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Preface: Influences Found In This Work

 


Go To Table of
Contents

 


I was heavily impacted by
the financial crisis of 2008 and the problems in the sub-prime
home-loan market that led to the collapse of Lehman Brothers, and,
more recently, moved with morbid curiosity regarding the details of
the collapse of Theranos, Inc. And what economically-cynical person
could fail to be enthralled by Leonardo DiCaprio's "The Wolf of
Wall Street" which depicts the rise and fall of Stratton Oakmont?
Virtually all of the acts of corruption in the book are modeled on
these very public cases.

 


The spies who appear in the work might
be said to be modeled after characters in overly-obvious pulp
fiction, and to the extent that they achieve three-dimensionality,
they might alternately be influenced a by Somerset Maugham, (not
that I could claim to have carried off such craftwork properly).
The continual reintroduction of the absurd into all of their lives
has primarily to do with the way I view life, and secondly has a
bit to do with my love of Woody Allen's ability to blend the
gravely-serious with the almost-slapstick. (I make no pretense to
have escaped the realm of the derivative, but only attempt to make
an original collage, as it were.)

 


The main federal agent in
the story is basically a pastiche of various people I have known
who seem to, by their pure grace and disarming nature, all but
fumble their way to success. That character is a tribute to my
admiration and envy of such characters, admiration and envy being
two things which the French and Russian novelists admitted came
together quite naturally.
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"Hugh, you do know if they
ever catch you, or me, or our clients, you'll go to prison for
life, right?"

 


"Yes, you've told me that a
dozen times now."

 


"But I think if you got out
of here, while you still can, the trail on you will go cold in a
few years. Then, you know, when the feds finally kick in our door,
you'll be a kind of distant afterthought. Of course it's way too
late for me to get out of this business, so my life ends whenever
they shut down this office. But you're still young. I feel kind of
guilty keeping you involved."

 


Cheryl was prematurely wrinkling and
had a husky voice from too much drinking and smoking and casual
sex. But Hugh, at least a decade younger, loved her just the
same.

 


"Try to think of it this
way," Hugh noted by raising his typically didactic index finger
into the air. "Somebody fucked up bad when we were young, and
somehow we didn't have the sparkle and shine that it takes to make
it in this city. How could mediocre performers like ourselves ever
compete with the indefatigable go-getters who are fighting each
other to pay double the rent of normal cities? We've both tried
living other places and nowhere else works. We'd be screwed if we
were forced out. We live as long as we get to live here. And these
scams are the only way to make enough money to keep our heads above
water. So we play this game till Big Brother comes and hauls us off
for good. What does it matter? Our families can't stand us.
Nobody's going to marry us. Hell, I can't even keep a cat. Be real.
Who would miss us very much? They'd make a show out of weeping for
us for two weeks tops, then they'd forget we ever existed. Our real
lives ended long ago. All we have left is this charade. You
recruited me. I took the job. And now we both have to live with it.
Too bad they don't have co-ed prisons. I would really like to be
your cellmate."

 


"That's so sweet of you,"
said Cheryl Horton, a slender brunette with big hair whose large
brown eyes almost seemed to melt whenever a coworker said something
nice. "Ah well," she continued, "I tried to warn you."

 


"Yes, morally you're covered
regarding me. God will forgive the life of crime part of the deal.
Heaven knows you're painted into a corner and that's that. And me,
I'm as manic as the day is long. I can't hold a real job. No truly
credible employer could live with that for long, and even if they
did, I'd probably run away. My doctor says it's something about the
fear of intimacy. And, as I said before, I've seen downtown
Stockton enough times to be afraid of what economic exile would do
to me. We have nowhere else to go. This is our last stand. We have
to face it bravely."

 


Cheryl put down her pen and
hunched depressively over her desk. "I would just die if I had to
move to Stockton or Reno, or Modesto, or wherever it is the losers
have to go to once they're booted from their rent-controlled
apartments."

 


"Precisely. The only happy
tenant is a tenant paying market rate in a new high-rise with
concrete floors and steel-mesh walls and double-paned windows. No
noise; no substandard conditions; no angry landlord who feels
you're mooching off him through rent control. No one gets those
conditions in San Francisco without stealing or inheriting. Since
your parents fucked you under, that rules out the inheritance
thing; and so that leaves . . .

 


". . . stealing," agreed
Cheryl. "Okay Hugh, enjoy the rest of your day. You know where to
go tomorrow."

 


As per their ritual, and
against company policy, Hugh stood up to go and Cheryl stood up to
see him out of the office, usually slipping him just one warm hug
for the road. But before they walked outside, he pulled a flask of
Kentucky rye out of the vest pocket of his rather outdated
pin-striped suit. After setting the small flask down firmly on her
desk, he went to Cheryl's bookcase and removed two shot glasses
that were sitting on the top shelf. Looking down seriously for a
moment, he briskly filled each shot glass and pushed one into
Cheryl's hand while taking the other in his. They toasted quickly
and quickly downed the full shot glasses of Kentucky
rye.

 


With the whiskey still dripping from
one side of his lip, Hugh said, "Until they kick the door
in?"

 


"Until they kick the door in," agreed
Cheryl.

 



2. Ten Thousand Years' Worth of
Felonies
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"Only five dollars an hour
more than minimum wage to illegally pose as a top-flight loan
underwriter?" said Hugh, feigning incredulity.

 


"It's just clerical work.
What do you care? All you have to do is open each file, sign your
name in the blank spaces we marked out in yellow highlighter and
give the loan a 'prime" rating.' The real estate loan manager was
annoyed at having to justify his ostensible cheapness to a supposed
general clerk from a temporary agency, but, to be sure, he knew
this was no ordinary general clerk, and the project would be far
more profitable than word processing or filing.

 


"I told my agent that I have
a Post-Graduate Credential in Real Estate, but that I've never
worked in the field of real estate. And anyhow, wouldn't the feds
think it's unethical for a person who's never worked a single job
in finance to be making the final decisions on the quality of loan
applications? It's been years since I took those classes and, given
how little I remember, these files might as well be written in
Russian," protested Hugh in phony indignation.

 


"That's perfect, since I
already told you that you don't have to read the files. You just
sign your name and give the loan a 'prime" rating."

 


"When the big boys come to
audit your files, how are you going to justify my involvement in
this?"

 


"Easy, we leave behind a
cover sheet for each file claiming we sincerely believed you were
fully qualified."

 


"But they'll see right
through that in an instant, considering the loans will all go bad
by then and all the people who invested in these loans will go
bankrupt."

 


"That's where my other identity and my
other passport come in to play."

 


"Ah, so you'll be bouncing
around the Caribbean under another name by the time the shit hits
the fan?"

 


"Exactly, and unless they
can really find me, and unless they want to go through all the
hellish trouble of extraditing me from a country that doesn't give
a rat's ass about this circus, then I guess I'll keep the hefty
commission on this stack of loans and live out my life hopping
around tropical islands."

 


"Well, this is bullshit," said Hugh.
"Why would anyone do this for the chickenfeed you're paying me and
my agent?"

 


"Because of Starla," the
real estate loan manager replied, now crossing his arms and glaring
down at Hugh as he walked over to the front of his desk.

 


"Starla?"

 


"Yes," said the real estate
loan manager firmly as he pressed one of Starla's "Executive VIP
Certificate Cards" down on Hugh's desk. "You get one of these for
each of the three weeks you work here until all of these files are
'processed' favorably. She sells me, in bulk, two-hour hot-oil
massage-and-hand-job sessions. You get to go once a week until the
job here ends. These cards are worth $400 each, and they're
tax-free, since Uncle Sam never knows I give them to you. The tip
is included in the price. Look, I've known your agent Cheryl for a
long time. We both know how hard up you are."

 


Hugh smiled brightly. "She
knows me well. It looks like you do too. You know, each of these
loans I fraudulently process constitutes another felony count
against me."

 


"Yeah, that's why we picked you,
because Cheryl and I both know when they do the full paper trail on
you, you'll never see the light of day again."

 


"And so what would a few
hundred years more really mean to a guy who's racked up ten
thousand years' worth of felonies already?"

 


"You got it, kid. Cheryl
told me you and her are lifer San Franciscans. You can't ever
leave, and you can't hold a real job. That's batshit crazy to me,
but to each his own kink. So anyway, do we have a deal
kid?"

 


Hugh did not reply, but
again smiled pertly and put the "Executive VIP Certificate Card" in
his pocket. He silently turned his swivel chair around to face the
counter behind him on which the stacks of files were laid and began
applying his illegal underwriter's signature to each and every
place those yellow highlighter marks appeared, giving each loan the
highest possible rating.

 


The real estate loan manager
turned to leave, and as he walked down the hall he muttered to
himself, "I think I'll have someone write that kid a good letter of
recommendation. Maybe he could use it at his parole hearing or
something."

 


Back at the agency office,
Cheryl was taking a late afternoon break, smoking yet another
cigarette on the back patio which offered up a panorama of the
Marin Headlands. She luxuriated in the fact that she'd scored
another commission on another job that no other agent in their
right minds would take. Of course she was not in her right mind and
so there was little to lose on that front. And she might have
thought to herself that the ends justifies the means, but the means
were all that was left, the ends having disappeared into the fog
some time ago.

 


*

 


Huge condors were circling in the wind
high above the Marin Headland cliffs, riding the thermals
effortlessly, knowing time was always on their side. It was their
job to clean up the messes of life, and when did life ever go for
very long without making a mess?

 



3. Politely-Tolerated Outcasts Forever
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Special Agent Howard Folsom
was taking a non-scheduled break beneath those very Marin County
hills that Cheryl Horton had been pondering. He was looking toward
the city. They were, without realizing it, staring in each other's
direction. There was no way, without special equipment, that Folsom
could have literally seen her right then. He was not there to do
any long-distance spying, but just to enjoy the view. And he
thought to himself, "If only the average man could have even a tiny
sliver of the money stolen in that great city every day; why then
he'd never have to worry again, at least not about
money."

 


He was not far from the
Sausalito waterfront, and he could hear seagulls arguing with one
another over scraps of sea life left behind by sloppy fishermen.
Because his hearing was perfect, he could even hear tiny waves
washing against the pilings of the docks. Occasionally an excited
child would let out a playful shriek and then break into a run,
often with other rambunctious children following close
behind.

 


Couples walked by, hand in
hand, many on the holiday of their lives, having saved for years
just to afford a week in what was rapidly becoming the most
expensive place on earth. He studied them and concluded that they
were "normies" who had "real jobs."

 


Folsom had a far different
view of real jobs than civilians did, (and he included Hugh and
Cheryl in the category of "civilians with real jobs."). It wasn't
that "normies" didn't have preoccupations, but rather that they
could "chill out" or "give it break" far more often than he could.
Nobody who tried to bust white collar frauds could ever have a
consistently peaceful life and he knew it, and he accepted that.
He'd gotten to the point where he no longer even craved ordinary
peace. He was who he was. He was not trying to be all things to
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