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MYMONEY
by Leanne A. Grossman

 

I opened Dad’s checkbook to buy some medical 
supplies. Hmmm, I thought, the balance is 

getting low. I scanned the previous entries and 
was shocked by what I saw—thousands of dollars 
in checks paid to his caregiver, far more than 
her salary. It was unimaginable that our family 
would be the victims of con artists. After all, we 
are well-educated, worldly, and wise. No matter. 
A con is smarter and wilier than you and me put 
together.

When my father was su!ering from serious 
ailments at the age of 88, he needed a full-time 
caregiver. My sisters and I all lived out of town. My 
oldest sister went to Los Angeles and interviewed 
a number of people. Caregiving is not an easy 
job. This person would be on call twenty-four 
hours a day, to cook meals, help my father eat and 
bathe, and keep him company. My sister selected 
someone who was cheery and knew how to cook. 
Her name was Barbara.

When I revealed the theft to my father, he was 
shocked. Together we confronted Barbara. She 
said the checks were simply “advances” on her 
pay and that he had agreed to them. Indeed, he 
had signed the checks that she had "lled out, 
but without being fully aware. His condition and 
the Parkinson’s medicine kept him woozy and 
out of touch. While he was vulnerable and fully 
dependent on her, this “caregiver” turned into a 
thief. We "red her, but never got the money back. 
We could have sued—Dad was a lawyer—but 
we just wanted her to move out of the house 
immediately. We felt too violated.

 How can you prevent this from happening to 
you? The best way I can explain it is to get inside 
the head of a con artist so you know what to look 
for. Here is how I imagine Barbara training other 
con artists.
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A  CON  ARTIST’S  PLAYBOOK:
1)  Pick your target well. You must !nd someone 
who is kind, ethical, generous and vulnerable.

2)   Invent connections. I told Mr. Grossman, who 
was Jewish, that I had been married to a Jewish 
man who had passed away. I even wore a Star of 
David around my neck.

3)   Ingratiate yourself. Be as helpful as you can 
be. Work hard at the beginning until the family has 
faith in you.

4)   Get established. I did nothing they could 
suspect for the !rst three months. It prevented any 
concern about my motives.

5)   Take in all members of the family. I was so 
sweet, charming the daughters as well as the 
father and his sister.

6)   Once you’re established, give them a sob 
story. I told Mr. Grossman that I needed to go to 
the dentist so he gave me money. I went to the 
dentist and then got more money later, but used it 
to have my silicone implants removed.

7)   Work fast. Before your victim has a chance to 
think about it, come up with another story.

8)   Move on when the time is right. It was going 
so well that I continued. I could have quit earlier, 
but the money just kept "owing. I lost the job, but 
came out way ahead in the end.
 
In another situation, I was assisting a Zimbabwean 

friend who was receiving a big award in Hollywood. I 
was coordinating her interviews, but had total laryngitis. 
I was vulnerable. A Zimbabwean man showed up with 
someone who knew her well. He was quite a charmer, 
sweet and funny. When my camera batteries ran out, he 
was out the door to get new ones. He told me he was 
gay, which is a good way to disarm a woman. I let down 
my guard, thinking I didn’t need to worry about the 
motives for his intense friendliness. His name was Leon.

Leon told me he’d be visiting the area where I live in 
order to get an orientation for law school at Stanford 
University. I invited him to stay with me during that 
time. He came a few weeks later and brought a friend 
unannounced. I was paying for everything, and the food 
(and wine) bill was running $75 a day. He mentioned 
that he had lost his wallet. There were all kinds of odd 
things that I only understand in hindsight. A few months 
later, he had come back to the Bay Area and was staying 
in a hotel. He kept pushing to come over because he 
had “something” for me. I was sick and explained I 

couldn’t see him. Plus, I just wasn’t feeling right about 
this guy. Soon after, his friend who had stayed at my 
home called and said that Leon had run up $5,000 on a 
friend’s credit card while he was in San Francisco. Leon 
was a con artist.

I had ignored several signs, until I started to listen to 
my gut instinct. So I also devised a victim’s playbook, 
listing a few things to look out for to avoid the pull of 
con artists.

A  VICTIM’S  PLAYBOOK:
1)  Follow your instincts. If something feels o#, 
pay attention to it. Don’t dismiss it because you 
want to be “nice.” In Leon’s case, he said he lost 
his wallet with his ID and money, yet he had just 
arrived on an airplane. That was a hint right there.

2) Follow the facts. He said he had come to have 
orientation at Stanford because he got into law 
school. But he never went to the orientation, 
repeating a false excuse, “I called the professor and 
cancelled.” Someone can do that once, perhaps, 
but not again and again.

3) Does the story change? On the !rst visit, he 
was attending Stanford. On the next trip, he was 
going to buy property in the area. Why would 
someone buying very expensive property keep 
borrowing money?

4) Be aware of super sweetness. Leon was 
bending over backwards to cook, garden and 
clean. It was far beyond what a grateful and kind 
guest would do to show their gratitude.

5) Beware of personal tragedies. After Leon 
returned home, he called and said his grandmother 
had died and he needed money for her funeral; he 
merely had a “cash "ow” problem. A family death is 
a classic sob story. In this case, it felt o# to me. I just 
hadn’t known him long enough, and I didn’t bite.

6) Don’t invite friends of friends to stay in your 
home. I had made assumptions about the extent 
to which he knew my friend’s colleague at the 
beginning. Had I probed more thoroughly, I never 
would have invited him over in the !rst place.
 
  People who haven’t been through this just might say, 

“Use your head and this can never happen.” I say, “Use 
your instincts about what does and doesn’t feel right, 
and put that together with what you know.” The con 
artist always has easy lies to answer your questions and 
knows how to get you to like him or her. If you can put 
aside your own desire to please, you can protect yourself 
and your family more successfully. Mia


