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The drive out to Apache Junction took
slightly more than twenty minutes on US 60 the first Saturday
morning in December. What traffic there was seemed headed the
opposite way, into the metro center where the shopping malls would
be jammed.

“I’m glad you talked me into this,” Sandy
Werner said, as the landscape opened up and paved parking lots gave
way to dirt ones. “I need to do something more physical than
sitting at my desk in the bank.”

“Not to mention it’s a great cause,” Mary
Holbrook told her. “Trini says they’re hoping to get this new
addition to the shelter opened before Christmas. I never realized,
until I ended up at Heaven Sent, how many people are on the streets
this time of year.”

Sandy nodded. It was true. Although she saw
people in need of money, the bank branch she managed in Scottsdale
didn’t exactly draw a poverty-stricken clientele. She’d been
shocked, two years ago, when Mary had come in to withdraw her last
few hundred dollars, admitting to the sudden downturn in her own
financial life.

Now, Mary was a physical trainer and partner
in a successful gym in Chandler. And since her experience with
homelessness she’d given generously of her time and money to
help—first by teaching self-defense techniques to the women
residents, and now by spending her Saturdays to help build and
enlarge the Apache Junction branch of the shelter at the eastern
end of the sprawling Phoenix metropolis.

Mary pulled her little red Ford into a
parking lot filled with vehicles, including a delivery truck from a
local hardware store.

“Wow, good crowd already,” Sandy said as Mary
maneuvered to a parking spot at the fringes of the lot.

“People in this city are used to getting up
early for work, so what’s one more pre-dawn alarm setting?” Mary
reached for her paper cup of coffee, checking that the top was
securely in place.

Sandy stuffed her purse beneath the front
seat and reached for the zip-up sweatshirt she’d brought. They
locked the car and walked toward the building. A sign greeted all
who came: HEAVEN SENT—A SAFE PLACE. Someone
had strung Christmas lights around the edges of it, and a big red
bow decorated the front door.

A woman with gray hair in a cute pixie cut
stood out front, directing the volunteers. She sent a group around
the left side of the building and then spotted Mary.

“Hey, you made it!” The woman pulled Mary
into an embrace and held her, rocking gently side to side.

“Trini, this is my friend, Sandy Warner.
She’s—”

“Sandy! I’ve heard lots about you. Welcome,
welcome. Trini Newton.” She held out her hand.

“Thanks, Trini. Great to meet you. I hope I
can actually be of help. Construction isn’t exactly on my list of
skills.”

“If you can handle a paint roller, you are in
the perfect place today,” Trini said with a warm grin that
accentuated the lines around her eyes. Smiling had apparently been
a lifelong habit.

Mary seemed surprised. “You’re already
painting?”

“Hey, we don’t mess around. We’ve made a lot
of progress since you were here last week.” Trini led them inside
through the front door.

“I love the decorations,” Mary said. She
pointed to a tall Christmas tree in the corner of the small lobby
and strands of tinsel hanging from the reception desk.

“We’re trying to round up some more,” Trini
said, leading them down a hallway toward the back of the building.
“People bring stuff and we put it up wherever it fits, mainly here
in the women-and-children area. These kids need something to
brighten the holidays for them. The men’s area is across the hall.”
She waved toward another closed door, farther along.

She opened the wide door in front of them and
they stepped into a large room filled with cots. Curtains hung from
the ceiling between the beds to create privacy. Some of the
curtained ‘rooms’ held one bed, others had two or three.

“We try to give families a space to
themselves so, for instance, a woman and her kids will have a
cubicle. This is the purpose for the new addition. We’ll have it
structured so husbands and wives with kids actually get a bit of
space to themselves.”

“You’ve done a very nice job with it,” Sandy
said.

Leaving the women’s area, Trini led them to
the end of the long corridor. “Communal bathrooms and showers are
here—ladies on the left, men on the right. And the kitchen and
dining hall are back here. We provide a couple of computers where
residents can get online to check job listings and housing
opportunities.”

Mary noticed no one at the computers, but the
dining tables were filled. Today’s breakfast seemed to be a choice
of oatmeal or scrambled eggs, dished up by volunteers where a
buffet of sorts was set up along the back wall. From her own
experience she knew breakfast was meant to give a good start to the
day. By lunch time residents were expected to be out looking for
work, and dinner for those who chose to stay the night would be a
soup or stew and bread. Nothing fancy, but it kept starvation
away.

They trailed behind Trini as she bustled
through the dining room and pushed a door open at the east end,
revealing the newly constructed space, a room about the same size
as the women’s quarters they’d just visited. The scents of
unfinished drywall and newly laid vinyl tile greeted them. Stacks
of paint cans and roller trays waited near an exterior exit door,
and strips of wooden molding lay in a pile on the floor.

“Mary, I know you’re good with a nail gun,”
Trini said. “All that trim needs to be put up around the door
frames and baseboards.”

“I can handle that.”

“Bob Perkins over there will help with
measuring and cutting, so you should be able to keep up a pace just
by nailing.”

Mary ran a hand through her spiky
reddish-blond hair and reached into her hip pocket for the pair of
gloves she’d brought along. She headed toward the elderly man with
the tape measure and they began to confer.

“Sandy, painting?”

“I love to paint.” She’d already been eyeing
the cans and rollers. “And I wore my grubbies just for the
occasion.”

“Go for it.” Trini flashed a quick smile
before someone across the room called her away.

Apparently, the hardware store had provided
everything. Sandy found painter’s tape and masking paper, which she
quickly began to apply to the window frames.

“I love the way they designed this,” Mary
said, walking by with an eight-foot strip of baseboard molding.
“Looks like there will be a small window for each section, once
they hang the privacy curtains. It’ll give nice light in the
mornings.”

“Thanks for talking me into coming,” Sandy
told her. “I’m glad to be part of the project.”

Conversation came to a halt once the
bam-bam-bam of the nail gun began. Within half an hour Mary had
framed the door into the main building and the two outside exits.
Mr. Perkins helped by carrying lengths of trim to her and she
quickly attached the baseboards around the perimeter of the room.
Sandy had begun painting the ceiling, working her way with the
roller to the wall sections Mary had finished. Two other women in
paint-spattered overalls joined her, and by noon the entire room
had one coat of cheery pale yellow.

“We can take a break while this dries,” Mary
suggested as Sandy stood back, looking for spots she might have
missed. “Trini says Gino’s Pizza just delivered a huge stack of
boxes for us.”

“Good idea. A little lunch and I’ll have the
energy to come back and apply the second coat.”

They washed their hands in the women’s
bathroom and returned to the dining hall where most of the
volunteers were taking advantage of the pizzas while they were
still hot. Grabbing a couple slices of pepperoni, Sandy followed
Mary to the last two seats at a table near the door.

“Ah … my shoulders are gonna be speaking to
me by tomorrow,” Sandy said as she finished her first slice.

Mary looked as though no amount of physical
labor daunted her, and no amount of pepperoni ever seemed to go to
her waist. Not for the first time, Sandy thought about taking her
friend up on the offer of a complimentary gym membership.

Mary was picking up her third slice when the
door to the corridor opened and voices drifted through.

“You people are responsible for this,” a
man’s voice shouted. “I follow the rules and I’m still robbed—that
was my grandfather’s watch!”

“Micah, slow down.” Trini’s voice rose to get
his attention. “Show me where you were.”

The rest of the conversation was lost as the
speakers moved away and the door closed again.

Mary and Sandy exchanged a look. What was
that all about?

 



Chapter 2

 


 


When they next saw Trini they’d finished
lunch and tossed away their paper plates. Sandy was prying the lid
off a fresh can of paint. Mary was ready to pitch in, but wondered
whether she might be needed elsewhere. She was about to walk
outside to see what the exterior crew was up to when she spotted
Trini coming into the new room from the dining hall.

“How’s it going?” Trini asked, eyeing the
bright walls. “Looks good.”

Sandy smiled and said she could get the
second coat done by midafternoon.

“Trini—we couldn’t help but hear the voice of
that man who was so upset earlier. What’s going on?”

Trini glanced around to be sure no one else
was in earshot. For the moment, the three of them were the room’s
only occupants. “Another missing item, a family heirloom, and Micah
is understandably upset.”

“Sure. Anyone would be.”

“We try to tell them not to bring valuables
to the shelter, but most of them don’t own anything of value. And
if they do, what else will they do with it? It’s not as if they
have safe deposit boxes. If they had a home, they wouldn’t be
here.” She ran her fingers through her hair. “We have a small safe
in the office behind the reception desk and we always explain that
they can leave money or small items in it. We keep it locked.”

“But they don’t do that?” Sandy asked.

“It’s hard. They’ve been on the street and
they’re so untrusting. Some even wheel in grocery carts full of,
basically, junk and they want to sleep with it right beside their
bed. When space permits, we let them.”

Mary spoke up. “You said another
missing item. So this has happened before?”

Trini nodded sadly. “Unfortunately. In the
past three months, I’d say a dozen items have been reported to me.
Micah says it’s his grandfather’s gold pocket watch that’s missing
now.”

“The police? Have they been called?”

“At first, I did. They take one look around
and see ragged people with hopeless faces, and basically they just
roll their eyes and remind me that the missing items can’t be worth
much. They take a report, but I don’t get the feeling any effort
goes toward recovering the lost items.”

“Do you think it’s another resident stealing
these things?” Mary asked. “Who’s new here?”

“Pfft—everyone’s new. You know how it is.
Some stay one or two nights, some come and go over the course of
months. They aren’t allowed to move in permanently, but some we
think of as our ‘regulars’ and others we never see again.”

“A gold watch sounds like something of
value.”

“I never saw the timepiece. It could have
been a twenty-dollar thinly plated thing from the discount store,
for all I know. As I mentioned, they never want to trust us to keep
their stuff under lock and key.”

“So Micah has imagined this as an
heirloom?”

“I have no idea. It might actually be. People
hang onto things until they absolutely have no other choice. One
woman had a diamond ring her mother gave her. It wasn’t anything
spectacular, but it might have paid the rent on an apartment for a
month or two. But she wouldn’t part with it. Said it was the last
item of her mother’s, said it reminded her of a time when life was
better. I couldn’t push the issue. I was just happy she let us lock
it in the safe until she was ready to move on.”

“So sad,” Mary said. She noticed Sandy had
tears in her eyes.

Trini took a deep breath. “Look, I’ll let you
get back to your painting so you can go home at a reasonable hour.
Thanks so much for all you’re doing.”

They both hugged her. “Do you need help again
tomorrow?” Sandy asked.

“Sure—if you’d like to hang curtains and set
up beds, it would go a long way toward moving people in once we get
our occupancy permit.”

By three p.m. the large room glowed with its
second coat of pale yellow, and the workers had peeled off layers
of clothing, down to T-shirts now as the day had warmed to the
mid-70s. Mary had grown up here in the Valley; Decembers that felt
like spring seemed normal, but many of the volunteers were
snowbirds from the upper Midwest and they reveled in the mild
winter temperatures. Those who felt the Christmas season wasn’t
complete without snow simply went back home to spend the holidays
with family.

“You’ve been kind of quiet,” she said to
Sandy as they walked out to the Ford.

“Thinking about what Trini said about the
thefts at the shelter. I can’t believe someone would steal from
homeless people.”

Mary pulled out of the lot onto Superstition
Boulevard and aimed toward the 202 Loop to deliver Sandy back to
Phoenix. “They’re not all sweet and honest and simply down on their
luck, you know. There’s a strong survival instinct among them. If a
shiny object looks like it might bring a few bucks at a pawn shop,
and if that money could buy meals for your kids … or, and I hate to
say this, a bottle of booze …”

“Maybe so. I just wonder why this rash of
thefts all at once. Surely Trini has seen that kind of thing a lot
in the years she’s worked here. But she specifically said these
thefts of valuables had happened over the last three months.”

Mary nodded. “True.”

“So, what if we were to do a little
investigating of our own? She said the police are basically blowing
it off. Maybe we could learn something and catch the thief.”

“Sure. Let’s ask around when we go back
tomorrow.”

Sandy sat back in her seat, already thinking
of questions she would ask Micah if she could catch up with him in
the morning. By the time Mary dropped her off she had several
things in mind.

“I’ll drive tomorrow, if you’d like,” Sandy
said as she got out of the car. They set a time and Mary headed
toward her own apartment.

 


* * *

 


“What’s all this?” Mary exclaimed the next
day, sliding into the passenger seat. “Looks like Santa’s sleigh
exploded in your car.”

Sandy laughed. “The dollar-store folks were
happy to see me last night. The gift bags contain little stuff for
kids—socks and undies, along with some crayons and puzzles and
stuff. I’ll give them to Trini to hand out as she sees fit. The
boxes … well, I went on a little sorting-and-cleaning binge among
my holiday decorations. You can’t believe how much I’ve accumulated
over the years.”

Mary glanced over her shoulder into the back
of Sandy’s Mazda. “Uh, yeah, I think I can.”

“So I figured, who needs more than one
Christmas tree? A lot of the garland and tinsel is stuff that I
used to put up all over the house, back when I was younger and more
energetic. I haven’t used it in a few years, so someone else might
as well get some enjoyment out of it. I just hope Trini doesn’t see
it all as a pain in the neck and a bunch of junk to store away
after the holidays.”

“She’ll love it, I’m sure,” Mary said.

Thirty minutes later they pulled up to the
front door at Heaven Sent. Trini greeted them and exclaimed over
the bounty. “Just put all the decorations in the reception area,”
she said. “I’ll stash the presents in the storage closet behind the
desk. Won’t it be wonderful to have things for the kids as the big
day draws closer?”

After the fourth load of decorations Mary
turned to Sandy. “Are you sure all this was just spare stuff
from home?”

“Well, okay, I admit it. I called Pen and
Gracie when I got home, and they each came up with a bit more.”

Mary laughed as they stacked the last of the
boxes. “Well, you certainly were a busy lady last night. And a
great organizer!”

The new dorm room at the back of the building
revealed its own sort of bounty. Mattresses and box springs were
stacked against the walls, and metal bedframes lay on the
floor.

“I put a few of the muscular men to work this
morning, carrying all this in from the storage building out back,”
Trini said. “All we need now is to bolt the frames together and set
them up.”

“Easy-peasy,” Mary told her. She had a couple
of open-end wrenches at the ready.

“Trini, is there any news about Micah’s
missing watch?” Sandy asked, holding two sections of metal frame in
place while Mary inserted the bolts.

“Nothing.”

“Were the residents’ possessions searched?
Well, if that’s even ethical to do.”

“No, and it’s not really cool to go through
people’s things. But I did ask if anyone knew anything about the
watch last night when we had most everyone assembled for their
dinner of beans and cornbread. No one admitted knowledge of the
theft. A few seemed upset that it happened to Micah—he’s been
helpful and friendly to everyone.”

“Something as small as a watch or piece of
jewelry, wouldn’t the owner keep it on their person all the time?”
Mary asked.

“Normally, yes. They’ll wear their rings into
the shower, even, but that’s hard to do with a watch, especially an
older, non-waterproof one.”

“So, if someone watched until Micah went into
the shower …”

“The stalls are two-part—there’s a place to
lay clothing on a bench and keep it dry, then the shower itself,
with a plastic curtain dividing the two spaces. The outer door to
each stall locks for privacy.”

“So it would be unlikely, but not impossible,
for someone to sneak through the shower room and rifle through the
clothing while the resident is behind the curtain.”

“If they don’t lock the stall door, then I
suppose so. I can’t think of any other time they can’t keep an eye
on their stuff, unless it’s while they’re asleep. But again, the
valuable item would most likely be clenched in hand, hidden under a
pillow, or worn pinned to pajamas.”

“We’re assuming another resident is stealing
these items,” Mary said. She had completed bolting the four sides
of the first bedframe and set it in place. “Maybe outsiders come
and go during the day?”

Trini shook her head. “Not normally. But
we’ve had lots of volunteers around during the construction, and we
don’t always have someone at the reception desk. Depends on who
I’ve got for help.”

“Can I talk to Micah?” Sandy asked. “Maybe
he’s got some idea of who took the watch.”

Trini looked skeptical as she took over
Sandy’s position and they moved to the next frame. “Sure. He was
here at breakfast, but you may have to look around. During the week
he usually goes out, but this being Sunday I’m not sure where he’ll
be. He’s about five-ten, clean shaven, wearing a blue Patagonia
jacket.”

Sandy found him at one of the computers in
the dining hall. He looked up when she took a chair next to him.
She noticed he’d been browsing real estate listings.

“Micah? Hey, I’m Sandy. Um, I happened to
overhear what you were telling Trini yesterday about your missing
watch.”

“Yeah? You know something about that?” His
brown eyes narrowed.

“No, unfortunately. But my friend and I were
hoping to help. We’re sort of amateur detectives and we’ve helped
recover some other things.” She didn’t say that a pocket watch
didn’t exactly fall into the same category as a million dollar
diamond necklace; to this man his heirloom might be every bit as
valuable. “I just think it’s rotten that anyone would steal from
people who—”

“People who are homeless. You can say it.”
Micah ran a hand through dark hair that had grown over his ears and
to the collar of his shirt.

She noticed his shirt was of fine quality and
his slacks still held creases. The jacket was a good brand and
showed no wear. This guy had not shopped at the Goodwill store, and
he’d probably not been on the streets.

“You’re right. I don’t belong here,” he said,
noticing that she’d given his clothing the once-over. “Until three
months ago I was living in Scottsdale, had a thriving real estate
business and a family.”

“What happened? Sorry—maybe you don’t want to
say.”

He shrugged. “Real estate market went bust,
banks took away everything. One by one, my investment properties
foreclosed. Wife stuck with me until they came after our house,
then she packed up the kids and took off for her parents’ place in
Iowa. At least the kids will get a white Christmas this year.” His
voice grew rough and he cleared his throat.

“Wow, I’m so sorry. Everything’s gone?”

“I kept my car, but cops are suspicious of a
guy living on the street in a BMW. Sold it for barely enough to pay
off the balance.”

“And your grandfather’s pocket watch was kind
of the only thing of value you had left.”

“Yep, both my parents are gone, no siblings.
In-laws weren’t too sympathetic—they told Cassie I didn’t know what
I was doing with my investment strategies, and they were happy to
take her and the kids as long as it was without me.” He paused.
“I’m not here long term. I find the right deal and I’m outta here.
I’ll rebuild everything I once had.”

Sandy let a moment pass, hoping the bitter
words would leave the air. “The watch. Do you know when it was
taken? I mean, was there an opportunity for someone to pick it
up?”

“I kept it in my coat or pants pocket all the
time. Locked the door when I showered, slept with it under my
pillow. Yeah, I know, like a puppy when it leaves the litter and
you have to put a clock in bed with it for company. The tick-tick
was reassuring somehow.”

“Could someone have picked your pocket?”

“Possibly,” he admitted. “I worked enough in
downtown Phoenix to be pretty aware of people pushing against me or
bumping me. But I don’t know. Can’t swear to anything. This place
is open all hours during the day. I think they lock the doors at
eleven, but anyone can come and go. Trini needs to keep someone at
the front desk all the time, keep a log of who’s walking in. I told
her that.”

A stooped woman with frizzy gray hair and a
shopping cart filled with blankets, rags, cardboard, and aluminum
cans pushed past, eyeing the now-closed breakfast buffet tables
hopefully.

“Okay, maybe it wouldn’t be easy to get
every person to sign in.”

Sandy shifted in her chair. “We’ll ask
around, see if we can find out anything about your watch. I’m
really sorry that happened.”

He gave her a look that said, yeah,
whatever.


Chapter 3

 


 


Sandy passed the grocery cart woman who was
muttering something under her breath.

“Sorry the breakfast service is finished,”
she said, handing her a cereal bar she’d stuck in her pocket for a
mid-morning snack. “Maybe this will tide you over.”

The woman snatched the packet without meeting
Sandy’s eyes, then wheeled the squeaking cart back toward the open
doorway to the hall.

In the new room, Mary now had four bedframes
assembled and two other volunteers were setting box springs and
mattresses on them.

“Did you find Micah?” she asked.

“I did. Didn’t come up with anything
substantial in the way of clues. He seems different than a lot of
the residents, although it’s a story I’ve seen and heard before.
Played the real estate market on borrowed money, overextended
himself, and lost it all. We saw it happen a lot at the bank, and
unfortunately the banking laws allowed it to happen. We made loans
we shouldn’t have, let people borrow more than they should have. I
regret that—a lot.”

Trini walked up just then. “Regret what?”

Sandy waved it off. “Irrelevant to what I
wanted to learn today. The only clue Micah could provide was the
possibility that his pocket had been picked. Did you and he discuss
that at all?”

Trini waited until the other volunteers had
walked outside, and she kept her voice low. “He ranted a bit about
how we need to do more to track who’s in and out of here. He’s
ready to pin the theft on any of the other residents.”

“But you don’t think so.”

“I’m not so sure. There seems to be a sort of
code of honor among the homeless we see. All of them are down and
out, and they know what the others are going through. There’s more
empathy than competition among them. Micah comes from a world where
everything was about the stuff, about how much you
accumulated. It’s probably natural that his first reaction is to
believe someone with less than he has would want to take his prized
possession. It’s sad, yes, but I’m reserving judgment. Since Micah
got here we’ve had a constant parade of construction workers,
delivery people, volunteers such as the cooks and cleaners. I’m not
pointing a finger at anyone, but you can see there are a lot of
possibilities.” She patted Sandy’s shoulder and walked toward the
dining room.

“True,” said Mary. “It’s a transient
population all the way around. It’ll be hard to trace this one
small item.”

Sandy slumped. “I know. But it’s more than
just one, according to Trini. I don’t want to give up already.” She
looked around the large room. “Looks like your assistants have
abandoned you. Shall we go out to the storage building and bring in
some more mattresses. We can have this job knocked out in another
couple hours and I’ll spring for lunch, your choice of
restaurant.”

“Deal.” Mary stuck her wrenches in the back
pocket of her jeans and they headed toward the south-side exit
door. “The storage building is around back.”

Sandy followed and they came to a
tan-stuccoed building with two double-sized garage doors and a
walk-through door facing the drive that circled the main building.
With ample space, it served as the receiving area for deliveries.
The women could easily see how Trini had her hands full, trying to
be everywhere and keep an eye on everything at once.

“Obviously, theft is a concern out here,
too,” said Mary when she tried the door and found it locked. “I
guess we’ll need to track down Trini to get in.”

Backtracking to where they’d last seen the
director, they found the dining hall empty but they caught the
sound of voices from the front. Trini stood at the reception desk,
facing a couple who must have just come in.

The man wore deep blue, loose-fitting pants
and tunic with two strands of white crystal beads and some type of
amulet hanging from them. His dark brown hair hung to his shoulders
in soft waves. At more than six feet tall, he cut an imposing
figure.

The woman stood about a foot shorter, dressed
in emerald green and, despite the hippie image, Mary had a feeling
the blonde highlights in her waves had been carefully applied, as
had her makeup. She placed both of the pair in their early
forties.

“Sorry—we didn’t mean to interrupt,” Sandy
said.

“It’s okay.” Trini looked somewhat relieved
at the break in conversation. “Meet the neighbors.”

The man stepped forward. “Hello, gracious
souls. I’m Orion. This is Sunshine.”

Of course she is, thought Mary.

The pair stepped forward with a prayer-hands
bow.

“Neighbors. You live out here?” Mary
asked.

“We founded the Rising Moon, located on the
adjacent property,” he said.

“Oh, we don’t live in the Temple,” Sunshine
piped up. “Our home is out back. We love to be close to our
followers.”

Mary detected a distinct hint of the South in
Sunshine’s voice, perhaps the overdrawn syllables of west
Texas.

“Do you have a spiritual home?” Sunshine
asked. “Our doors are open to all.”

“I’m fine on that count,” Mary said.

Sandy turned to Trini. “We were going to
bring in some more mattresses, but the storage building is locked.
I assume you’re the keeper of the keys?”

“I am.” Trini practically leapt from behind
the desk. “Let me give you a hand. Sorry, Orion, Sunshine. We’ve
kind of got a lot going on here right now. If you’ll excuse
me.”

She gestured toward the front door until they
had no choice but to take the hint and leave.

“Talk about excellent timing,” Trini said as
the three women made their way through the kitchen and out the back
door. “You rescued me from those two. The minute they walk in they
start bending my ear. It’s happened constantly ever since they
rented the empty building over there and parked that ratty old
bus.”

For the first time Mary noticed the view from
Heaven Sent looked into the neighboring property and a huge paved
parking lot. Taking up four slots, an old school bus, painted sky
blue and decorated with images of planets and stars and the moon,
sat near the building. An extension cord and water hose apparently
provided utility hookups for the makeshift housing. A chain link
fence separated the properties but did nothing to hide the
view.

“Tacky, huh.” Trini reached into her pocket
for keys to the storage building. “I mean, we jumped through all
kinds of hoops to get city zoning to allow a homeless shelter here,
gave tons of assurances that our place wouldn’t degrade the
neighborhood—and look at that thing!”

Sandy spoke up. “Your building is beautiful,
Trini.”

“Because we make the effort. We keep the
shrubbery trimmed, the building clean, and we don’t allow anyone to
sleep outside or park their carts where they can be seen from the
street.”

“Have you talked to the zoning department
about the bus?”

“I have. I was told they’ll send someone
around, but if the vehicle can’t be seen from the street there’s
most likely nothing they can do about it. This isn’t a high-class
neighborhood anyway, so I doubt anyone else has complained.”

She flipped on a light switch and pointed to
the area where plastic-wrapped new mattresses had been stacked.
Sandy and Mary grabbed each end of one and started the trek back to
the new addition.

“So, what is this Temple of the Rising Moon,
anyway?” Sandy asked as they set the first mattress on its
frame.

Trini rolled her eyes. “I went over and
attended one of their services when they first moved in. Too
hippy-dippy for my taste. The one useful thing they are claiming is
that they’re raising money to build housing. I suppose sort of a
copycat of Habitat for Humanity, maybe? They put on quite a spiel,
but I don’t know—something about it feels off.”


Chapter 4

 


 


Lunch turned out to be salads at Brennan’s, a
casual place, since both women still wore their work clothes.

“Something Trini said has got me wondering,”
Sandy said after taking her first sip of iced tea. “The hippies,
for lack of a better term, moved in right about the time the thefts
began at the shelter. Maybe there’s a connection.”

Mary raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know … For
all their flowy clothing, earth-child names, and long hair, Orion
and Sunshine don’t strike me as underprivileged—I should say, as
poor enough to steal from those who have nothing.”

“But they seem to come and go from the
shelter any time they want. Trini admits she can’t watch the front
desk all the time and the volunteers tend to only monitor the door
during times the homeless people are showing up to claim beds for
the night.” Sandy stabbed a chunk of lettuce from her Chinese
chicken salad.

“And they draw huge crowds. Trini told me the
parking lots—front and back—are filled at least three nights a
week. We have no idea what types of people they’re bringing in.
Maybe some of their followers are wandering over and rummaging
through the people’s possessions at the shelter. It wouldn’t be
hard to do, sneaking in while everyone else is in the dining room.”
Mary’s eyes glittered. “We could become spies! Dress down and hang
out a bit. See who comes and goes.”

“We’ll need more than just you and me if we
plan to watch people in the temple and at the shelter.”

“Bring Pen and Gracie and Amber into it, you
mean?”

“Why not?” Sandy gave a huge smile.

The group of friends had caught an investment
scammer, a cheating ex-husband, and had taken down an international
jewel theft ring. Surely this couldn’t be any more complicated than
those cases. The Heist Ladies would go into action again!

“I’ll call them now,” Sandy said, pushing her
nearly empty plate aside.

 


* * *

 


Penelope Fitzpatrick’s spacious home on
Camelback Mountain in Scottsdale was the chosen meeting place. Pen
had stashed away the boxes of Christmas decorations she’d intended
to spend the evening with. There was no need to clean—living alone
meant her tasteful furnishings rarely accumulated more than a
micron of dust. As an added treat she had come up with an array of
snacks and wine for her guests.

“My publisher sent two lovely bottles when my
last book reached the top of the charts. It’s a good Bordeaux,” she
said as she opened the first. “I needed an occasion and some
friends present so I could justify opening it.”

She poured the rich red wine into glasses and
Sandy handed them around as the others reached for the selection of
fine cheeses.

“After the day I’ve had with my kids, I’m
ready for this,” said Gracie Nelson, raising her glass. She had
pulled her long brown hair into a messy bun at the top of her head,
and her lack of makeup suggested she’d rushed from the house after
turning the two teens over to her husband.

Mary glanced around at the faces of her
friends. “Are we ready to take on a new case?”

“Tell us about this,” Pen asked. “Sandy, you
mentioned thefts at a homeless shelter?”

“That’s how it began,” Sandy said. She went
on to explain what little they knew about the thefts and then told
about the oddball neighbors next to the place. “Trini Newton, the
director at Heaven Sent, said her first thought about the newcomers
was that they’re just another pair of snowbirds with an unusual
twist to the reason for their stay. Could be—maybe they’ll be gone
by May when the weather turns hot again.”

“Or, maybe they’re onto a hot moneymaker with
this idea of fundraising to build low-income housing,” Gracie
suggested.

“We also had that thought,” Mary said,
“although they’re living pretty low-key in a converted school bus
parked at their rented ‘temple’.”

Amber Zeckis, the youngest member of the
group at twenty-four, spoke up. “I’m kind of intrigued with this
angle—the couple and their religion thing. They sound like some of
the friends my parents tell me about, people they knew before I was
even born. I’ll go to this temple and see what the deal is, if you
want me to.”

Gracie laughed. “Just promise us you won’t
get roped in.”

Amber gave her a sassy look. “Huh-uh, not my
thing. You know I’m skeptical of anything that can’t be broken down
into computer code.”

“I think it’s brilliant,” Pen said. “Amber’s
got the correct look—those curls of yours can’t be tamed, no matter
what—and you’re the right age, I’m guessing. You shall play the
role perfectly.”

“Pen’s right,” Sandy said. “I can’t see
myself there—all corporate-looking with my neat little blonde
bob—or Pen, who is far too elegant to pull off a part at either a
homeless shelter or an ashram. Amber is what Goldilocks would call
‘just right.’”

Pen huffed a little. She had, after all,
donned disguises in the past and managed to conceal her British
upbringing, her perfectly turned out makeup and hair, and her
designer wardrobe.

“We’ll keep you in the background, for when
we need a woman of the right age and elegance.”

“Based on the glimpse of myself I caught in
that mirror over there, I could pass for homeless,” Gracie offered.
“I mean, if that’s needed. Just saying.”

“So, we’re agreed? We’ll team up and
investigate these thefts?” Mary asked.

Nods all around.

“Good. So, I’ve made up some assignments.”
Mary had already started a notebook. “Amber—church service, or
temple, or whatever that place is. They hold their gatherings on
Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday evenings.”

Amber gave a thumbs-up.

“Sandy and I will take the first shift as
volunteers at the shelter. While one of us mans the front desk, the
other will quietly hang around the sleeping quarters while everyone
is at dinner, looking out for anybody who might be sneaking in to
pilfer something. Depending on how it goes, we can enlist Gracie.
If somebody is watching us watching them, they may be less
suspicious if there are different faces from time to time.”

“Pen, you are our ace in the hole who will be
ready when we need your very special touch.”

“We can start tomorrow,” Mary said.

Pen raised her wine glass. “In that case,
here’s to us and our success. May the Heist Ladies solve this crime
and bring the dastardly culprits to justice!”


Chapter 5

 


 


The next afternoon when Sandy and Mary
arrived, Trini seemed ecstatic to have the extra help.

Pulling out a spiral bound notebook, she
said, “We try to get everyone to register—and I use the word
loosely—just so we know who’s here for the night. It’s not
mandatory. Some are very uncomfortable giving their names, some
give first names only and that’s okay, and there are some cases
where I wonder if the person is actually literate enough to write
his or her name. Handle each with compassion and if they won’t sign
the book, just make a little note with the basics—male or female,
approximate age, clothing. We had a kitchen fire once and it was
crazy and scary trying to round up everyone outside when we
evacuated the building. I’m not trying to pry into their lives, but
I need to know that we get everyone out safely if something like
that ever happens again.”

“Makes sense,” both women agreed.

“If one of you wants to take that job, I can
use the other to help serve dinner from five o’clock until
seven.”

“I’d be glad to do the food,” Sandy said,
“but I’d also like the chance to keep an eye on the sleeping
quarters, to see if anyone is poking around where they shouldn’t
be.”

Trini thought about it for a moment. “For
tonight, until they get used to seeing you around, how about if I
do the dorm room duty? In a day or two, we can switch places on
that.”

Mary stepped behind the desk, wrote the date
at the top of a fresh page in the notebook, and turned it to face
incoming visitors.

“Food service starts soon, and they’ll come
rolling in quickly,” Trini warned. “Sandy, this way with me.”

She led the way down the hall, peering into
the empty men’s dorm and then the women’s where she asked a young
mother with two kids to sign in at the desk before supper.

“We’ve got chicken pot pie tonight, always a
favorite,” she told Sandy. “It’s baked in large flat pans, so
you’ll dish out a portion to each person. Try to make them about
equal in size, like so, although anyone is free to come back for
more after everyone has had some. Shouldn’t become an issue—they’re
used to the way we do things here. Plus, thanks to a generous
donation from the farmer’s market, there’s salad and rolls.”

The young woman and her children were the
first to appear, and four others came in close behind. Sandy picked
up a plate and began serving the fragrant dish. Another volunteer
added salad and a roll to each plate. Nearly every resident said
thank-you when handed the meal.

The third person in line was Micah, the
fourth a man Sandy hadn’t seen before. He had a day’s growth of
beard and his clothes were decidedly dirty and tattered. She wanted
to give him a larger portion of the food but wasn’t certain how
many other hungry people were yet to come.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Ron.” His voice was rough and he wouldn’t
meet her eye.

“Well, Ron, if there’s extra food after the
others are served, you’re welcome to come back for more. If you
want to.”

Her fellow server gave her a look. Maybe the
offer shouldn’t be done. She looked up to see the next person in
line, a young woman with bright orange hair.

More than two hours later, her feet and legs
aching, Sandy hauled the last of the empty baking pans to the
kitchen where someone else took it and dunked it into a sink full
of soapy water. Sandy washed her hands and went to find Mary.

“Still a few checking in,” Mary said, “but it
looks like the beds are pretty well filled.”

Trini had come in and overheard this last.
“That’s good. I like it when we get everyone inside early in the
evening. I’ll set up the TV in the dining hall with a movie. Most
will stay to watch but some just prefer to get to their beds and
read or get some extra sleep.”

“Mind if we hang around and compare notes
afterward?” Sandy asked.

“Exactly what I had in mind.” Trini bustled
away but returned fifteen minutes later.

“Okay, things should be quiet for awhile.”
She opened the door behind the reception desk to reveal a furnished
room. “Welcome to the manager’s abode.”

It was a tiny bed-sit with a couch, dresser
and television. A small desk in the corner held Trini’s personal
computer, and another door apparently led to a private bath.

“You actually live here?” Sandy asked.

“During my shift. I do have an apartment in
Phoenix, but while I’m working my ten days on duty, I sleep over.
The sofa bed isn’t too bad, actually. My co-director works the next
ten days, then I’m back on for ten. It gives each of us a nice
break, a chance to experience what for us is ‘normal’ life. I can’t
complain. None of our residents has another life to escape to.
Those dorm rooms—those are their normal.”

She pulled out the desk chair and invited the
others to choose between it or the sofa. Mary had carried the
spiral notebook inside with her.

“In the slower moments I looked back through
the pages,” she said. “You marked the dates when the thefts were
reported, so I thought I might find a pattern of who was here each
of those dates. Then I quickly realized it wasn’t going to be quite
that simple.”

“There’s a lot of coming and going,” Trini
admitted. “Sometimes we have the same residents for a week or two,
other times
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