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			Dedication

			
		
         I attend Ridglea Presbyterian Church where we have a Matthew 25 Action Team, a group of folks who try to live out the meaning of Jesus' words in that scripture. "As you do it unto the least of these, you do it unto me." We've studied issues around poverty and racism. Part of that study included learning about homelessness from various agencies in Fort Worth. There is the overarching Homeless Coalition which is home to lots of organizations including The Presbyterian Night Shelter and DRC and which provide housing for the homeless. In recent years, there has been a movement to house people first before insisting they get training or find a job or get off drugs. Those are all hard to do, especially if you don't have an address. The people I've met at Quail Trail, one of the new communities, are just folks like everyone else. They've fallen on hard times, but they could be any of us. Of course, Determined is just a work of fiction, but I hope it will encourage others to get involved in helping the less fortunate.
I dedicate this book to all those who work to improve the lives of the homeless wherever they are, helping their clients become rehomed.
Marsha


    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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On a beautiful Tuesday, the first of March, Holly Grant pulled to the side of the road and put on her hazard lights to safely check the map on her phone. Whizzing down the Chisolm Trail Parkway, she’d zoned out on her way to her destination, a piece of property in southwest Fort Worth she wanted to buy. She didn’t remember driving this far the last time she checked out the property. A quick glance at her map assured her of what she feared. She’d missed the turnoff. Good grief. Hard to believe she’d done this for the second time. She should’ve just braved the traffic on Bryant Irvin. Okay, she’d keep going forward and take the next exit and head back. What a pain.

Carefully, she eased back into the traffic and exited as soon as she could, traveling on the bridge across the highway and going in the opposite direction. A glance at her phone in the holder showed her the next turn to make. When she reached Bryant Irvin, she turned and traveled south. New homes were going up on the right and left. Amazing how many people kept moving into the Fort Worth area. 

Her heart took a leap when she spotted the for-sale sign on the west side of the road proclaiming her destination. After pulling off the road, she shut off the ignition, got out, closed, and locked the door. She wore tailored khaki pants, a light blue blouse, and comfortable, closed-toe walking shoes because she never knew what property she might need to look at in her development business. To get a closer look, she wandered over the property she’d had her eye on for several years. The property had many large oak trees surrounding a small pond in the far back center of the property with an open meadow in the front. Lots of nature right here in the middle of town. Well, the south end of town.

This would make a great place for the tiny house development for people who were coming out of homelessness. The hospitals in southwest Fort Worth weren’t far, and the residents, after a short walk to catch the bus, could reach a large shopping center. The location being on the bus route had been important in the selection process. A nice housing development not unlike her own with a white brick wall stood across the road from the property. Perhaps those who lived in that development would like to volunteer at the tiny home community. 

Several people and groups had tried to purchase the land, but the sale ultimately fell through, or once they purchased the property, the new owners became dissatisfied and let it go. Recently, this property had re-entered the market. Holly needed to talk with her sisters again. They had discussed various options for the trust fund their parents had set up for them, and after research, they’d decided a tiny home community for people coming out of homelessness would be perfect. This piece of property would work well for the community. Using her phone, she snapped a few pictures and sent them to her sisters with the question: Are you still interested? Can you spare thirty minutes for a meeting?

Quickly Lee responded: YES! I’m already putting ideas together for decorating the houses. Where?

Then Kay: LOL. And I started tinkering with ideas for a sign for the front gate. Guess we’re definitely in, Holly.

Holly: Great. Meet at my place in an hour?

Both sisters sent smiley faces. Holly’s heart warmed at how lucky she was to have Lee and Kay as sisters. Their parents expected Lee who was fifty-seven and the oldest, to be a boy, and her parents planned to name him Leland, their mother’s maiden name. When she turned out to be a she, they decided to stick with the name and to call her Lee. 

Kay, the baby at fifty, had shortened her name from the longer Kaitland. And of course, Holly, who had just turned fifty-five, had insisted as soon as she began school to use Holly instead of Hollister, another family name. Family had been important to their parents, and the sisters tried to carry on that tradition. 

Holly climbed back into her car and steered north toward her condo located off Camp Bowie Blvd. The Oaks, as the complex was called, brimmed with live oaks and red oaks, small ponds, springs, and plenty of greenery. Two large cottonwoods stood by one of the ponds. While the cotton puffs they shed were something of a pain, Holly loved the sound the wind made rustling the leaves, almost like rain. The area was a surprising joy in the middle of town, not unlike what she and her sibs wanted to create for those who were less fortunate.

The drive home took a short fifteen minutes. Holly activated the security gate and drove into the compound as she considered where she’d chosen to live. Approximately twenty mostly stucco houses with red tile roofs spread out about the green spaces. A sidewalk wound through the grounds with small bridges spanning the water features. Some of them were wide enough for benches so people could sit and enjoy the outdoors. Her home was toward the rear and backed up to the golf course that ran along behind the entire complex. Besides the stucco, her house had stone accents and a stone chimney. At just under two thousand square feet, her home fell into the group of smaller homes in the complex.

She used the keyless lock to enter her three-bedroom house with its open concept. Lee and Kay would arrive soon, and they’d probably want to sit out on the patio to enjoy the spring day. Bright blue skies, a few white puffy clouds, a soft breeze, and the scent of flowers made a person want to stay outside to enjoy nature. Before long, the heat of a dreaded Texas summer, not Holly’s favorite season, would set in. The gated community suited her. The walls and gates didn’t guarantee safety because if bad people wanted to get you, they could. She’d learned that the hard way. But she wouldn’t let those people keep her from living the life she chose. And today she chose to sit on the patio with her sisters.

Holly poured tall glasses of iced tea, set out the sugar and lemons on a turquoise tray, and carried everything out to the patio. She set the tray in the middle of the wrought-iron table. She was returning to the kitchen for napkins, cheese, crackers, and grapes as the door opened and her tall, slender older sister Lee entered followed by shorter and youngest sister Kay. Shortly after moving into The Oaks, Holly had given both sisters the code to get in the gate and into her home. That action made coming and going more convenient for everyone.

They exchanged hugs, which they always did regardless of how recently they’d seen each other. “Come on out to the patio. I’ve got us set up there.”

“Ahhhh. I never get over how lovely your place is, Holly. And the season doesn’t even matter. The peacefulness and serenity with the trees and the trickling sounds from the little stream feed my spirit.” Lee settled into one of the chairs with turquoise and hot pink flowers scattered across the covers and stretched out her long legs encased in designer jeans. Her interior decorator business kept her busy running here and there. Things were less hectic now that her son and daughter had graduated college, and both had solid careers. Brad had moved to Dallas where he worked at a law firm, and Leeann, while she’d gone into her mom’s business of interior design, couldn’t leave Austin after college. The town affected people like that. Austin got into young people’s blood, and they never wanted to leave.

“This view topped my list of reasons for buying this property.”

“And I imagine the security, too.” Kay took the chair on the other side of Holly. She was the real artist of the sisters, painting beautiful landscapes that she sold out of an art studio in downtown Fort Worth. She worked on her creations in a special room in her house with plenty of northern light. Her daughter, Sarah, attended Texas Christian University and studied art with an eye to following in her mother’s footsteps. Kay’s artistic nature bloomed in her clothes as you’d most often catch her in colorful and flowy skirts and blouses except when she had a paintbrush in her hand. Then you’d find her in jeans and a brightly colored t-shirt covered by a large apron. 

Holly chose to ignore Kay’s comment about security, though that had also been a reason for her selection of the home. She didn’t want to be reminded of the business with her ex-husband. She shoved those memories behind her.

“Okay, girls. If we’re going through with this, we need to move quickly. It’s been on the market several times, and before I could jump in and get it, someone else has always stepped in and snagged the property.”

“And those deals have fallen through? What’s with that?” Lee added two spoons of sugar to her tea and squeezed a slice of lemon into the glass. Holly didn’t understand how her sister could be so thin and eat so much, especially sweets. My goodness. They used to have to hide the Girl Scout cookies from her when the sisters sold those luscious morsels. But she’d gotten some of her father’s height and stood five six. Kay only reached five two like their mother. While Holly, the middle daughter fell in the middle height range at five four.

“Did you ever find out why that was? Weren’t you planning to check on that?” Kay ate a bite of cheese and crackers. Her eyes closed and she sighed. “Thanks, sis. I needed this pick-me-up. Missed lunch today.”

“So, you’ve started a new painting?” Holly knew when Kay got going, she forgot to eat.

Kay nodded and finished the cheese and cracker and reached for more, adding several ripe green grapes to her plate. 

“Good for you. You were having trouble figuring out what to do next.” Holly nodded at Lee. “But we had faith. We knew you’d do it. And to answer your question, Kay, I did check around. Seems like whenever someone buys the land, odd stuff happens to the purchasers or when they got to the point where they had workers on the property, lots of unexplained accidents happened. Stories flew around like they will. The word haunted”—Holly finger quoted—“was bandied around. You know, crazy stuff.”

“And that’s why the property is back on the market again?”

Holly nodded. 

The ice cubes rattled in Lee’s glass as she lifted it to take a sip. “Mmm. Nothing beats your iced tea in the afternoon. Refreshing.” 

“Glad you like the tea. What’s your decision? Are you still in?”

Lee’s gaze slid to Kay’s and back to Holly. “I ain’t afraid of no ghosts!” She rose and held out her hand.

Holly glanced at Kay, who burst out laughing. “Boy, isn’t that a blast from the past.” She rose and put her hand on top of her sister’s. “Yes, let’s do this. It’s an important issue, and we would make mom and dad proud of us.”

Holly rose and plopped her hand on top of her sisters’, and then they pumped the air. “We’re doing this.”

They settled back in their chairs. “Have you thought of a name for the project?” Lee asked.

“I haven’t settled on anything because y’all need to have your say. But I wondered if we could come up with something with Grant in the name?”

“Because we’re using money from the endowment mom and dad set up?” Kay popped two more grapes in her mouth. 

“I like that,” Lee nodded. “Grant Park or Grant Meadows?”

“I like the alliteration of Grant Gardens,” Kay offered. 

“Oh yes, I love Grant Gardens.” Holly smiled at her sisters. “That perfectly describes the area. Are y’all good with that? Do we need to kick around more options? Having a real name makes filling out all the paperwork easier.”

When both Lee and Kay agreed, Holly picked up her iced tea. “Let’s drink to the project forever after called Grant Gardens.” The sisters joined in. “To Grant Gardens and to Mom and Dad for providing the needed resources.” Their glasses clinked, the ice cubes rattled, and Holly beamed at her sisters, thrilled they were moving on the project.

****
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After her sisters left, Holly wasted no time contacting her attorney, Daniel Morgan. He specialized in real estate and handled all the documents for her buying and selling. She tapped his name. When he answered, she said, “Hey, Dan. Can you talk? If not, tell me when to call.” Holly clasped her cell in her hand and paced the large open concept living area of her garden home.

“I always have time for you, Holly. What’cha got?”

“The property I want on South Bryant Irvin has come available again.”

“And you’re going after it?”

“Yep. Lee, Kay and I are going ahead with the plans to build tiny homes for those who’ve been continuously homeless for a year. That’s the requirement for people to get permanent supportive housing assistance set by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development.”

“I’ve heard you talk about that idea before, and I’m glad you’re going forward. Who’s the current owner?”

“Bud Henderson. Will you go with me to meet with him?”

“Of course. Can you set up a meeting for Monday or Tuesday of next week? That will give me a chance to do research regarding zoning to see if we need to make plans to meet with the city planning and zoning commission.”

“You seem pretty sure I can get the property to take those steps.”

Laughter filtered through her cell. “Let’s say I know how determined you are when you set your mind to something, and if you’ve got your sisters on board...well, look out.”

Holly couldn’t stop laughing. Finally, she sputtered out, “Should I take that as a compliment?”

“Absolutely.” His deep chuckle made Holly smile.

“And I’ll let you know what I get set up with Henderson. Do you want to grab supper this evening?” Holly enjoyed time with Dan. They’d been good friends for a long time, nothing romantic, but close friends. He and his wife divorced years ago, when she’d taken up with another man. They’d never had children, and Dan never remarried. People often told him he should play Santa Claus. Oh, he didn’t have a pot belly, but his beard and hair had turned snowy white at an early age. 

“I’d love to, Holly, but I’ve got a project I have to get out today. And I’m staying until I send it, no matter how late.”

“If you didn’t spend so much time helping out others, you’d have more time for your business.”

Dan chuckled. “Well, yeah, but I wouldn’t be as nice a guy, and you wouldn’t trust me with your business and friendship now, would you?”

“You got me there. Don’t forget to eat something.”

“Yes, ma’am.” His laughter rang out before he disconnected.

Holly smiled. She was lucky in her friends. She’d have been lost without Dan’s support when everything crashed with her ex. No. No. Not going there. A shudder shook her at the idea, and she shoved those memories deep down in her soul.

Looked like she’d be on her own for supper. Before she fixed a bite, she’d email Bud to set up a time for Bud and Dan and her to sit down and hash out a few things.

She’d turned one of the bedrooms into her office. Before she’d moved into The Oaks, her desk had been in the main living area of her home. Not great. Whenever she asked anyone to stop by, she had to hurry and clean up the papers. She did a lot on the computer, but still she had paper clutter. Having a separate space for her office worked way better. 

After sending the message and giving Bud the option of Monday or Tuesday, she opened the refrigerator to see what her prospects were for supper. “Mmm.” Leftover baked chicken with frozen green peas. Perfect. And she’d splurge on one of those pieces of frozen Texas toast. A chuckle escaped as she thought of the TV commercial for a fast-food place with a character saying those words in such an exaggerated manner, she always laughed. Nothing as good as Texas toast. 

She’d finished eating when her phone pinged indicating she’d received an email. Oh good, Bud could meet on Monday at five p.m. She checked with Dan and then confirmed the date and time with Bud. Progress, finally some progress. A long way to go with all kinds of technicalities to sort through. Nevertheless, excitement zinged through her veins as she considered the project they wanted to do to honor her parents and help out a bunch of people who’d fallen on hard times.
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Chapter Two 
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A little before five p.m. on Monday, March 7, Holly parked in the lot near the La Madeline on Camp Bowie. She opened the door and breathed deeply of the lovely fresh pastry smells and roasting chicken. Yum, wonder if she and Dan could eat supper here after their meeting. She made her way through the line, picking up an iced tea. After paying, she wandered through to the small room in the back, which wasn’t usually busy. They would be more private. Yes, empty, and she’d arrived before either Bud or Dan. She texted to tell them where they could find her. While she waited, she surfed through Facebook posts until the others joined her. She was deep in Wordle and jerked at Dan’s words.

“Hey, lady. How’re you doing?” Dan entered the small room carrying a large cup of coffee, which he drank in any sort of weather, and joined her at the table. He wore light gray colored slacks, a white shirt, and a dark gray sport coat.

“Waiting for you. What’s the word? If the price is right, can we proceed?” Holly tapped her nails on the table filled with nervous anticipation.

“We’re in good shape.” He settled into a chair next to Holly. “The property had been zoned residential by a previous owner, and Bud hadn’t asked to make a change. We may have to get an adjustment for the size of the homes, but I’m sure we can pull that off. If this goes through with Bud, I’ll start working my traps with the board of adjustment members and the city council.”

One of the things that made Dan such a good businessperson and a person she loved to work with was how many people he knew and had good relationships with. Because of those relationships, business flowed more efficiently. She nodded. “Fingers crossed, that we can work a deal.” 

Raising her tea glass, she caught sight of a tall slender man dressed in jeans, boots and a wind breaker entering the small room. Recognizing Bud from several industry meetings, Holly rose and extended her hand to the older gentleman.

“Hey, Bud. Thank you for making time for us. Do you know Dan Morgan?”

“Sure. We’ve run into each other at different city functions.” After shaking hands all around, Bud slid into the chair on the other side of the table from where Holly and Dan sat.

“You’re interested in buying that property off South Bryant Irvin?” Bud raised his tea glass and took a big gulp.

Apparently, Bud didn’t believe in nice chit-chat. She could handle that. “Depends. What are you asking?”

Bud snapped out a number that surprised Holly, much lower than she’d expected.

“How soon can we make a deal?”

Holly met Dan’s gaze. He had a slight frown between his eyes. Probably wondering why Henderson asked such a low amount. Dan gave a slight nod. 

“Okay, I’d say we can proceed fairly quickly if that’s your asking price.”

“Listen, Holly, I’ve heard you’re a straight shooter, so I want to be honest with you. Ever since I bought this property, weird stuff has happened.”

“What kind of weird stuff?” Dan leaned forward with his elbows on the table as if afraid he’d miss Bud’s answer.

“We had a fire.” He ticked off his fingers. “We found a couple of dead cats. And then a dead cow.” 

“Had you put cows on the property?” Dan asked.

“Nope.” Bud shook his head. “The cats were bad, but when the cow turned up dead, I wanted out. The police couldn’t find out anything. I should’ve listened to the rumors before I plopped down any money. I’m taking a loss on this, but I want to get out from under. Something’s not right about the property.” He shook his head before sipping his tea.

“What do you say, Holly?” Dan looked over his coffee cup at her.

She met the gazes of both men then reached out her hand toward Bud. “I say we’ve got a deal.”

A smile broke across his face in relief, as he met her grip. “That’s great. I worried after I told you, you’d back away, but in good conscience, I had to tell you.”

“I’ll put together the contract and email the document to both of you by the end of the week. How will that work?” Dan set down his coffee cup.

“I’ll have my attorney look over the documents, but I expect we can have a done deal in a short time. Can’t be too soon for me.” He rose, shook hands with Dan and then turned to Holly, taking her hand in both of his. “I sure wish you well with this purchase, Holly. But be careful, okay?”

“I will do that, Bud. Thank you.”

Bud nodded to them both and left the room as if someone were chasing him.

Holly dropped into her chair, relief flooding through her veins. “Well, what a surprise. I can hardly believe we’re getting such a great deal on the property. My sisters will be thrilled.” She pumped both arms in the air.

“What did you think about his warning and the story of the dead animals?” Dan raised his cup.

“I’m guessing we have a few troubled teens on our hands. I’m glad he reported the incidents to the police. People who harm animals frequently end up hurting people.”

“If you’re worried, you could hire security to keep an eye on the property.”

“That might be a good idea, but let’s wait. This could be a weird set of circumstances, or maybe Bud has enemies.”

“My first research into the owner didn’t reveal any problems, but I’ll dig further back into the past and make sure it’s not an ancient burial ground.” Dan made a note on his phone.

“Well, that would be awful.” Holly worried her lower lip with her teeth. “Hope that’s not the case. As to the extra security, if something else happens after the transaction is complete, then yes, we’ll talk about security. I won’t take a chance with people’s lives.”

“If you have trouble, once work begins, I can get you a security guy out there. We can set him up in a trailer.”

“Good to know. We’ll hire him full-time if we have to. That will shut down any problems. We could just be borrowing trouble, and everything will be okay.”

“I’ll email the contract to you and your sisters when I’ve completed the first draft. Should be fairly straightforward.” He raised his cup for a last sip of coffee.

“Thank you, Dan.” She lifted her tea glass and tapped his cup. “I’m excited about this new venture.”

“Let’s celebrate then. We can eat supper here and sip a glass of wine. Sound good?”

“Yes, but I need to text Lee and Kay about the progress.” She tapped out a message to her sisters and then rose. “All the food here is sooo good. The aromas made me hungry as soon as I entered. I’m glad we can take time for a bite.”

Dan followed her through the cafeteria style line. He chose the quarter chicken and roasted potatoes and salad. Holly ordered the chicken Friand, chicken in a lovely puff pastry smothered in a creamy mushroom sauce and the field green salad. Dan insisted on paying for their meal, and they returned to the table in the back room. They enjoyed their meal and wine, but then Holly parted ways with Dan.

“Thanks for dinner, Dan. My treat next time.”

“You’re on.” Dan held the door for her, and they both walked to their cars. Holly headed to her house, which was only five minutes away. She quickly made her way through the gates of the complex and steered along the driveway to her two-car garage. After entering the house through the kitchen, she walked straight through to her office, set her purse on her desk, and put her car keys on the wall rack. 

Some houses had a mud room connecting the garage to the rest of the house where upon entering, the owner left purses, boots, and jackets. Since she entered from her garage right into her kitchen, she didn’t have that, and soon after settling in, decided the best place to drop her stuff was her office. Being a bit scattered, Holly found her life ran more smoothly when she had a place for everything, and she faithfully put things back in their place. A bit anal perhaps, but her life worked better when she stuck with the plan.

After pouring a glass of her favorite south Texas wine, she settled in the main living area in a comfy rocker recliner. She had to consider what steps to take next with this project. She’d already preliminarily reached out to the president of the board of the Fort Worth Homeless Coalition. Dan served on that board and had suggested she make that contact. The president had been excited about the possibility of other options for their clients. As soon as they completed the sale, she’d contact him again. 

Her glance fell on a picture of her parents that sat on the end table next to her chair. She lifted it. “We’re doing this, guys. Lee, Kay, and I are building tiny homes for people so they will no longer be homeless. We hope to significantly improve the quality of their lives, getting them off the streets and out of shelters. I hope you’ll be proud of what we’re doing with your legacy. In honor of Aunt Lee.” She rested her head against the back of the chair as a couple of tears trickled from her eyes.
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At the end of March, Holly parked out on the edge of the property in southwest Fort Worth to wait for her sisters’ arrival. She opened the trunk of her SUV where she’d stashed a bottle of champagne and plastic glasses in a basket along with a hammer and a sign. A gust of wind lifted the loose-fitting beige linen jacket she wore over black slacks. 

“Hey, sis.” Lee, dressed in navy slacks topped with a long-sleeved bright yellow, white and navy striped shirt climbed out of her even larger SUV and gave Holly a hug. “Where’s Kay?”

“Well, you know our sister. She’s late, but she’ll get here.”

Just then, Kay’s small electric car pulled silently to the side of the road, and their younger sister climbed out. Her skirt in shades of purple and lavender swirled around her short legs. She maintained her legs looked longer in the longer skirts. No one but Kay would pair the skirt with the orange blouse, but she pulled off the combination. “Sorry, y’all. I forgot to set the alert on my phone and got lost in my painting.” They exchanged hugs all around.

“It's okay, sweetie. Glad you’re being creative.” For a time after her divorce, Kay didn’t pick up a brush. Her ex’s infidelity killed her creativity. Holly and Lee breathed sighs of relief when Kay finally pulled out a canvas and her paints, and a twinkle returned to her blue eyes, the same color all the sisters shared. 

“So did I miss anything?” 

“Of course not. We waited.” Holly pulled out the hammer and sign from the trunk. “First this. You two hold the sign, and I’ll hammer.”

Her sisters’ grins matched Holly’s when they held the SOLD sign in front of the For Sale sign. Holly placed a nail and swung her hammer. Three good taps, and then she repeated that with a second nail. 

“Wait. Let’s take a selfie.” Kay grabbed her phone and handed it to Lee. “You’ve got longer arms.”

“Okay. Let’s do this. Say yea!” Lee snapped the selfie with the girls standing beside the sold sign. All three cheered and walked back to Holly’s car. “Lee, can you open the champagne? I’ve never been good at that.” Holly handed the bottle to her sister.

“Happy to.” Lee handed Kay’s phone to her and with little effort, popped the cork, and then filled Kay’s glass and the two in Holly’s hands. 

The three women held up the plastic glasses.

“To Mom and Dad for making this possible,” Holly said.

“To all those lovely people we’ll provide homes for and, hopefully, help set their lives in a better direction.” Lee raised her glass.

“And to us for getting to do this together. I love y’all.” Kay wiped the tear about to spill from her eye before raising her glass. 

“Amen to all of those.” Holly raised her glass to her sisters’. The dull clicking sound made them laugh. “Not as nice as crystal but much more practical.”
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Chapter Three
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Barrett Armstrong raised the binoculars again and peered at the three women appearing to be having a party on his property. The upstairs balcony on the back of his house provided a great space to observe from, and he frequently sat there using his binoculars to keep an eye on who came and went into his High Trails housing addition. He and his wife had been one of the earliest families to purchase a new-build in the development and move in. Unfortunately, Ellie hadn’t been around long to enjoy their new community with its pool, walking trails, sidewalks, and composting area. She’d been into the whole environmental thing.

Rising from his favorite chair for a better look, he peered at the group across the street parked on his property. Who did they think they were? Looking through the glasses again, his blood pressure rose as they tacked something over the For Sale Sign. SOLD jumped out at him. SOLD? No. That’s not possible. The property had belonged to his family for many years.

His damn father had a gambling problem and lost the property across the road, but the land would always be Armstrong land. Everyone knew that. His grandfather and great grandfather owned the property. Besides that, his father had been cheated and shouldn’t have lost. 

Over the years Barrett had done his best to keep anyone else from developing anything on the land. Oh, he let, and even encouraged, his neighbors to go over and have picnics there and to enjoy nature. That’s what Ellie would expect. As the president of the neighborhood association, he had a lot of power. Everyone listened to him. He made sure they did. 

Well, he’d kept Bud Henderson and the others before him from doing anything with the property. He’d stop these women. He’d check the records and see who they were. Then he’d act. Before you knew it, they’d bail out too, like everyone else had. He kept what was his.
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Dan hung up the phone in his office in a downtown high-rise building on the last day of March. He was a partner in a large firm and specialized in matters dealing with real estate and oil and gas. As one business ebbed and flowed, he fell back on the other. He’d been lucky that neither had gone bust at the same time, and he’d done well for himself. 

“Hey, Dan. You got a minute?”

“Sure. Come on in. Sit. What’s up, Jon?”

Jonathan Baxter, Dan’s best friend and law partner, settled into the leather chair in front of the desk. He’d taken off his suit jacket and rolled up his shirt sleeves. “I’ve got good news you should be happy to hear.”

“Yeah?”

“I got your issue on the agenda for the next board of adjustment meeting. I’ve informally mentioned your tiny house project to a couple of folks, and I sense they will be inclined to go along with your request.”

“That is good news. Thanks, Jon.”

“Don’t celebrate yet. I’m counting on you bringing your A-game to the meeting and selling the entire board on the importance of the project.”

“I can do that. Holly Grant will come, too. Her passion will for sure light a fire under the board members. I’ll ask the president of the board of the Homeless Coalition to come and add his two cents about the shortage of locations and facilities for people to live.”

“I don’t doubt you can do this. Listen, you remember Janey has a program at TCU at seven thirty this evening, right?”

At thirty-five, Jon had his one and only child, Janey, who hung the moon for him. She was twenty now and in the dance department at TCU. Jon’s wife died when Janey was in middle school, and not having kids himself, Dan acted as an uncle for her and had gone with Jon to lots of Janey’s activities.

“Yes. I’ve even got the reminder set on my calendar to make sure I don’t forget to leave here.”

Jon laughed. “Glad to hear that. Don’t want you missing this like you did that wedding a couple of years back.”

Dan shook his head. “Don’t guess I’ll ever live that down. I had two hours, and then the next time I looked up those two hours had disappeared. At least I showed up for the reception. Ever since that faux pas, if it’s important, I put the alert on the event.”

“Janey has left our tickets at Will Call. I’ll get there before you, but I’ll wait for you in the lobby.”

“You live down the street from the school. Easy for you to get there on time.”

“True. The board of adjustment will take up this issue on Tuesday, April 12. Can you get your presentation ready by then?”

“Sure. I’ll get to work right now. Thanks for getting us on the agenda, and I’ll see you at TCU.”

“You’re welcome. See you tonight.” Jon left Dan’s office. They had been friends since their law school days. A weird fluke landed them both in the same firm. They’d stood up for each other at their weddings. Jon helped him keep his act together when his wife cheated on him and then split. Dan didn’t entirely blame her. He spent a lot of hours at work. And he still did, except for hanging with Jon and Janey and serving on the board of the Homeless Coalition and making himself go to the gym to exercise.  

Well, he better get crackin’ and make sure Holly and the president of the Homeless Coalition could make the board of adjustment meeting. 

****
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“Thanks for meeting me for breakfast, Lee.” On the first day of April, Holly and her sister walked into First Watch, one of
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