town, Henry Thompson met with his team. Randi Young was fresh out of college and had only been on the team for two months. Alex George was present, as was their boss, Erica Longmire. Erica had been a Family Service Worker for a long time and wanted to retire. Now just was not the best time. They were already short-staffed. She didn’t know who would step into her role as team leader if she left.  

Erica said, “Okay, folks, let’s get this meeting started. We have two fresh cases and need to get a jump on them as quickly as we can.” 

It was a fact that during the fall, especially before and after the holidays, the number of child referrals went way up. Some referrals got screened out. There wasn’t enough substance for them to investigate. Other referrals were situations where the parents needed educational services to improve family safety or supplement their lack of knowledge. They didn’t realize that their children were at risk. The last referrals were the ones that showed a clear and present danger to the children, where the children must leave the home until the parents can rectify the situation. Once removed, the department assigned the children a Family Service Worker. That’s where Henry’s team entered the picture. 

“Alex, take Randi with you and go out on the first case. Henry, you take the other one. It may be tense, and you’re the toughest guy we’ve got,” Erica said as she gave them the folders. 

“This can’t be right,” Henry said as he read the case notes. “Wasn’t this the case we put wrap-around services in six months ago? Wasn’t that situation doing much better?” 

“Mrs. Barlow decided she didn’t want to take the parenting classes. She said she didn’t want to deal with her children anymore. Ever since Mr. Barlow walked out on the family, Mrs. Barlow struggled with keeping the family going. She hasn’t been taking them to school. It was the school who contacted me when Robert and Cynthia missed almost two straight weeks,” Erica explained with frustration. “You’re right, Henry. It was going well. Something must have triggered defeat. The next-door neighbor said the children came over while Mrs. Barlow was at work and said they didn’t have any food in the house.” 

Henry pounded his fist on the table. “I hate it when people refuse to take a little help. Couldn’t she understand we were trying to help them succeed?” Henry asked, “Is Mrs. Barlow home now, or do we need to wait until this evening to get the children?”  

“She is home now. We sent for the court order yesterday, and Judge Grimsby gave us approval to act. We need to find a foster home that has an opening.” Erica said, “The children need to be kept together, if possible.”  

“Randi, our case looks like they need only services for added support. They are young, first-time parents and do not know how to take care of a baby,” Alex said as he closed the folder. 

“Henry, don’t you have a party to attend tomorrow night? We reunified the Anderson children with their family for the trial home placement thanks to your report at the review board last week,” Erica said as she patted Henry on the back. 

Henry knew from an early age he wanted to become a social worker. He was twenty-eight and worked with DCS in Jefferson County for six years. His mom and dad had adopted his brother as a small child. As a result, Henry had delusions of grandeur that he could save all the children and make their stories turn out right.  “I almost forgot about that,” Henry smacked his forehead with his palm. “The Anderson family has a thing at the Last Pin Standing Bowling Alley. I think The Standard Banner is covering the event for the paper.” Henry winked at Erica, “I’ll be sure and give a good interview.”  

“Don’t be too cheeky. They may not realize you’re just kidding,” Alex said as he threw a side-armed punch at Henry’s shoulder. 

Henry smirked, “Hahaha, I promise to be on my best behavior.”  

“Okay let’s get out of here.” Erica shot up from her chair. “Have a good afternoon and send me updates as you take care of these cases.”  
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CHAPTER three 
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On Friday afternoon, Charity prepared for the Last Pin Standing Bowling Alley event. It was almost five o’clock as she looked through her bag. She had her camera for taking pictures, the voice recorder for recording interviews, and the gift card to give to the Anderson family. Charity knew first-hand the challenges this family had overcome and how hard they had worked. It was great the community gathered around them to show support. She wanted to arrive at the bowling alley a little early and talk with the Andersons before being bombarded with friends, so she slid into her car and headed out. 

Charity made a mental list of the questions she wanted to ask. She always tried to keep the questions short because she wanted to celebrate the victories with the people interviewed, not grill them about their apparent mistakes. Charity also had a mental list of whom she wanted to talk with at the event. Of course, her list could change depending on who showed up.  

It was already dark, so the bright lights of the bowling alley made the place look like a happening hang-out. Since it was past Halloween but not yet Thanksgiving, the bowling alley sported white lights on the outside of the building. They changed to colored Christmas lights before Thanksgiving, putting people in the holiday spirit.  

As Charity walked in, a wave of aromas hit her all at once. She smelled pizza, the leftover hint of the aerosol used to disinfect the shoes, French fries, coffee, and popcorn. The smell of a bowling alley had always fascinated her. 

Charles Anderson, the father of Heather and Catherine Anderson, greeted Charity. Yvette, his wife, also walked up to greet her. Children’s laughter echoed in the background. 

“We are so humbled that The Standard Banner wanted to do a story on our family," said Yvette, as tears lined her eyes. “And grateful we got the children back home.”  

“I never thought people cared so much about us until this all happened,” Charles added as he put his arm around his wife. 

Charity pulled out her voice recorder and hit the record button. “Right,” she started. “I have a couple of questions for you. Then I will let you go celebrate. First, what was the hardest thing you had to overcome?” 

Trying to hold back tears, Charles confessed, “I realized that I was depressed, and that caused me to neglect my wife and children. I quit trying to work at all and left Yvette to take care of everything on her own. That led to her taking pills to keep up with everything. Only when Heather swallowed the pills did we know we needed help. We are so grateful for the rehab treatment program Yvette went through and my counseling. There is no need for medicine for my depression. I use supplements to help with my mood. I got my job back at the same pay rate. We are truly blessed.”  

Charity asked, “Do you think the foster parents took good care of Heather and Catherine while they were not at home?”  

“We couldn’t have asked for better foster parents for the girls. They clarified that they only loved on them until they could get back home to us.” Yvette said proudly, “We never felt threatened by them or that they were trying to take our kids from us.”  

“Okay, last question. Do you feel you received the services you needed to ensure success?”  

Charles and Yvette said simultaneously, “Yes.” Then Charles took over. “I never thought of myself as someone people would go out of their way to help. The doctors, counselors, and even my boss have all been encouraging. I didn’t know how to ask for help.”  

Yvette added, “I learned I could feel better naturally and not depend on drugs to manage daily life. I walk every day and take vitamins and cut out the caffeine from my beverages. It has made me feel better.” 

Charity turned off the voice recorder and pulled out the gift card from her bag. “Here,” she said, warmth softening her words, extending her hand. “I wanted to make sure you had a little something extra. I know how hard you both have worked to get your children back. Heather and Catherine are lucky.”  

Tears welled up again in both of their eyes as Charles took the gift card from Charity. Charity smiled, then left to find the next person she needed to talk to for the story. 

Charity was on her way to get a bottle of water when someone called her name. When she turned around, Henry Thompson stood there. 

“What are you doing here?” Charity asked, recognizing him from juvenile court.  

Henry grinned. “Well, I was the Anderson’s Family Service Worker. I told you that, but I guess you didn’t remember.” 

“Well, duh,” she said, warmth softening her words, embarrassed. “Then I need to ask you a few questions. The Standard Banner is covering this story for the paper. Let me get the voice recorder. Hang on.” 

As Charity fumbled through her bag to get the recorder, Henry had forgotten how cute she was. She had long brown hair, and big brown eyes. A few well-placed freckles dotted her nose. And she smelled of...Christmas.  

As Charity turned around to face him, she turned on the recorder. “What is your major focus when you have to take children to a new foster home?” 

Henry quickly shook the thoughts of her from his head. He answered, “My major focus is to make sure the foster home meets the required standards of the children having the space for their belongings and a bed of their own.” 

Charity moved on to the next question.” What do you feel is your most significant contribution to the child and family team meeting and the foster care review board?”  

“I feel that my most significant contribution to both the CFTM and FCRB is that I stay as neutral as possible but testify to the facts, good or bad. When the biological parents work hard on the permanency plan, I shout their praise and tell of their progress. And on the flip side of that, when they are not working on their plan, I make sure the judge knows that as well. I must make sure those children are safe.”  
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