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Chapter 1: A Charitable Facade
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St. Matthew’s sat wedged between a Mexican bakery and a shuttered vacuum repair shop, its faded red brick facade half-shaded by jacaranda trees that littered the cracked sidewalk in purple confetti. The church bell had been silent for years. Its job was now done by the battered Honda Civic that Helen Cartwright parked outside every Sunday morning at precisely 6:58 a.m.

Helen let the car idle while she applied a final pass of lipstick in the rearview, the color a muted plum that suggested confidence without vanity. In the passenger seat, Olga Ramirez dabbed concealer beneath her left eye with the same deliberate care. Helen glanced at the rows of homeless already gathering on the corner, their parkas and duffel bags forming a soft barricade against the waking city. She turned to Olga. “You ready?” she asked.

Olga snapped her compact shut. “Born ready.”

They exited the car in practiced unison, Helen’s heels clacking in sharp contrast to Olga’s rubber-soled loafers. Helen wore a dove-gray blouse and slacks that might have passed for Armani if you squinted; Olga favored a navy twinset, starched so crisp the collar threatened to slice her jawline. They looked like the type of women who ran small foundations or possibly their husbands.

Inside, St. Matthew’s smelled of Lysol and the scorched hint of yesterday’s incense. Volunteers moved with intent, stacking cans of chili on battered folding tables, arranging loaves of Wonder Bread into geometric pyramids. At the far end of the nave, a semicircle of men and women in various states of desperation shuffled their feet and watched the food take shape.

Helen navigated the chaos with a measured grace, accepting greetings with the faint warmth of a battery-powered handwarmer. “Morning, Jane,” she said to the deacon’s wife, who responded with a nod and a look that was half admiration, half suspicion. Olga, trailing just behind, gave out shoulder-pats and first-name greetings to the regulars, her smile impeccable even as her eyes catalogued the room.

Helen reached the front table and began unboxing cartons of shelf-stable milk. “Two percent,” she announced, holding up the box. “Who here likes two percent?” Her voice was musical, a little too bright for the hour. A kid in a threadbare Rams hoodie raised his hand, then looked away, embarrassed. Helen set a carton in front of him with a nod.

The rest of the line began to stir. A woman in a paisley bathrobe offered an uncertain “Thank you,” then eyed the bread with open calculation. Helen placed a loaf in her hands, murmured something about God’s bounty, and moved on to the next. Olga sidled up beside her, arms loaded with peanut butter jars. “You should see the way they light up when you do that,” she whispered.

“It’s the small things,” Helen replied.

A moment later, Father James O’Connor materialized from a side door, his clerical collar askew and face florid from too many years of fundraising dinners. He cut through the crowd with surprising nimbleness and clasped Helen’s shoulder. “There you are,” he said, tone soaked with relief. “What would we do without you two?”

Helen smiled, eyes crinkling just so. “It would run fine, Father. Maybe even smoother.”

Olga giggled on cue. “It’s the least we can do,” she said. “We’re just happy to help.”

He gave them both the kind of look reserved for wayward daughters. “The least, yes. I suppose it’s always the least that matters.” Then he excused himself to intercept a volunteer who was arguing with a homeless man over applesauce quantities.

Helen let her smile linger for the benefit of onlookers, then dropped it as soon as Father James turned away. “Next wave is coming,” she said to Olga, nodding at the growing line outside.

“Some new faces,” Olga observed, pulling a fresh pack of plastic cutlery from beneath the table. “That’s always good.”

Helen’s eyes scanned the faces with an efficiency born of repetition. She spotted a cluster of regulars—Socks, Toothless, The Pregnant One—but it was the newcomers she focused on. Two men in their fifties, both gaunt but moving with the wary energy of ex-cons. An elderly woman in a stained Lakers sweatshirt, her arms wrapped tight around a paper sack. And then, at the end of the line, a man who stood apart even from the outcasts.

He was tall, maybe six-three, and his posture was too proud for the setting. His hair was dirty blond, stringy and unwashed but combed straight back in a gesture of fading dignity. His jeans were shredded at the knees, the denim stiff with old blood or worse. Unlike the others, he carried nothing—no backpack, no shopping cart, not even a reusable grocery bag. He had the look of someone with nothing left to lose, and nothing to gain, either.

Helen’s eyes lingered. She nudged Olga, who took one glance and nodded. “No one with him,” Olga murmured. “Not even talking to the others.”

Helen thought for a moment. “No visible connections. No dependents.”

“Exactly what we want,” Olga said, voice barely audible.

“Let’s see what his story is.”

The line moved forward with a slow, collective inertia. Helen dispensed food with the same kindness she might have offered a lost cat: measured, brisk, never sentimental. She asked the Lakers sweatshirt woman if she needed help carrying her groceries. She offered Socks a pair of donated sneakers, smiling tightly as he slipped them on with a child’s delight. The two ex-cons accepted their rations with barely a grunt, then retreated to the sidewalk to sort their loot.

Finally the tall man reached the table. He didn’t make eye contact, staring at the ground like he was counting the cracks in the tile. Helen leaned forward, careful to keep her hands in view. “Morning,” she said, voice gentle but insistent. “Have you been here before?”

He shook his head.

“We’re glad to have you,” she said, sliding a box of granola bars toward him. “Do you have any allergies? Gluten, nuts, anything like that?”

The man paused, uncertain. “No.”

Olga stepped in. “We can double up on the protein if you like. It’s better for the energy.”

He took the food but didn’t touch it. After a moment, he looked up. His eyes were a flat, pale green. “Thanks.”

Helen met his gaze and held it a beat longer than necessary. “Do you have somewhere safe to stay tonight?” she asked.

He shook his head again. “Just...around.”

She nodded as if this was the most natural thing in the world. “If you need extra blankets, let us know. We can set you up.”

“Sure.” He pocketed the granola bars, turned, and left without another word.

As he walked away, Helen kept her eyes fixed on his retreating back. Olga leaned in, voice just above a whisper. “No wedding ring. No scars on the hands. Not military, probably not a junkie. But he’s running from something.”

Helen smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Aren’t we all?”

The next forty minutes blurred into a ritual of handoffs and hellos, with Helen and Olga performing their duet of efficiency for the benefit of Father James and the congregation. They moved as a unit, barely speaking, their motions synchronized to a tempo only they understood. When the last bag was handed out and the final fold-out table collapsed, Helen finally allowed herself a breath.

She turned to Olga. “That’s the one,” she said.

Olga raised an eyebrow. “You think so?”

“Absolutely. He’s perfect.”

Father James appeared once more, hands still sticky with grape jelly. “Marvelous work,” he said, eyes brimming with priestly pride. “God’s work, truly.”

Helen folded her hands. “Thank you, Father. We just want to help where we can.”

He beamed, then drifted off to supervise cleanup. Helen and Olga watched him go, then exchanged a brief, electric glance.

The real work, as always, was just beginning.

* * *
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Helen excused herself during cleanup. She drifted past the kitchen—steam billowing, an amateur symphony of clattering pans—then slipped into the main office. The door thunked shut with the soft finality of a confessional.

Inside, the air was cooler, filtered through an old window-unit AC that rattled like a distant tambourine. Helen didn’t waste a second: she pulled her handbag onto the desk, slipped off one glove, and retrieved a slim, leather-bound notebook. She opened it to a bookmarked page and scanned the contents, lips moving silently as her finger tracked each entry.

The list ran in tight columns: names, rough ages, health markers, next of kin, dates of prior contact. Next to each, a pair of digits—projected payout, and risk factor. There were notes in the margin, written in crisp block letters. “No relatives. DNR tattoo L shoulder. Paranoid but compliant.” Beneath that, another entry: “Chronic hepatitis. Cough, possible opioid use. Hesitant to sign forms—needs softer approach.” Three entries were underlined in blue; one in red.

Helen’s manicured nail tapped against the third name down. Number three.

She heard the quiet click of heels in the hallway and didn’t bother to hide the notebook. Olga stepped in, closing the door behind her with a gentle pressure that suggested she’d done it a thousand times. She perched on the edge of the battered credenza, crossed her legs, and scanned the room for hidden ears.

“Anything new?” she asked, not bothering with pleasantries.

Helen kept her eyes on the page. “Number three looks promising,” she said, low and flat. She rotated the notebook so Olga could see. “Two visits. No emergency contacts. Lapsed Catholic—easy entry.”

Olga nodded, digging through her own bag. She produced a tri-fold packet of insurance brochures, neon tabs sticking out like tongues. “Mutual of Omaha, Banner, State Farm,” she said, fanning them out. “All use the standard two-year contestability. If we enroll by next month, we’re clear by 2023.”

Helen’s lip curled. “That’s ambitious.”

“It’s a pipeline,” Olga shrugged. “We keep them warm until then.”

The two sat in silence for a moment, the only sound the distant squeal of a church vacuum and a pigeon tapping on the window. Helen flipped her notebook closed and ran a hand along the worn leather.

“What about the one from last time?” Olga asked. “The ex-cop.”

“Burned,” Helen said. “Wife got suspicious. I had to drop it.”

Olga pursed her lips. “Pity.”

They both looked up at the same instant—a gentle knock, then Father James’s voice from the hallway. “Ladies? Everything all right in there?”

Helen swept the notebook beneath a stack of church bulletins. “Just a moment, Father,” she called. She motioned with her chin; Olga instantly swept the brochures into her tote, pulling out instead a clipboard marked “Spring Raffle.”

The door creaked open and Father James entered, blinking at the coolness of the office. “Thought I’d lost you,” he said, tone lightly chiding. He glanced at the women, then at the desk clutter, and seemed to register only the surface.

Helen gave a smile calibrated for maximum reassurance. “Just planning next week’s event. We want to avoid the problems from last time.”

“Ah, yes. The muffin incident.” He gave a sheepish grin. “Still not sure how a tray could go missing in a house of God.”

Olga chuckled, eyes wide with innocence. “You’d be surprised what a hungry person is capable of.”

He seemed to accept this as gospel. “I suppose you’re right. I was hoping I could bother you both for a moment—about the fundraiser?”

Helen gestured at the seat. “Of course, Father.”

He sat, hands folded on the desk, and immediately launched into his pitch. “We’ve got the mayor’s wife on board, but the rest of the committee is dragging their heels. If we don’t clear at least twenty thousand this quarter, I’m not sure how we’ll make rent. I know it’s a lot, but—” He paused, looking at them each in turn. “You two are the best hope we’ve got.”

Helen maintained eye contact, nodding with the slow empathy of a hospice nurse. “We’ll take care of it,” she said.

Olga smiled, but her hands were already writing a to-do list on the back of the raffle form. “Maybe we double up on silent auction items,” she suggested. “Or add a wine tasting, something a little more aspirational.”

“Lovely,” said Father James, relief flooding his features. “Lovely.” He sat back in the chair, visibly relaxing, as if the entire burden of the neighborhood had been shifted onto their capable shoulders.

Helen offered a tight, polite smile. “Anything for the parish.”

He stood, looking suddenly bashful. “You’re a godsend. Truly.” Then he excused himself, leaving the door ajar behind him.

When his footsteps faded, Olga closed it again with her foot. She waited three full seconds, then reached under the bulletins and slid the notebook back to Helen. “He really hasn’t a clue,” she said.

“Never has,” Helen agreed. “But he’s useful.”

Olga rolled her eyes. “Everyone’s useful, if you’re patient enough.”

Helen opened the notebook once more, now with no need for secrecy. She ran her finger down to the newly highlighted name—number three. “We’ll need a reason for outreach. Something plausible.”

“He likes hot food,” Olga said. “Maybe a Tuesday dinner run? We can ‘check in’ on him.”

Helen considered, then nodded. “I’ll do the call. You handle the forms.”

They packed away their materials with military precision: Helen’s notebook into her bag, Olga’s brochures deep into the lining of her tote. In two minutes, the office looked as sterile as it had before they arrived.

Olga paused at the door, looking back. “You think he’ll go for it?”

Helen allowed herself the faintest of grins, sharp and private. “He always does. They always do.”

She waited until Olga was gone, then stood for a long moment in the center of the office, listening to the muffled thrum of Sunday morning. She reached into her bag and touched the notebook—her talisman, her ledger of sins. Then she smoothed her blouse, stepped into the hallway, and rejoined the world.

* * *
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The last of the day’s crowd filtered out with their bags, leaving a hush over the nave. Plastic folding tables were stacked in the hallway. Helen and Olga wiped down the surfaces, their movements unhurried but precise.

“They’re sending us two new referrals for the housing program,” Olga said, voice pitched just above a whisper. She scrubbed at a red Kool-Aid stain with a paper towel.

Helen worked her way down the line, smoothing the vinyl tablecloth as she went. “Hope they’re better than last month’s batch. Too many dead ends.”

“Not this time.” Olga checked her phone, feigning a text. “The list is promising. Lots of single adults, no family ties.”

Helen smiled with satisfaction. “Just what we want.”

They worked in silence for a minute, then Helen nodded at the tall blond man from earlier, who lingered by the exit, as if waiting for the all-clear. His hands were empty except for the granola bars, which he fingered nervously.

“Excuse me,” he said, approaching. His voice was soft, with a Midwest lilt. “I wanted to thank you. For everything today.”

Helen closed the gap between them, warmth switched on like a bedside lamp. “It’s our pleasure,” she said, laying a gentle hand on his forearm. “We’re just glad you could make it.”

The man’s posture softened. “Yeah. I was starting to think I’d run out of places that let me in.”

Helen’s expression flickered with what might have been concern. “Do you have anywhere to go tonight?” she asked.

He shook his head. “I’m good. It’s just for now. Working on something.”

Olga appeared at Helen’s shoulder, clipboard in hand. “If you need a place, the parish has contacts with a few shelters.”

The man shrugged, then gave a sad, crooked smile. “Most of those beds are for women or families. Guys like me, we don’t rate much.”

Helen made a soft, sympathetic sound. “Well, you’re always welcome here.”

He nodded and edged toward the door, his gratitude already fading into resignation.

When he was out of earshot, Helen turned to Olga. “No connections, no fixed address, no apparent substance use,” she said quietly. “He’ll last longer than the rest.”

Olga tapped a note into her phone. “Perfect candidate,” she said.

They cleared the last of the trash and retreated to the kitchenette. Olga made coffee; Helen poured herself a quarter-inch of tap water, sipped it, and poured the rest down the drain.

Father James poked his head through the pass-through window. “Not staying for the debrief?” he asked.

Helen shook her head. “Just wrapping up. We’ll have the receipts tallied by tomorrow.”

He grinned, stepping into the room. “I can never thank you enough for what you do. It’s so rare to find people who give with both hands, you know?”

Olga smiled, all modesty. “It’s easy when you believe in the cause, Father.”

He reached for her hand and squeezed it. “Angels, both of you. If only the world had more.”

Helen met his gaze, eyes cool and unreadable. “We’re just getting started, Father.”

He laughed, and left, whistling something faintly liturgical.

Helen glanced at the clock. “Let’s get out of here.”

They left through the sacristy, the back hallway lined with faded murals and decades-old bake sale banners. In the empty lot, the last sunlight burned in the windows of Helen’s sedan. Olga slung her tote bag into the back seat—paperwork rustling, the brochures tucked among the “thank you” cards and forms.

In the privacy of the car, the two sat in silence for a beat.

Olga loosened her hair, shook it out. “You want to hit lunch?”

Helen stared straight ahead, calculating. “Not hungry.”

Olga smiled, an odd, feral flash. “We’ll see about that.”

The engine purred. They pulled away, past the silent bell tower, through the city that was always hungry, always wanting. The masks stayed off, at least until next Sunday.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2: Targeting Paul

[image: ]




The Los Angeles shelter was a converted bingo hall, a rectangular box lit by flickering fluorescent tubes that made every surface look sick and terminal. Rows of battered tables divided the space. The smell was a rotisserie of sweat, bleach, instant mashed potatoes, and old polyester. In the entryway, Helen Cartwright smoothed her navy blazer and pinned on the gold badge: VOLUNTEER—St. Matthew’s Parish, Letters in designer sans serif. She moved with the certainty of someone who belonged.

Helen entered a current of foot traffic—men in surplus coats, women with hollowed eyes, kids bundled in sweaters that didn’t fit. She let herself drift, her smile dialed to its softest setting, surveying for the right kind of lonely. Most nights, they needed three. Tonight, just the one would do.

She found him in the far corner, under the oldest, yellowest light. Paul Thompson, the name on his intake card, sat with both elbows on the table, hands wrapped around a disposable cup as if it could get warmer through force of will. His hair was mostly gray and fell in wet ropes down his forehead. He looked up when she got close, gaze clear and unafraid.

Helen put down a full cup, just in reach. “You look like you could use a refill.”

Paul eyed her, then the cup. “Is that the good stuff or the decaf?”

“Take a guess,” Helen said, the edge of a laugh in her voice.

He took the cup anyway. His hands were big and knuckled, nails kept short. On his right wrist, just above the watch-bone, was a faded tattoo: two crossing hammers, barely visible through the tan. She clocked that instantly.

She sat across from him, crossing her legs with casual precision. “How long you been in L.A.?” she asked.

“About two years,” he said. “Before that—Minnesota. Didn’t like the winters.”

She made an understanding face. “Can’t blame you.”

He gave a small, one-sided smile. “They don’t have ‘winter’ here. They have ‘rain’ and ‘smog.’”

Helen nodded, storing away the Midwestern inflection, the deadpan delivery. “You got anywhere to go tonight?” she asked.

Paul glanced at the line of bodies, then back at his cup. “Shelter’s fine.” The way he said it, he didn’t believe it.

She let silence sit between them for a moment, just long enough to make him want to fill it. Above, the bulbs buzzed and flickered like angry hornets. The sound of a distant argument spiked, then faded into the background hum.

Olga Ramirez hovered two tables away, shuffling through flyers. She made a slow orbit, her eyes never fully on Paul but never fully off, either. Helen caught her eye and nodded once, the movement smaller than a shiver.

Helen leaned forward, arms on the table. “You’re a builder,” she said. “The tattoo. And the hands.”

Paul looked at his wrist, as if surprised it was visible. He shrugged. “Used to be. Got hurt on a job—couldn’t keep up after that.” His voice was matter-of-fact, no hint of self-pity.

Helen made a sympathetic sound. “That’s tough.”

He shrugged again. “Lot of folks worse off.” But his fingers strayed to the blueprint poking out from his coat pocket, smoothing the edge so it wouldn’t crease.

She smiled. “You’re still at it, though. Designing?”

He hesitated, then nodded. “Just on paper. Force of habit, I guess.”

Helen reached for the opening. “Would you ever want to get back into it? Construction, I mean. Even just consulting?”

He looked at her like he was trying to gauge the punchline. “That’s not how it works out here.”

She shrugged, letting the conversation dangle. She glanced around the room—Olga was at the end of the row, distributing blankets to anyone who’d take them, working her way back. The room was thinning, most of the regulars huddling by the windows, sipping at their lukewarm dinners.

Helen went for the soft kill. “If you ever wanted to talk about jobs, or just needed a phone to use, you know the church is open weekdays. I’m usually around.”

Paul studied her for a long moment. “Why do you care?”

She made her face go serious, even a little sad. “Everybody deserves another shot. That’s what we believe, at St. Matthew’s.”

He shook his head, but not in disagreement—more like he was shaking off the idea of hope. “Thanks, but I’m fine for now.” He took a long pull from the coffee, then flinched as if he’d burned his tongue. The gesture was so boyish, so accidental, Helen almost felt bad.

She let it go, pushed back from the table, and stood. “We’re here if you need us, Paul.” She touched his shoulder, just enough pressure to let him know it was okay to look up. He did. His eyes were bluer than his voice.

She walked away, leaving the coffee between his hands. At the end of the row, Olga handed off the last blanket and met her at the door. They exited together, into the overlit hallway that reeked of floor wax and disinfectant.

“He’s the one,” Helen said, low.

Olga didn’t bother to disagree. “What’s next?”

Helen smiled, all teeth and calculation. “We let him sweat.”

They walked to the parking lot, shoes echoing on cracked linoleum, already thinking about tomorrow.

* * *
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Helen and Olga returned the next day, timed to arrive just as the dinner rush began. The shelter was running spaghetti night, sauce ladled in oily pools over noodles that congealed in the cold. The crowd had doubled, voices and bodies jostling for space, but Helen moved through the chaos without collision. She’d grown up navigating church basements and PTA pancake breakfasts—this was just another congregation.

Paul was where she’d left him, same corner, hunched over the remains of a breakfast sandwich someone must have handed him as a joke. He had the blueprint out, the creased edges held flat by a salt shaker and his left hand. He looked more tired, but the lines in his face had softened; the badge of hunger was now just a low-grade fever behind his eyes.

Helen sat beside him this time, no preamble. Olga hovered for a moment, then swooped in and, with a deft gesture, draped a new blanket across his knees. She didn’t make a show of it; just set it, smoothed it, and moved on, as if he was a regular.

Paul blinked at the blanket, unsure if he was meant to keep it. Helen answered the question by refilling his cup, pouring from a battered carafe she’d liberated from the serving station. The two women had the rhythm of a pit crew, moving in and out with silent coordination. The coffee was still terrible, but he drank it.

Helen tilted her head at the blueprint. “Is that yours?”

He nodded, one hand absently tracing a line across the page. “It’s a shed. For tools. Started as a joke—I always said I’d retire with a workshop out back.”

She smiled, warm as a sun lamp. “That’s the dream, isn’t it?”

Paul gave a faint laugh. “Used to be. Now I just doodle.” But the way his fingers traced the lines, Helen could see the pride hadn’t died. He wanted her to ask.

She did. “What’s special about it?”

He hesitated, then pointed at the lower left corner. “Most sheds are prefab junk. I put in a folding workbench, see? Saves space. And the trusses are doubled—means it won’t collapse if you store heavy stuff in the rafters.” He glanced at her, expecting the blank stare he got from most people. Helen leaned in, studying the drawing, her brow furrowed in manufactured awe.

“That’s genius,” she said, and meant it, because even the most gullible needed a kernel of truth. “Did you ever build one?”

Paul shook his head. “Not this version. But it’s all there, in the specs.” He let out a breath, then caught himself. “I know, it’s dumb.”

Helen made her face go soft. “It’s not. A lot of people never finish anything.”

He looked away, embarrassed by how good that sounded. Olga, nearby, was distributing socks and not missing a word.

Helen nudged the conversation forward. “What happened? Why aren’t you building anymore?”

Paul’s face closed for a moment, a shade drawn. He set the cup down, rubbed his jaw. “Messed up my leg on a site in Van Nuys. Couldn’t work after that.” He hesitated, then: “Insurance didn’t cover. Boss went under. Just one of those things.”

Olga reappeared, dropping a granola bar next to his hand with a wink. “That’s tough,” she said. Her tone was perfect—empathetic, not condescending.

Paul forced a smile, picked at the wrapper. “It’s fine. I got by.”

Helen let the silence draw out, then: “You mentioned a wife, yesterday. Does she know you’re here?”

Paul shook his head, eyes locked on the table. “She left. Years ago. Took the kids—grown by then. Haven’t seen her in...” He trailed off, unsure of the calendar. “A long time.”

Helen made a small, knowing sound. “That must be hard.”

Paul shrugged, but his shoulders dropped, some invisible load shifting. “You just get used to it,” he said, voice softer now.

Helen let herself sit back, a tiny victory. She glanced at Olga, who was folding a pile of pamphlets nearby. They exchanged a look—a blink, a raised eyebrow, a language only the two of them shared.

Paul rolled the blueprint, tucking it back into his coat with surprising care. “Thanks for listening,” he said, “It gets quiet after a while.”

Helen reached across, touched his forearm. “That’s why we’re here.”

Olga leaned in, voice conspiratorial. “A little bird told me there’s a guy who runs odd jobs for the parish. Handy with repairs. I could put in a word.” She gave him a look that was equal parts mischief and sincerity.

Paul hesitated. “Isn’t that for regulars?”

Olga laughed, dismissing the idea with a wave. “Everyone starts somewhere.”

Helen watched the doubt slip away, replaced by something like hope. She felt it as a tickle under her ribs, the anticipation of a hooked fish. But she didn’t rush it. This part took time.

They left Paul with a promise—come by the church Tuesday, ask for Helen, bring your plans. They walked out, past the plastic tables and the men hunched over their Styrofoam bowls, out into the night where the city’s lights bled orange into the clouds.

They stood by the car, both silent for a moment.

Olga finally broke it. “He’s perfect.”

Helen nodded, the glimmer of a real smile forming. “He just needs a little push.”

Olga’s phone buzzed; she checked it and grinned. “Housing intake forms are ready.”

Helen looked back through the window at the man with the blueprint. “Let’s get him settled first. Then we’ll start paperwork.”

Olga popped the trunk, tossing in her tote. “Always the soft touch,” she teased.

Helen’s smile didn’t fade. “It pays off. Trust me.”

They got in the car, the engine turning over with a tired shudder. Helen watched the shelter in the rearview, thinking of Paul at his corner table, clutching the rolled-up plans to his chest like a lifeline. She wondered how long it would take before he came looking for her.

Not long, she guessed. Not long at all.

* * *
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Tuesday, mid-morning. The church’s administrative office was empty except for a dried-out plant and a printer that wheezed at random intervals. Helen chose a table near the window, where the daylight made her look less tired. Olga sat across from her, thumbs tapping at her phone with insectile rhythm.

Paul arrived five minutes early. He wore the same coat, zipped to the chin, and he’d shaved—or at least attempted to. The stubble was gone, but his skin was pink with razor rash. He carried a shopping bag, the blueprint rolled and tucked inside.

He lingered at the door. Helen stood to greet him, hand extended. “Glad you could make it.”

Paul nodded, scanning the office like it might be a setup. He sat, setting the bag by his feet, and folded his hands. “I brought the plans,” he said, as if apologizing.

Helen took the blueprint, unrolling it with genuine care. “You have a real gift,” she said. “I showed this to Father James. He was impressed.”

Paul ducked his head. “He really looked at it?”

Helen nodded. “Of course. We don’t say things we don’t mean here.” She set the blueprint aside, sliding a manila folder into the center of the table. “This is the paperwork. It’s mostly just contact info, but the church’s donors like to keep records. Helps them justify the grants.”

Paul stared at the folder. He ran a thumb along the edge, opened it, and read the top line. “HOUSING ASSISTANCE INTAKE FORM.” He scanned the rest, brows knitting tighter with each page.

Olga leaned forward. “If you’re uncomfortable with anything, you don’t have to sign. We’ll still help with job leads.” Her voice was as gentle as a mother’s lullaby.

Paul smiled, weak. “It’s not that. It’s just—” He looked up, cheeks coloring. “This is all moving fast.”

Helen folded her hands, adopting her best posture of honest concern. “We can slow down. But these programs have waitlists, and you’re first in line. If you’d rather think it over, that’s fine.”

Paul exhaled, shoulders sagging. “No, I—” He swallowed. “I want to do it. I just—” He tapped the form. “It’s a lot.”

Helen softened her gaze. “You’re not the only one. Last year, we helped a guy from Riverside. Carpenter. He was back on his feet in six months, thanks to this program.”

Olga picked up the thread, her tone sliding into testimonial. “He sends us pictures sometimes. Built a bench for his granddaughter’s school. You’d be surprised how fast things can turn around.”

Paul’s fingers hovered above the pen. “Who are the donors, really?”

Helen leaned in, voice dropping to a low hush. “They’re families, mostly. Old parishioners. Some are local businesses. They prefer privacy—pride, I guess.”

Paul nodded, reassured by the secrecy. He set the tip of the pen to paper and began to write. The scratch of the nib was loud in the quiet office.

He filled in his name, date of birth, last address (NONE), social security number. He paused at “Next of kin,” pen trembling, then left it blank. He worked down the form, each line a minor surrender. At the end, the signature. He stared at it for a long time.
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