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			A portion of the proceeds from every book sold will be used to purchase mass-produced consumer goods for the author.
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			INTRODUCTION

			 WHERE SHALL WISDOM BE FOUND?

			Welcome to the first page of the last self-help book you’ll ever want to buy.

			Americans love self-help. In 2008, even at the height of the recession, we spent eleven billion dollars on self-improvement products—13.6 percent more than in 2005, when we were spending money on everything from subprime mortgages to Ashlee Simpson CDs. No matter how bad the world was, and how much evidence there was that it was all spinning out of our control, we still believed that strangers smiling at us from the covers of their own books could make our lives better.

			But all too often, America’s smiling, inspirational prophets turn out to be comically—and sometimes darkly—horrible at following their own leads: A guy writes a book on how to build “instant rapport” with strangers—and then gets arrested for threatening a receptionist. Lance Armstrong preaches about winning with integrity. Donald Trump warns about the pitfalls of narcissism. These kinds of charlatans rise to the top because, in our desperate need for motivational figures, we make almost no effort to vet them.

			It’s tempting to dismiss these people as frauds—hypocritical mountebanks who cashed in without regard to their own failings. Some of these guys—and yes, they are almost without exception guys—are just that.

			But there’s another, more charitable explanation for this unbelievable contradiction between the advice people give and the things people do. Freud called it “psychological projection.” Historian Peter Gay defines projection as “the operation of expelling feelings or wishes the individual finds wholly unacceptable—too shameful, too obscene, too dangerous—by attributing them to another.” The people who think that others would benefit from a book advising them not to resort to violence to solve problems are often exactly the kind of people who hire ex-cons to kill their stepdaughter’s high school principal (see page 106). Still, good advice abounds, and there are enough examples to fill up a book that will improve your life as much as any other collection of self-help quotes—as long as you can follow it better than the people who gave it. It’s not enough to know what to do or to be able to phrase it eloquently: if you want to be a compassionate man, don’t assault a flight attendant because the grapes arrived prepackaged with the cheese (see page 125).

			A NOTE ON SOURCES: The biographical material on each Bad Person was culled from reputable media outlets and is, to the best of the author’s knowledge, accurate. In the case of criminal matters, please remember that all suspects are innocent until proven guilty.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			MONEY SECRETS (E.G., THE PEOPLE WHO WROTE THESE BOOKS HAVE NO MONEY)

			The past fifteen years have led to the unmasking of more financial “geniuses” than any period in U.S. history. It started with Enron around the turn of the millennium but really heated up in 2009 with the financial crisis in full swing, and with Bernie Madoff, Teresa Giudice, and dozens of others.

			While the details vary, the roots of the falls are usually the same: shortsighted obsession with reward at the expense of risk management, arrogant overconfidence, and eagerness to suspend disbelief.

			Naturally though, the word on Wall Street has always been long-term growth, discretion, and reliability; the most successful entrepreneurs and investors certainly personify those ideals, but those ideals’ most vocal proponents often don’t.

		

	
		
			It is better and less expensive to avoid getting ill than it is to treat an existing illness. In a similar way, it is better and less expensive to organize your affairs so that you will not need to go to court than it is to go to court and win.

			—Sonny Bloch, Sonny Bloch’s Cover Your Assets

		

	
		
			Sonny Bloch was that rare guru who did follow his own advice—in this case about avoiding court appearances at all costs. A lounge singer turned popular syndicated talk-radio host in the 1980s and early ’90s (he once had Alan Greenspan on as a guest), Bloch used his radio platform to peddle all manner of dubious investments, including gold bars that were actually spray-painted metal and stakes in Venezuelan radio stations—almost always without disclosing to listeners that he was the one on the other side of the trade. When first-time callers but longtime listeners at the Justice Department, IRS, and Securities and Exchange Commission came bearing indictments and lawsuits, Bloch fled to the Dominican Republic, where his wife owned property—the ultimate litigation avoidance strategy. He was extradited in 1995, served two years at Club Fed, and was freed after he was found to be suffering from late-stage lung cancer; the prosecutor requested his release after Bloch told him he believed the cancer was divine retribution for his crimes. He died in 1998 at the age of sixty-one.
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			The only barriers in your career are self-imposed.

			—Albert J. Dunlap, Mean Business: How I Save Bad Companies and Make Good Companies Great

		

	
		
			In the early- to mid-1990s, no one personified the archetype of the tough, take-no-prisoners CEO quite like Al Dunlap. He proudly went by the nickname Chainsaw Al, and his pink slip–heavy turnaround of Scott Paper made him an icon of everything America needed to stay competitive in the twenty-first century. In July 1996, Sunbeam announced that it had hired him as CEO, and the stock soared 50 percent in one day; 1996’s Mean Business, his guide to management strategies, was an instant New York Times bestseller.

			These days, though, the main barrier to Dunlap’s career isn’t exactly self-imposed: in 2002, to settle civil fraud charges brought by the SEC, Dunlap agreed to never serve as an officer or director of a public company for the rest of his goddamn life (as Dunlap, who was fond of screaming obscenities at subordinates, might have put it). The SEC estimated that at least sixty million dollars of Sunbeam’s 1997 profits were fraudulent, and the company fell into bankruptcy under the weight of the ill-fated acquisitions Dunlap had engineered to mask the company’s failing financial health. After Sunbeam, New York Times reporters uncovered similar misdeeds at his past turnaround efforts.

			John A. Byrne, a BusinessWeek reporter who authored a book on Dunlap’s rise and fall, summarized his career this way: “In all my years of reporting, I had never come across an executive as manipulative, ruthless, and destructive as Al Dunlap. . . . Dunlap sucked the very life and soul out of companies and people. He stole dignity, purpose, and sense out of organizations and replaced those ideals with fear and intimidation.”

		

	
		
			I began my career as something of a conservative when it came to finances, believing that simply by conserving cash in accounts that provided compound interest one possessed a very powerful tool in building wealth. I still believe in those principles today, 30 years later, only now I am pushing it to the next level.

			—Anthony Cutaia, Untapped Riches: Never Pay Off Your Mortgage—and Other Surprising Secrets for Building Wealth

		

	
		
			The gem on the previous page is sound advice—the only sound advice in the entire book. For Cutaia, trouble started when people questioned exactly whose cash was in those accounts.

			Published in 2007, Untapped Riches is a sort of time capsule of just how moronic the conventional wisdom about things such as debt and real estate got during the real estate bubble. With chapter titles like “The Single Worst Mortgage in Creation: The Fixed Rate Mortgage” and “Negative Amortization: A Mouthful of a Phrase, a Generator of Quick Cash,” this book is not only Cutaia’s swan song but quite possibly the worst personal finance book ever written. Where most others are merely vapid, Untapped Riches contains advice that, if followed, would ruin your life; indeed, the year his book came out, Cutaia filed for bankruptcy. He had filed in 1994 as well.

			But the real excitement came a few years later.

			In January 2012, Mr. Cutaia was sentenced to fifty-one months in prison for soliciting investments from more than a dozen people and then using the proceeds for vacations, gambling, and loan repayment. One of his mistakes? Conning Palm Beach Gardens police chief Stephen Stepp, who called Cutaia an “unbelievable scammer” at the sentencing. All told, Cutaia stole about 1.5 million dollars from investors who trusted him based on his radio show, frequent seminars, and book signings; Cutaia blamed his crimes on his bipolar disorder. He’s scheduled to be released from federal prison in 2015.

			
		

	
		
			If you’ll do for a few years what most people won’t do, you’ll be able to do for the rest of your life what most people can’t do.

			—Wade Cook, Wade Cook’s Power Quotes

		

	
		
			In Mr. Cook’s case, “what most people won’t do” included obstructing justice and neglecting to report $9.5 million of income from the sale of his books, tapes, and seminars.

			Cook, a former cabdriver who often spoke of his humble roots in his seminars and ubiquitous radio commercials, used a slew of interlocking corporations and nonprofits to try to hide income from the authorities. According to a Motley Fool report, “Prosecutors charge that Cook and his wife set up a fraudulent charitable trust and limited partnership, ostensibly to benefit the Mormon Church, that instead funneled money to them. They ended up buying Arabian show horses, his-and-hers Cadillac Escalades, and a 40-acre estate. According to the charges, the Cooks were able to declare taxable royalties of just $980 in 1998, when in reality they received almost $5 million.”

			These days, at sixty-four years old, Cook has a scheduled release date of January 22, 2015, from the medium-security Federal Correctional Institution in Sheridan, Oregon. In the meantime, he is doing something else most people won’t ever do: looking forward to a day when he can take a shit without having to ask his cellie to give him some privacy.
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			You have to be confident as you face the world each day, but you can’t be too cocky. Anyone who thinks he’s going to win them all is going to wind up a huge loser.

			—Donald Trump, Trump: Surviving at the Top

		

	
		
			Poets couldn’t make up such irony: advice on humility from a guy whose empire was collapsing under the weight of excessive debt borne of grandiosity. Post-collapse and restructuring, Trump reinvented himself as a made-for-TV mogul.

			Even his financial downfall didn’t inspire Trump to take his own advice about cockiness; his 2004 book was the ambitiously titled Trump: Think Like a Billionaire: Everything You Need to Know About Success, Real Estate, and Life—yet another New York Times bestseller.

		

	
		
			If you’re not afraid to ask why, you can change whatever it is you want.

			—Enron commercial
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