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For Connie Saindon, who saved my life. I only wish I could have done the same for her.

I believe that the best definition of man is the ungrateful biped. But that is not all, that is not his worst defect; his worst defect is his perpetual moral obliquity, perpetual—from the days of the Flood to the Schleswig-Holstein period. Moral obliquity and consequently lack of good sense.

— Fyodor Dostoyevsky


Author’s Note

Although this is a work of fiction, the underlying story about welfare fraud is real, and I have presented that aspect of the story as I would have written it for a newspaper or magazine as a nonfiction news article.

All but one of the characters in this story are fictional; I have included a real person, Connie Saindon (1941-2023), who founded Survivors of Violent Loss. She dedicated her life to helping survivors develop strategies for learning to live with the aftermath of a homicide, including safety issues, dealing with the criminal justice system, addressing the news media, and coping with traumatic grief, while preserving the memory of a loved one.
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Rent Beacham cursed himself as he struggled to block all thoughts of immediate danger and recall the irony of how a seemingly innocent decision to take a soothing drive to the mountains led him to his lightless prison.

He leaned against the hard wall of igneous rock, holed up in what would likely be his grave: A gold mine near what in its heyday had been the boom town of Banner City, down valley from Julian, California. A single stick of dynamite—or a black-powder charge—could collapse its walls, precariously shored up by rotting timbers. Or the approaching atmospheric river, as the meteorologists called it, could flood the mine and drown him.

I think I’d prefer the explosion to slowly drowning. Then again, I’d rather be alive. At thirty-two, I’ve got a lot more years ahead of me.

He snorted in disgust at his own angst. Why could he never be satisfied with just doing his job and enjoying his leisure time like all those perfect people in the TV commercials? Perpetually plagued by dissatisfaction with the status quo, his restlessness had led him to a small mountain town, then to the desert, then to the discovery that opened his Pandora’s box. A box whose lid had come precariously close to banging shut—and literally burying him alive.

Then he chuckled. No, it wasn’t funny, but he had been cursed with a propensity to laugh at the ironic. It had gotten him in trouble in the past when he couldn’t keep such thoughts to himself.

Being an investigative journalist did that to him. Or was it the other way around? His knack of seeing a laughable lament even in the darkest of circumstances.


Maybe that’s what led me into journalism? he wondered.


At that moment, however, he could laugh his lungs out and no one would be subjected to his macabre brand of gallows humor. No one could hear him. Not while he sat trapped in the shaft of an abandoned gold mine miles beyond Bumfuck.

What else can I do? I may as well laugh, even if it is at my own expense. Crying and whining will get me nowhere.

If nothing else, his predicament spared him from his editor’s chastisement over a looming deadline. But the only person who might be able to figure out where he had gone also wished him dead—at least in the figurative sense. His lady friend had become his foe.

As he waited in the dark for his would-be killer’s next move in a game in which he had become the wuss to his foe’s puss, he retraced in his mind the steps, in a relentless, inevitable progression, that had led him to this potentially fatal fix—and maybe come up with a way to get out . . . alive.
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Day 1, morning


Rent Beacham draped an arm across his eyes. “Crap,” he muttered. A shaft of intense morning sunlight had found the lone chink in his bedroom’s armor—a slat in the mini-blinds had been bent at a painful angle, giving entry to a rogue ray of light whose laser-like beam had pierced his still-shut eyelids.

He lay there in what he thought of as a cocoon, not wanting to glance at the clock, though it had become a reflex he could no longer control—6:48 a.m.

It’s Sunday. I have a right to sleep late, damn it.

It also happened to be the dead of winter. At least according to the San Diego Zoological Society calendar—whose playmate of the month featured a Frobisher’s Marble-winged Warbler, or some such winged creature—hanging on the fridge. February should be cool, blustery, rainy. He wanted nothing more than to sleep late, nurse a carafe of coffee while reading the morning newspaper, then settle in with a G.M. Ford novel by a chuckling fire and dispel all thoughts of the pedestrian world.


Still, he felt guilty for not being outside and enjoying the fine weather—weather the majority of the country would kill for. San Diego, cursed with the perfect climate, he thought. Maybe it’s time to move back to the Pacific Northwest whence I came, where the term “winter” at least held some meaning. . . . Nah. Months of overcast skies leads to drearipression.


That’s why Rent had landed in the self-anointed America’s Finest City in the first place—for real sun, not that “liquid sunshine” as folks in the Pacific Northwest had euphemistically dubbed the persistent drizzle. But after nearly a decade, Rent had begun to miss the seasons. The postcard-blue sky that made San Diego a tourist mecca had become boring. He recalled the Hawaiians he knew while a student at the University of Washington. What possessed them to leave paradise to attend school in the Emerald City?

“The seasons. We like the seasons,” they had confessed. He told them they were nuts.

Now, here I am saying the same thing.

Of course, they could always scurry back to Hawaii when the doldrums descended.

Maybe I should move to San Diego’s mountains. At least it snows there once in a while.

But the 60-mile commute could be a killer, literally. State Route 67 had achieved notoriety for its fatal traffic accidents. Impatient drivers of SUVs and big pickups, fueled by alcohol and the arrogance to think it couldn’t happen to them, that they could defy the laws of physics: take corner too fast, pass on curve, obit.

Except the scofflaws often were not the ones with the obits. “It’s always the innocent mother with two toddlers who gets the funeral,” Rent muttered aloud.

Cynicism went part and parcel with working in a newsroom.


He tossed back the bed covers and, in a fluid motion that bore years of repetition, got his feet to the floor and his torso upright. Ugh. He sat motionless, staring blindly at an erupting volcano of dirty clothes begging for attention.


At least the sun is out of my eyes.

He wrapped his bare frame in a terrycloth robe and stumbled toward the kitchen to start the coffee, then padded outside to retrieve the newspaper. He had been assured his story about scandalous travel expenses at the San Diego Port District would be on the front page, above the fold—every journalist’s wish. But it had been superseded by yet another wearisome story about the homeless encampments and dire predictions of high winds and torrential rainfall of biblical proportions, threating life and limb, especially of the “unhoused.”

The kettle shrieked as he returned to the kitchen. His daily infusion of caffeine—his one true vice (well, that and gin)—almost ready. He poured the scalding water over the unsuspecting coffee grounds in the stained Melita filter cone, then turned to the newspaper as the acrid brown liquid trickled into the waiting carafe.

As he leafed through the thick-but-thinning Sunday edition, the real estate section caught his eye. He rarely gave it a second glance. Not since he bought his condo on the north rim of Mission Valley. But the siren song of seasons still fluttered through the backroads of his mind.

I could drive to Julian and check out some acreage.

If not to live year-round, at least a mountain retreat where he could get a measured dose of winter when the fancy struck him. He envisioned a log cabin, a roaring fire, a big dog and . . . a sexy female companion.

Cut!

Rewind.

Stop at the big dog.

Leave the vision of the sexy female companion on the cutting-room floor. Dogs are loyal. Feed them and they will follow you anywhere. Women turn on you when you least suspect it.

His current mantra.

He knew his tune would change with time as loneliness, wishful thinking, and hormones began to creep out from the shadow of embittered memories, but for the time being he would enjoy the uncomplicated existence of sailing single-handed and the freedom it gave him.

He grabbed the real estate section and headed for the bathroom. A bathroom he didn’t have to share. No sarcastic soliloquies from the “petticoat”—as Charlotte Brontë might phrase it—beyond the door suggesting he think of someone besides himself for a change. Never mind that Charlotte Brontë never wrote a single word about anything so mortifying as personal hygiene.

* * *

“Yes!” Rent shouted from the cab of his Toyota pick-em-up. Once shed of the freeway free-for-all and forced to drive at a sane pace, he got into the rhythm of the curves as the narrow, two-lane state road slowly climbed into the mountains in east San Diego County. He dipped through Santa Ysabel Valley and stopped at Dudley’s for a blueberry scone and more coffee, and a loaf of the bakery’s renowned date-nut bread.

Life is good.

The final climb up the grade to Julian brought into view patches of snow on the pine-clad hills. That is, the pine-clad yet to be burned in a Santa Ana-blasted wildfire. He cranked up the heat in his aging truck, then down-shifted. The  shuttered fruit stands told him he was almost there.

The small town of Julian, huddled below the towering peak of Volcan Mountain, came into being in 1870, after escaped-slave-turned-cattle-herder A.H. “Fred” Coleman spotted the glitter of gold in a small creek while watering his horse in Spencer Valley in late 1869. His news quickly spread the highly contagious gold fever, and thousands of miners laid siege to the tranquil mountain meadows claimed by the Kumeyaay Nation of Native Americans.

Ironically, Julian City, as it was known at the time, had been founded by a family of Confederate veterans of the Civil War, among them Drury Bailey and his cousin Mike Julian, the namesake of the ramshackle new town. The gold rush lasted only a few years, but because of Julian’s temperate climate and good soil, the town survived when the mining boom went bust and apple and pear orchards flourished.


These days, Julian’s citizens mined gold from the pockets of tourists—flatlanders to the locals—escaping their stress-filled lives in the city by the sea. The big event each year had been Apple Days, the centerpiece of the annual rite being the all-American apple pie. Although, Rent recalled, 90 percent of the apples were imported from his home state of Washington. The town fathers and mothers realized they could strike the mother lode if they promoted the town year-round instead of just a few big weekends a year.


As he approached the town proper, Rent began humming Bob Wills’ famous ditty: “. . . he can eat an apple pie, and never even bat an eye. Roly Poly, daddy’s little fatty. Bet he’s gonna be a man some day.”


Rent pulled up to Main Street and turned right, inching southward through the three-block-long business district. Most of the buildings were constructed in Western motif. He found a parking space in front of a store offering wood-burning stoves, locked up, and began strolling—still humming Roly Poly as he passed the portly owner of a fresh pie emerging from the Julian Pie Co.


He had arrived early enough that he easily found a parking space on the main drag. By noon, parking would be at a premium, and the narrow sidewalks would be as crowded as a shopping center on Black Friday. The apples were out of season, but the unseasonable amount of snow attracted crowds as well. It made for great TV news when idiot drivers skidded on the ice and cracked their skulls.

“As the saying goes, ‘If it bleeds, it ledes,’ ” he muttered, reciting the local-television news mantra.

In Julian, the real estate offices outnumbered the pie shops, but luckily for Rent most of them had photos in their windows, along with lengthy lists of available properties. He wouldn’t have to actually endure listening to the litany of a fast-talking salesman, or saleswoman.

Or is it salesperson in this woke world? . . . Oh, right, the proper term is agent, or even Realtor, if licensed.

He stopped at the window of the Coleman Creek Real Estate office where he scanned the photos and read the property descriptions. He shook his head and scoffed as he noted the prices. He had figured he could pick up a nice five-acre plot for a few thousand bucks. But the asking price even for property that only a bighorn sheep could love was going for $25,000 an acre and up.

Imagine what a piece with a flat patch on it would command.

Of course, these were the show pieces. Surely, there were lower-priced parcels available, but not pushed as hard because the commissions were also lower.

And there are always the cheapskates who think they can do better selling it themselves.

“Good morning!” an unreasonably cheerful voice greeted him from behind.

Rent turned to discover a young woman wearing an Eddie Bauer trapper cap, knee-length quilted parka, and Ugg boots, and cradling a pastry box and two cups of coffee.


She smiled radiantly. And he froze, a deer in the headlights. Before him stood the sexy woman from his sitting-by-fire-in-a-log-cabin fantasy. Her chestnut hair fell to her shoulders, framing a well-formed countenance set off by exuberant hazel eyes. The parka subdued the contours of her body, but Rent’s imagination filled in the blanks.


“Come on in and warm up,” she invited.

Rent stared to the point of making the woman uncomfortable. He felt torn between melting into a panting puppy dog who would follow her anywhere and steeling himself into the hard-bitten rejected lover he wanted to be. Hard-bitten prevailed—but only just.

“Thanks, but I’m widow shopping . . . er . . . window shopping,” he stuttered. Besides, he rationalized, he was enjoying the cool morning outdoors. It left him feeling alive and an excuse to dust off a flannel shirt, wool sweater, and stocking cap.

“Looking for anything in particular? I’m sure we’ve got something you’d be interested in,” the woman persisted, her perfect white teeth straight out of a toothpaste commercial.


Rent felt his spine soften, threatening to turn into putty. His inner Cynic immediately began shouting words of warning: She’s a Siren, you pitiful moron! She doesn’t care about You! She’s only interested in your wallet! She is the witch they named that creek after . . . and that wildfire. It’s the hormones generated by your genetic code that make you attracted to her, not because there’s anything intrinsically good about her.


Rent, recovered and back on form, replied, “Yes, I’m interested in this 345-acre ranch.” He pointed to a picture in the window. Then added, gesturing as he glanced around the still sleepy town, “I’m with a medical practice that wants to establish a leper colony in this bucolic environment you have here.”

The woman’s smile collapsed, then returned but tight-edged. “I need to get this coffee to my associate before it gets cold,” she said as she struggled to open the door. Rent leaned forward and opened it for her.

“Thank you,” she said, stepping through the doorway, then turning to speak again. “I can schedule an appointment for this afternoon, if you’d like, Dr. . . .?” and her voice trailed off.

“Watson,” he said quickly. “Dr. Watson.”

“Abby Wilburforce. Nice to meet you, Dr. Watson,” she said, bobbing her elbow in a mock handshake, her hands still cradling the coffee and pastry box. “Let me give you my card. I have several properties I could show you.”

She crossed to her desk, deposited the donuts and coffee, and returned with a business card. Rent felt chagrined that his little charade had backfired. “Yes, thank you,” he said in forced politeness. He pocketed her card without looking at it and backed out of the doorway, moving out of view. There he took a deep breath while mentally kicking himself for his smart-ass demeanor.

There actually were a couple of properties that interested him. Rent pulled a reporter’s notebook, something he never left home without, from a back pants pocket and began jotting down a few place names—the actual addresses being closely guarded secrets only the Siren Realtor could disclose—and decided to cruise the local roads on his own to get the lie of the land, and maybe spot a promising for-sale sign.

Before he could finish writing, the door to the real estate office opened again. The dreamy smile, this time accompanied by a devilish crinkle around her beckoning eyes, poked out.

“My, my. I didn’t know medical professionals made it a habit of carrying around a reporter’s notebook, Dr. Watson. Or is it Mr. Holmes?”

Busted.

Rent blushed as his log-cabin fantasy flashed through his mind. The Siren would lure him onto Broken Heart Rocks. “Holmes is my first name,” he replied. “My parents had a bizarre sense of humor.”


“Uh-huh,” she replied, nodding but obviously not believing a word of it. “Well, Dr. Holmes Watson, if you need some clues . . .” Heavily emphasizing clues and making no effort to hide the sarcasm. “. . . regarding the location of those properties you have written down, you know where to find me.” She chuckled at her own joke.


“Or,” she continued, smiling wickedly. “You could always homestead like those social misfits in Chariot Canyon.”

“Chariot Canyon? Never heard of it.”

“Down by Banner, at the foot of Banner Grade. They say they’re working the old mining claims, but some folks believe they’re hiding from the law. Maybe cooking meth. They also carry guns,” she added, then pulled her head back and closed the door.

Rent turned and marched double-time back to his truck, mentally kicking himself for having been taken to the mat by, of all things, a real estate agent—and a female at that. Yet, a feisty female. One with a quick and clever mind. Still, the memory of her snide smile and razor-witted retort rankled. He shook his head to clear the image as he started the engine.
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Rent drove southward to where the road split at the edge of town. Banner: straight ahead, Cuyamaca: turn right. He instinctively went straight ahead, although not sure why, except that in his mind he still carried the image of the gun-toting social misfits in Chariot Canyon she had mentioned. The thought intrigued him. “Might be a story that,” he said aloud.

His route took him past the high school and the library, and wound past a few small businesses. After less than a mile it began its descent toward Banner and the Anza-Borrego Desert.

Banner Grade, which dropped 1,500 feet to what was left of the old Banner City townsite, had more bends than a sidewinder. Rent drove slowly, keeping an eye out for any for-sale signs, as the flora transformed from a forest of pine and oak to desert scrub and chaparral. The west side of the mountains trapped the rain, with Julian averaging nearly 40 inches per year, and leaving the east side a haven for cholla and ocotillo cacti, mesquite, brittlebush, and other drought-tolerant plants.

Near the foot of the grade, he came to a store, one of the few remaining structures from the once bustling mining town. Rent pulled into the parking lot to get his bearings. His auto club map fell short on details and didn’t even identify Chariot Canyon. He dug out his Thomas Bros. Guide and found the page with Banner. Not much help there, either. Yes, he owned a “smart phone,” but he didn’t care for GPS. He had never progressed from his days as a Boy Scout—paper map and compass.

A gunshot startled him. He peered through the windshield and saw a man holding a pistol in one hand and fist-pumping the air with the other.

Rent got out of his truck but kept his distance.

“Damn thing’s got no business here,” the man said. “A body could get bit if he’s not careful.”

Rent stared at the man, a frown creasing his brow. He judged the man to be in his mid-thirties.

“Coyote. Didn’t you see it?” the man asked.

Rent shook his head. “Uh, no. Must’ve been blocked by the building. Did you kill it?”

“Nah,” the man said, then grinned. “But I scared the livin’ shit out of ’im, that’s for sure.”

“You could add me to that list.”

“Ah, just havin’ a little fun, that’s all. Gotta keep these varmints in line. Elsewise they think they have the run of  the place. Take our cats, dogs, chickens.”

“They help control the rodent population,” Rent said.


“If they stuck to rats, mice, gophers, and squirrels, that’d be fine,” the man replied. “But they don’t. Them do-gooder city folks think they’re all cute and cuddly, like their domesticated cousins, their dogs, but they’re not. Coyotes . . .”—he pronounced it as ky-otes—“are vicious opportunists and see any small critter as fair game for a meal.”


“You mean like humans do?”

The man blinked rapidly as if trying to comprehend what Rent had just said as he shoved the pistol in a holster on his belt. Rent didn’t know much about guns, but that pistol, and the man, reminded him of Clint Eastwood as gun-totin’ Dirty Harry.

The man turned toward the store. Rent held open the door for him, then followed him in.

“Hey, Gabe,” a man behind the cash register called out. “That you doin’ the shootin’ out there? No snakes this time of year.”

“Just giving a coyote a scare, that’s all. No harm done.”

“As long as you don’t hit one of my donkeys.”

“Not even close.” 

“How’s the diggin’ comin’ along?”

The face of the man called Gabe flashed a toothy if insincere smile at the storekeeper. “Haven’t struck the mother lode yet, but making progress. Following a quartz vein that looks promising,” he said as he made his way to the back of the store.

Rent thought the greeting and reply sounded rehearsed, as if they were acting out a familiar script. No mention of the coyote.

The storekeeper greeted Rent with a nod.

“Getting a few trail rations,” Rent said.

“Help yourself,” the storekeeper replied as the man called Gabe approached with a half-case of beer and a gallon of milk, and set them on the counter.

“I’m gonna grab a few more things,” Gabe said as he strode toward an aisle with shelves of canned goods.

Rent grabbed a Dr. Pepper from the cooler and a packet of beef jerky, then returned to the front of the store.

“If that’s it, I’ll ring you up first,” the storekeeper said. “He’ll be another minute or two.”

Rent set the items on the counter, extracted his wallet from a pants pocket, and handed over a ten-dollar bill.

As the storekeeper gave Rent his change, Gabe returned and set his items on the counter, then extracted what appeared to be a debit card from his shirt pocket.

“Okay to use this? The milk and bread are for the kids,” Gabe said.

The storekeeper nodded and Gabe swiped the card through the card reader next to the cash register.  “Beer, too,” Gabe added. “I gotta get somethin’ fer babysittin’ them two brats.”

The storekeeper narrowed his eyes and glanced at Rent.

“He’s nobody,” Gabe said.

The storekeeper shook his head. Gabe rolled his eyes in disgust, pulled a wad of cash from a pants pocket, peeled off a twenty-dollar bill, and tossed it on the counter. The storekeeper gave Gabe his change, then shook open a paper bag and placed the items in it.

Rent had stood aside as the two men completed the transaction.

The storekeeper gave Rent a questioning glance. “Somethin’ else I can help you with?”

“I’m just wondering. What can you tell me about Chariot Canyon?” he asked.

“You be careful going out there, especially in that old pickup of yours,” the man replied.

“It’s a four-wheeler,” Rent said of his Toyota Tacoma TRD.

Gabe interjected. “Yeah, but it’s gotta be twenty years old or more.”

Rent shrugged. “More or less.”

“You ought to have something with newer technology in case you break down, especially with the roads as muddy as they are. Once it dries out, you might be all right on the main road, but you could get stuck easy on them side roads. Why do you want to go there? Do some shootin’ or some such?”

Rent shrugged. “Just curious. A friend had mentioned it.”

Gabe stared at Rent a long moment before again offering his facsimile smile. “Curiosity killed the cat,” he said, then picked up his purchases and left the store, the door closing with a bang behind him. He walked over to a late-model Toyota Land Cruiser the color of trail dust and sporting a snorkel accessory, opened the rear hatch, and placed his groceries inside.

Rent’s eyes followed the man, who wore what appeared to be a new outfit of Levi’s jeans, denim shirt, sheepskin vest, burnt-orange beanie, and unscuffed work boots.

Doesn’t look like much of a miner to me. Just wants to dress the part. Or maybe it’s his Sunday-go-to-meetin’ outfit.

The storekeeper looked at Rent and cleared his throat, his brow furrowed in a questioning manner. Rent turned his gaze back to the storekeeper and forced a smile of his own.

I may be out of my element here.

“Don’t mind him. He just gets suspicious of strangers poking around. Had a few run-ins with snoopy interlopers, or so he claims. But he’s right about your truck.”

“Good point,” Rent replied. “I thought you were going to warn me about the characters inhabiting the nether regions of the canyon.”

The storekeeper chuckled. “Characters is right. They are that. But they’s good folk. Don’t harm nobody. They just like to keep to themselves.”

“Do they come in here often?”

“Oh, I see ’em off and on. They’ll drop by for a few things. Beer and chips, mostly.”

“No ammo? They have to be on the lookout for coyotes and rattlesnakes, don’t they?”

“Can’t sell ammo no more. Have to jump through too many hoops to get a license, this being California, run by a bunch of damn libtards.”

Rent gave a slight nod of acknowledgement.

“But you can’t be too careful when it comes to rattlers. Not a problem right now, but come spring, they crawl out of their holes. Course, those folks get a bit suspicious of the two-legged variety, too. You ain’t the law are you?”

Rent smiled, shaking his head. “Nope. Not the law. I was just up in Julian looking at some property and a woman said there were a bunch of gun-toting social misfits working some of the old mines in Chariot Canyon, or brewing meth.”

“Me, I try not to judge people,” the storekeeper said. “Their money’s good here. Even if I do have to give ’em credit once in a while. Some take longer than others to pay up. Some of ’em are on the dole. But I never been stiffed yet.”

“She said something about homesteading. Is there land available back in there? I came up here looking at maybe buying some property, but the prices are as high as that Volcan Mountain out there. Although I can’t imagine there’d be much water.”

“You get some water in the creek, especially this time of year, but most of the time dry as bone,” he replied. “As for homesteading, that’s BLM land.”

“B-L-M?”

“Yep, Bureau of Land Management. Under the jurisdiction of the federal government. Can’t really homestead it, at least not any longer, but you can stake a mining claim and stay on the land as long as you pay the annual fee.”

“Is there any gold left? As I recall, the mines played out pretty quickly.”

“The easy gold is gone, but there’s still paydirt in there if you’re willing to dig for it. Back-breaking work though. That’s hard rock. Not like panning in a stream. And the mine shafts flood during heavy rain. I’ll pass, thank you very much.”

Rent nodded. “I hear ya.”

“Say, do you like peanut brittle?”

“Yeah, sure,” Rent answered with a shrug.

The storekeeper glanced out the window, then reached under the counter, pulling out a small dish containing pieces of peanut brittle. “Have a sample.”

Rent tasted it. “Mmmm. Nice,” he said, although he thought it had an unusual taste to it.

“The best in the world. Her secret ingredient is the honey.”

“The honey?”

“Mmm. We keep bees out back. The bees get into the cactus and mesquite. Gives the honey a very unique flavor.”

“Hmm . . . interesting,” Rent responded.

“Only three dollars for a small bag, five dollars for the bigger one,” the storekeeper said, producing one of each. “Homemade. Granny’s peanut brittle. The best in the world.”

Rent looked at the unmarked zip-lock bags. He wasn’t big on sweets, and he knew he was being hustled. But he felt sorry for the aging shopkeeper who probably didn’t get many customers in this isolated part of the county. And, he rationalized, he could always set it out in the newsroom. If nothing else, Greg would eat it. Greg ate anything, everything. He was known in the newsroom somewhat derogatorily as the “Meal Machine.” Donuts left in the break room never stood a chance.

Rent still had change from his purchase in hand, which just happened to be three dollars and twenty-three cents. He handed it back to the storekeeper.

The man returned the coins. “No tax,” he said. Then he leaned over the counter and spoke in a low, conspiratorial tone. “The reason we keep it behind the counter is because it’s bootleg peanut brittle. Granny got busted a few years back for not having a health permit. So now we just sell it on the side. To the regulars. The folks in the tiny houses and campers.”

“How do you know I’m not from the health department?” Rent asked with a wink.

“’Cause those lazy bastards don’t work Sundays,” the shopkeeper replied. “Only been back here once since the big bust. He learned not to fool with us. His two rear tires mysteriously went flat about half-way up the grade. No one hereabouts would help him. He had to leave the car and come back the next day with someone from the county motor pool.”

“Hmm, did he, now,” Rent acknowledged.

“Oh, he had one spare tire—but not two,” the storekeeper continued with a chuckle. “It’s amazing what a little ol’ piece of buckshot will do when it’s seated on top of an air valve.”

Rent knew the old prank. Remove the safety cap from the valve stem, drop in a bee-bee or piece of buckshot, then replace the cap. It creates a slow leak—and a very flat tire given enough time. He laughed at the stunt. The “guv’ment” man had been made a fool by the back-country bumpkins. He picked up the peanut brittle and turned toward the door.

“You take care, and have a blessed day,” the storekeeper said.
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Back in his truck, Rent popped open the soda and took a long swallow. The air didn’t feel hot, but it was much warmer, and dryer, than it had been in Julian.

He backed out, then crossed the state road to where the Chariot Canyon road split off. He pulled into the shade of a live oak, opened the package of jerky, and examined the road as he chewed the tough, dried meat. No pavement, only dirt, with diagonal ruts cut by rain runoff. It led up a steep grade, then doubled back on itself, a cut that wound its way around the side of the ridge and into the canyon proper. Nearby stood two trucks with horse trailers attached.

He wanted to explore the canyon and get a glimpse of its storied inhabitants, but thought better of it. He didn’t want to get stuck out there.


As Rent chewed on another piece of jerky, he tried to recall the name of the real estate agent. Abby . . . Abby Wil . . .



He withdrew from his shirt pocket the card she had given to him and examined it. Abby Wilburforce. Then a smile crept to his lips. She got me even better than I thought.


He started the engine and retraced his route up Banner Grade. On a particularly tight corner, he had to jam on the brakes and swerve to avoid hitting a flock of wild turkeys.

Why did the turkey cross the road?

Rent spent the afternoon driving the backroads of the Julian area, eventually stopping at the Menghini Winery. He did a tasting and bought a bottle of Syrah. From there, he drove westerly on Wynola Road, dodging Miatas and Hondas hot-rodding on a road that had more twists and turns than a Hickory Farms pretzel.

From Wynola, which featured fruit stands and two or three restaurants, he headed back toward Julian, then on a whim turned south into Pine Hills. He saw a few “for sale” signs and jotted down the addresses, but figured they’d be out of his range. Paying the mortgage on his condo took a big chunk of his paycheck as it was.


Journalism is a career for ideological watchdogs, but not a path toward independent wealth, he mused.


He stopped at Heise Park and walked through the campground, thinking a camping trip might be in order, once the weather warmed up a bit. At least it would be affordable.

As the sun streaked the distant marine layer with crimson ribbons on its downward trek to kiss the Pacific Ocean, he returned to Julian to find a place to eat dinner. But his first challenge became finding a place to park. He got lucky when a car pulled out, leaving him an open slot in front of a bookstore.

Might as well check it out while I’m here.

He stepped inside and browsed, not looking for anything in particular, although a book about Julian might be useful. “Historical or maybe travel?” he muttered.

A young girl stopped beside him. “May I help you?” she asked.

Rent looked down and smiled. “Why yes, you may. I’m looking for a book about this town, about Julian. Do you have anything like that?”

The girl crinkled her face, then answered, “We have a kid’s book, but you’re probably too old for that. Unless—”

“Rachel,” a woman’s voice scolded. “That’s not polite, calling the man ‘old.’ ”

She pouted. “I only meant that . . .”

“No problem,” Rent said to the girl. “I know what you meant. I appreciate your help.” He turned around to face the voice . . . and froze.

“Rent?” the woman said.

“Hannah?” he replied.

“Mom, do you know this nice man?”

Hannah looked past Rent to her daughter. “From a long time ago. Now go finish shelving those books like I asked you to.”

Rachel rolled her eyes and sighed, then walked toward the back of the store as Hannah turned her eyes back to Rent.

“Umm, it’s been a while,” he said.

“You could say that,” Hannah replied, stone-faced.

“I’m surprised to see you here.”

“What, you think because I dropped out of college I don’t read?”

“Come on, you know that’s not what I meant. Here, in California, in Julian.”

“Life is a meandering stream that takes us where it takes us.”

“I live in San Diego.”

“I know. The famous Rent Beacham. Read all about it. I thought this might happen eventually.”

Rent cocked his head. “Yeah?”

“Our paths crossing.”

“Yet you made no effort to get in touch.”

“Why would I?”

He shrugged.


“How can I help you?” she asked. “Looking for anything in particular? Maybe 50 Ways to Leave Your Lover, you dirty bastard.”


“Whoa, Hannah, I don’t know what . . .”

Rachel returned to stand beside Hannah but stared into Rent’s eyes before shifting her gaze to her mother. “I’m all done. What’s next?”

“Just give us a minute, hon, will you? I need to finish up with Mr. Beacham.”

Rachel looked questioningly at her mother, then returned her focus to Rent.

“Go on, mind the register for a minute. I’ll be right there.”

Rachel sighed again and dramatically crossed her arms over her chest. “Oh-kay.” She walked away, but not without a backward glance at Rent.

Rent smiled at the adolescent, then turned back to Hannah. “My, what a precocious child you have. What is she, eleven, twelve?”

“Twelve, going on twenty.”

“I’ll bet she’s a handful . . . or will be in few more years.”

“Yes . . . until she meets someone like you and has her heart broken.”

“Hannah, look, it’s been long time. Can’t we let bygones be bygones and at least be civil to one another?”

“Easy for you to say.”

“What about it? Meet me for coffee and we have a chat. Catch up.”

“Why? You have a guilt complex or something?”

He blushed. “Uh . . . no. I’m just curious, wondering how you ended up here.”

Hannah scoffed, then Rachel’s voice interrupted her.

“Mom, customer.”

“I gotta go,” Hannah said and turned away.


Rent watched her, taking a deep breath and releasing it slowly. Wow. This is a surprise.


Only then did he realize his forehead had broken out in a sweat, which had begun to seep into his eyes. He wiped away the stinging moisture with a sweater sleeve, then strode to the front of the store and stepped out onto the boardwalk. The cool air felt good on his face. He turned left and headed uptown to find a place to eat.

He hadn’t taken ten steps before he heard the girl’s voice again.

“Hey, mister, Mr. Beacham, wait a minute,” Rachel called as she ran toward him.

Rent turned and waited for her.

When she caught up, she blurted out, “How do you know my mom?”

Rent noted the intensity of her cornflower-blue eyes. He started to reply, but Hannah came out of the store and ordered Rachel back inside.

“It’s time to close up,” Hannah said.

Rachel did an encore of her disappointed adolescent routine and stomped back to the store. He sighed and returned to his quest to find a place to eat.

At this point, anything will do.

The Nugget intrigued him, and the menu in the window looked inviting enough. He entered what appeared at first glance to be a museum of mining equipment and artifacts. The walls had black-and-white photographs from the nineteenth-century boom days.

A man wearing a red-checkered shirt and sporting a bushy white mustache greeted him and said a table would be available in ten to fifteen minutes, if he wouldn’t mind waiting. Rent nodded his acquiescence and tried to identify the various implements hanging on the walls. Then he heard a woman’s voice calling, “Dr. Watson. Dr. Watson.”

He caught sight of a hand waving and the woman from the real estate office gesturing for him to join her. He crossed the room to her table, where she sat alone, although he noted two place settings and wine glasses.

“I think I’ve been stood up,” she said. “I couldn’t decide whether to have another glass of wine or just go home and eat leftovers and feel sorry for myself. Do you want to join me? The wine’s already open.”

“Sure. I would’ve been eating by myself anyway.”

“I hope you like red.”

He pulled out a chair and seated himself. “Anything but merlot.”

She laughed. “No problem. I’m more of pinot noir kind of gal.”


“Sideways.”


“You’ve seen the movie too,” she said as she poured wine into the empty glass and topped off her own. “I haven’t ordered yet, but I’m leaning toward the meatloaf and mashed potatoes. It’s been that kind of a day.”

Rent glanced at the menu, which featured basic family fare and the Miner’s Special, pork and beans with crusty sourdough bread. “Yeah, why not. I’ll have the same.”

A matronly server stopped at their table. “New beau, Abby?” the woman asked with a wink and a teasing quality to her voice.

Abby’s face flushed as she responded. “Ha, ha, Alice. No. This is . . .” She looked at Rent, puzzlement crossing her face. “Dr. Watson, I presume?”

Rent chuckled. “Okay, full disclosure. I am Rent, Rent Beacham.”

Alice frowned. “That name almost sounds familiar. You been in here b’fore?”

“Nope. First time.”

“Well, Mr. Rent Beacham, what’ll it be?”

“The meatloaf, please.”

“Fries or mashed?”

“Mashed.”

“Same for me, Alice,” Abby injected.

“That’s an odd name . . . Rent,” Alice said.

“Yeah, it’s because I’m always behind.”

“Behind? . . . Ah, funny boy. Behind on your rent,” Alice replied. “You sure know how to pick ’em, Abby. Two meatloafs comin’ right up.”

Abby leaned forward and asked in a low voice, “Rent? Is that really your name? Or are you still being evasive?”

Rent grinned and lifted a shoulder in a half shrug. “That’s my name. Short for Regent, my grandmother’s maiden name.”

Abby didn’t look convinced, so Rent pulled his wallet from a pants pocket and withdrew a business card.

“Here, see for yourself,” he said as he handed her the card, adding, “Miss Sales Associate.”

“Miss . . .?” She sighed. “Yeah, I can explain. I’m studying for my Realtor license and will take the exam . . .”

Rent waved her off. “No need. I already sorted it.” He lifted his glass as if to offer a toast. “Here’s to transparency,” he said, and they clinked their glasses.

Alice returned with a basket of bread and butter pats. Rent helped himself, washing it down with wine.


He and Abby chatted while waiting for their meals to arrive. Rent confirmed the information on the card he had handed her, that he worked for the San Diego Herald as an investigative journalist.


“So, what are you investigating?”

“Today, I’m investigating real estate. Personal matter, not for the paper. I am interested in looking at some properties.”

“But not three hundred and forty-five acres.”

“You got me there,” he acknowledged. “But how about you? What brought you to the back country? Or did you grow up here?”

She explained that she had moved to the mountains with a former boyfriend who had gotten a job at a winery . . .

“Menghini? I stopped there this afternoon . . . sorry to interrupt.”

Abby nodded and continued, saying that she discovered he had been cheating on her with a co-worker. Meanwhile, she had gotten a job at the real estate office and began studying for her broker’s license.

“That’s when I’ll make the big bucks,” she said. “More wine?”

“Just a splash. Long drive home.”

Abby added some to his glass and refilled her own. “I don’t have a long drive home, and I’m not letting this go to waste.” Then she muttered, “Selfish bastard,” and immediately caught herself. “Oh, sorry. I don’t mean you.”

“No worries. That’s an unusual bracelet you have on,” he said.

Abby held up her forearm. “Survival bracelet.”

“I’ve never seen one before. Macramé?”

“Kind of. The band is made of woven paracord, and it has a compass, whistle, fire starter, SOS light. You never know when it might come in handy around here, wandering in the wilderness.”

“Nice,” he said.

They were silent for a moment before Abby spoke  again.

“I stayed here because I missed the seasons,” she said, “and as long as I don’t have that long commute, rent’s a lot cheaper here than down below. It’s gotten ridiculous. Did you know the average rent in San Diego is now three thousand dollars a month?”

Rent nodded. “Missed the seasons?” he questioned.

“Yeah, I grew up in Fruitland, Idaho. We have real winters there, snow and ice, not the namby-pamby weather that passes for winter in San Diego.”

“I’ve been to Fruitland, although never in winter.”

“Why on earth would you go to Fruitland?”

“Just passing through, actually. On my way to Weiser.”

“Let me guess. You don’t look like a cowboy, so not for the rodeo . . . maybe you play the fiddle?”

“Nailed it.”

Rent had attended the National Oldtime Fiddlers’ Contest in Weiser, Idaho, for a number of years, but he hadn’t been back recently because of the two-day drive from San Diego.

“I worked as a page at the fiddle contest one year, fulfilling a community service requirement,” she said.

“Did you enjoy the music?”

Abby looked around conspiratorially, then leaned forward. “Truthfully? I got a bit bored with it. Those tunes pretty much all sound alike to me.”

Rent grinned.

Abby leaned back in her chair, a hand covering her mouth as her face flushed. “Oops. Sorry. I didn’t mean—”

He waved dismissively. “I’ve heard that before. No offense taken. As the saying goes, ‘Old-time music, it’s better than it sounds.’ Besides, I’m more of a dance fiddler than a contest fiddler. I got a late start and can’t compete with those who started fiddling as little kids.”

“There’s a fiddle and banjo contest in Julian every year. You should enter.”

“I’ve won a prize there a time or two.”

“I’d like to hear you play sometime.”

“I’ll let you know. I played at the winery last year. Maybe I’ll be invited back.”

“Then I have heard you. I was there. I enjoyed that, and that singer who was there.”

“I know what you mean about missing the seasons,” Rent said, shifting back to the initial topic. “I’m originally from the Seattle area. That’s when I started going to the fiddle contest. Not that the winters there are so bad. Just dreary. You can go months without seeing the sun. I never realized there was an alternative until I spent a winter down here as an exchange student. I enjoy a day or two of clouds and rain. Just not weeks or months on end.”

Abby smiled and held his gaze for a long moment, staring over the lip of her wine glass before taking another sip.


Hmmm. I may get lucky after all, he thought, although his resident internal Cynic resurfaced in his consciousness. No! Don’t be an idiot. This woman just got stood up by her boyfriend. She probably lives over on Witch Creek.


Rent lifted his wine glass and took a large gulp, nearly emptying the glass, as Abby’s face turned grim, then to one of fear.

Crap, she can read my mind.

He felt his chair tip forward and a male-sounding voice said, “I believe you’re sittin’ in my seat.”

That voice sounds familiar.

Rent looked over his shoulder but made no move to stand. The man pulled the chair out, dumping Rent on the floor. He glared at Rent, who stared into the man’s menacing face—the man called Gabe, from the store at Banner Grade, the guy who shot at the coyote. Rent checked the man’s belt for his sidearm, then breathed a sigh of relief.

“You!” The man uttered from the back of his throat.

He stepped around the table, picked up Rent’s business card, glanced at it, and tossed it back on the table. He then grabbed Abby’s arm and jerked her to her feet and dragged her toward the door as other diners stared, mouths agape.

At the door, the man looked back toward Rent. “You can pay her bill.” He then opened the door and shoved Abby through the open doorway. Rent got to his feet and started to follow, but the mustachioed man in the red-checkered shirt grabbed his arm. “No dine-and-dash, mister.”

“I’m just trying to help her.”

The man relaxed his grip as his face softened into an expression of sadness. “I wish you could. But I’m afraid—”

“She has to wise up and help herself,” said Alice as she joined them at the door. “I realize he has George Clooney’s movie-star good looks, but other than that I don’t know what she sees in that ass.”

“Alice!” the man said.

“Sorry, Bart,” she replied and turned to face Rent. “Pardon my French, but that jerk is a bad man, and no matter what she does, she’s never going to change that. But she has to figure it out her own self. No point tryin’ to tell a woman that her man’s no good when she refuses to hear it.”

“So, what do I owe you?” Rent asked.

“I’ll get your bill,” Alice said. “Do you want me to box up your meal? I was just about to serve you.”

Rent nodded and handed her a credit card.

“Might as well take hers as well.”

Rent shrugged, feeling lost and out of control.

“Listen,” Bart said. “How about an apple pie á la mode for your trouble? On the house. I’d hate for you to think this is a common occurrence here and that we’re not hospitable.”

“Thanks, but no thanks. I should be going. But could I ask you a question, if you’ve got a moment?”

Bart nodded and Rent wondered about the man called Gabe, explaining that he had encountered him that morning at the store on Banner Grade, when the man had shot at the coyote. Bart told Rent that Gabe could be a real charmer, which is why Abby started dating him. But if he sees her even look cross-eyed at another man, he goes ballistic.


“He gets ugh-lee,” he continued. “Abby’s the nicest gal in the world. Like Alice said, I don’t understand what she sees in him. Although, I have to admit that, for a woman, Julian is probably a bit like Alaska when it comes to eligible men.”


“Oh?” Rent replied.

“The odds are good, but the goods are odd.”

Rent chuckled at the old joke as Alice returned with a brown paper bag.

“You’re set for tonight and tomorrow,” she said. “I put what was left of the wine in there as well.”

“Thanks.”

She handed him the bag and his credit card. “You might as well take this back, too.” She handed him his business card. “Abby left it on the table. Too bad. It might have come in handy.”

“Oh?”

“She doesn’t know who she’s dealing with. Maybe you ought to look into it, Mr. Investigative Journalist.”

Rent shrugged. “I’d need a few more details.”

“Like the stuff you uncovered at city hall and got the mayor fired.”

“He resigned.”

“Everwhat. You laid out all that bankruptcy stuff and he had no choice. And him bein’ a former judge. You’d think he should’ve known better.”

“You follow San Diego politics do you, Alice?”

“My son works for the city, in the building department. Afraid he might lose his pension.” She laughed. “I told him he could come back home and sleep on the couch like so many young’uns these days.”

“He’s not going to lose his pen—”

She feigned a punch to his shoulder. “Oh, I know that, son. I was just joshing him a bit. The guy’s name is Gabriel Turner. Everyone calls him Gabe.”

“Your son?”

“No, that ass . . . oops.” She caught herself and covered her mouth, then whispered conspiratorially, “That jerk who just dragged Abby out of here. Say, why don’t you leave your card with me. I’ll see that she gets it.”

“That’s kind of you.”

“She can do better. See you around, lover boy.”

An hour and half later, thanks to the slow parade of vehicles leaving Julian, Rent sat at his dining table, ate the reheated meal, and finished the wine, concerned about Abby.

I don’t really even know her, but surely she didn’t deserve to be dragged out of the restaurant like that. Why do some men have to be such assholes when it comes to women? Not that I’m above reproach.
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Monday, Day 2


The following morning, Rent called Abby’s office, only to learn that it was her day off. He left a message and called a second number on her card, assuming it was her cell phone. The call went to voice mail, so he left a message, asking her to give him a call.

Rent wondered what Alice had implied about Gabe Turner. Could the rumor about meth labs be accurate? Or mere speculation? Or maybe something else entirely?

And why did Abby disparage the people in Chariot Canyon if the guy she’s going out with is one of them?

He shook his head. As Grandma Beacham would say, “There’s no accountin’ for the ways o’ some folk.”


Still, a story about the folks working claims in Chariot Canyon could be interesting as a human-interest feature. And if I could tie in the meth angle, all the better. If it doesn’t get me killed first.


He went to see his editor, Janis O’Connor, but she frowned and shook her head.

“Oh, yeah, I can see the headline already: There’s Still Gold in Them Thar Hills.” She scoffed. “No, I want you to continue digging on the EBT fraud story. We get letters from many of the stories about corruption and people gaming the system, stealing taxpayer dollars. Take a look at the trend line. Seems like the COVID pandemic, now officially over, spawned a new epidemic of crime. They may be unrelated, but you, nor I, believe in coincidences.”

Rent sighed. “Yeah, all right. You’re the boss.”

“It may be just the tip of the iceberg,” O’Connor added. “Why isn’t anything being done about it? Good piece to follow your city hall bankruptcy series and the downtown real estate fiasco. Could be something big. Might win you that Pulitzer yet.”

“Yeah, whatever,” he responded. “Thing is, I’m stalled and keep going in circles. The folks at the county welfare office refer me to the U.S. attorney’s office, who says I need to talk to the welfare office. Then there are multiple law enforcement agencies involved—city police and county mounties, not to mention crossing county and state lines. The usual bureaucratic runaround.”

“What about your Deep Throat? What’s he saying, other than ‘follow the money’?”

“Word on the street is a whistle-blower may be fired and, if so, there could be a legal brouhaha. But he hasn’t returned any of my calls going on two weeks.”

“He’s not the guy about to get shit-canned, is he?”

“I hope not. I’m trying to come up with a new angle, something beyond the clichéd district attorney nails another welfare fraudster.”

“Keep digging. I’ll give you till the end of the week to come up with a solid angle,” she continued. “If that doesn’t pan out, then start poking around city hall again. Just because we’ve got a bunch of do-gooder liberals running the show doesn’t mean none of them have their hands in somebody’s pocket. Like that self-righteous prig of a senator from New Jersey with gold bars stashed in his suit coat, and now the mayor of New York City. What’s that old joke? ‘How cold was it?’ ”

They delivered the punchline in unison: “It was so cold the politicians had their hands in their own pockets.”


He waved a weak goodbye, thinking he would look into the Chariot Canyon story on his own time. As he returned to his desk, his phone chimed. He recognized the number—his mole at the San Diego County Health and Human Services Agency.


Must be psychic vibes floating around the ether.

He touched the Answer icon and put the phone to his ear. “Beacham here.”

“Rent, it’s DT at HHSA,” the voice said.

“Yeah, Rod, you okay? I thought I was gonna hear from you last week.”

“Sorry, I had to lie low. I’ve been getting suspicious looks from some of my co-workers, which tells me I’m on the right track, but I also have to cover my ass. Anyway, I have a hot tip for you.”

“I see the city is instituting greater protection for whistleblowers.”

“Yeah, but lot of good that does me. I work for the county.”

“Maybe the county will follow suit. What’s the hot tip?” Rent replied and pulled a pen from his shirt pocket.

Rod Davis explained that an employee within the county was being investigated, but “everyone’s pretty tight lipped about it, and they refuse to divulge many details about it.”

“You got a name for me?”

“No. I don’t know who’s pulling the strings.”

“Sorry. I mean the name of the guy suspected of fraud.”

“Ah . . . I have to tread lightly on that as well. The authorities don’t want him to get suspicious, but he’s got an accomplice and I can give you some fairly broad hints that ought to point you in the right direction.”

Rent sighed. “Okay, go ahead.”

Davis told him that a woman, and her allegedly estranged husband, lived in the Julian area, possibly Pine Hills, but—”

“Julian? I was just up there yesterday.”

“Looks like you’re going back. I hope you got a big slice of apple pie.”

“Actually, I passed on that, but I interrupted you. Please continue.”

“The man operates a carpet-cleaning business and advertises in the local fish-wraps. He has a bunch of reviews on Yelp, including a few not-so-happy customers, although his overall ranking isn’t too bad.”

Rent jotted this down in shorthand as Davis continued, adding that the man also had a Facebook presence.

“He’s big into Second Amendment issues and conspiracy theories, and has nothing nice to say about any politicians to the left of Attila the Hun,” Rod Davis said.

“I should be able to ID him based on that. Anything else?”

“Oh, here’s something. Just checking my notes. I got a message from one of my colleagues but the handwriting’s not so great. Something about ‘chard rot’ maybe?”

“Chard rot?” Rent repeated. “Charred wood that has rotted? Or maybe it’s some vegan thing.”

Davis laughed. “Yeah, that must be it. Any chard around my house usually rots, that’s for sure. Never understood the attraction myself. As bad as collard greens.”

Rent grew impatient. “Is that it then?”

“Sorry,” Davis said. “I didn’t mean to get sidetracked. Actually, yeah, one more thing. This dude might have ties to a guy in Fallbrook who is involved with white supremacists. Leftovers from the Beltz days.”

“Tim Beltz? The neo-Nazi dude?”

“I guess so.”

“What does that have to do with defrauding welfare?”

“Maybe nothing. We have some active investigations in the Fallbrook area as well, but no direct tie to this guy in Julian that I’m aware of. I just thought if you start poking around, be careful. He could be dangerous and not take too kindly to a nosy newspaper reporter asking questions.”

“So noted.”

“Oh, one more thing. We’ve got a private investigator doing some of the legwork.”

“Can I talk to him?”

“Actually, it’s a woman, and, yes, you can speak with her. You might even want to go on a ride-along.”

“You mean like with cops?”

“Yes, but you might find it a little boring, if not downright disgusting. She does surveillance, which can be long hours of sitting on your ass, or some Dumpster diving.”

“Dumpster diving?”

“You know, going through people’s trash, looking for anything incriminating.”

“You know, going through people’s trash, looking for anything incriminating.”

“Yuck.”

“I’ll let you know what she says. It would be next Tuesday.”

“Okay, Rod, thanks for the heads-up,” he said, then wondered, “Is it possible there’s some racketeering going on? These guys recruit people, promising them easy money, do all the phony paperwork, and take a hefty cut for themselves?”

“It’s possible. The problem is, we’re short staffed and PIs don’t come cheap, so there’s probably of bunch of these cases that slip through the cracks. We used to have automatic fraud investigations of every application, but that went by the wayside a few years backdue to the COVID lockdown.”

“I’ll see what I can find out and let you know if anything turns up.”


“And do not forget, you heard none of this from me.”


“You got it, Deep Throat. Mum’s the word,” Rent said. “Do you know anyone I can talk to on the record?”

“Did you get the county’s press release?”

“Yeah, I have that, but I need to get beyond the hyperbole.”

“Um, let me think . . . yeah, Ed Maxwell. He’s a security analyst that we consult with. He can fill you in on the basics of how these scammers work. He’ll give you an earful, I’m sure.”

Rent jotted down the man’s contact information and disconnected. He then called the PI and left a message. The ride-along meant returning to Julian. Not surveillance per se, but to interview a woman who might be able to provide information, if not be a suspect herself.

Rent reviewed his research, thinking he could at least get the background and backstory organized, set up the big picture, then add the specifics and local angle later.

He made a bulleted list of key items and highlighted the most egregious elements:

• Statistics from various sources say benefits fraud has cost U.S. tax­­payers billions of dollars and continues to be an ongoing problem.• Losses to fraud rise into the hundreds of millions of dollars due to EBT (electronic benefits transfer) card skimming, card cloning, phishing, retailer fraud known as “trafficking” (allowing benefits to be exchanged for cash or non-food items), and false applications for benefits.• Surge in fraud since COVID pandemic.

• California Department of Social Services: in  2021, the state paid around $92,000 in fraud claims by July. A year later, same time frame, it paid out nearly $3.8 million to victims of EBT fraud alone.

• Low-income Californians reported $29.7 million in welfare cash stolen and $4.7 million in food aid stolen in the 14 months from July of the previous year through last September.• In all, California lost almost $24 million as a result of such scams in just a 12-month time period.• San Diego: thousands of people in San Diego County have seen their electronic benefit cards hacked since September.• EBT cards do not have CVV microchip embedded, unlike credit cards and debit cards issued by banks; CVV would greatly improve security and reduce fraud.• Elected officials claim implementing such a program is cost prohibitive.

Feeling more confident about the overall story and able to ask informed questions, Rent called security expert Ed Maxwell. The man named several types of fraud being committed, including card skimming, phishing, counterfeit EBT cards, and filing false claims for assistance.

“The false claims can come from individuals filing falsified applications regarding their marital status, household income, for children that don’t exist, and so on,” Maxwell said. “They also come from individuals within the government agency, working with accomplices on the outside.”

“Like the guy at the county currently under suspicion,” Rent said.

“Exactly.”

Maxwell then described in excruciating detail how the skimming devices worked. “Skimmers are small card readers placed on top of or hidden within legitimate card readers in retail stores and ATM machines and collect data from every person who swipes a card,” he began, and went on to explain that the scammers install the skimmers using subterfuge, distracting store employees, or by posing as legitimate technicians. These devices may be so well designed that card readers or ATMs function properly and, therefore, are difficult to detect. The thieves might also place a hidden camera near the phony card reader to record personal identification numbers, or PINs, used to access the accounts.

“Later, the thieves will retrieve the files containing the stolen data,” Maxwell added. “With that information, they can create cloned EBT cards and extract money from the legitimate card holders’ accounts.”

“Where does ‘phishing’ come into play?” Rent asked.

“So, if they get the name and account number but not the PIN, they can contact the person and pretend to be a government official, saying there’s a problem with the account and they need the PIN to access the account and correct the problem. The unsuspecting individual cooperates, not realizing they’ve just been scammed until they discover their account has been drained.”
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