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INTRODUCTION
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The mid-1980s brought the tail-end of the golden age of the aerospace industry in Southern California.  Employing hundreds of thousands of people from janitors to engineers to executives, the aerospace industry was the modern-day California Gold Rush in the years following World War II.  This time the gold was stable, high paying jobs for all.  By the end of the 1980s, the pipeline of military, space, and commercial programs had dried up.  Companies were bought, merged, gutted, and consolidated.  Like waves in the ocean, those hundreds of thousands of employees lost their jobs in waves of layoffs as the industry imploded in on itself.

* * *
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AMID THE BOOM WAS THE country club of aerospace, Hughes Aircraft Company.  Reclusive millionaire Howard Hughes founded the company as a division of his tool company in 1932.  The company was famous for its space and military technological advances but its biggest claim to fame was also the pride and joy of Howard Hughes.  Howard Hughes worked closely with his company to produce the Spruce Goose, the world's first and largest aquatic aircraft.

In 1953, Hughes Aircraft Company became a subsidiary of the tax-exempt Howard Hughes Medical Institute.  This made Hughes Aircraft exempt from the normal rules, reporting requirements, and financial obligations of a commercial corporation.  The books were closed and tightly guarded.

Howard Hughes was well known for his genius, eccentricities, reclusiveness, and paranoia, and Hughes Aircraft was his poster child.  From the onset of the company Hughes hired multiple people for the same position.  They could be in adjacent cubicles, different buildings, or different states.  Each (without the knowledge of them or their management) would be given identical tasks on identical programs.  Sometimes Hughes would use the work or ideas of one employee, sometimes he would hire an entire new team to redo the work of the first (without letting the first team go), and often he would not use any of their work at all.

The practice of duplicate efforts led to the country club reputation Hughes Aircraft had in the industry.  Although sworn to secrecy, workers talked and began to figure out they were doing duplicate work.  By the time Howard Hughes died in 1976 his interest in the company had waned and the Medical Institute had little interest in it other than collecting the enormous tax-exempt profits it generated.

Hughes Aircraft managers and workers figured out that no one was watching, no one cared, and what they should be doing didn't matter because someone else was already doing it.  People would simply not show up for work, sometimes for months at a time while still getting paid as if they were standing around the watercooler on Monday mornings and wishing away traffic on Friday afternoons.  There was little accountability, little responsibility, and a great sense of entitlement.  It was the perfect environment for the Liar to thrive in.

* * *
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AT THE SAME TIME, NIGERIAN money scams were emerging first via telex, and then as they became popular, by fax.  Today we still see these scams in the form of emails.  The scams were blatantly obvious and always structured the same.  A Nigerian, or a contractor in Nigeria, possessed a multi-million-dollar contract they were being paid, but they needed a bank account to transfer the money into.  In return for using your good bank account, they offered to transfer their millions of dollars into your account, and, when you sent the money to them, you got to keep a million or two, or ten, for the trouble.

Once a targeted individual, or mark, was engaged, the scammers claimed they needed money to pay taxes and fees so the money could be released.  The mark only needed to wire transfer a few thousand, or a few hundred thousand dollars to release the millions.

* * *
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AS UNLIKELY AS IT MAY seem, over the years, millions of dollars have been scammed from people this way, with the money seemingly disappearing into thin air.  As the Nigerian telexes kept coming in, the scam inspired the Liar to come up with a plan.

It was a brilliant service proposition that he was uniquely qualified to perform due to his well-placed contacts in the Nigerian government and the Central Bank of Nigeria.  But little did the Liar know that at the same time, a seemingly unrelated petty Nigeria street theft would ultimately lead to his downfall.

The Liar surrounded himself with a tight inner circle that did not include his family, perhaps to protect them.  Each in the circle had their role to play, and they helped the Liar acquire millions in tax-free dollars, contributed to his international jet-setting lifestyle and, through a series of unlikely events, attracted the attentions of a self-proclaimed Nigerian prince, a thief, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), the Internal Revenue Service (IRS), and the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS).

* * *
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Chapter 1.  The Liar
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The Liar couldn’t tell the truth if his life depended on it.  He couldn’t help himself.  His greatest asset was his gift for gab.  He could tell the most interesting and outlandish stories.  They were always rooted in truth, but that was almost always as far as truth went.  He had stories for everyone all the time.  His personal assistant had to keep a list of stories he told for when people called so his stories could be kept afloat.  If you were looking out the window and saw it raining, the Liar would tell you it was sunny and more than half the time he could convince you it was true despite what you saw with your own eyes.  Even when you knew the Liar was lying, you were somehow still compelled to listen to the tale.

* * *
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THE LIAR WAS AFRICAN American, born in the deep South.  But he had the fair skin of a fine Mediterranean tan along with a Southern European demeanor.  He never offered details of his heritage and always made a point of trying to appear more European than African American in his style, manner, and speech... Unless being African American served a purpose...  Then he could easily slip into the pride of his African American ancestry.  He could even suddenly develop a deep Tennessee drawl when necessary, leaving behind his light European dialect.

He was the only son of a large Tennessee family, born to sharecroppers.  During the great depression, his father was lucky enough to have a steady, albeit low-wage, job with the railroad.  His father worked long, hard hours to provide for his family while his mother raised their children.  They were known for miles around for their generosity and kindness.  The Liar’s mother always had a pot of vegetable stew on the stove in case someone hungry happened by, in need of a hot meal.  When she had the means she would add meat to the stew, a rare luxury in those days.  She believed in helping those in need and in never letting anyone go hungry whether they were family or strangers.

* * *
[image: ]


THE LIAR GREW UP AMID those values but from the very beginning saw a different path for himself.  He lost his father at a relatively young age, but his mother and sisters adored him and ensured he never wanted for anything despite growing up in hard economic times.

After his father’s death, he was never asked to help out at home.  His mother eventually moved to Los Angeles, CA where she took up housecleaning and laundry while his older sisters worked their way through college.  The Liar’s sisters always took care of their mother, ensuring she was okay and had everything she needed.  His mother always ensured that the Liar had anything he wanted or needed.  As his mother advanced in age, one of his sisters moved in to take care of her until her death.  The Liar visited his mother often and pitched in financially whenever needed.  He provided financial support and thrilled his mother whenever he honored her with a visit.  He was always generous with his family when he was able to be.  But his personal life was kept very private, always leaving him the leeway for it to be something it was not... If need be.

The Liar was confident and self-assured.  He always knew he was going to have a great deal of money along with a larger-than-life international lifestyle.  He often said, “I don’t worry about money, money is easy to get.  There’s always some in one pocket or another.”  His attitude always exuded success.

* * *
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ONE OF HIS SISTERS, an alumnus of a prestigious major Midwestern university, helped the Liar get into her alma mater.  He focused on metallurgy there, where he received a master’s degree.  The criteria for choosing his career were simple; a high-paying field that required little work, little oversight, and a career that provided the opportunity for travel.  His major in metallurgy gave him an education in a subject near and dear to his heart, precious metals, while his minor in gemology gave him his education in precious gems and stones.  He worked and scammed his way through school easily.  His roommate at school, he claimed, was Neil Armstrong, the first man to walk on the moon.  They did attend the same university and graduated in the same class, but like many, a story like that could go either way.

The thing about the Liar was that he did know the most interesting and unlikely people, and he had the most interesting stories about them.  If you knew the Liar, you took everything he said with attention, interest, and a grain of salt.

After the Liar graduated and made several attempts at “regular” jobs, he quickly discovered he was very ill-suited for “regular.”  This came as no surprise to anyone who knew him.  He began to do what he did best, network with people.  He found out what people wanted, and he found a source to provide it to them.

He worked brokering deals for years while he raised his family until eventually, he found the perfect situation working as a metallurgist / engineer at Hughes Aircraft Company.  By this time, the Liar had an international network of contacts and spent much of his time traveling while he made and closed sometimes questionable, but usually just-this-side-of-legal deals.

At Hughes, he was able to conduct his international business with very little conflict.  He could disappear for weeks at a time with little notice.  It didn’t hurt that his married boss was sleeping with his girlfriend’s sister.  It gave him leverage if he ever needed it, but at Hughes, you really didn’t need it.

It was a standing joke with those who worked with him.  He was a ghost because he was almost never actually in his office or at a Hughes facility.  When he showed up, he would be decked out in handsome, handmade suits, looking the part of an international jetsetter.  He would pick up his stack of paystubs and hold court, sharing stories of his latest adventures.

* * *
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BY THE TIME THE LIAR joined Hughes he was already working on large scale deals with his associates, the Chief and the General.  Their dealings often required private, numbered Swiss bank accounts to handle the proceeds, but the Liar was always very vague on just what some of those deals involved.

Most of the Liar’s business was relatively legal and straightforward.  One of his contacts, for a fee, would put him in touch with a commodities buyer.  The commodity itself varied widely depending on the international market at any given moment and the network of the contact involved in the deal.  The commodity was usually bought and sold in tankers, and could be crude oil, rice, urea (fertilizer), grain, or whatever other commodity a buyer was interested in.  These deals were his bread and butter while he constantly sought out more bold and adventurous ones.  The Liar was adamant about two things in his dealings: No drugs, and no firearms.  His philosophy was that he could make enough money with legal commodities to avoid the risks and dangers of dealing in those.

* * *
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THE LIAR SQUEEZED PROFITS out of every aspect of a deal.  Besides the profits from the deals themselves, the Liar always controlled any escrow accounts set up for bonds or payment guarantees.  Using his banking contacts, he always found the most favorable interest rates for the funds and when the proceeds were distributed to him, they always included a hefty interest payment on top of the principle that the other party did not share in.

Many of the Liar’s deals never reached fruition but even in the event a deal did not work, he had contingencies, so he broke even or profited.  If the Liar had a buyer in his sights, he couldn’t lose.  Whether the deal was successful or not was of little consequence because he was going to make money either way.

Everyone on the Liar’s side of the table always walked away happy with the deal.  The Liar knew how to give everybody a “taste.”  With his gift for gab, he always knew what to say to make his participants feel like they just came out on top of things, even when often they did not.

* * *
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ALWAYS ONE FOR THE grand scale of life, at one point the Liar decided he wanted to get into the aviation business.  With help from his principal contacts, he acquired a small airline.  He made his airline available to high end commuters and often frequented the airline himself.

The greatest value for him was the new contacts he acquired along the way.  For a little while, the short-lived airline served as the perfect vehicle to broaden the Liar’s international network.  However, fuel shortages at the time along with route limitations eventually led to the airline’s demise.

* * *
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THE LIAR RECOGNIZED his network of contacts was his most prized possession.  He had a small inner circle of associates he depended on, but much of their value was in their own network of contacts.  It is interesting to note that within this very small circle, the Liar never jeopardized his golden egg with lies.  He lied to everyone else, all the time.

But this handful of associates, who knew his reputation for storytelling, could trust that he would take care of business and be straightforward with them... mostly.  Their relationship with the Liar depended on it, and he knew it to be true.

* * *
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Chapter 2.  The Thief
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Unbeknownst to the Liar, the Thief was based in New York City where he had grown up mostly on the streets.  It was not because his family had no money.  While they were not rich by any standards, the Thief’s parents were hard workers, building a comfortable life for them and their son.  They even had a nice nest egg built up to fall back on if there was ever a need.

The Thief chose a life on the streets from an early age.  He would disappear and quietly watch citizens of the underbelly of the city as they practiced their craft of intimidation, thievery, and general disregard for the law.  As the Thief grew, he honed his pickpocketing skills and began developing his gift for spinning a story to extract money from people.  He was a grifter.

A gentleman of means caught his eye one day when he saw him walking down an avenue.  It was not the first rich person he had encountered, but this man was different.  Along with his fine clothing, he had an air about him that somehow seemed different; nothing the Thief could put his finger on... Just... something different.

The Thief was so taken by this man’s presence; he followed him around the city for a couple of days.  He followed him to meetings, he followed him on trips through the park, he followed him home at night and to his office in the morning.  After days of this routine, the Thief finally saw what he never even knew he was looking for.

* * *
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THE MAN, DRESSED IN a fine suit, left his home one morning and walked to a small coffee shop tucked away several blocks from his office.  Along the way, the man purchased a daily newspaper from a stand he passed.  He entered the coffee shop and was led to a small table where he was served a cup of coffee while he perused his newspaper.

The Thief was not dressed appropriately to enter the shop, but there was a perfect vantage point through the front plate glass window into the interior where the man sat.  The Thief chose a spot outside the shop that would be difficult for the man to see but was perfect for him to watch the man.

A half hour passed with no other activity.  The street was busy with passersby scurrying to bus stops, taxis, and office buildings, marking the start of their day.  The Thief got distracted by passersby several times while he waited, first by a well-dressed, fine young woman who could have doubled as a fashion model.  As he was distracted by a couple passing by in the throes of an argument, a tall, well-dressed man entered the coffee shop.  He headed straight to the man the Thief was watching and sat down opposite him.  The first man set his newspaper on one of the two remaining chairs at the table.

While they seemed to know each other, no pleasantries were exchanged.  The first man got up and walked towards the restrooms while a waiter served the second man a steaming cup of coffee.  As the waiter walked away, the second man seamlessly slipped his hand into his jacket where he took a thick envelope out and slid it between the first man’s folded newspaper on the vacant chair.

The second man sat, relaxed, sipping his coffee when the first man returned.  The first man reached down and took his newspaper off the chair and walked out of the shop, leaving the second man to finish his coffee.

The Thief had a dilemma: Which man should he follow?  He chose the first man because that was where his original curiosity began and because he was sure the thick envelope contained cash which he was sure he could relieve the man of.

He followed the man for several blocks, keeping enough distance between them not to be noticed.  As they moved into a less populated area of the city, the Thief closed the distance between them.  When the man passed a locked doorway, the Thief made his move.  With one move, the Thief shoved the man into the doorway and at the same time reached into the man’s jacket to grab the envelope from where he saw him tuck it.

As the Thief began to run off, the man took a coil of wire from his coat pocket and tossed it at the Thief.  The wire caught his legs, and he tumbled to the ground.  The man was on top of him immediately.  He wrapped another coil of wire around the Thief’s wrists and wrangled him upright.

The Thief had not noticed the man’s eyes before.  There was a cold, dark presence behind them that was unmistakable up close.  Surprisingly, the man was not angry.  He took the envelope back from the Thief and told him he had actually been watching him!  The Thief had never considered that, and this new information knocked him off balance.  As clever as he thought he was, this man had been miles ahead of him even before he knew he existed.

The man had watched the Thief practicing and honing his skills and he was getting pretty good.  Nine out of ten pockets the Thief picked went undetected.  The nine were easy, but the tenth one was the one he learned the most from.  He learned what went wrong and how to adapt to situational meltdowns with rapid fire speed.  The man had observed this as well.

The man removed the coils of wire from the Thief, wound them up and returned them to his coat pocket.  He guided the Thief down the street towards the corner.  There they got in a waiting car.  At that moment, the Thief stepped from petty crimes to the elaborate grift and Ponzi scheme.  The stranger took the Thief under his wing and taught him the art of the deal.

By the time he became an adult, the Thief was routinely setting up plays in the stock market and commodities fields where he made enough money to live a more than comfortable life.  But, for people like the Thief, there is never enough money.

The Thief was always looking for new opportunities.  The bigger the payoff, the more singular his focus.  Then, one day, he received an opportunity via fax from a Nigerian Prince.  He was so clever he felt uniquely qualified to seize this enormous payday.  The stakes were not only higher than they had ever been before but higher than he had ever imagined in his wildest dreams.  The prospect blinded him... He was all in.

* * *
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Chapter 3.  The Nigerian Prince
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The Prince grew up on the streets of Lagos, Nigeria, a street urchin with no family and no idea who his parents were.  With no family history, he decided at an early age that he was the descendant of a great king, a prince in exile.  He always introduced himself as “the Prince.”  The years on the streets gave him plenty of time to spin a spectacular story of his heritage.  The Prince was destined to be more than he was.  As he grew, he migrated from the streets of the Lagos slums to the Lagos financial district, where enormous amounts of money changed hands every day.

The Prince was a beggar, and he begged to survive.  Early on he tried his hand at pickpocketing but quickly learned the painful lesson that he wasn’t very good at it.  So, he begged.  It was the primary reason he found himself in the financial district.  Donations, though fewer and further apart than by the tourist docks and hotels, were on average far more substantial; so much so that he was able to save enough of the Naira he begged for to purchase a suit and shoes which he kept in the small locker he rented.  All the while, he observed the men in the district.  He listened to snippets of conversations, always picking up any information he could that might later be used to his advantage.

He began selling information; little morsels worth something to someone.  Sometimes it was an investment tip he overheard, sometimes it was a conversation that ultimately would affect the price of a commodity.  The Prince observed and learned the identities of the regular passersby on the streets.  He built a small clientele of individuals who knew his information was reliable, and they were willing to pay for it.

* * *
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THE PRINCE WAS HANDSOME, almost regal looking with his tall, slender stature.  As his stature grew, women could hardly help but notice him and he developed relationships with a number of women.  He never hesitated to offer their services to others for some extra cash whenever he could.

After some time with several petty irons in the fire, the Prince had saved enough to put on his suit and shoes and rent a modest office in a low-rent district of the city.  His office and his operation were very basic, but he had access to electricity, a telephone, and an old beat-up fax machine the landlord threw in.

Through the many people he met on the streets of the financial district he absorbed the terminology and financial discussion he was often privy to.  As a beggar, he was virtually invisible to passersby on the street.

The Prince had figured out that the only way to obtain somewhat reliable information and conduct business in Nigeria was by tapping into the country’s informal bribe system.  Nothing got done and no one got anywhere without a bribe involved.  The Prince understood this and when he was in a financial position via his begging to do so, the Prince entered the loosely knit world of Nigerian bribery and Nigerian politics.  His needs were small, so the path was relatively straightforward if you had some cash.  The Prince made his move when he knew he had enough cash in reserve to do so.

Through several rounds of government officials and unofficial payments, the Prince purchased a list of foreign contacts from the government who had shown interest in doing business in the country.  He returned to his tiny office with his mighty fax machine and got to work.

The fax machine ran from 4:00 a.m. until 2:00 p.m., when it would remain silent until an incoming fax arrived.  The Prince had his ladies feed the fax machine for him, constantly refeeding in the fax he had cleverly composed, and dialing another number on the extensive list.  After his operation was up and in full swing, the Prince would purchase lists of retiree contacts from the United States.  He heard two businessmen having a laugh over an American retiree trying to make some quick money in Nigeria.  He immediately smelled opportunity.

The fax machine never stopped sending during those periods.  The Prince’s ladies never stopped re-feeding the original fax into the machine, plugging in the next phone number on the seemingly endless list.  The only time the fax did not run was during one of the frequent periods when the electricity was out.  Then they waited.

* * *
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THEY WAITED FOR THAT one return fax: The one greedy fish hooked on their line.  The Prince’s scheme to prey on his victim’s greed was a simple one based on two things: Law of averages and greed.  The faxes and later emails the Prince sent out were almost nonsensical.  They always referred to a multi-million-dollar payout that for some doggone reason, they couldn’t collect themselves.  It usually involved a large infrastructure project that never existed and the Central Bank of Nigeria where all financial transactions in Nigeria were processed.  They always referred to past contacts and conversations with the intended victim that never happened.  They were always in need of a United States bank account where the millions of dollars could be “safely” deposited for a small percentage of the total.  All they wanted to do was help expedite the multi-million-dollar payment and take care of the intended victim, all out of the kindness of their hearts.  They almost always invoked family, and almost always invoked a medical emergency on their part.


———————————————————————————
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Greetings:

I am sorry to invade your privacy in this way, I feel it

appropriate to offer you my partnership in business, I just pray

at this time that your email address is still valid. I am

contacting you because my status would not allow me to do this

alone.

I would like to ask you to receive money on my behalf. Can I

trust you to do business with me? I will send you full details

when I receive your reply.


Please reply so that we can have a better discussion.

———————————————————————————
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From: Mrs. Sherry Williams <test@strawberrywater.com.

Reply-To: mralfredmorris@mynet.com

Dear Friend,

How are you today?  Hope all is well with you and your family?  I hope this mail meets you in a perfect condition.  I am using this opportunity to thank you for your great effort to our unfinished transfer of fund into your account due to one reason or the other best known to you.

But I want to inform you that I have successfully transferred the Cheque out of the company to someone else who was capable of assisting me in this great venture.  Due to your effort, sincerity, courage and trust worthiness you showed at the course of the transaction I want to compensate you and show my gratitude to you with the sum of $250,000.00 (two hundred Fifty thousand unites states Dollars) in addition to your lottery winnings of $500 thousand now amounting to $750,000.00 (seven hundred and fifty thousand United States Dollars).

My dear friend I will like you to contact the finance house for the collection of this internation certified bank draft.  The name and contact address of the Person with your Cheque is Mr. Alfred Morris, is as follows:

COMPENSATION AND FINANCE HOUSE HEAD OFFICE

CONTACT AGENT:  MR. ALFRED MORRIS.

Email: (mralfredmorris@mynet.com)

At the moment, I am very busy here because of the investment projects which myself and my new partner are having at hand.  Finally, remember that I have forwarded
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