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“What’s this?” Rent Beacham muttered, puzzlement creasing his brow as he stared at a letter-size envelope, his address handwritten on the front.

Has somebody died?

He recognized the shaky cursive but checked the return address for confirmation—Friday Harbor, WA 98250.

“Aunt Edith,” he said aloud.

Rent had gone to the mail kiosk and withdrawn its contents, anticipating the usual junk mail and the screaming headlines of political propaganda that foreshadowed the coming midterm election.

He waved to Ralph, the security guard, then turned and headed back toward his condo at the end of the alley. He sorted the mail as he walked, then stopped to examine the envelope again.

No, she would have called.

A short chirp of a car horn brought him back to the moment. He stepped aside and let it pass, offering a nod in greeting.

His neighbor, Esteban “Steve” Lopez, parked and joined Rent in the alley. “I heard about the layoffs at the newspaper. You safe? Or get the ax?”

“Hey, Steve,” Rent replied with a shake of his head. “I don’t know for certain, but the rumor mill has been grinding.”

“Tough business these days, what with the social media oligarchs dominating the news outlets.”

“Yeah, ain’t it though.”

“Well, good luck,” said Lopez, who worked as a librarian at the nearby University of San Diego. “We need solid investigative journalism to keep people honest, especially the politicians. Your exposé on welfare fraud was a masterstroke.”

“Kind of you to say.”

“Got anything else brewing?”

“Just the usual crap at city hall, the never-ending homeless crisis, and the lawsuits over ADUs,” Rent said, glancing at his mail.

“A-B-ooz?” Lopez questioned, adjusting one of his hearing aids. He’d been hearing impaired most of his life and relied on the aid of lip reading to comprehend another’s speech.

Rent looked up and faced him directly. “A-D-U. Accessory dwelling units to address the housing shortage.”

The man nodded. “Oh, right, upscale granny flats. At least we don’t have to worry about that here. No backyards.”

Rent chuckled. “Actually, there are also what they call Junior ADUs. Turn your garage or master bedroom into an ADU.”

Lopez crinkled his brow. “Hmm. I could always use the extra cash. But what about parking?”

“That is the question, isn’t it?”

“Well, keep up the good work. See you at the hot tub later?”

“Nah, I’ll be going out.”

“Hot date, eh?” the man queried, accompanied by a mischievous grin and a wink.

“Something like that,” Rent replied and continued on to the garage. Once up the stairs and in the living room, he opened the envelope from Aunt Edith. Actually, his great-aunt, the youngest sister of his father’s mother.


Inside, he found a folded newspaper clipping with a sticky note attached: You might find this of interest. Aunt Edith.


He unfolded the clipping and read the headline:

Body at Construction Site:

Man Missing for 27 Years?

So, somebody did die.
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Rent scanned the news article. Authorities had identified the body discovered at a San Juan Island redevelopment site as a man who had disappeared nearly three decades earlier.

The man, Thomas Wilbury, had been involved in a scandal involving the illegal disposal of hazardous waste from a San Diego boatyard in the wake of the 1995 America’s Cup sailing regatta.

The sheriff’s department had identified his abandoned car on the Anacortes ferry. At the time, the cops believed the man had taken his own life, but no body or suicide note had been found, so officially they treated it as a missing person.

However, with a body in the morgue and a positive DNA test, the matter had been transferred from Missing Persons to the Investigative Services unit of the Whatcom County Sheriff’s Office.

In other words, they are now treating this as a homicide. But why send this to me? I was in kindergarten at time.


He glanced at the clock. Time to get a move on.


Rent’s “hot date” meant picking up Rachel, his twelve-year-old daughter, getting a pizza, and watching a movie on Netflix or Prime. Or maybe they would just have a quiet evening and read or maybe play a few fiddle tunes.

He liked the fact that she enjoyed reading, and not just fiction. He tossed the news article on the stack of otherwise unopened mail, opting to call his aunt in the morning.

* * *

Rachel moved the stack of mail to one corner of the dining table and set out plates, glasses, and utensils. She then picked up the news article and read the headline.

“Holy schist!” she muttered, then cast a wary eye toward her father, who returned a narrow-eyed glance of reprimand. “What’s this about a dead body?” she asked. “Do you know who it is?”

Rent could hear the trepidation in her voice, she having had first-hand experience with such a trauma. He shook his head. “I have no clue. Aunt Edith sent it to me but didn’t say anything about it, other than that short note.”

“Let’s call her and find out.”

“I’ll call her in the morning.”

“Why wait?”


Rent sighed, then smiled at his obstreperous offspring, shaking his head in wonder. It must be her mother’s genes.


“Let’s eat first. I’m starving.”

“Me too,” she replied and opened the pizza box, extracting a slice for each of them.

Rent opened a beer for himself and asked her, “What’s your pleasure? Water . . . diet grapefruit soda . . .”

She grimaced. “Ewwww. Do you have any juice?”

“Orange or apple?”

“Orange, if it’s fresh-squeezed.”

He poured her a glass of the orange juice and set it on the table. They ate in silence, then Rent excused himself to use the bathroom.

When he returned, he picked up the beer bottle and examined it, then gave her a stern look. She pursed her lips and reached for another slice of pizza, refusing to meet his reproving gaze.

“Look,” he said, I don’t mind you sneaking a sip of my beer . . . or should I say gulp . . . but this can’t continue.”

“What’s the big deal? It’s not like I’m getting drunk. I’ll bet you did it too.”

“No, I didn’t, actually. Well, only rarely if I’m being totally honest. But here’s the deal. If your grandmother got wind of this, she would be on the phone to child protective services in a heartbeat and try to take away custodial visits. Do you want that?”

Rachel hung her head and whispered, “No.”

“Deal?”

“OK, but you shouldn’t tempt me.”

Rent stared at her, then laughed. “Oh, so it’s my fault?”

She flashed him a quick smirk.

“You are too clever by half, you know that?” he said. “So, no more boozing in front of you.”

“Then it’s a deal,” she said, but not without shooting him a withering glance.

“What?”

“We should have made a salad so we had something healthy to go along with this greasy pepperoni.”

“Yeah, I know. Please don’t tattle on me.”

“I know how to cook. I had to cook for my brother when my mom was out . . . or passed out.”

“OK, I’ll put you in charge of the menu. Healthy choices it is.”

“Did you see that the price of gold is almost three thousand five hundred dollars an ounce? Isn’t that just totes?”

Rent grinned. “Yeah, it’s totes amazing,” he said, mimicking his daughter’s slang.

“We should take a trip.”

“That gold is to pay for your college education.”

“At this rate, it’ll be more than enough.”

“Maybe you should study economics and the history of financial markets. Just because it’s doing well today doesn’t mean—”

She waved a dismissive hand at him. “Yeah, yeah, heard it all before, as you like to say.”

“I’m just sayin’. Especially in light of our current administration in the White House. All bets are off. We may well be heading into a recession.”

“Doesn’t the price of gold go up during a financial crisis? It’s the safe harbor, right?”

Rent sighed. Trying to win a debate with her approached the equivalent of banging one’s head on the wall. “It’s way more complicated than that.”

Rachel pulled a face and returned to her meal. They finished the pizza and cleared the table, then she read the news article again.

“We should google his name and learn more about this,” she said.

“I intend to.”

“But first let’s call Aunt Edith.”

Rent’s shoulders slumped in resignation. “Yes, boss.”

Rachel grinned and handed him his phone.
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Edith answered on the second ring. “This had better be important. I’m in the middle of a Brokenwood mystery on Acorn and the action is heating up. They found a body at a winery in a vat of pinot noir, which I find appalling. Total waste of my favorite red.”

“Did the latest of Jools Fahey’s husbands get his head bashed in?”

“Ha, ha, you cynic. I paused it. I take it you got the news article I sent you.”

“Yes. I would have called you in the morning, but Rachel insisted we call tonight. You can blame her. We’re on speaker.”

“Hi, darlin’, how are you?”

“Good,” Rachel replied. “Me and my dad—”

“My dad and I,” Aunt Edith corrected, ever the schoolmarm.

Rachel sighed and rolled her eyes. “My dad and I . . . want to know why you think this is so important. The guy’s been missing since he, I mean Dad, was a little kid.”

“Your dad is the brilliant, prize-winning investigative journalist. He should be able to figure it out.”

“Yep, that’s my mulish Aunt Edith,” Rent muttered.

“I heard that.”

Rent blushed as Rachel snickered. Aunt Edith enjoyed her mind games, so he might as well play along.

“OK . . . the guy was originally from San Diego, where I currently live, and he was involved in a scandal involving the illegal disposal of toxic waste; ergo, his death most likely resulted from some skullduggery that occurred here, and those responsible are most likely also in this area, assuming they’re still alive, and that’s where the investigation into the man’s death should begin.”

“See? You’re not so slow. You’re a step or two ahead of the cops already. They’re probably butting heads over jurisdiction, if they’re doing anything at all, while the case goes even colder.”

“This is off my beat.”

“So, you do still have a job.”

“Well, yeah, but it’s looking a bit tenuous.”

“That could be to your advantage. If you’re fired, you become your own boss and you can write about anything you want.”

“Yeah, without pay. I’ll think about it.”

“I wish you would,” Edith replied. “I know the man’s daughter, and she’s beside herself. After all these years believing her father took his own life to now find out he was murdered. You should talk to her. I’ll give you her number.”

“Aunt Edith—”

“Oh, shush. Write this down.”

Rent grabbed a pencil lying on the table and jotted down the name and phone number on the back of the envelope she had sent him.

“You better call her, Rent. She needs to know why her father was murdered and by whom, and I doubt these yahoos around here will do one thing about it.”

“OK, I’ll make a few calls and see what I come up with.”

“I’m holding you to it. Now, back to my mystery.”

“I bet you’ve already solved it.”

“I have a pretty good idea who the perp is. They always arrest the wrong guy in these shows.”

“Bye, Aunt Edith,” Rachel called out.

“Bye, bye, honey. You take care and make sure your daddy doesn’t drop the ball on this.”

Rachel grinned at Rent. “Don’t worry, I will.”

“Goodbye, Aunt Edith,” Rent said. “Nice chatting with you, as always.”


“Likewise. Adios, amigos.”


The line went dead, and Rent stared at his phone, shaking his head. “Never a dull moment with Aunt Edith.”

“Let’s start googling right now,” Rachel said. “This could be fun.”

“Can’t it wait till tomorrow?”

“We’re going riding tomorrow, remember? You promised.”

Rent clenched his jaw and nodded. “No, I haven’t forgotten.”

Rachel grabbed Rent’s laptop, lifted the screen into position, and opened a web browser. She looked at the news article again, typed in the man’s name—Thomas Wilbury—and pressed the Enter key. Rent stood behind her, hands on her shoulders, eyes on the screen.

“Shoot. This says he’s a professor at Du . . . kweznee . . . University and specializes in crime-scene forensics.”


“That might come in handy. But, ahem, it’s pronounced Du-kane University. French, obviously.”


“The French have the worst spelling.”

“No comment. Now, add ‘San Diego’ to the query to narrow it down.”

A few seconds later, a new set of results appeared on screen.

“Here’s an obituary, and there’s some old news articles with his name in them,” Rachel said.

“Excellent. Now we’re getting somewhere. I’ll grab my notepad. Open one of the articles to see who wrote it.”

“What good is that?”

“If the guy—”

“It could be a woman, you know.”

“Fine. If the person is still alive, we could talk to him—or her—and get more of the backstory. We’re on a roll, bay-bee!”

“You bet your a—” Rachel covered her mouth. “Oops. You bet your . . .”

“You’ve made your point. Let’s see what we’ve got.”
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Rachel sat upright in the saddle, walking her pony on the back roads of Descanso in East San Diego County, her dad alongside, riding one of Martha Flanagan’s rescue mares.

After they had discovered a new vein of gold in an abandoned gold mine in Chariot Canyon, Rachel got her wish of having a pony of her own. She and her newfound father made regular outings on horseback on the alternate weekends she spent with him.

Rachel looked at Rent. “Can we go home now?”

He stared at her, a puzzled expression crinkling his face. “We’ve barely started. This is your favorite thing to do.”

“I know, but it’s getting really hot, and I want to do more googling about that dead man. It’s so exciting. I can’t wait to tell Alicia about it.”

“Whoa, whoa—”

Rachel laughed as Rent’s horse stopped abruptly and Rent lurched forward, over the neck of the horse, who then broke into a trot before Rent got himself righted and could lean back in the saddle to slow the creature down. He brought it to a halt, and the horse turned its head around to glare at him, as if to say, “Make up your damn mind!”

Rent patted the horse on the shoulder and said, “Sorry ’bout that, Shirley. I was talking to Rachel, not you.”

Rachel caught up to him and stopped alongside. “That was funny.”

“Yeah, right. I almost fell off.”

“That would have been even funnier.”

“Uh-huh. Ha, ha.”

“What were you going to say to me?”

“About Alicia . . .”

“We’re still having dinner with her, aren’t we?”

“Yes, but . . . I don’t know . . . I’m not sure where this case about the dead man is going. It might be a total dead end, so to speak.”

“She would love this. It’s right in her wheelhouse.”

“Oh, God. Not you too.”

“What?”

“Wheelhouse, for chrissakes?” Rent chided. “You sound like some idiot sports guy on TV. Whoever started using that term in this context ought to be shot.”

“You are so . . . so . . . such a stick-in-the-mud sometimes,” Rachel fired back.

“Yeah, yeah . . . tell me all about it. My point is . . .”

“You’re just jealous. You think Alicia and I will take over and solve this case before you, the famous writer, can.”

“That’s not it. I just . . .”

Rachel shot Rent a look of defiance. “I’m telling. You know she’ll want to help you. And she has access to stuff that you . . .”

Rent waved a hand. “Okay, okay. I get it. You can tell her all about it when we get there.”

“You won’t be able to sleep with her, though. You have to bring me back to your place.”

“What business is that of yours, you nosy little . . .”

Rachel grinned. “I’ll race you back to the barn.”

“Go ahead, you always win anyway.”

* * *

When they arrived at Alicia’s house that evening, Rachel raced from the Toyota Tacoma to the door and punched the button for the doorbell. Rent followed at a walk, carrying a bottle of wine.

The door opened and Alicia Velasquez beckoned them to enter. Rachel went in and turned, waiting for Rent, bouncing heel to toe, barely able to contain her excitement.

Rent arrived and Alicia gave him a quick kiss, then placed an arm around his waist and guided him inside. Rent had met the private investigator the previous winter when their paths crossed while they were both investigating welfare fraud and the theft of EBT (electronic benefit transfer) cards. That ultimately led them to Chariot Canyon and the abandoned gold mine near Julian.

As Alicia closed the door, Rachel could not remain quiet a second longer.

“Me and my . . . My dad and I . . . have a new case. Well, actually it’s a cold case. There’s this guy who they thought killed himself, and then they found his body twenty-seven years later and they say he didn’t kill himself, somebody killed him, and now, even though it’s a really cold case, we’re going to find out who actually killed him, and . . .”

Alicia smiled and gave Rent a questioning look, then shifted to a bemused gaze at the excited twelve-year-old standing in her entryway.

“Oh, my. That’s quite a tale, Rachel,” Alicia said. “How are you? I haven’t seen you in a while. I like the long hair, by the way.”

“Thanks. I’m good. I went to visit the cousins I never knew I had in Washington. Now, I’m back in school and I have music lessons and soccer practice and . . .” Her voice took on a bitter tone. “. . . homework.”

“So I heard. Let’s go to the kitchen. Dinner’s almost ready. You can help by setting the table, and you can catch me up. And this new old case, huh? I’m intrigued.”


Alicia winked at Rent and led the way to the kitchen. “And you, mi amigo, can help by opening the vino. It’s been that kind of day.”


Rachel, her eyes half closed, gave her father a look of reprimand.

“About that . . .” Rent said as he set the wine on the countertop.

“Dad, it’s okay. You two can drink your wine. I won’t sneak any. I prefer beer anyway.”

Alicia stifled a laugh and gave Rent a look of wonder.

“We made a pact last night, and I’m already breaking it,” Rent said.

“Oh? Has Rachel joined Carrie Nation in the Temperance Union?”

Rachel, holding three plates, explained. “He got mad last night because I drank some of his beer while he went to the bathroom.”

She placed the plates on the table and continued. “He said he wouldn’t drink in front of me anymore. But it’s okay. Don’t let me stop you from having a little wine.”

“No, a deal’s a deal and he should stick to it,” Alicia said. “And so will I.”

Rachel finished setting the table, and Alicia pulled a casserole dish from the oven. She placed it on the table, then took a bowl of green salad out of the fridge.


“La cena está servida. Enchiladas con pollo,” she said. “Take your seats, por favor. Rachel, what would you like to drink . . . besides beer? Refrescos azucarados o el agua con gas?”



“Fizzy water, please. Even though agua con gas makes it sound like it farts.”


“Rachel!” Rent blurted.

“Well, it does.”

Alicia stifled a laugh. “Coming right up.”

Rent shook his head and muttered, “Can’t take her anywhere.”

“And you?”

“Same as Rach.”

Alicia served the drinks, then the enchiladas, and told them to help themselves to the salad, advising them to save room for dessert, which would be a surprise. They dug in. After several minutes, Rachel broke the silence.

“This is really good, Alicia. Maybe you could show me how to make it.”

“I’d like that,” she replied. “But right now I want to hear more about this mysterious case that has you so excited.”

Rachel, in a staccato blitzkrieg, laid out the story. “Construction workers unearthed a body found in the San Juan Islands . . . where Aunt Edith lives . . . a man who was murdered because he was illegally dumping toxic waste in San Diego Bay and the murderers are still in San Diego and we’re going to find them and turn them over to the cops. Just like you and my dad did with Gabe and those bad guys doing welfare fraud,” Rachel exclaimed, crossing her arms across her chest as if to say, “So there!”

Alicia raised her eyebrows in mock wonderment, then shifted her gaze to Rent. “Is that so?”

Rent grinned. “In a nutshell, although I’m not so sure about the last bit.”

“We googled it and found out lots of stuff about it,” Rachel stammered in her defense.

Rent agreed that they had found a lot of information, but nothing definitive, and certainly not conclusive. “There’s a lot more digging to do and connecting all the dots.”

“It does sound intriguing,” Alicia said. “How may I be of assistance?”

Rent said they needed to track down legal documents and the people involved, if they were still above the sod.

“I’ll start by going through the newspaper’s archives and, if possible, talk to the reporter, or reporters, who covered the case at the time. The newspaper actually got sued over this, so there’s a lot more to it than meets the eye.”

“And if that guy did get killed over it,” Alicia pointed out, “I doubt those folks would welcome you poking your nose into it after all these years.”

“We have to,” Rachel pleaded. “Aunt Edith wants us to because the man’s daughter needs to know why her dad died, just like I needed to know why my mom was . . .”

Rachel grimaced as rivulets of tears trailed down her cheeks. She dabbed her eyes with a napkin, overwhelmed by the memory of her mother’s death earlier that year.

Rent stood up and stepped around the table to embrace his daughter.

“I’m sorry, sweetie. I didn’t . . .”

“It’s OK, Dad.” Rachel sniffed and dabbed her eyes again. “I’ll be all right. It just suddenly all came flooding back.”

Rent sighed and returned to his seat next to Alicia. He looked at her and shrugged. She nodded in acknowledgement and patted his thigh.

Rachel smiled. “Sorry ’bout that. Where were we? Oh, yeah, Aunt Edith and the cold case.”

Rent gazed lovingly at his daughter. “You know, you’ve got plenty on your plate as it is, young lady.”

“Humph,” she responded and made a face.


“Now, now, children,” Alicia chided. “Let’s have some dessert—churros y helado de vainilla. Rachel, please clear these dishes and lend me a hand.”



While enjoying their ice cream and deep-fried confection, Rachel wondered if they could play Telestrations, the telephone game. “Or I could read while you two smooch. I brought the graphic novel Wildful along just in case.”



Rachel smirked as her father and his current amour struggled with how to respond to her candor, then continued. “There’s a Wave’s game tonight. But Dad thinks futbol is boring. As if rugby is any better. Or, if we’re really hard up, we could watch Freaky Friday. I brought the DVD. Halloween’s coming up and I’m going write a report about it for school.”


Her eyes shifted back and forth, from her dad to Alicia and back. “Well?”

“Well . . .” said Alicia, giving Rachel a conspiratorial wink. “How about you and I watch the soccer game while your dad cleans up the kitchen?”
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Rent entered the San Diego Herald newsroom, went straight to his desk, and set down his laptop computer. Before he even had a chance to sit, his phone buzzed.


He sighed, pulled the phone from a pants pocket, and looked at the screen. A text from his editor, Janis O’Connor.

He glanced toward her office. She motioned for him to join her. He strode across the room, passing the desk of Naomi Clark, who handled the crime beat.

“That was quick,” she said. “I hope it’s not bad news.”

“Yeah, me too,” he replied.

“Good weekend with the new squeeze?” she inquired with a smirk.

Rent paused. “If you must know, nosy parker, my daughter and I had a delightful weekend.”

“More panning for gold? I hear the price has gone through the roof.”

“I have to talk to the boss,” he said and continued on across the newsroom.

“Take a seat,” O’Connor said as he entered her office.

“Close the door?”

She shrugged. “Nothing classified or confidential.”

“I guess that’s as good a start as any,” he said and sat in the chair opposite her.

“ADUs,” she said. “How’s that coming now that we finally seem to have put the welfare fraud story to rest and the bad guys behind bars?”

“I have a few more leads to follow up, and there’s a town hall to attend where I suspect the council will get an earful.”

“What’s the crux of it?”

“Depends on whose side you’re on. On the one hand, developers say they’re helping to resolve the affordable housing crisis and provide jobs in construction. On the other hand, homeowners say greedy developers are taking advantage of unintended loopholes in state and local laws to erect monstrous eyesores, destroying the look and character of historic neighborhoods of single-family residences, not to mention creating traffic congestion and a parking nightmare.

“I’m trying to balance the narrative, but I gotta tell ya, a couple of those ‘eyesores’ have popped up a few blocks from where I live, and I can sympathize with those who live next door to them. Mind you, the Kumeyaay might say that the entire city of San Diego is a huge boil on their ass . . .”

O’Connor waved for him to stop. “You get more cynical by the day.”

Rent shrugged. “I’m not a cynic. I’m a skeptic.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Either way, it’s better than being a witless Pollyanna, like those dupes—”

She cut him off. “I want something by Friday for the Sunday edition.”

Rent started to stand. “Yes, boss.”

“How’s Rachel doing?” she asked.

He settled back in the chair and smiled. “She’s a bit of a cynic herself.”

O’Connor nodded. “Well, considering what she’s been through.”

“Actually, she’s doing quite well. Keeps busy with school, music, sports, her new pony.”

“Doesn’t hurt that you struck gold.”

“She’s the true gold in my life. That glitter in the ground is just icing on the cake, if I may use a tired cliché.”

“You may need that glitter if we get another round of pink slips.”

Rent straightened up. “The rumor mill grinding a little faster?”

O’Connor shrugged a single shoulder. “There’s talk, but it may be just that. However, I suspect we’ll know more soon.”

“Oh, yeah, Ebeneezer comes to wish us a Merry Christmas and present us with the proverbial lump of coal.” Rent shook his head in disgust. “That glitter, as you call it, is for Rachel’s college education, not for paying Rent . . . so to speak.”

“Just sayin’, if needs must. At least it provides you with a buffer. Me, I could take early retirement and a pewter parachute. But other young’ns, like Clark, well, classic journalism is going the way of the buggy whip. Could be hard times.”

“Speaking of . . .”

“Yes, Mr. Dickens?”

“Something’s come up that I’d like to look into, time permitting, and if it leads to something substantial, it could be front-page worthy, above the fold.”

O’Connor leaned forward and rested her elbows on the desk. “Do tell.”

Rent told her about the news story his aunt had sent him.

“Give it to Clark,” she said. “She could look into it.”

Rent clenched his jaw. “I know it sounds like a crime story, but I don’t see it that way.”

“Oh? Guy’s been murdered and that’s not a crime story?”

“Yeah, that’s part of it.”

“I hear a ‘but’ coming.”

“A bit of a but.”

“Don’t you go there!” she replied with a laugh.

He chuckled. “But with a single ‘t.’”

“Continue.”

“I see it as a corruption and business conspiracy story. Why was this guy killed? To shut him up. He knew something about the hazardous waste disposal that somebody—or somebodies, more like it—didn’t want to be made public. Shine a little light on it and the night crawlers come wriggling out.”

“How so?”

“I did some preliminary research over the weekend.”

“I’ll bet your daughter loved that.”

“Are you kidding? She insisted on it. She’s more into this than I am.”

O’Connor creased her brow and sat back in her chair. “Another journalist in the family? I should have a talk with her about a more lucrative career path.”

Rent waved her off. “Don’t worry. She’s going to end up in biotech or high tech. Maybe computer science and jump on the AI bandwagon. She just happens to love a mystery. Becoming a big Nancy Drew fan.” He paused. “Now, as I was saying . . . this happened way before my time.”

He went on to explain how the reporter who broke the story about the illegal disposal of hazardous waste got sued, along with the newspaper. The company claimed defamation and demanded $5 million in damages. However, when the facts came out, the company dropped the lawsuit.

O’Connor nodded. “You’re talking about Will Mason. That was before I moved here, but I remember the headlines.”

Rent continued. “But no criminal or civil charges were ever filed. It was swept under the rug. Until now, when, literally, a skeleton falls out of the proverbial closet. Not only did the company illegally dispose of toxic waste, they covered it up by disposing of the toxic whistleblower.”

“The guy they found up north,” O’Connor said.

Rent nodded. “And here’s the kicker. The property development company still exists and is now being run by the son of the guy who ran the company back then, and this son’s son-in-law is running for Congress in the twenty-fifth district, which includes Imperial County.”

He paused to catch his breath. “That company is still based here in San Diego, and the CEO lives in Rancho Santa Fe. Which leaves me wondering what they’re up to these days, besides building ADUs.”

“What?” O’Connor exclaimed, incredulous. “You’re saying there’s a tie between this dead guy in Washington and an ADU builder in San Diego?”

Rent grinned. “Like manna from heaven. The death is not a direct tie to the ADUs, but the ADU angle gives me a foot in the door with the company, JMJ Property Development Services Group. But I don’t want to bring up the dead guy just yet. I want to let him spout his corp-speak about all the good he’s doing—‘building affordable housing’—before I bring the hammer down.”

“Surely, they’ve heard the news.”

“Surely, they’ve already hunkered down with their lawyers to come up with a story of plausible deniability.”

“And,” O’Connor responded, “naturally he’s a bigshot philanthropist who attends all the charity galas and gets his picture plastered all over this newspaper’s society pages.”

Rent grinned again. “So now who’s the cynic?”

O’Connor shook her head. “Oh, for Pete’s sake. Wait, not Mike Johnson.”

“Mike Junior.”

“There are two of them?”

“Senior is semi-retired but still active, overseeing the family’s multiple business enterprises. Which is why . . .”

O’Connor waved him off. “I have to get my head around this Medusa before it turns me to stone.”

“Just let me say one more thing.”

The editor sighed. “And it’s what . . .” She looked at her smartwatch. “My blood pressure is going through the roof, and it’s only eight forty-six. Lord help me. Make it quick; I have to go upstairs and face the music at nine.”

“You’re not going to . . .”

She ran her fingers across her lips as if zipping them closed. “Not until I see something substantial to back up what right now could easily be labeled by Mr. Bigshot as a fuzzy-headed-liberal conspiracy theory.”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you. The guy who broke this story, Will Mason, is still alive. I want to talk to him. And the dead guy’s daughter also wants to talk to me. This is not just some crazy conspiracy theory. But I need some time to nail it down.”

“OK, look into it. But I still need that ADU story this week.”

Rent stood up and saluted. “Yes, boss.”
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Rent skipped back to his desk as heads swiveled in the newsroom, following his progress. Naomi Clark stood up from her desk, coffee cup in hand, and sauntered toward Rent, who leaned over his desk, shuffling through a stack of papers.

“Buy you a coffee?”

Rent stared at her, questioning her motive. He and Clark had had a tumultuous relationship, including a brief workplace romance that didn’t end on the upbeat.

“Sure,” he replied. “I have something to share with you. You’ll hear about it soon enough anyway.”

He picked up his mug and started toward the break room; she followed.

“Stepping on my toes again?” Clark asked. “They’ve barely healed from our last dance.”

They entered the room, and Clark went straight to the coffee machine, then reached out her hand for his cup. As the cup filled, she turned to face him.

“So?” she queried.

“So, what?”

“What’d she say? You out of a job?”

“Not yet, but she said Scrooge might be coming down the chimney this year.”

She handed him his cup and started her own.

“That’s what I’m afraid of. And I just moved into a nicer—and more expensive—place.”

“Look at the bright side,” Rent said. “With all that time on your hands, you could finish your novel.”

She made a face and looked around the room. “Shush! What else?”

Rent looked puzzled. “What else?”

She picked up her cup and cradled it in her hands. “You said you have something to tell me.”


He nodded and gave her the Reader’s Digest version of what he told their editor and his corruption theory.


Clark took a deep breath. “Wow. So, crime-wise, we have a vict on an out-of-state slab who may have ties to San Diego but most likely got whacked up north.” She shrugged. “I could give the cop shop a call, but I doubt they’re interested. I could do a few graphs for the Reporter’s Notebook—former San Diego resident, blah, blah, blah—but unless something more definitive pops up . . .” She shrugged.

“If the cops here do look into it, I’ll let you know. I just wanted to give you a heads-up.”

She stared at him with a blank expression, then raised her cup as if making a toast and touched his with a slight clink.

“Thanks for telling me. Good luck on the conspiracy angle. Right now, I have yet another jail death to deal with.”

Rent followed her out, and they returned to their respective desks. He called JMJ and left a message for Mike Johnson, Junior, then looked through his notes on the ADU story, only mildly interested. After a few minutes, he tossed the notes onto his desk. “Fuck it,” he muttered and picked up his phone.

When the recipient answered, Rent identified himself and asked to speak to Will Mason.

“Speaking,” the voice replied. “I saw your series on welfare fraud. Good on ya, mate.”

“Thanks, and I could say the same on your series on the hazardous waste disposal kerfuffle.”

“That was a long time ago.”

“Maybe not all that long ago. Do I detect an antipodean accent?”

“Kiwi . . . but why do you say not so long ago?”

“Remember the geologist who did the EIR?”

“Humph, some EIR. Pile of dags. The bloke topped himself, as I recall. Sort of verified what I wrote . . . and got sued for.”

“He didn’t top himself, though.”

“What?”

“He was murdered.”

“You don’t say.”

“I do say. Some construction workers discovered his body last week.”

“Where? Not San Diego. I’d have heard about it, surely.”

Rent explained the circumstances.

“Ah, yes. Friends of mine say Seattle and the Puget Sound, with all those islands, reminds them of Auckland and the Hauraki Gulf.”

“I wouldn’t know about that, but I wouldn’t mind visiting New Zealand some day.”

“So, how may I be of assistance?”

“How about I buy you a beer or two, and you tell me what you remember about that story, especially the stuff that never made it into print.”

“I’ll have to root out my scribbles and dust off the ol’ gray cells. I’m pretty sure I still have them somewhere. The notes I mean. The gray cells I’m not so sure about.”

“This afternoon?”

“Sorry, mate, I’ve got music practice.”

“What instrument do you play? I play the fiddle.”

“So, you fiddle around a little, eh?” he said.

“You might say that.”

“I’m a ukulele man, myself. I could meet you tomorrow, though. Pub’s just a stagger away from my bach.”

Rent chuckled at Mason’s wry humor as he jotted down the name of the pub and said he’d be there by four. He then punched in the number for Susannah Wilbury, the dead man’s daughter. The call went to voicemail, and he left a message.

I guess I’d better get this damned ADU story out of the way.

He reviewed a controversial plan to locate seventeen units behind a house in the Clairemont area. The deep lot sat on a cul-de-sac, making it pie-shaped, narrow at the street, then growing wider in the back. He shook his head.

This place is close to a mile away from public transportation, as if the residents would walk that far to catch a bus or trolley. Where the hell are people supposed to park? The neighbors must be screaming bloody murder.

Indeed, ADUs were pitting neighbor against neighbor as the debate raged over property rights, parking, and traffic congestion in historically quiet neighborhoods of single-family homes.

Two neighbors in the Crown Point area hadn’t spoken for months. A backyard unit built on the property line remained unfinished because one neighbor wouldn’t allow the other to access his yard to stucco an exterior wall. The recalcitrant neighbor even posted a “No Trespassing” sign in his yard.

At least no one’s been killed over it yet.

A number of homeowners’ associations also opposed ADUs being built within their jurisdictions. And another aspect of the story left him chuckling. Someone in rural East County had bought a shed from Home Depot and had it delivered, preassembled, to her property for use as an ADU.

Proposed multistory buildings with dozens of units had resulted in the nickname “granny flats” evolving into “granny towers.”

Rent reread a number of stupefying documents laying out the new regulations, which even allowed “non-living” spaces in multifamily dwellings to be reclassified as ADUs: closets, laundry rooms, garages.


How about dumpsters? he wondered. Somehow I can’t imagine the people making these laws would actually want to live in these units. Ironically, the city forbids camping tents being set up in one’s backyard. Go figure.


The San Diego City Council, in an effort to quell the complaints, had begun public hearings on reforms to the lax regulations fueling the ADU boom. Crafty developers were buying up homes with large backyards in order to capitalize on the loose restrictions governing ADU construction.

The proposed reforms would place a limit of six units per lot, regardless of the size of the yard, and limit the height to two stories; parking spaces would be required for units built some distance from public transit.

His phone buzzed, and he recognized the number with the 206-area code. The dead man’s daughter.

“Rent Beacham,” he said.

The caller identified herself as Susannah Wilbury, returning his call. Rent told her about receiving the news article from his aunt and his interest in it due to the San Diego boatyard connection.

“I really appreciate your looking into this,” she said. “I never wanted to believe my dad took his own life. My mom refused to believe it, and now she’s telling everyone, ‘I told you so.’”

“Do you have any of your dad’s papers, EIR reports, stuff like that?”

“Do we ever. Mom wouldn’t let me toss it out. She kept saying this day would come. Would you like me to send it to you? It’s quite a lot of stuff.”

“I’d like to come to you, if that’s all right.”

“That’s a long way. I don’t mind packing it up.”

“I’m originally from the Seattle area, so I can make it a family visit as well.”

“Edith did say you haven’t been to see her for a while.”

“Ah, yes. Good ol’ Aunt Edith,” Rent replied, then asked, “Have the cops expressed any interest in your dad’s files?”

“I offered it to them, but they didn’t seem to care. They just wanted to know if we’d seen or heard anything that might lead them to the killer or killers. They said the odds of identifying anyone with so many years gone by were pretty close to zero, even if they were still alive. So, I don’t have any expectation the cops will do anything.”

“I’m sorry for your loss, and you have my sincere condolences,” Rent said.

“Thank you,” Susannah replied. “It came as such a surprise, finding his body after all these years. We’re still in shock.”


“I can imagine . . . But, full disclosure . . . and I’m not trying to minimize your father’s death . . . but I’m more interested in what got him killed. This is more than a homicide case. Businesses were involved in a coverup and barely got a slap on the wrist. I want to look into what really happened with that boatyard and the hazardous waste. That, in turn, would likely lead us to those responsible for your father’s death, if not directly, then indirectly. That’s why I’d like to look at his files.”


“How soon do you want to come?”

“This weekend?”

“You can stay with us, if you’d like.”

“I’ll stay with my aunt, but even so, I wouldn’t want to impose.”

“We . . . my mother and I . . . operate a resort. It’s after Labor Day, so we’re not so busy. Not that we were very busy this year. Normally we’d be fully booked, and I’d be working twenty-four seven. But the tariffs and the trade war are killing us. Most of the Canadians canceled. They’re half of our business, if not more. If this keeps up, I don’t know what we’re going to do. And it’s not just us. All the B&Bs and hotels in the islands are way down on bookings.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Rent said. “I have to clear this with my boss. I’ll let you know.”


He ended the call and checked the time. Gotta get a move on. San Diego’s traffic congestion had not quite devolved into L.A.’s legendary standards but was working on it.


He drove to the affluent community of Carlsbad for a special city council meeting. The room had filled to capacity, leaving the latecomers standing in the hallway. One guy wanted to convert the garage of his three-story condominium into a ground-floor apartment, which would be allowed under state law. But his homeowners’ association opposed it. The council agreed to take the matter under consideration as the session turned into something akin to a battle between city hall and HOAs.

In a similar situation, but involving a single-family residence, a homeowner said he had a larger lot than most and wanted to build a second three-car garage to restore an old car. The council members seemed open to the idea, but his HOA board had turned him down.

One of those board members also addressed the council, explaining that “because of these less restrictive regulations, there’s nothing to stop him from turning that into an ADU. That would set a precedent for the entire association, so we voted no. We hope the city council will respect our decision, which complies with the wording set out in our CC&Rs—the covenants, conditions and restrictions.”

The meeting left Rent shaking his head in bewilderment. Afterward, he questioned a few of the speakers to get additional quotes for his story, then made the forty-five-minute drive home.

The next morning, he attended a meeting of the City of San Diego Planning Commission, which heard similar complaints from frustrated homeowners, including a representative of Neighbors for a Better San Diego who pointed out that even larger projects were slated, particularly in Encanto, in the southeastern region of the city.

The commission voted unanimously to rein in a number of the ADU “incentives”—the most aggressive in the state—being “exploited” by developers. The commissioners agreed that the city’s ADU incentive went beyond what state law allowed by letting property owners build a potentially unlimited number of such units.

He worked this additional material into his Sunday feature before meeting Will Mason that afternoon. As he leaned back in his a chair to relax for a moment, his phone buzzed. He didn’t recognize the number.

He answered, and the caller identified himself as Mike Johnson, Junior, returning Rent’s earlier call. Rent noted the use of “junior” and told him about the ADU story he was working on.

“Another one of your anti-business stories, digging for dirty laundry, I imagine.”

“Just the facts.”

“OK, I’ll give you some facts,” the man said. He launched into a tirade on the lack of affordable housing in California and how his company was building ADUs as fast as possible to help solve the crisis. But environmentalists and government regulations have stymied builders for decades.

He concluded by saying, “Finally, we got some common sense out of Sacramento and city hall, and we’re able to fast-track these projects.”

“You’re referring to the so-called ‘builder’s remedy’ and the ‘density bonus law,’ along with the city’s incentives.”

“Absolutely. It’s about time.”

“But those loopholes, as some folks like to call them, mean you don’t have to accommodate for adequate parking or traffic congestion or impact on the sewer system, and you’re stomping on property rights while limiting local control over zoning and building codes.”

“I don’t make the laws; I just follow ’em,” Johnson said.

“And exploit them, going well beyond what was intended, according to the detractors.”

“That’s what I call smart business practices.”

“And highly profitable as well.”

“Oh?”

“You live in Rancho Santa Fe, and judging by your charitable contributions—the opera, symphony, Old Globe . . .”

“We call that giving back to the community.”

“Not to mention the contributions made by you and your father to your son-in-law’s political campaign.”

“Checking up on us, are you?”

“That’s what I call smart journalistic practices.”

“Uh-huh . . . oh, and by the way, we prefer the term ‘backyard home’ rather than ‘accessory dwelling unit,’ which sounds like it’s a chicken coop or a barn for pigs and horses.”

Rent rolled his eyes but dutifully jotted down the man’s comment. He then wondered where the units were built, on site or maybe pre-built units from China?

Johnson said he worked with a builder in San Marcos, providing jobs and contributing to the local economy.

“Unlike that fraudster who took money to build ADUs but never built a one,” Johnson said. “Gives our industry a bad name.”

“Speaking of giving your industry a bad name, do you offer ADUs as short-term rentals? There have been a lot of complaints filed by neighbors, claiming loud noise and parking issues.”

“What if I do?”

“I’ll take that as a yes, even though that violates a city ordinance prohibiting the rental of ADUs for less than thirty days.”

“The units are properly licensed by the city as short-term rentals.”

“Licenses issues by a separate department.”

“It’s not my fault the city can’t get it’s shit together. Now, is that all? I have a board meeting to attend.”


I’ll just bet you do, Rent thought, and, unable to constrain himself, he said in response, “One more question. Does the name Thomas Wilbury mean anything to you?”


“Thomas Wilbury? Not offhand, no.”

“OK, thank you for your time.”


Rent ended the call and sighed. Can of worms, here we come.



He checked the time. Damn it!
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As Rent drove to Coronado, he crossed the San Diego-Coronado Bridge, admiring, as much as he dared, the commanding aerial view it offered of San Diego Bay and its shoreline.

A few sailboats transited the bay; the water sparkled in the bright sunlight. A Navy aircraft carrier sat at its mooring at North Island Naval Air Station, and the San Diego skyscrapers stood like mighty monuments to “the progress of man,” as John Prine might phrase it.

However, arching over the bay 250 feet at its highest point, the bridge also offered an opportunity for those intent on taking their own lives. Thus, it had no pedestrian access, whether for sightseeing or otherwise; signs provided the phone number of a suicide hotline.

The only way Rent could enjoy the view beyond a brief glance would be as a passenger. Which meant he had to keep his eyes on the road and ignore the panoramic view.


He drove up Coronado’s Orange Avenue at a slower pace, able to admire the multimillion-dollar dwellings and thinking, I couldn’t even afford an ADU in this neighborhood.


Most of the houses had been handed down from one generation to the next or housed retired U.S. Navy admirals, with the occasional off-island gazillionaire snatching up the remaining parcels.


He found a vacant parking space near the historic Hotel del Coronado—made famous by Marilyn Monroe, Tony Curtis, and Jack Lemon in the 1959 movie Some Like It Hot—and strolled his way to O’Malley’s Pub.


He stepped into the dark interior and stopped to let his eyes adjust, then scanned the room. A couple of patrons sat at the bar, and a few others had taken tables. As he moved toward the bar, he caught sight of a man sitting alone at a table, waving an arm, and headed that way. As Rent approached, the man slid out of the booth, stood, and greeted him with an extended hand.

“Mr. Beacham, I presume,” the man said. “I’m Will Mason.”

Rent shook Mason’s hand. “Thank you for agreeing to see me. Sorry for the delay.”

“No worries. What’s your poison?”

“I think a Guinness is in order,” Rent said as he slid into the booth opposite the man.

“I’m having an Arrogant Bastard myself,” Mason replied, nodding at the pint glass on the table. He signaled the barkeeper and ordered a pint of the world-renowned stout for Rent, then continued.
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