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      Ruby tossed the Frisbee into the air and watched as Red ran and jumped, catching the blue disc in midair.

      “Come here, boy. Bring it to Mommy.”

      Red galloped up to Ruby but at the last minute dodged her hands, and with the Frisbee still in his mouth, shot past her, kicking up sand as he sped by.

      “You rascal,” she called out, laughing at his silliness.

      He raced down the shoreline, braked to a screeching halt, turned without any notice and came running full steam ahead, only to stop quickly at her feet.  Globs of gooey salvia oozed out of the sides of his mouth as he held on to the Frisbee.

      Ruby reached down and retrieved the Frisbee. Looking at the slobber on her hand, she crinkled up her nose. “Ooh. Yuck.” She untied the bandanna from around his neck and used it to clean her hands. “You crazy boy,” she said as she patted him on the head, getting sprayed by saliva with his flailing tongue. “You need water.”

      Red dashed along beside Ruby, leaping as he nipped at the Frisbee while the two trudged through the sand to home. The weather-beaten wood creaked as she sprinted up to the deck level of the cottage. A bowl of water awaited Red.  He immediately began to lap it up, sloshing water everywhere. Ruby put her hands on her hips and blew out a breath. Shaking her head, she smiled as she watched him make a mess.

      Her life had changed so much after she rescued him. An Irish Setter, Red’s mahogany coat, lean frame, and carefree spirit made him quite a striking companion. No one saw the potential but Ruby.  With ribs showing from malnutrition and his fur knotted to the skin, nails way too long and teeth requiring a good cleaning, he was overlooked too many times as a potential pet. Most people were looking for lap dogs. This energetic boy would need lots of exercise. One look into his soulful eyes and she knew she had to bring him home. It was during one night sitting on the porch, listening to the seagulls flap and squawk overhead, when she decided what to name him. Red seemed the perfect name and was symbolic with her own, Ruby.

      If it hadn’t been for Red’s continued companionship, Ruby would be all alone. Sure, she had friends, but being an author sometimes meant being alone more than being around people. She had to keep focused on her writing which meant long hours with just her thoughts and the computer. And don’t get her started on men. That was a joke. She’d tried dating, but no man had the confidence necessary to compete with her and her daunting schedule. It never failed; they’d become obsessive, compulsive, and in the end, they’d walk away saying she cared more about writing than she did about them. They might be right. And in the rare instances they hadn’t ended it, she had. There was only so much neediness one could handle. If her grandmother were alive, she’d tell Ruby it was because the right guy hadn’t come along. She reached over and scratched Red behind the ears. She longed to find someone like one of her characters in her books. She always wrote the perfect book boyfriend.

      She slipped her hand in her back pocket and pulled out her phone. “Hey, Red. It’s time for our visit to Shady Grove Place. Let me run a brush through your fur and get you freshened up.”
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      Red leaped into the front seat of her bright yellow VW bug with green flowers plastered on the bumper. He sat as she crossed around to the driver’s side. A hint of a grin washed across her lips as she slipped inside the car. Red wagged his tail rapidly, causing a slapping noise against the car door, his excitement for a car ride with his mommy apparent.

      “Good boy, Red. Settle down,” Ruby said, patting him on the head.

      She gave herself a quick look in the rearview mirror while she started up the car. It sputtered and rattled, and a puff of smoke shot out of the tailpipe causing Red to whine. People in Shady Grove were used to seeing her car with Red in it. Once a town with a few thousand or more residents, Shady Grove was now a vacation paradise occupied by tourists wanting a slice of heaven, or local weekenders enjoying their properties. In the summertime, it was a busy little resort town, but many times it was just Ruby and Red having the entire shoreline to themselves. Shady Grove Place, a retirement community, was about an hour and forty minutes from Orlando, making city life close by. Over the narrow bridge from Shady Grove, smaller communities offering services such as medical, fire, and police, not to mention shopping, made going all the way to Orlando just a once in a while thing. Ruby had everything she needed right here in Shady Grove. Or so she thought.

      She steered the car into the parking lot. “Here we are.”

      As they passed the reception desk, Ruby waved to Mrs. Parker. She’d been running the desk for as long as Ruby could remember. She often joked with Ruby that she’d go from being an employee to a resident one of these days.

      “They’ve been waiting for you,” Mrs. Parker said.

      Ruby and Red made their way to the large living room where an old, upright, out of tune piano sat in one corner, a couple of couches and some chairs—all mismatched—lining the walls. A coffee table with stacks of magazines and a bookcase filled with books and puzzles made up the rest of the furniture.

      Red made sure he got a pat on the head from each of the residents in the living room as they made their way to the small outdoor patio area where they found more folks enjoying the sunshine. Mr. Carrolton beamed when it was his turn to visit with Red and Ruby.

      “Good day, missy,” the old man said.

      “Hello, Mr. Carrolton. How are you today?” Ruby pulled up a chair and sat.

      “I can’t complain. It wouldn’t help if I did.” He chuckled.

      This was his standard line whenever she asked him how he was doing. “Well, I’m glad to hear that,” she said.

      “Did you hear the news?” He combed his fingers through Red’s wavy fur.

      Ruby tilted her head. “What news is that?”

      “They’re giving us the boot.”

      She wrinkled her brows.

      “Closing down the place. We have until the end of the year to find a new place to live.”

      Ruby gulped. “Seriously? What brought that about?”

      “The city thinks we’re not habitable.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” She looked around at the concrete with large cracks, the swimming pool that hadn’t been used for years because it had leaks, and when her gaze traveled up, she saw chipped paint and dry-rotted wood on the old building. She sighed.

      “My son wants me to move in with him. But I just hate to be a burden.”

      “I’m sure you wouldn’t be a burden, Mr. Carrolton. But I understand your desire to be independent.”

      “As independent as I can be. He’s a little upset with the way they’ve let this place go. When I first moved in, this was a palace.” He grunted.

      “I agree it could use some TLC. I guess I never really paid attention. What does Mrs. Parker say about it?”

      “She said she talked to the owners, but they are having financial difficulties, and apparently many of the residents here are not paying their rent. Makes it difficult to make improvements if they aren’t getting their rent money.”

      Ruby twisted her mouth tightly while thumping her cheek with her finger. “There’s got to be something we can do.”

      “Several of the residents have already moved. We’re down to about twenty of us now.”

      Ruby stood. “Let me see what I can do. I can’t promise to change the mind of the city, but maybe I can get us some more time.”

      Mr. Carrolton stood and began to take a few wobbly steps.

      “Are you okay?” Ruby took his arm to steady him.

      “Yeah. It’s just that darn arthritis. If I sit too long, I’m stiff as a board.”

      She held on to his elbow as he shuffled in. When they got inside, he gave her a backhanded wave and told Red goodbye. Ruby watched him as he slowly made his way down the hall to his efficiency apartment.

      Ruby walked over to the reception desk. She studied the peeling wallpaper. “Mrs. Parker, Mr. Carrolton just told me the news. Is there anything we can do?”

      “I don’t know, dear. Rumor has it that one of the family members of one of the residents is stirring the pot to make this happen.” She nodded toward the hall.

      Ruby looked where she motioned. Mr. Carrolton was just turning the corner of the hall. “Mr. Carrolton’s son?”

      “It’s all speculation, but I have it on good authority to be true,” Mrs. Parker said.

      “Why would he do that?”

      “He wants Joel to move to Orlando.”

      “But Joel—Mr. Carrolton wants to live here. He loves his independence.”

      “I know. But look around. He has a valid concern.” Mrs. Parker tipped her head toward the overhead light fixtures with missing bulbs.

      “I know. We just need to refresh this place. Get it up to the standards as it should be. Can you please give me the telephone number to the owners? I’m going to call them.”

      Mrs. Parker scribbled something down and handed Ruby a piece of paper. “They’re really nice folks. I think they are probably in over their heads with this project.”

      Ruby scratched her head. “Mr. Carrolton told me that many of the folks here aren’t paying their rent. That’s part of the issue.”

      “He’s accurate. And you want to know why they aren’t paying?” She didn’t give Ruby an opportunity to answer. “They are demanding certain things before they pay.”

      Ruby cocked her head. “Oh?”

      Mrs. Parker rested her arms on the counter. She motioned for Ruby to come closer. Ruby let out a short burst of air from her lungs. Most of the people who lived there were hard of hearing. She leaned in.

      “They want the swimming pool repaired, new carpet in their apartments, and the dining room open again.”

      “These requests don’t seem unreasonable, Mrs. Parker.”

      “And to top that off, the owners haven’t paid the property taxes in two years. The state has put a lien against the place.”

      Ruby crossed her arms. “And it just keeps getting better.”

      “Yep. Lots of issues.”

      “Okay, well I’m going to contact them.” Her gaze dropped to the small piece of paper.

      “Good luck,” Mrs. Parker said.

      “Come on, Red. We’ve got some work to do.”
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      After a dinner of crackers, cheese, and salami, Ruby took her glass of wine out on the back porch so she could enjoy the sunset and hear the waves. Red curled up on his well-worn dog bed and snored softly. Rocking in her chair, she tossed around what she was going to say to the owners of Shady Grove Place. With every start, she shook her head. “That sounds condescending, Ruby.” She’d start again. “Nope. That isn’t going to work.” She picked up the cell phone and studied it. Maybe the words would flow when she heard their voice? She punched in the numbers and slowly put the phone to her ear. It rang three times before a voice answered.

      “Hello,” a man’s voice bellowed, making Ruby pull the phone away.

      She swallowed hard, then placed the phone to her ear. “Hello,” she said her voice barely above a whisper. “My name is Ruby Bennett.”

      “We don’t want any. Take us off your list,” he screamed.

      “No, wait. I’m not soliciting anything.” That wasn’t completely true. “I visit your assisted living center with my dog Red. I’ve been going there for many years.”

      Silence.

      “I’m calling because I’m concerned about Mr. Carrolton and all the residents.”

      More silence.

      “Hello. Can you hear me?”

      “I can hear you. There’s nothing we can do. We’re filing bankruptcy.”

      “Are you sure there’s nothing we can do?” Ruby pleaded.

      “Thanks to Joel’s son,” the man said. “He’s the one you can thank.”

      Ruby gulped the air down her throat before speaking. “I understand he does have some concern, and I’ll reach out to him as well. But I wanted to see what we could do first.”

      “Because of him pointing out all the things wrong here, the remaining residents are all in a huff about repairs. They’re holding my rent hostage until I make them. I can’t afford to make expensive repairs without my rent money coming in. There are taxes to be paid, utilities, not to mention Mrs. Parker’s salary.”

      Ruby paused a moment to gather her thoughts. This was indeed a sensitive issue. “Mrs. Parker mentioned something about back taxes.”

      “Oh, that Mrs. Parker—she can’t keep anything under wraps. Yes, I owe back taxes, but I’m in constant communication with the city. I’m working on getting an extension. It just hasn’t come through yet.”

      “How much do you owe?”

      “Twelve thousand dollars.”

      “Okay. So that’s the first thing that should be paid. We could have a fund-raiser. We could try and earn that.”

      “The town of Shady Grove don’t care about the old folks. They want a gas station,” the man said.

      “I have an idea. Can you meet me at Shady Grove Place tomorrow? Say around noon?”

      “I can, won’t be of any use. It will cost too much money to get Shady Grove Place up to standards.”

      “Mr. Jensen, don’t give up just yet. See you tomorrow.”
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      That night while Ruby nibbled on dinner, she made a list of what she would like to see happen at Shady Grove Place. Her mind raced as she jotted down the items. She should be finishing her romance novel, not saving an old folks’ home!

      Ruby made her living as a romance writer. She’d always loved to write, so after finishing college at a nearby liberal arts school, she made a trip to see her grandmother in Shady Grove. It was just supposed to be for a few weeks while she unwound from the rigorous college itinerary she’d endured for the past four years. But a couple of weeks turned into a couple of months, and after she’d written her first book and the royalties came floating in, she never looked back. Then her grandmother passed away and left her the cottage.

      She peeped over at Red. He was lying with both feet out and his head resting on them. “What’s wrong, Red?” She scooted her chair out and stood. Red perked up and trotted over to her. She leaned over and patted him on the head, then ran her hand down his back, giving him a quick massage. He yawned, then moseyed back over to his bed. She shrugged and turned back to her list.

      Satisfied she’d done all she could do, she opened her laptop and plonked out a chapter before heading to bed. Living on the beach did many things for her, but the one thing it did best, it gave her great inspiration for her novels.

      She headed off to bed feeling a bit anxious about tomorrow’s meeting with Mr. Jensen.
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      “Good afternoon, Ruby,” Mrs. Parker said. “What brings you back so soon?” She leaned her elbows on the counter.

      Ruby walked over to her as she scoured the room for Mr. Jensen. She had no idea what he looked like, but she did know the residents. “I’m waiting for Mr. Jensen.”

      Mrs. Parker reared back, and with a look of sheer horror, covered her mouth.

      “Now, now, Mrs. Parker. Don’t get so excited.”

      She came closer to the desk. “He’s meeting you here?”

      Ruby nodded.

      “Well, he’s not here yet. Let me put on some coffee and spruce up the living room.” She jogged around from the front desk, waving a dust rag. She rushed to the tables and bookshelves and ran the cloth along the wood. Ruby looked on. After she did the quickest dusting job Ruby had ever witnessed, she hurriedly made her way back to the office, presumably making coffee.

      Ruby chuckled. When the boss comes visiting everyone jumps through hoops.

      “I wish someone told me he was coming,” Mrs. Parker yelled out from the back room.

      “Why?” Ruby yelled back.

      “I’d have made sure we had pastries or something.”

      Ruby shook her head as she moved away. A man came waltzing through the front door, causing her to look. He was probably in his mid to late sixties. Average build, bald, wearing tan Dockers  and a blue polo shirt tucked in. He was actually in pretty good shape. She followed him with her gaze as he came closer.

      “You must be Ruby Bennett?” He held out his hand.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Jensen.” She gazed past him toward the sofa along the wall. “Why don’t we go over here and talk.”

      “Hello, Mr. Jensen,” Mrs. Parker called out. “I just made a fresh pot of coffee. Would you like some?”

      “Sounds great, Hazel. Cream, please.” He moved away from the counter and led the way to the couch.

      “Hazel? I just know her as Mrs. Parker.”

      He crossed his legs. “Yes, Hazel has worked here at Shady Grove Place for a very long time.”

      Mrs. Parker brought the coffee. Ruby watched as she set the cup down before him. Mr. Jensen cleared his throat to get Mrs. Parker’s attention.

      Her gaze shifted from him to Ruby. “Oh, I’m sorry. Would you like a cup too?” Mrs. Parker said.

      “Thank you. Cream, please,” Ruby replied.

      Mrs. Parker hurried off to get Ruby her cup of coffee.

      ‘I’ve been coming to Shady Grove Place now for about ten years. I started visiting here with my grandmother. She had a dear friend who lived here. Apartment number 8. I remember it so well,” Ruby said.

      “Ten years, huh?” He brought the cup of coffee to his lips and tasted it.

      “I’ve become friends with most of the residents here. I bring my dog, Red,” she said looking over toward Red, smiling. “It helps for the old people to see friendly faces, and they love Red.”

      The man tipped his head up and down. “So why did you ask me to come here? So you can tell me how the residents love your smiling face?”

      Ruby’s face tightened as a wave of anger washed over her. “No, I asked you to come here because I have some ideas on how we can save Shady Grove Place and not have it become a gas station.” She crossed her arms.

      “I’m listening.”

      “I think a fund-raiser could be the key here. I’d like to see us do some sort of event. A few actually. We’d open it up to the people of Shady Grove to get them to come and see what is at stake here. I’d drum up some music, food, and I’d be happy to donate my time and whatever else to make this a success.”

      “You haven’t said how, though. What’s it going to cost me?”

      “I can get back to you with costs, but I’d like to see what I can get people to volunteer and donate first. I know you have a deadline when those taxes must be paid. What is it?”

      The man sat his cup down and folded his arms across his lap. “Three weeks from today. It’s not enough time, I’m afraid.”

      “At least let me try,” Ruby pleaded.

      The man stood, straightening his shirt. “Okay, try as you might. You have my telephone number. Let me know the details.” He began to move away from Ruby.

      “Sir.”

      Mr. Jensen stopped.

      “Thank you. I have one special friend here as you know. Joel Carrolton. I’ve…we’ve been visiting him here for several years. He loves living here. I don’t know why his son is doing this, but he really should think twice.”

      “Look at the place, Ms. Bennett. Would you want your mother or grandmother living here?” He shook his head, then waved goodbye to Mrs. Parker and left the building.

      Ruby walked slowly over to Mrs. Parker, with her head hung down. It hadn’t gone exactly the way she’d hoped, but it was a start. Mrs. Parker patted her hands as she rested them on the counter. “Now, now, dear. It’ll all work out.”

      Ruby lifted her head. “Funny. My grandmother used to always say that to me.” She cupped Mrs. Parker’s hand and smiled.

      “Your grandmother sounds like a nice person.”

      “She was. Listen,” Ruby said, changing the subject. “Can you give me Joel’s son’s phone number? I’m sure he’s listed as an emergency contact.” She viewed Mrs. Parker through half-closed lids.

      “I’m not allowed to give out that information,” she stated point-blank.

      Ruby nodded.

      “But if someone just happened to come around the desk, let’s say while I was in the little girls’ room, and looked into the alphabetized resident records right here in the file drawer, then it wouldn’t be giving it out, would it?” She stepped away from the counter and headed toward the door labeled “ladies,” gazing over her shoulder once and winking.

      Ruby waited until she was behind closed doors, then rushed around the counter and searched the drawer for Joel’s file. She scribbled down the son’s phone number and quickly wadded it up, slipping it into her pocket. She hurried back around to the opposite side of the counter, coaxing Red to follow her as she exited the building.

      With her heart pounding just a bit after the undercover work, Ruby and Red headed to the local yogurt shop where both humans and fur babies were welcomed.

      While Red licked his bowl of vanilla, Ruby devoured her salted caramel topped with chopped candy bars all the while debating the best course of action she called Saving Shady Grove Place. As she finished the last spoonful of the delightful treat, a lightbulb turned on in her brain. She jumped from the chair, causing poor Red to alert to her sudden movement by letting out a short bark.

      “It’s okay, Red. I just had a brilliant idea.” She tossed their containers into the trash, bid the store clerk farewell and went on their merry way.
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      She went over it in her mind several times before she placed the call. She’d be polite but businesslike. The phone rang in her ear four times when a soft, sexy voice answered.

      She stuttered, then identified who she was. “Hi, you don’t know me, but my name is Ruby Bennett. I live in Shady Grove. I’m friends with your father, Joel.”

      “If this is about me wanting to move Dad out of there…I’m doing it for his own safety.”

      She could feel her cheeks flush. This was harder than she thought it would be.  She paced the small living room of the cottage before heading outdoors. The ocean always made her think clearly.

      “I totally understand how you feel about it. I don’t really find you wrong in your feelings, but thought instead we could try and make things right…for Joel and the rest of the residents.”

      “Who are you? Some sort of do-gooder, a savior of the less fortunate?” His tone smacked of mockery and made her blood boil.

      “No, not really. But I have some ideas on how to save the place. It’s so important to Joel and so many of the residents.” Her face was not only burning up with anger, but her heart was also beating so fast she could hardly hear herself think.

      “I’m sorry. I’m a bit on edge, I think. I could get in a lot of trouble by the state regarding my father.”

      “How so?”

      “By allowing him to live in such conditions. There’s a law on the books. It’s called elderly abuse. Are you aware of it?” His voice was now steady, but his sentence still pitched with anxiety.

      “Yes, I’m aware of that law. But if we do something to fix it, then they’ll see our heart is in the right place. Please, just meet with me.”

      Ruby held her breath as she waited for his answer.

      “Okay. I’ll stop by after my visit with my dad.”

      Ruby gave him her address, and feeling pretty optimistic about the call said, “I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon, then.”
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