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Chapter 1

 


The bank had been crowded all morning. By the
time Sandy Warner glanced at her watch, it was eleven-thirty and
she felt as if she were starving, although she’d had a decent
breakfast and really should cover for the tellers as they began
taking their lunch breaks. A glimpse of the lobby told her they had
fewer customers than an hour ago. The tellers at windows one and
four were standing around, while at window three a plump woman in a
shabby T-shirt and noticeably worn denim capris stood facing the
teller, her back to Sandy’s office.

Sandy motioned the two idle employees to take
lunch and caught the eye of Lisa, the slightly flustered teller at
window three.

“This client wishes to close her account,”
Lisa said when Sandy approached. “I’m not sure …”

“I’d be happy to take care of it,” Sandy told
her, noting a couple more customers had walked in and waited in the
velvet-roped lane a few feet away.

The woman turned, averting her eyes as she
followed Sandy toward the manager’s private office. Sandy pushed
aside two folders on the desk—loan applications that needed her
attention before close of business, settled into her chair, and
indicated the one across the desk for her customer.

“Now, what’s the name on the account?” she
asked, tapping her computer mouse to awaken the screen she’d signed
off from a few minutes earlier. “And I’ll need to see your driver’s
license.”

Without a word, the woman took a good quality
wallet out of a cheap faux-leather purse, opened the clasp and
fumbled for her identification. Sandy accepted it and looked at the
name.

“Mary? I’m so sorry I didn’t recognize you
when you came in. You’ve, uh, done something different with your
hair.” And added twenty pounds. And taken a gigantic plunge off the
social ladder. The regular clientele at the Scottsdale branch of
Desert Trust Bank were never, ever seen in public looking less than
perfect.

The address on the license was in nearby
Mesa, but Sandy recalled they’d done their banking in Scottsdale
because their kitchen and bath design business was here. She tried
not to stare as she compared the woman before her—blonde hair with
two inches of mousy roots showing, dull complexion, red-rimmed
eyes—with the Mary Holbrook she remembered, the athletic one who
ran a very successful business with her husband, dressed young for
her age and probably would have never worked in the garden in the
clothes she wore now, much less come into the bank dressed this
way.

“Mary, is everything okay?”

Mary opened her mouth to speak but her eyes
welled up and she merely shook her head.

Sandy stood and crossed the room, gently
closing her office door and giving a small twist to the adjustment
rod on the mini blinds, blocking the view from the lobby.

“I just need to close my account, Ms.
Warner,” Mary said, not making eye contact.

Such formality. They’d been on a first-name
basis for years, and Sandy tried to remember the last time she saw
Mary, one of her favorite customers. More than two years, she
guessed. Mary and Clint Holbrook had been among the guests at the
bank’s Christmas soiree—was it really almost three years ago
now?

She pulled her keyboard closer and entered
Mary’s name. When the account information came up, she saw a
savings account had been closed last January. It had been Desert
Trust’s Gold Star account, meaning the balance had normally been
maintained in the six-figure range.

“So, the account you want to close is
checking?” Sandy asked.

Mary nodded. Still minimal eye contact.

Sandy tapped a few more keys. The only
checking account with Mary’s name came up. It contained less than
two hundred dollars.

“May I ask—are you switching banks?” Perhaps
the Holbrooks had become unhappy with Desert Trust’s service.

Mary shook her head and stared out the window
facing the parking lot.

“All right. Just a few more steps,” Sandy
said, her thoughts torn between simply performing her job and
asking after Mary’s welfare. “Would you like your balance in cash
or as a cashier’s check?”

“Cash, please.”

Sandy printed a form and pushed it across the
desk for Mary to sign. When she returned from Lisa’s window with
$197.41 in notes and coins, Mary finally looked up at her. Tears
brimmed in her eyes and the tip of her nose was bright pink.

Sandy closed her office door, laid the little
bank envelope in front of Mary and sat on the edge of her desk. She
reached out and took both of Mary’s hands.

“Whatever’s going on—I realize it’s none of
my business—but I want to help. Clearly, you’re distraught and
something’s not right.”

Mary snuffled loudly and pulled one hand away
to rummage in her purse for a tissue.

“Mary, we used to have lunch now and then.
You came to our social functions, invited me to your business’s
open house. Can I help in some way?”

“No one can,” came the muffled reply. “Clint
left me last year, took all our money and hooked up with someone
new.”

“But, he can’t do that. The court
would have awarded you half of everything, and you guys had a
successful business.”

“Well, he did it anyway. I got our
house—mortgaged up the wazoo—and what was in our checking account.
By the time the judge ever saw any paperwork at all, Clint had
drawn all the accounts down to nearly nothing. The house was
foreclosed eight months ago.”

Sandy felt her own eyes dampen, her heart
going out to her friend. She noticed more details—Mary’s shirt and
capris could have come from Goodwill, and although her wallet was
of good quality, the purse was a cheap one.

“If you feel up to it, let me take you to
lunch. Two of my tellers are back now and I was about to grab a
bite anyway.” She put on a perky smile. “My treat. Really. I
insist.”

The mention of food brought a flicker of
longing to Mary’s face. She nodded. They walked out into the
searing midday heat—September seemed the longest month. While the
rest of the nation enjoyed autumn weather, Phoenix area
temperatures would hover in the high nineties for several more
weeks.

Offhand, Sandy couldn’t think of anyplace in
Scottsdale that would make Mary feel comfortable enough to talk
about her situation. She ended up steering her blue Mazda sedan
onto the 101 Loop and parking at a Denny’s a few exits away.

They took a corner booth and ordered
sandwiches. As the story came out, Sandy found herself growing
angrier by the minute. Clint’s deception and betrayal struck close
to home, vivid reminders of an early relationship. Sandy had
supported her man through law school, only to have him turn the
laws to his advantage when he left.

“I have an idea,” she told Mary. “Let me
speak with some friends of mine and get back to you. What’s your
number?”


Chapter 2

 


“She said she would have to come back to the
bank and find me. She doesn’t have a phone or a car. She sold her
vehicle four months ago and barely got enough for a few months’
living expenses. I don’t know how she’s surviving.”

“My god, the poor woman.” Over the phone, it
sounded as if Penelope Fitzpatrick had come to a dead stop. She’d
told Sandy she was watering the potted plants on her deck, but
Sandy could sense Pen’s one-hundred-percent attention.

“I’d like to get the group together and tell
everyone what I learned. Maybe there’s a way we can help Mary.”

“By all means,” Pen agreed.

Within thirty minutes, Sandy had received
text message replies from Gracie Nelson and Amber Zeckis; a meeting
was set for seven o’clock at Sandy’s home. The four women had
followed the trail of a missing diamond necklace last April—maybe
they could track the money Clint Holbrook had taken and find a
measure of justice for his struggling ex-wife.

Sandy left the bank a few minutes early,
picked up take-out Chinese for her dinner and went home to tidy up.
Her two black cats, Heckle and Jeckle, greeted her at the door with
plaintive meows to suggest they were starving. She knew better. She
put food out for them, then dug into her carton of moo goo gai pan
with her favorite pair of chopsticks, purchased on a banking trip
to China a couple of years earlier. She walked through her living
room, deciding once she’d picked up some stray magazines and taken
her morning coffee cup to the kitchen it looked good enough for an
impromptu meeting with friends. She changed from her business suit
to cotton slacks and a loose top, wishing she could drop the spare
twenty-five pounds that never seemed to leave her hips these days.
The joy of menopause.

Pen Fitzpatrick was the first to arrive.
Stately, in her seventies, with a Lauren Bacall aura that never
seemed to wilt in the summer heat. It was Pen’s stolen necklace the
group of friends had searched out, dubbing themselves the Heist
Ladies as they trailed a gang of jewel thieves last spring. Pen
immediately asked about Mary, inquiring whether Sandy had come up
with some ways in which the group could help.

“We had a long talk over lunch today,” Sandy
said. “Let me relay the information to everyone and we’ll see what
we come up with.”

Pen nodded, dropped her small Versace bag
onto a chair and knelt to scratch one of the cats behind the
ears.

The doorbell rang a moment later. Gracie and
Amber had arrived at the same time. Sandy admitted them, offered
iced tea and everyone settled in, both cats immediately curling up
on Amber’s lap. She smiled and shifted her iPad to the small side
table by her chair.

“A few months ago, we all jumped on board to
help a friend, and I think we had some fun in the process.”

Gracie groaned in a playful way, turning it
into a smile.

“Well, aside from Gracie’s one injury on the
job.” Sandy took a deep breath. “One of my customers, who’s also a
friend, is in a pinch. Ex-husband, younger woman … Mary and Clint
had a fairly successful kitchen-and-bath business they both worked
in, taking jobs with some of the major builders, and money wasn’t a
problem. Three years ago, Mary had to quit to take care of her
ailing parents, and she trusted her husband to handle business as
usual. With everything else on her plate, she admits she didn’t
know their true financial picture.

“By the time Clint left her for a younger
woman, apparently he’d obtained second and third mortgages on their
house and either spent or moved money from the bank accounts. Mary
has no idea where it went. During the divorce proceedings, he
didn’t put up a fuss about giving her the house, even said he would
continue to make the payments. Well, that promise was easily broken
and she lost the house to foreclosure. It wasn’t as if this couple
lived beyond their means—it was a lovely home in a nice
neighborhood.”

Gracie spoke up: “So what’s his explanation?
He just quit making house payments and doesn’t say why?”

“Apparently, that’s pretty much the way it
went. Mary had a few thousand in a savings account, but the bulk of
their cash had disappeared. Her parents only passed away this
summer and she hasn’t had a chance to get work yet. She cleared the
last two hundred dollars from her checking account today, and I
really fear for how she’ll manage to eat.”

“Does she have any ideas about what she’ll do
next?” Penelope asked.

Sandy shook her head. “She’s clearly not
taking care of herself—she’s put every scrap of her energy into her
parents’ care. I’ll do some more checking but, seriously, she looks
like a street person. Mary Holbrook was never that way. She used to
be slim and athletic, well-groomed. Never flaunted money but never
lacked it either. She didn’t come right out and say so, but I have
the impression she’s living in a shelter. She’s devastated.”

Amber, Gracie and Penelope exchanged glances
and each gave a small nod.

“Well, then,” said Amber. “It looks like the
Heist Ladies have another job. Last time it was diamonds, this time
it’s cash. And this time we know who the crook is.”

Pen raised her iced tea glass. “All of you
helped me when it meant recovering a family heirloom. Absolutely—we
must help Mary take back her life and her dignity! Those are far
more important.”

The others raised glasses as well. “All
right, then. To the Heist Ladies!”


Chapter 3

 


Sandy saw Mary tentatively hovering outside
her office door the next day and motioned her to come inside. She
noticed Mary was wearing the same clothes as yesterday, although
her hair looked freshly washed.

“I was hoping you would come back soon,”
Sandy said. “I have good news—my friends are very much interested
in helping. We want to get your money back for you.”

Mary gave an inquisitive look.

“I think we can do it.” How much to tell?
Sandy wasn’t sure giving details about the million-dollar necklace
heist would be a good thing. “Let’s just say a couple of our
members have been pretty successful at tracking money and other
missing items.”

“I don’t know …”

“Please. Let us at least try. Obviously, your
ex isn’t going to willingly give you anything. Otherwise, he
wouldn’t have hidden assets from the court and cheated you out of
your share, right? We want to help you.”

“I can’t pay for an investigation.”

“Right. I’m sure you would have already
pursued it if you could. Mary, I assure you it isn’t a problem for
us. It’s purely a matter of doing the right thing, of correcting
the wrong that’s been done to you.”

“All right. But I’ll do something in return.
I’ll pay you back somehow.”

“We’ll deal with that later. First, let’s see
if we can solve this thing.”

Mary fidgeted with the clasp on her vinyl
handbag, sending nervous glances around the office. “Where will you
start? How will you know what to do?”

Good questions. “We’ll think of something.
First, I’d like you to meet the group and tell your story. Any
little detail might be of help. Can you come to my house
tonight?”

Mary’s gaze drifted toward the door.

Of course. The woman didn’t have a car. “How
about this? Come back here to the bank around five o’clock. I’ll
take you home with me, we’ll have a salad or something and I’ll
drive you home afterward.”

A tilt of her head was all the
acknowledgement Mary gave before she basically bolted out the
door.

Oh my, Sandy thought. She’s like a skittish
fawn adrift in the city.

She picked up her phone and sent a text to
Gracie, Amber and Penelope. My house, 6:30
tonight. Within a few minutes each had confirmed she would
be there. Now, if Mary would actually come back.

Meetings consumed her afternoon and the
tellers had balanced their cash and left by four-thirty. Sandy
glanced at her watch. It was too late to call the home office.
Although she had paperwork to review, her mind wasn’t on the task
and she found herself staring out the window. At 4:45 a bus pulled
to a stop across the street, discharging one passenger. It was
Mary.

At least this explains how she gets around
town, Sandy thought. With her own car always at her disposal, she’d
never realized the logistics needed to plan even a simple trip
across the valley to another part of the huge city. It couldn’t be
easy to do everything you needed to without even the basic freedom
a car provided. She gathered her purse, closed her blinds and met
Mary at the front door.

“I’m so glad you came,” she said as she
locked up.

They walked together across the parking lot
and Sandy unlocked her vehicle. Mary’s eyes met hers across the top
of the car.

“Thank you. Earlier, I didn’t mean to sound
like I didn’t want your help. I guess I’m just not used to asking
for it. I’ve always been so capable. Together, Clint and I were
self-sufficient. Nothing has felt normal for the past year.”

Sandy gave a sympathetic smile. “I know. This
whole thing must have been so difficult for you.”

For the first time, a hint of the old Mary
came back when she pulled a wry grin. “You could say that. Ah well,
I’ll end up okay, no matter what happens.”

Sandy wanted to ask a dozen questions but
could see the shy little fawn still hovering below the surface. She
drove quietly, letting Mary enjoy the car’s air conditioning,
pulling into her driveway twenty-five minutes later.

“Here we are. I hope you don’t mind cats—I
have two and they’re always around.”

She caught herself looking at her home
afresh, through the eyes of someone who’d never been there before.
The tan stucco, so similar to all the other houses on the block,
the tile roofs, most landscapes done in rock, cactus and other
native plants that could withstand the brutal summer heat. Walking
inside was where differences became apparent. Without a male in her
household, she’d opted for soft peach and pink colors, scented
candles and pastel artwork. Her furniture tended toward the
European—Queen Anne chairs and tables, cushioned sofa, television
hidden inside an elaborate armoire. Her love of books was evidenced
by the wall of shelves, and she treated herself weekly to fresh
flowers both in the living room and at the kitchen breakfast bar,
as well as in her bedroom.

“This is lovely,” Mary said, gazing around
the entry and living room. “It’s been awhile since …”

Sandy filled the awkward pause by bustling
toward the kitchen. “I have a lot of salad greens right now, so I
thought that would make a nice dinner—if it sounds good to
you?”

Mary nodded, standing beside the breakfast
bar and running her hands over the gleaming white granite top.

“Have a seat. How about a glass of wine?
There’s a nice pinot grigio chilling in the fridge or I have some
reds …”

“Whatever you’re having.”

Mary accepted the cold glass of white wine,
and Sandy sipped from her own as she pulled a variety of lettuces,
celery, cucumber and sliced almonds from the fridge. A
ginger-sesame dressing, a few mandarin oranges and crispy chow-mein
noodles would complete the dish. She worked quickly, filling the
silence with busyness rather than the dozen questions she really
wanted to ask.

“We had no children, Clint and I,” Mary said.
“I suppose it was by choice. Our business kept us so occupied there
wouldn’t have been time to give kids the attention they need. What
about you? Any kids?”

“No.” Sandy had learned over the years it was
the simplest answer.

“And now my parents are gone. I have a sister
in Texas, but we have absolutely nothing in common, haven’t spoken
in years.” Mary paused. “You’re wondering if there isn’t someone in
the family I could have turned to. It’s what most people
assume—that you’ll turn to your family when things get rough,
right? So, no. There’s no one.”

“I’m sorry.” Sandy slid a pile of cucumber
slices on top of the lettuce she’d placed in the salad bowl.

“All our friends were really Clint’s.
Business acquaintances that he turned against me with lies. It’s
amazing how you find yourself not able to name a single person you
know outside your husband’s circle.” She toyed with the stem of her
wine glass. “Former neighbors … I never knew them well. Besides,
I’m sure gossip is all over the neighborhood how the house at 2418
was foreclosed, and everyone has to be wondering what went wrong.
That, or scared their own positions are every bit as shaky.”

Sandy nodded. The huge rush of mortgage
foreclosures had happened a few years ago in the Phoenix area, but
she knew people were still feeling the effects. She added dressing
and tossed the salad, then dished up two equal plates of it.
Setting one in front of Mary, she circled the bar and took a seat
beside her.

“It must have been hard, watching so many
aspects of your life change so quickly.”

Mary nodded. She forked up a large bite of
her salad and chewed, her gaze focused somewhere in the middle of
the kitchen. Sandy decided to let her guest set the conversational
pace.

“I know you were shocked when you saw me
yesterday,” Mary finally said when she’d eaten more than half her
salad. “I know how different I look. Cheap fast food isn’t the way
to stay in shape, and a gym membership is pretty much out of the
question anymore. Geez, I haven’t even had a few bucks to spend on
a home hair color kit, much less a place to—”

“Mary, I don’t want to get too personal but
could you at least tell me where you’re living? I’m worried about
you.”

Mary set her fork down. A long sigh escaped
her. “Well, up to the beginning of summer I stayed in my car. Moved
it around, kept out of sight. But when it got hot, the car had to
go. It brought me enough cash to afford a motel I found with weekly
rates. And a bus pass works okay.”

“But now? Yesterday you said something about
having no place to go.”

The doorbell rang and Mary’s frightened-deer
eyes came back.


Chapter 4

 


Sandy hurried toward the door, but not before
she caught the word shelter.

“Sandy, sorry, I’m a touch early,” Penelope
said, breezing in. “So hard to judge the time it takes to drive
anywhere in this city, especially during rush hour.”

“You’re fine,” Sandy assured her. “Mary and I
are just finishing our salads. Have you eaten?”

“I’m afraid I’ve become one of those
septuagenarians who eats only once or twice a day, and only when I
feel like it. Until this weather cools, I’ve hardly an appetite for
anything.”

“Come in then, and let me pour you a glass of
wine. Or there’s tea.”

They walked into the kitchen and Sandy saw
the way Mary practically shrank in stature when she saw the
elegant, platinum-haired Penelope who retained her very proper
British accent despite having lived in America her entire adult
life. Luckily, Pen had a way of putting most any person at
ease.

“Mary, I am so happy to meet you,” she said,
extending a hand. “Sandy has, of course, told us you’ve always been
one of her favorite clients at the bank.”

Mary actually blushed a little as she shook
Pen’s hand.

“I absolutely mean it, my dear. You won’t
find a better friend than Sandy Werner. Months ago, she stepped up
to help me. I must say, she has a group of the most loyal and
generous friends one would want to meet.”

Pen accepted the wine glass Sandy held out.
When the doorbell rang again, Pen offered to answer, giving Sandy
and Mary a chance to finish their salads. Voices came from the
front hall and by the time they drifted toward the kitchen Sandy
had the plates cleared and an assortment of cookies set out.

Pen ushered in Amber Zeckis, the group’s
youngest member, the computer-whiz girl who’d dropped out of
college because she was smarter than most of the professors. The
caramel-skinned pixie whose corkscrew curls defied taming.

“Wine?” Sandy offered, holding up bottles of
both red and white.

Amber pointed to the merlot and tucked her
iPad under her arm, her dark eyes sparkling as she accepted a
glass.

“I wonder if it’s pleasant enough to sit
outside,” Sandy mused, glancing at her shady deck surrounded by
wispy-branched acacia trees.

“It’s nice out,” Amber said. “Maybe
eighty-five? And the sun will be down in a minute.”

“Gracie should be along any time, so let’s go
ahead,” Pen suggested.

They chose cushioned chairs around the
glass-topped outdoor table. A small cactus garden grew in a
talavera bowl in the center, one of Sandy’s few concessions to the
native Arizona flora. Elsewhere in her yard, she favored leafy
trees, hibiscus and other flowering shrubs, and kept a small patch
of lawn—Bermuda grass during the hot summers—which her landscape
service man would seed with a less heat-tolerant winter grass in
another month or so.

“Since we’ve agreed to assist Mary,” Sandy
said, “I want her to tell the story, give as much information as
she can so we’ll have an idea what to do. But it’s best if we wait
for Gracie, I think. Meanwhile, maybe a quick introduction from
each of us? Let Mary know what skills we each bring to the
group.”

A hesitant glance passed between Pen and
Amber.

“Okay, then, I’ll start,” Sandy said. “You
already know me from the bank, and basically the knowledge I
contributed to our last little caper related to money. I can read
financial reports, profit and loss statements, balance sheets and
things like that. If we can get our hands on some of the data from
your ex-husband’s business, maybe I can figure out how much money
is at stake and get some clues about where it went.”

She turned to Amber, who picked up the
narrative.

“Well, I love computers and digging around to
find information,” she said with a dimpled smile. “Basically, if
someone is trying to keep a secret but they’ve posted any clues
online, I’ll find them.”

“The girl scares me sometimes,” Sandy said
with a laugh. “She certainly has gotten into some banking
information that I, as a banker, should be horrified about. As her
cohort in solving crime … well, I’m happy to have her on our
team.”

They both looked toward Pen.

“Frankly, I don’t know what I
contribute. I went to Sandy when I needed her and she very
generously stepped up. I booked some flights for travel, I
suppose.”

“And you know everyone who’s anyone here in
the valley. Most likely in the whole country,” Sandy said. “She’s a
bestselling novelist, Mary, and seems to have entry to social
events everywhere. I might remind—we found important information
last time at one of those, plus, there are her contacts in other
countries … And Pen’s gentleman friend is retired prosecutor Benton
Case, and I have to admit we’ve mined a bit of legal strategy from
his trove of knowledge.”

Pen tilted her head, small acknowledgement
that Sandy’s statements were true.

Mary smiled at Pen with more confidence now.
“And this other lady, the one who’s coming later?”

“Ah, that would be Grace Nelson. Gracie is a
wife and mother—super organized. She keeps schedules and always
knows who’s doing what,” Amber said.

“Except that it isn’t at all like her to be
late.”

As if in answer to Sandy’s concern, the front
doorbell chimed.

“See?” Sandy said, jumping up. “Ask and you
shall receive.”

Gracie bustled through the house, like a
perpetual motion device that ran until suddenly it couldn’t sustain
itself. She collapsed into the empty chair beside Amber. Strands of
her long, dark hair strayed from the clip at the top of her head
and a sweaty sheen glistened across her forehead. She accepted both
a tall glass of water and one of the wine glasses from Sandy.

“So sorry, gang. It’s always something with
my family. This afternoon, it’s an unannounced extra practice for
next week’s ballet recital. I had to drop my daughter off; Scott
will pick her up and take the kids for pizza after. I swear, they
only keep me around as their social secretary.”

“And here I was, just now bragging about what
a great organizer you are,” Sandy said with a laugh.

Gracie rolled her eyes as she drank from her
water glass.

Sandy straightened slightly in her chair.
“Well. Enough about the rest of us. We’ve agreed to try to help
Mary, so it’s time we gather facts. Mary, I know this is weird for
you, and maybe somewhat uncomfortable, telling a group of people
what’s happened. But you are among friends.”

Amber reached over and gave Mary’s shoulder a
pat for emphasis.

“What can you tell us—about your ex, about
his business, his actions, how he handled money—whatever we need to
know to unravel this mystery?”

Mary downed the remains of her wine and took
a deep breath. “Well. I pretty much told you yesterday, Sandy. He
met a younger, prettier woman.” Her voice became thick.

“Don’t they all?” Pen popped up, already on
her second glass of wine. “At some point, every man meets a
younger, prettier woman. It doesn’t give him the right to dump the
woman who contributed to his success and leave her stranded while
he trots off with the new trophy wife. It doesn’t make him young
and virile—it makes him a bastard.”

There was a moment of silence. Pen had once
been married, and now Sandy wondered … But the tension evaporated
instantly when Mary broke out laughing.

“Yes! That’s the thing I never could make
myself say. I kept thinking I wanted him back, that I wanted our
lives to go back to the way they were when we worked side by side.
But you know what? I’m done with that. He had no right to leave me
penniless—this is now about the money!”

“Hear, hear!” Pen called out.

Mary sent the older woman a look of such
gratitude Sandy could tell a strong friendship had just formed.

Gracie had finished her water, switched to
the wine, and now pulled an organizer notebook from her roomy
handbag. “Okay, let’s get started with details. Mary, we need
names, addresses, contacts—everything you can remember.”


Chapter 5

 


Details emerged in bursts, the first one in a
rather startling manner.

“It’s Kaycie Marlow,” Mary announced.

“What! The blondie-chick weather babe from
Channel 3? That’s his trophy?” Amber’s mouth actually hung open.
“The girl can’t even read the teleprompter without moving her eyes
back and forth. Meteorologist? What a joke—she probably can’t even
spell the word.”

Mary gave a gentle smile. “Surely she’s not
quite that dumb.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean to say your ex would—”

“No, no, it’s fine. I’d like to think I have
some qualities which surpass her perfect little face and
cascades of golden hair.” Mary picked at a cuticle. “But you can
see why it’s a little intimidating to compare myself to her.”

Sandy put up one hand. “Mary, we’re not even
going there. No bit-by-bit comparisons. The truth is you supported
your husband and helped build his business to a level of financial
success. There is no justification for the way he and Kaycie Marlow
treated you.”

The others jumped in to agree.

“Okay, let’s take down those names and
addresses. Anything and anyone you can think of who might help us
figure out where the money went.” Gracie held her pen poised to
make notes.

“Well, to start with, there’s the bookkeeper
who took over my position at the office when I had to leave,” Mary
began. “Two of the business accounts normally had better than
six-figure balances, but I realize I can’t get a judge to listen on
my word alone. I need proof. I’d already thought of simply going to
the office one night, letting myself in and finding the financial
statements, but my key didn’t work anymore. He’d actually changed
the locks.”

Gracie and Amber exchanged a secretive little
smile. Sandy didn’t want to ask what that was about.

“I guess finding the new locks was the point
where I realized he wasn’t welcoming me back into the business.”
Mary seemed wistful for a moment. She took a deep breath. “We could
check out a couple of his buddies from Stardust Resort where he
plays golf—he might have confided something to one of them.”

Gracie wrote notes in her book; Amber was
tapping away on her iPad.

“What about neighbors, social friends?” Pen
asked.

“I don’t know … he seems to have turned most
of them against me with his story of how I abandoned him.”

“Yes, but those are the ones he would have
bragged to, giving his own justification for why he would move
money out of your reach. Think about it.”

“His home,” Pen said. “Most men want their
secrets nearby, so he’ll have a safe or a desk or some place at
home where he’s locked away account numbers and such. Where is he
living now?”

“I actually don’t know. I assumed he’d moved
in with her when they got married. I mean, if money was running low
… and she makes a good salary …”

Amber stared at the screen on her tablet and
said something, which Sandy had to ask her to repeat. “Vandergrift
Towers. That’s their address.”

“Seriously?” Gracie peered toward the lighted
screen. “Holy crap! It’s one of the most expensive condo complexes
in the state.”

Pen gave Mary a firm stare. “Money was
not running low—get that through your head right now. What
he told you—it’s all poppycock.”

Mary looked as if she’d been punched in the
stomach. She reached for the wine bottle and refilled her glass,
downing half of it in one gulp. The others exchanged glances and
Sandy quietly moved the bottle to the other end of the table. They
needed their friend coherent tonight, although no one could argue
with the emotions raging through her.

Amber made eye contact again. “Okay, there’s
a personal bank account at Scottsdale Bank, although the balance in
it at the moment probably wouldn’t cover two months’ rent at the
Vandergrift condo … Oh, but look—here’s an account in Barbados with
more than a hundred thousand dollars in it.” She gave a devilish
smile and turned the tablet toward Mary, whose face hardened when
she saw the screen.

“All right, girls,” she said. “This is
war.”

Sandy stood. “This is an area I’m very
uncomfortable with. As an officer with a major bank I really cannot
be privy to this sort of knowledge and shouldn’t even be
acquainted with anyone with the hacking skills to learn such
things. So, let’s just say that I went into the house to make us a
snack. Say that was ten minutes ago and I never heard any of this
last bit. And let’s say that when I come back out with a tray of
cheeses and crackers, the topic will have turned to things less
specific about Mr. Holbrook.” She picked up one empty wine bottle
and gave a wink as she left the table.

“Are there more accounts?” Pen asked, once
Sandy was out of earshot.

Amber nodded. “Several.”

“I think it’s best if we leave direct
knowledge of them to a very small circle—let’s say only Amber and
Mary—while the rest of us concentrate on other things. I’ll be
happy to see what I might learn from the golfing friends. Benton is
a member of the same club, among others, so I’ll have a way to ask
around and perhaps make acquaintance.”

“How about if Amber and I check out the
offices of Holbrook Plumbing, see if there’s a way into the
records,” said Gracie. “I mean, you never know when someone may
forget to lock a door or a secretary may leave some vital piece of
paper out in plain sight …”

Mary spoke up: “I can surely walk into my old
office during the day—say I just wanted to visit everyone.”

Sandy came outside just then with a bowl of
salsa and a bag of tortilla chips. “Sorry, I was out of cheese. And
this was quicker.” She set the items down. “Mary, I heard your idea
about visiting the office and I’m going to suggest against doing
it. We already know Clint is able to move money around and he’s
certainly not above doing it again to hurt you. A visit would come
as a surprise to him right now, since you say you’ve had no contact
in almost a year. I think you need to stay out of his sight
completely, so as not to alert him that we’re suspicious.”

“I agree,” said Pen. “Let him believe he’s
succeeded, that he’s pulled off his shenanigans without being
caught.”

The others nodded.

“In fact, we all should be careful about
meeting with Mary in public places for awhile. If Clint suspects
anything at all—and it could come from a casual mention by an
acquaintance such as ‘oh, I saw your ex-wife having lunch with
Penelope Fitzpatrick the other day.’ The smallest thing could alert
him. Let’s gather facts, put together a case and then surprise him
with it.”

“Sandy is right. I’ll consult Benton on this,
but I’m fairly certain if you want a judge to reopen your divorce
settlement case on the basis of fraud, you’ll need plenty of
evidence. It’s too risky to let Clint know what we’re up to.”

“But, I feel like you girls are doing all the
work and I won’t be contributing anything,” Mary protested.

Sandy set a hand on her friend’s shoulder.
“You will be doing plenty, especially behind the scenes. Plus,
you’ve done quite a lot already by giving us the information you
provided tonight. For the near future, we’ll limit face-to-face
visits to your stopping by the bank to see me. We’ll get you a
phone so staying in touch will be easy.”

Gracie looked at her watch. “That’s a beep
from hubby, wondering if I’ll be much longer, so I think if we’re
set for tonight I’ll take that as my exit cue.” She stood and
tucked her notebook into her bag.

Amber, who had been frowning intently at her
iPad for the past ten minutes, tapped a couple of times on it and
closed the cover. “Me too. Looks like I’ll have a busy day
tomorrow.”

Sandy and Mary gathered glasses and the
remaining chips to carry indoors. Pen had gone to the powder room
and Sandy turned to Mary.

“I have a spare room,” she said, “and I’d
really rather you stayed here than going to the—wherever you’ve
been staying.”

Mary’s reluctant demeanor returned. “I can’t
ask that—”

“You didn’t ask. I offered.”

“I’ll stay at the shelter at least one more
night. I have to go back for my clothes and things anyway. And then
I’ll let you know tomorrow. I’m going to get a job. If nothing
else, you and your friends have given me the hope and confidence to
get out there and make something of myself. It’s been two months
since Mom died, and it’s ridiculous that I haven’t already taken
action.”

Pen emerged from the bathroom in time to hear
Mary’s words.

“May I offer an idea?” she said. “A small
loan—”

Mary sputtered.

“Only a loan, dear. Only enough to get you
into an apartment of your own and get set up with some basic
things.” She made a stop motion with one hand. “It’s only
practical. You cannot be conducting this sort of business, having
these types of private calls from such a public place as a shelter.
You need your own place. You’ll get that job quickly, and the loan
will be repaid in no time. Really. I’m only looking out for the
interests of the entire group.”

“In that case, thank you,” Mary said with
tears in her eyes. “Thank you so much. I’m going to contact the
owner of a gym where I used to be a member. He was always so nice
to me, even after the split with Clint. I’d love to teach
self-defense or lead workout classes, but if all he offers is for
me to mop the floors, I’ll do it.”

Pen took both of Mary’s hands and squeezed
gently. “I do believe there are great things ahead for you.”

As Pen drove away, Sandy turned to her
friend. “Are you sure you don’t want a room here for the night?”
Privately, she couldn’t see how on earth Mary would be teacher
material for a gym, but Pen’s offer for the apartment was nice and
eventually something would come along.

Mary shook her head. “I’d feel more
comfortable going back, if you don’t mind driving me? I’m pretty
sure the buses have quit for the night.”

“Okay. I am going to insist on a stop along
the way though.” Sandy picked up her keys and purse.

Mary gave the address of the women’s shelter
and Sandy planned the drive so they could stop at a 24-hour Walmart
store along the way. A half-hour later, Mary was equipped with a
new cell phone and enough prepaid minutes to keep her in contact
with the rest of the team for a couple of weeks.

“Add this to my loans to repay,” she said
when they were back in the car, although she was beaming as she
played with the buttons on the phone.

“It wasn’t much. Consider it a gift.”


Chapter 6

 


Clint Holbrook suppressed his elation as he
scrawled his signature on the bottom line of the document in front
of him. It was the single largest business deal of his life, the
one that put his construction company truly on the global map. A
five-hundred-million dollar deal—who’d have thought it? Little old
Holbrook Plumbing had come a long way from its fledgling days in
Apache Junction, Arizona. He reluctantly credited part of that rise
in success to his ex-wife’s suggestion that they move the business
to Scottsdale. If you wanted to bring in wealthier clients you
needed to be nearby. But Mary hadn’t been involved for more than
two years now; his own brilliance had led him to get his
contractor’s license and to cultivate the contacts needed to put
this mega deal together.

His lawyer pushed another sheaf of papers
toward him, indicating two more places to sign.

Clint rarely thought of Mary these days,
other than to make unfavorable comparisons with his new love. Sad,
really. Mary used to be a knockout—trim and fit, she played
softball on a team when he met her. She played well on the golf
course, and her suggestion that they join a club had paid off big
when he got his first contracts with some of the more prestigious
Scottsdale builders. Of course, that’s when they handled only the
plumbing aspects of jobs, installing bathrooms elegant enough to
put Buckingham Palace to shame, and then with the trend toward
all-out gourmet kitchens, well, his reputation only spread.

He penned his signature, his eyes focusing on
the dollar figures on those pages, which made him think of the
bunch of bills arriving soon and reminded him—the deposit money for
today’s deal had better reach his bank account soon.

Derek Woo gathered the signed pages, took one
final look through the stack of documents and seemed satisfied. He
nudged Clint; contractor and lawyer stood. Across the table,
attorneys for Clint’s customer chattered in their own language, so
speedily Clint couldn’t catch a word. Finally, the lead attorney
gave a slight head-bow toward Clint.

“Gentlemen, thank you very much.”

Clint returned the little motion.

“Your engineers will be at the job site first
thing on Monday?”

“You bet,” Clint said, realizing his speech
pattern made him sound like a hick compared to the formality of
those across the table. “I mean, yes. I am personally flying to
Shanghai the day after tomorrow.”

Handshakes, bows, a quiet exit as the foreign
men left.

“Well,” said Derek Woo. “That went
smoothly.”

“I didn’t doubt it would,” Clint said. “Hey,
can I get you drink? I think this calls for a celebration.”

“Thank you, but no. I’ve another meeting
across town. I’m certain your wife will be in the mood to celebrate
with you.” He gave a grin as he picked up a thick briefcase and
walked out.

For a nano-second, a picture of himself and
Mary clicking champagne glasses flashed through Clint’s head. He
shook it off. Mary had turned into a sour old frump, and once she’d
left him and the business so she could stay with her ailing
parents, everything between them went downhill. Dammit, when you
were married almost twenty years, Alzheimer’s was no excuse to duck
out on all the important things in life.

Kaycie was his wife now and he liked it that
way. Young, gorgeous, locally well-known as the main draw on the
Channel 3 evening news. If contacts in business were important,
Kaycie could certainly bring him a ton more of them than Mary ever
did. And, she was the ultimate arm-candy. He was a lucky guy. He
picked up his phone and instructed it to call her.

“Well, Babycakes, it’s time to put on your
best dress and those high heels that always get me fired up—we’re
celebrating tonight with dinner and dancing.”

“You signed the deal!”

He pictured those sexy dimples framing her
perfect, brilliant-white teeth.

“I did. And I’ve got a big surprise for you.
Tell that boss of yours you need some time off.”

Her perkiness went down about six notches.
“Oh, Honey Bear, I gotta work tonight. I’ve got the six o’clock
show and the ten, and Johnson wants a staff meeting in between. I
think we’re all supposed to grab some kind of quick dinner at our
desks.”

“Tell him something’s come up. Tell him you
got a headache or some female thing. I don’t care—this is important
to me.”

“My career is important to me, honey. The
staff meeting is about the new fall lineup and there could be
network people here. My chance to hint around at a promotion—”

“Is some network promotion more valuable than
the half-billion I’m making on this overseas project? More
important than hobnobbing internationally?”

He could practically hear her wheels turning.
Kaycie was a climber, for sure. “Do your first gig then figure a
way to skip the rest. I’ll pick you up outside the studio at seven
o’clock.”

“O-kayyy …” She sounded reluctant but he
could hear the excitement in her voice. It was a good thing he’d
not told her the surprise was a pair of first-class tickets. He
couldn’t wait to see the look on her face. Collecting his thank-you
gift later in bed would just be the bonus for her gratitude.


Chapter 7

 


Sandy Werner drove her little Mazda past the
address Amber had given, the upscale condo where Clint Holbrook and
his new little sweetie were living. It was a gated complex, four
buildings, each four stories tall, typical Arizona style—tan stucco
exteriors with some rock accent trim, large windows to let in
maximum view, tinted to minimize the glaring sun. Additional sun
protection came from tall palm trees, and it appeared there were
inner courtyards with acacia, Desert Museum trees, leafy hibiscus
and purple sage. A stately row of royal palms led from the
guardhouse at the gate, down a two-lane entry road with oleander
bushes groomed within an inch of their lives, to a twenty-foot
water feature where impossibly blue water crashed over a series of
boulders to a mini-lake.

Just outside the high fence stood a carved
sign with the name: Vandergrift Towers. And in much smaller print:
Exclusive Adult Living. As if anyone would allow a child to leave
so much as a footprint in the perfectly raked pea-gravel which
covered rolling mounds of earth. Amber had told the Heist Ladies
the average condo price here was in the neighborhood of 1.5 million
dollars. Nice neighborhood.

So, how did a contractor manage a place like
this? Sandy wondered. From what Mary had told them, the home she
and Clint had lived in was an average three-bedroom and was what
they could comfortably afford. Even so, he’d taken out extra
mortgages on it. None of this made
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