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Foreword

Scott Phillips

 


“The business of America is
white-collar crime.”

—Calvin Coolidge

 


“Any man’s death diminishes me,
because I am involved in mankind. Except for that assclown Ken Lay;
fuck him.”

—John Donne

 


“CHECK THE COFFIN!”

—Page one of the
New York Post on the
death of Kenneth Lay

 


What other group of human beings inspires such
a level of hatred and disgust in us as the white collar crook?
Lesser thieves don’t get the level of hatred and contempt that
these high-flying kleptomaniacs generate. Why does a Bernie Madoff
or a Kenneth “Kenny Boy” Lay inspire nearly as much opprobrium from
the rest of us as a serial killer, a genocidal dictator or a child
molester?

Because they’re essentially quite similar to
the latter two groups. Der Spiegel reported in September of 2011
that the University of St. Gallen in Switzerland measured the
egotism and cooperative skills of 28 professional stock traders and
compared the results with those of diagnosed psychopaths. The
traders outdid the psychopaths in tests measuring selfishness and
risk-taking. According to a recent article by journalist Sherree
DeCovny in CFA Magazine, the rate of clinical pysychopathy
among Wall Street suits may be as high as ten per cent. They lack
empathy, take risks with other peoples’ lives and, having quite
casually ruined them, feel no remorse apart from self-pity.
Remember those reports of Enron traders laughing and high-fiving at
reports of elderly Californians dying from the heat during the
blackout of June, 2000, artificially created by Enron’s
manipulations of the energy markets?

And then there’s the self-pity. My hometown
produced one of the most horrifying serial killers of the previous
century, Dennis “Bind, Torture, Kill” Rader, who whined in one of
his first interviews after being arrested that people didn’t
appreciate the fact that, now that he was in custody, things were
rough for him, too; he’d never go out for pizza again, or walk his
dog. Compare that to this gem from Dennis Kozlowski, the former CEO
of Tyco who notoriously threw a $2,000,000 birthday party for his
wife in Sardinia with a replica of Michelangelo’s David carved in
ice and urinating Stolichnaya. He said in a 2008 prison interview
with writer Peter Hossli, “If I could at least have people stop and
think a little bit about how I had been railroading in this process
and how unfair and unjust and untrue the process has been toward
me…”

All of this is a roundabout way of saying that
corporate America is a fitting and rich subject for a book of crime
stories. In Scoundrels: Tales of Greed, Murder and Financial
Crime, Gary Phillips has put together a collection that will
enrage, charm and titillate the reader. Some of it will make you
laugh, and some of it will make you want to go out and get a nice
sharp pike, the kind onto which a freshly guillotined head sticks
so nicely; read it and release your inner Jacobin!

 


Back to TOC
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What the Creature Hath
Built

David Corbett

 


He wasn’t sure how long he’d driven or exactly
why he’d stopped. The sign read Scully’s: wood-shake roof
and faux stone cladding, glass-brick windows, almost more a bunker
than a bar. Even here, the smell of cinders.

He’d slalomed down the hills in a fury—curving
parkways with overgrown medians, sawgrass, wooly sage, towering
eucalyptus—glancing again and again in his rearview, watching the
sky turn a plummy shade of brown. He’d finally hit traffic near the
bottom, joining the stop-and-go, others fleeing. Act normal, he’d
told himself, and carried that thought with him now as he pulled on
the heavy studded door.

The deep room blurred. Hazy late-day sun
behind, murk and glow within.

His eyes adjusted and he spotted two men at
the bar, turning toward the doorway to stare. Beyond them, a TV
flickered high in the corner, sound muted, the channel set to news
of the fire.

“In or out, cap’n,” one of them
said.

The thick door whispered shut behind
him.

A chaos of filthy, half-filled glasses
cluttered the length of the bar, each one bearing the filmy remains
of some concoction, grown watery from melting ice. A party,
Bernardo thought, or its aftermath, wondering if it was just the
pair of them here now, left behind.

The nearer of the two had bristly,
straw-colored hair and a hefty build, with a sunburn that stopped
midway up his face like a soot line. The eyes were small and
lifeless, despite the welcoming smile. He wore painter pants and a
white guayabera with embroidered tracery down the
front.

The other was knobby and tall with a backdraft
of nutmeg hair curling away from his brow. He too wore a billowing
shirt, adorned with hula girls and pineapples.

Taken together they looked like refugees from
a redneck cruise. That or a Baja wedding.

“Bartender around?” Bernardo pulled back a
stool, tried to arrange himself on it with conviction.

“You mean Henry,” the thin one said. A
smoker’s voice, like a wasp in a jar.

“I suppose I do.” Despite himself, Bernardo
glanced up at the TV, an unbeliever beholding a vision. An aerial
shot, houses engulfed in flame. Boiling smoke. “Or Scully.
Whoever.”

“Scully’s just the name on the sign.” Sunburn
offered that same blank smile. “Place been through a couple hands
since Ol’ Scully left the scene. New owner tends bar himself
sometimes, name is Henry.”

Bernardo surveyed the derelict glassware.
“Whoever he is, looks like he’s been busy.”

“Hell, Henry’s got nothing to do with this.
Had to run, square away the homefront, told us to help ourselves.
We took him kinda literal. You heard about the fires.”

“Yeah.” Bernardo was trembling. The surface of
the bar felt sticky with grit. “Sure.”

“In Henry’s regrettable absence, Eddie here is
pouring.” Sunburn clapped his hands. “Eduardo, where’s your
manners?”

The rangy one jumped up and bit back a grin as
he scuttled around to the other side of the bar. The state of
things back there was worse yet—ravaged lemons, eggshells cradling
unused yolks, maraschino cherries bleeding into the sink. Bernardo
guessed the two characters had been here alone for a
while.

“Name’s Glendon.” The sunburned one stuck out
his hand.

Bernardo took it, felt the intimate leathery
calluses. “Mike.”

Glendon, still in Bernardo’s grip, thumbed his
lighter’s flint wheel with the other hand, caught a flame, lit his
cigarette. Taking a deep drag, he smiled through his exhale.
“Welcome to Scully’s, Mike.”

“Name your poison.” Eddie leaned forward,
fingering a cigarette from Glendon’s pack. Smoking prohibitions
clearly had no truck here. “Happy hour’s never been
happier.”

The two men laughed. Bernardo could not
remember ever feeling so tired.

Glendon added, “Least not since we got rid of
Bitchy Miss High Hat.”

Eddie chuckled, lit up. “Tell him the
story.”

“Oh, he don’t want to hear—”

“C’mon, tell him the damn story.”

Glendon tapped some ash onto the floor. “About
fifteen minutes before you got here, Mike, there was this woman
sitting right where you are. Kinda full of herself, if you know
what I mean. Had an attitude.”

“Thought she was tits and turmoil,” Eddie
said.

“We’re all just sitting here watching the
news,” Glendon continued, “and there was talk about this and that
and finally some damn thing about trauma—you know, the
people who stand to lose everything up there, oh boo hoo. Anyways,
this woman, she apparently thinks ‘trauma’ is some kinda cue. Like
we’d just been sitting around waiting to hear all about her sad and
screwed-up life.”

“Says, ‘Oh, I know about that,’” Eddie chimed
in. “‘I know about trauma,’ like it’s someplace with a tour.
Graceland. The Alamo.”

“Anyway, off she goes. Tells us some guy
busted into her house one night, held her at knifepoint for two
hours—so she said, God only knows if it’s true—but giving her the
benefit of the goddamn doubt and assuming, yes, some nitwit snuck
into her house, put a blade to her throat, she just—now these is
her words, not mine—‘did what she always does.’”

“Always,” Eddie noted, “meaning with damn near
every man she meets.”

“That was kinda the gist,” Glendon agreed.
“Like the guy’s having a knife wasn’t the issue. The fact he was
male and standing there was the damn issue.”

“Not the most charming woman on the planet,”
Eddie said.

“Be that as it may,” Glendon said, “the story
goes on and the meaning of ‘what she always does’ becomes a little
clearer. She didn’t fight. She didn’t just lie there and let him
get it over with. She whined and wheedled and basically just nagged
the poor bastard out of the house.”

“Got so sick of the sound of her voice,” Eddie
said, “just turned around and left.”

“And Eddie and me, we’re sitting here
listening to this, wondering why the hell any sane woman would
admit to such, at which point suave Eduardo here—”

Eddie grinned. “Sometimes I don’t know when to
bite my tongue.”

“He looks this ogress dead in the eye and
says, ‘You mean to tell me, the point of the goddamn story is not
even a rapist would fuck ya?’”

They broke into a helpless spate of laughter,
Glendon slapping the bar and spewing smoke, Eddie shivering with
the giggles. Bernardo worked up a go-along smile.

Glendon wiped away a tear. “Where’s our
manners? Seriously, Mike, have a drink. Eddie here’s quite the
mixologist. Tequila gimlet, rum alexander, sloe gin rickey—if he
don’t know how to slap it together, he’ll look it up in the Mr.
Boston. Or just improvise.” Another laugh, low and chesty. “He
does like to improvise.”

Bernardo surveyed the glowing shelves behind
the bar, noticed the conspicuous absences—Courvoisier, Bushmills,
Boodles, Pernod—the distinctive bottles plucked from their spots
and abandoned elsewhere. The gaps in the backlit array conjured a
strange feeling of lonesomeness, like he was looking at the
future.

He spotted his brand finally. “Crown Royal,”
he said, “double, neat. Water back. If you don’t mind.”

A kind of nervous attention rose in Glendon’s
face, like a blush beneath the sunburn, stopping at the eyes.
“Mind? Eddie, you mind?”

Eddie stared. “I can mix you a first-rate
cocktail.” The scratchy voice low, not inviting. “Don’t mind the
glassware, plenty more in back. Nothing but fucking glasses
in back.”

They both eyed Bernardo. He was spoiling the
party. The hair on his neck bristled, he knew what came next—a
flinch, a reckless grin, a swing. Leave, he thought, too weary to
move. “Sure. Sorry.” He glanced back and forth, one man, the other.
“How about an old fashioned.”

Like that, Eddie clicked back to affable. “Now
you’re talking.” He rapped the top of the bar. “Crown Royal your
brand, I take it. Top shelf Canadian, nice rye. Should work
well.”

Drunks and their mood swings, Bernardo
thought. He felt like he was looking up from underwater. “If you
would.”

Eddie chafed his hands and went to it.
Bernardo glanced up at the TV again. Same image, different angle,
the view from a hovering chopper. Flame and smoke and
devastation.

“So what line of work you in, Mike?” Glendon
lifted a nearby glass, thought better of it, nudged it aside and
chose another.

Bernardo lowered his gaze from the TV. “Real
estate,” he said, the lie bubbling up from nowhere he could name.
He almost laughed, the irony.

Eddie and Glendon exchanged another
glance.

“Huh,” Glendon said. “Seriously.”

“Yeah. Seriously. That a problem?”

Glendon studied him, as though taking his
measure. “I dunno, Mike. Build like yours?” He gestured to suggest
the arms, the chest. “I woulda figured you for a cop. Firefighter
maybe.”

Eddie mulled an orange slice and cherry in the
bottom of a glass, tossed in a sugar cube, dashed in bitters. “But
if he was a firefighter, Glendon, he’d be up there on the hill, you
know, fighting the goddamn fire. Cops no doubt are all up there
too.”

The ensuing silence lingered. Glendon lifted
the plastic sword from his nameless cocktail, plucked the cherry
off it with his teeth. “Touché, Eddie. Looks can deceive. Am I
right, Mike?”

 


***

 


Six months earlier, Leeanne had buzzed his
cell mid-shift at the station house, telling him they had to meet.
“Rickshaw, booth near the back. I’m here now. Please.”

Eight years they’d been married, he’d never
heard that voice.

He begged off a civilian volunteer seminar on
triage and hoofed over to the restaurant in his blues, six blocks
away. Sinewy and freckled, cornsilk blond, Leeanne was already
working on her third Tanq & T as he sat down. “Hey,” she
whispered, finger-brushing her bangs.

The tiny smiling waitress appeared. Her
nameplate read May but Bernardo, a regular, knew her as Meifeng.
Beautiful wind. She took his order—coffee, black, two sugars—then
scooted out of earshot.

“You may want something stiffer,” Leeanne
said.

She was the scrappiest, sunniest woman he
knew, poster girl for the ongoing experiment known to the world as
California, but in that moment he saw thunderheads behind her
eyes.

“What’s this about?”

Things had taken a turn between them a little
over two years before, when she teamed up with Coughlin and his
mortgage operation. She began having grand ideas, all anchored to
money. Bernardo felt all but certain she and Coughlin were catting
around, the only thing keeping her in the marriage being a half
million in shared equity on the house in Montclair and his
healthcare package through the IAFF. But that was okay; he was
hardly a saint himself.

“How much cash,” she said, “can you put your
hands on right now?”

“That’s an answer?”

The coffee arrived. They smiled grimly and
asked for more time with the menus. Beautiful Wind rushed
away.

“You know those properties I told you about up
in Black Diamond?”

What he’d known, up to that moment, was that
she and Coughlin had ‘invested’ in a half dozen languishing
McMiniMansions on a cul de sac in the toniest new enclave up near
the Mt. Diablo foothills. Called Black Diamond Estates, the
development sat backed up against a protected wilderness, which, to
men of his profession, meant fire country. She’d promised him
they’d insured wisely.

But what he learned that day, his stomach
shrinking to peach-pit dimensions as she explained, was that they’d
used straw buyers on title—creative paperwork, fake occupations and
incomes plucked from thin air—no money down, teaser-rate monthlies.
She said everyone had done it, only a fool wouldn’t. Join the
stampede or get trampled. “Besides,” she said, “high-end demand is
inelastic.” Geniuses and their jargon.

The goal was to let the straw buyers enjoy the
extravagant houses, pay the monthlies on the underlying notes as
rent, while Leeanne and Coughlin worked to flip the properties
before the balloon payments hit. Once the houses rolled over,
everyone would earn points on the windfall.

That all seemed a cruel joke now. The economy
hadn’t just hit a ditch, it was cratering. Four of the six bogus
owners were jobless or chasing ghost commissions. They couldn’t
make the monthly nut and were threatening mutiny.

“I don’t get it,” he said. “They’ve got no
stake. Why not just walk away, hand the damn things back to the
bank?”

“It’ll tank their credit. Seven years in
financial purgatory’s a lot to ask.”

“Work a short sale.”

“Same deal, Mike. You think we haven’t thought
this through?”

“Honestly?”

“State passed a new law this year—bank agrees
to a short sale, they can’t go after the difference between the
sale price and the amount of the note. That’s frozen things up.
Lenders are hanging tough.”

“Then I’m unclear on what ‘mutiny’
means.”

She downed the rest of her gin and tonic,
shook the ice, went after the dregs. “Ever hear of the Financial
Fraud Enforcement Task Force?”

Bernardo took a quick glance outside the
booth, making sure no one was listening in. “That’s FBI. You mean
these prestanombres of yours would rather wear a snitch
jacket than botch their credit? Where did you find these
toads?”

“Coughlin’s golfing buddies. One sells Chris
Craft. Another, I dunno, has a car lot out in Turlock I think. The
others are in the biz.”

“Played by your own kind.”

“Don’t start, Mike, okay? Besides, you’re
kinda in the biz yourself, yeah?”

One of the perks about life as a firefighter,
especially in Contra Costa, was the time and means it gave you to
pursue a second career. Given his rank and seniority, Bernardo’s
salary topped two hundred grand, at a job that amounted to working
out, eating well, and tagging along on the pumper truck to watch
paramedics deal with accident victims. With all the innovations in
construction, house fires were almost history; if the crews fought
a blaze, it was almost always in the grassy hills out in the
tractless boonies.

He worked on the side renovating fixer-uppers,
and thus had the same flip mentality she did, except he aimed
somewhat lower: neglected Craftsman bungalows in west county,
Martinez and San Pablo and Richmond. He liked the work, the
physicality of it, the demands it placed on your concentration;
tearing out the old knob-and-tube, running new wire through the
walls, stripping the roof, taking a crowbar and hammer to the
ancient cabinets, slamming in new sinks and shower stalls, bolting
the foundation, sanding, caulking, painting. End of the day, you
felt like something had happened.

“How much are we talking?”

She was staring at her placemat, the Chinese
zodiac. Year of the Rabbit, a time for peace and prosperity. “One
point two-five.”

A needle-like numbness tinged his skin. “A
hundred twenty-five grand?” He did a quick mental tally, working it
out. Six loans, all top of market. “That per month or…”

She fiddled with her glass then leaned out of
the booth, scoured the room for May the waitress, gestured for a
refill.

“Leeanne—”

She looked ready to get hit. He felt ready to
oblige her.

“One point two-five mil.”

The floor buckled. “How many fucking
months—”

“Don’t be an ass, Mike. Keep it
down.”

“How stupid could you two—”

“The loan desks are crazy, all the repos and
walkbacks and REOs, we figured we had time.”

“No way I can put my hands—”

“I’m not asking for it all, just—”

“Even if I did, you’d just be caught up. What
about next month, the month after—”

“Don’t lecture me.”

“Don’t come begging.”

He got up to leave. She latched onto his
wrist. “Mike, don’t. You can’t.” She swallowed hard. “One of the
houses is in my name.”

He cocked his head like an Airedale, wondering
if he’d heard right. She just stared, her eyes locked on his, and
for some reason he flashed on the last time they’d gone at it, down
in the den, watching The Naked Kiss on IFC, a mid-flick
urge, both of them half in the bag, pink sweats yanked down from
her hips, one knee on the sofa, one foot on the floor, him pounding
away from behind as she glanced over her shoulder, tucking her hair
behind her ear, waiting for him to finish. For better or for worse,
till death.

The waitress delivered the Tanq & T, took
the empty away, no pretense of ordering lunch anymore.

“You were gonna tell me this when?” California
was a community property state. He was on the hook right with
her.

She shrugged, scraped at her bangs,
drank.

“We’ll call a lawyer.”

“There’s no bankruptcy protection for fraud,
Mike.”

Now he really, truly wanted to pop
her.

“I’m not gonna waste time saying I’m sorry,
because time’s what we haven’t got. But money buys time. I mean it,
I don’t need the whole amount. But I need something. We
do.”

Nice touch, he thought, hating her. “No way I
can pony up even a fraction of that kinda money.”

She gazed into her glass like it was a tunnel,
a way out. “Then I need to hear some ideas, hon. Like,
now.”

 


***

 


“What’s this?”

The cocktail was in a bucket glass, bits of
salvaged orange and cherry floating in shaved ice. Smell of whiskey
but something else, something medicinal.

Eddie beamed, leaning forward. “I call it a
Dirty Rotten Secret.” He looked like the kid at the birthday party
everybody’s scared of.

“I thought you were making a Crown Royal
old-fashioned.”

“I did. More or less. Just added a Benedictine
floater, plus some of this stuff.” He held up a bottle of something
called Aperol.

Glendon wagged a finger. “I told you he liked
to improvise.”

“Made from a blend of rhubarb, cinchona,
genziana,” Eddie recited, reading from the label, “and a secret
combination of herbs.”

Bernardo stirred the cocktail so the weird
liqueurs blended a bit better with the whiskey. He needed
something, his nerves were a mess. If this was it, bottom’s up.
“Thanks,” he said, and drank. It tasted like something worked up by
his little league buddies after a raid of the parental liquor
cabinet. He tried not to wince.

“I’m still working on the right proportions,”
Eddie admitted.

“It’s fine.” Bernardo resisted an urge to
spit. “Might think about easing back a touch on the
rhubarb.”

“Work in progress,” Eddie said.

“Isn’t everything.”

 


***

 


Looking back, he would wonder at how even bad
love reasserts itself, insinuates itself into the gentler regions
of memory, sweet-talks your conscience, reminding two people that
despite all the resentment, the unanswered want, the squandered
hope, they’re still bound together. All it takes is a threat from
outside—the messy, cruel, indifferent world—to re-knot the ropes,
lash you together tighter than ever. No love was perfect, nor
needed to be. What family he had was her. You could talk it through
with anyone you wanted—lawyer, shrink, priest, the ER nurse you met
at a fundraiser who dragged you back to her place—it was all just
that, talk. Better to stand pat with the unhappy past than stagger
blind into the shapeless future.

And once he agreed to help, Leeanne did soften
a bit.

He was assistant treasurer for his local, and
as such served as the hands-on man. They were gearing up for
elections across the county—mayor and council races in five key
cities, all trying to arm-twist concessions in pensions, benefits,
wages, staffing—and the war chests were flush. They had five PACs,
two held jointly with the police union, one with the IBEW, and were
constantly shuffling money around to fund this candidate or that,
and make the money trail hard to figure. The state lacked the
manpower to audit, and the self-reporting was farcical. Thousands
routinely tumbled out of one fund, suddenly materialized in
another, the amounts rarely if ever squaring. If that ever became a
problem they’d hang their heads and admit to being sloppy. Hey,
they were heroes, not abacus jockeys.

But the PAC accounts afforded at best seventy
grand, and that had to be plucked from several different places
after a lot of sleight-of-hand, phantom transfers of varying
amounts, a head-scratching smokescreen. If he pilfered any more
than that it’d stand out as a fistful of missing change even to a
bunch of lunks.

That meant he had to turn to the operating
accounts—non-interest bearing money funds for day-to-day operations
held by various local banks. He mocked up work orders for
station-house repairs and renovations, shoved them in a file he
buried in a cabinet, buying in to Leeanne’s theory that all they
needed was time.

The thing about thievery, he discovered, is
that once you make a few moves and don’t get caught, you get a bit
more bold, which is to say clever, otherwise known as reckless. He
managed to scratch up just shy of three-hundred-fifty grand, more
than he’d ever thought he could realistically bring to the table.
Leeanne seemed pleased, and showed it with a bit more wag in her
tail.

But if the money bought them time, that was
all it bought. A developer Coughlin knew supposedly hoped to muscle
the lenders into a package deal for a majority share of the
enclave, but if such a maneuver was ever real it quickly turned to
myth. After that, isolated buyers appeared and vanished like
trick-or-treaters, and what money they offered was always a joke.
Not even the hard money boys were stepping up; they knew all they
had to do was wait.

Meanwhile, a citizens group was crowing for
accountability in the union PAC funds and out of the blue the
assistant chief asked for a work-up on a new roof for Station House
5, including funds on hand. And the FBI, of course, lurked in the
wings.

I need to hear some ideas. Which was
how Fireman Mike came up with Plan B.

 


***

 


“Real estate,” Glendon said, like it was the
name of a despised aunt. He sat with his arms twined across his
paunch. “Not to beat a dead horse, Mike, but I gotta tell ya, you
just don’t fit my picture.”

Bernardo took another sip of Eddie’s
concoction. God help me, he thought, getting used to the taste.
“Not sure I can do much about that, Glendon.” Sensing that this
might seem snide, he added, “I like to work out.”

“Real estate mucks I know,” Glendon said, “how
should I put this. Fat boys and fairies.”

Eddie, looking up at the TV, nodded. “Not to
put too fine a point on it.”

The crawl at the bottom of the screen reported
that the entire Black Diamond enclave had been evacuated. Every
property on the perimeter was now involved, total losses. Bernardo
knew he should feel relieved, but instead the weariness just
burrowed deeper.

“A cleansing fire.” It was Glendon, arms still
wrapped across his belly, eyes glued to the TV screen.

Eddie said, “That’d be the Bible?”

“The Bible, or something like it.” Glendon
tapped out another cigarette, lipped it, struck a flame from his
lighter. “And God shall come as a cleansing fire, not to consume
the creature, but what the creature hath built—of wood, of hay and
chaff.”

“Damn straight.” Eddie set his chin on his
arms, still peering at the screen.

“Everything you need to know about property,”
Glendon said, pointing at the TV with his cigarette, “you can learn
from watching that right there.”

Bernardo reached for his cocktail but couldn’t
quite bring himself to drink.

“People who work in real estate,” Glendon went
on, “they don’t make nothing, they don’t fix nothing, they just
keep selling the same chunk of dirt and wood over and over so they
can take a bigger cut. They don’t add value, just add cost. And who
ends up having to pay for that? Not them. Never them. Biggest
racket there is. People need a place to live, a home for themselves
and their families, but what they get, day after day after goddamn
day, is cheated.”

“Brought down the whole damn economy,” Eddie
said, “bankers and real estate people. Politicians in their
pocket.”

Bernardo, now regretting his lie, considered
telling them what he really did for the bulk of his money, but he
wasn’t sure at this point what difference it would make. He felt
like he’d walked in on an argument that had started long before
he’d arrived, and would continue long after he’d left, if he was
given that chance. A quick glance for weapons discovered only the
paring knife behind the bar—no truncheon near the cash register, no
pistol or shotgun that he could see. He told himself to
relax.

“Like I say, don’t mean nothing personal,
Mike. But people are angry. Right, left, middle, they’re pissed.
They know the treasure is gone. And they know who took
it.”

Bernardo realized silence was no longer an
option, but neither was ass-kissing. “Look,” he began, “the
economy’s not simple. It’s like the weather. More factors than you
can think of, so many unknowns. The tiniest thing can have the
strangest consequences.” He felt his heart ticking inside his
chest, his hands felt hot. “Know how many supercomputers the
National Weather Service uses? Any idea how massive the system of
differential equations is they need to predict whether it’s
sunshine tomorrow or rain? The answer they come up with, it’s just
an approximation, it’s guesswork. But that doesn’t make it random.
Any more than the wind is random. There’s answers, is what I mean,
even if we don’t always like what they are.”

Stop talking, he told himself. Say thanks for
the drink, put down some money if they ask for it, get up and walk
out. Something inside him, though, cautioned that a little more
defraying of the tension might be wise before he made a move for
the door.

The two men studied him, their faces blank.
Smoke from Glendon’s cigarette curled upward.

“You guys ever hear of the Diablo
winds?”

 


***

 


He’d explained it to Coughlin and Leeanne,
when it became clear only a disaster could save them. The Diablos,
northern California cousins of the Santa Anas, came every spring
and fall, the latter season particularly dangerous because of so
much buildup through the drought months of fire-ready
vegetation—flashy fuel, it was called. The winds developed from
high pressure systems to the east, off the sunbaked Great Basin,
the air squashed by storms over Nevada and Idaho, with low pressure
systems squatting off the coast, pulling like gravity, dragging the
winds west through the Sierra canyons, down the arid foothills and
across the scalding central valley—perfect fire weather. Case in
point: the Oakland hills disaster.

And the Black Diamond layout was particularly
ripe: high parched grass in steep ravines just beyond the enclave,
with dense pockets of non-native eucalyptus, ornamental clumps of
wooly sage, sawgrass. The place was landscaped in
tinder.

They met to talk through the final details at
Leeanne’s property, a sprawling four-thousand-foot monument to
misbegotten greed: long granite counters and towering cherry
cabinets, beveled glasswork and Florizel parquetry with its churchy
accents and eerie 3D feel. More to the point, it sat in precisely
the right place, at the cul de sac’s tip, right at the mouth of a
deep arroyo winnowing east. Stand out there on the patio, the
furnace-like wind almost knocked you down.

Coughlin looked like he’d stepped off the back
nine, moussed and tan, with hints of work around the eyes, that
sandblasted squint. Leeanne wore white—sundress and sandals, a
billowing hat—an outfit Bernardo remembered from a garden party at
a Livermore vineyard years before. Despite the incongruity, she
looked good. She looked happy.

“I’ve been tracking the weather service,” he
said. “It’s this week or never. Today’s likely best.”

“Unless I’m missing something,” Coughlin said,
a bloated voice honed on cold calls, “you’re leaving a lot up to
random chance.”

“Wind’s not random,” Bernardo said, “neither
are fires. I don’t believe in luck. There’s planning, and then
there’s ignorance and miscalculation. Been plenty of that already,
by my reckoning.”

Coughlin started to fire back but Leeanne cut
him short with a look. They’d already decided it was Bernardo’s
show, no point sniping. He needed to slip money back into the
operating fund and PAC accounts, and fast. Leeanne and Coughlin
needed to be able to walk-away with everyone’s credit intact and
nothing to trigger audits on the underlying loans. The houses were
insured at replacement value, including contents, and they’d mocked
up invoices for furnishings far in excess of what was there. That
would be their cushion, their walk-away money. And that meant
whatever happened, it had to be a total loss—no salvage, no
rebuilding, no sifting through the wreckage by bean counters, arson
wonks. It had to be a holocaust. Leeanne and her seven dwarves
would slip away, collect a measly couple hundred grand for some
made-up finery while the banks and insurance companies squared off
over the big money. Let the lawyers hammer away. Can’t foreclose on
an ash heap.

Because arson was easier to allege than prove,
Bernardo felt certain he could rig things, not perfectly, no such
thing, but create enough of a nightmare any foot-dragging would
look cruel and venal, justifying a claim of bad faith. The insurers
would waive off the bother. To get there he needed to create both
interior and exterior points of origin without making it look too
obvious what had happened. An accident triggered by a
catastrophe—who couldn’t comprehend that? Coughlin assured him the
rest of the dunces had signed on. But Bernardo also knew, if things
went south, he’d be the one left to hang.

The solution, he decided, was linseed oil,
mixed with nitrocellulose, the touchy stuff film stock used to be
made of, back in the days of projector room fires. The oil and
oxidizer combined to make an unparalleled varnish, but the mix was
also insidiously flammable. The One Meridian Plaza fire, caused by
spontaneous combustion of rags left piled at the worksite, killed
three Philadelphia firefighters. And that risk of fatality, given
how hot and fast the fire would spread, would push the engine crews
toward containment—they’d let the houses already involved burn
out.

“You can’t have the fire start inside the
house, not with the loan in arrears the way it is. But if the fire
starts outside, moves close, and triggers secondary combustion in
here—that’s the way to go.” Bernardo fingered the smooth, elaborate
carvings in the cabinetry, an interlocking design with deep relief,
a pattern called Portland Scroll—nothing like what he was used to
in the houses he rebuilt. “Bad enough we haven’t got time to strip
every house, just this one. But if it burns the way it should, the
rest are close enough along the cul de sac, all nestled in this
little pocket, they should all go up pretty quick.”

The three got to work, donning coveralls,
sanding off the old finish in three of the rooms, not worrying
about completion, just making it look like they’d made a good
start. Now and then they practiced aloud the story they’d tell the
insurers: Leeanne had decided to upgrade, hoping the improvements
would help move the property quicker—high-end demand being, after
all, inelastic. When she saw the grass fires barreling toward her
from the hills, she’d had no time to store the rags properly,
needing to get out while she could. Keep it simple, Bernardo told
her. A mistake, especially in the face of danger, doesn’t equal
motive. Hold that thought.

Three hours passed. Coughlin was the first to
bag. “I’ll leave it to you two to wrap this up.” He combed his hair
in the doorway, and Bernardo doubted he’d ever hated him
more.

Eventually Leeanne stepped out of her
coveralls as Bernardo arranged the rags. This part was
critical—piled too close, they’d lack the air needed to ignite, too
loose and they wouldn’t generate sufficient heat. He dragged the
containers with the rest of the mixture near, so once the flames
hit there’d be no doubt the stuff would catch. The fire outside
would follow its natural path, the ravine like a funnel of boiling
wind, plus all the sun-shriveled grass and bark and leafage. Once
flame reached the house, with the pile of oil-soaked rags inside,
it would go up quick, take the neighboring houses with it, and
after them the rest of the cul de sac. As for all the other houses
up here—well, that was up to the wind. The wind and the fact that,
strapped for funds, the county had closed the two nearest
firehouses.

He was still in his coveralls finishing up
when he felt Leeanne’s hand settle gently on his arm. “Mike, I know
I’ve been short in the sorry department, but that’s not because I’m
ungrateful.” She straightened the sundress, shouldered her handbag.
The broad-rimmed hat rested like a giant lily on a nearby table. “I
know this is all on me. Without your help, we’d be screwed. I don’t
know how to thank you.”

She eased up on tiptoe, left hand on his
shoulder, lips pursed. Despite the stinging oily scent of the
varnish, the worry knotted up in his midriff, he readied himself
for her kiss. They’d regained a little juice the past few weeks,
the old slap and tickle. And yet something felt off. Maybe it was
the fact her eyes stayed open, maybe it was the fact she’d only
balanced herself with the left hand, the right hand free, but when
the knife came out of her purse Bernardo had her wrist locked tight
almost instantly. He twisted outward, her face contorted in pain.
The knife dropped.

She grimaced. “You’re hurting me.”

He let her go, leaned down to pick up the
knife, and she was on him with a fury he’d never seen. Hammering
with her fists, raging against the sheer injustice of her lousy
life. Of course he had to die—the weak link, last man in, the one
who didn’t understand that the point was to be free and that meant
money. Fireman Mike, Mister Fixer-Upper. The fists turned to
fingernails, she clawed at his eyes, a mewling growl in her throat
that came from some part of her he didn’t know and at last he felt
afraid.

The knife went in easily, and he wasn’t even
sure at first where his hand was or what he’d done. But she winced
as though from a punch, buckled, backed away, holding her side. The
blood came quick, bubbling between her fingers—he’d cut an artery—a
giant smear on the sundress where she pressed her hand.

He remembered that very first night: dinner at
Enoteca, champagne with appetizers, a velvety Barolo with the
entrees, Armagnac with espresso and dessert, then speeding in her
Beamer ragtop to the condo in Lafayette, her unbuckling and
unzipping him, stroking him as she drove, gripping him, that
distinctly feminine brand of ownership, then almost stumbling up
the walkway to her door, his pants slipping to mid-hip, a couple of
teenagers whisper-giggling around the pool—he pressed her against
the door as she worked the key, then the two of them tumbled
inside, he lifted her off her feet in the entry, her legs locked
tight around his waist as he entered her, a good hard hello, a shot
across the bow of love, pushing, pushing as she whispered—yeah,
come on, yeah, Mike, yeah, give it to me—and he exploded within
her then as the knife did now, for he’d stepped in close to stab,
stab again.

She did not fight or even cry out. Call it
what remained of their marriage, he supposed, that silence. The
blame was hers, after all. Except, of course, it wasn’t. Not hers
alone. She’d made sure of that.

She clutched his arm as she fell, no strength
in the grip, dropping raggedly to the floor. She bled out—legs
tangled, breaths quick and shallow, mouth open, eyes like glass.
His rage dissolved, leaving behind a regret he felt in his body
like a need to lie down. And from somewhere in the back of his
mind, a flicker of dread, like lightning spotted through
trees.

After a moment he sensed it, someone there,
and glanced up. Coughlin stood in the coved entrance to the room,
staring. At her. His protégé, his accomplice, his squeeze. He too
held a knife, had come back as part of the plan, finish it, except
he’d come too late—cowardice or second thoughts or who knew what?
Finally his gaze rose, their eyes met and he dropped the knife, got
halfway to the door. Bernardo would feel a little embarrassed by
how hard and deep he ripped the blade across the man’s throat, damn
near severing his head. And as Bernardo crouched against the wall,
eyeing what he’d done, his mind clicked like a machine, trying to
remember what fire would destroy and what it wouldn’t.

 


***

 


“Glendon, fetch me some ice from the walk-in,
will ya?”

The larger man belched, glanced at the welter
of glassware atop the bar, and slid off his stool. “Make me
something normal while I’m gone, Eduardo. Early Times, rocks, with
a splash. See if that’s artistic enough for your newfound
sensibilities.”

Once Glendon was gone Eddie leaned forward,
rested his elbows on the bar. “Don’t make nothing out of all his
guff about real estate,” Eddie said quietly. “He’s just kinda
bitter.”

Bernardo, from manners as much as thirst,
sipped his drink. The flavor was evolving. “About what?”

Eddie had gone off somewhere in his mind. He
looked like he was struggling with a calculation—carry the seven,
divide by five. Snapping back: “Excuse me?”

“Bitter about what?”

“Oh him and me, we used to work at the
shipyard over in Richmond. Pipefitters, the both of us. Good work,
union wage, but that’s all gone. This country ain’t got use for the
workingman no more. Not less he’s Mexican. Anyhoot, we been
scraping by, doing a little this, a little that, and we stumbled on
this thing called Cash for Keys—you heard about this?”

Now it was Bernardo’s turn to wander off. He
was back up the hill, outside the house, following through on the
plan, figuring even with two bodies to incinerate the surest path
to a big mistake would be to change things up. Clutching a bag of
M-80s and cherry bombs, he trotted out toward the parched hills
rising up behind the property. The knee-high grass, dry as straw,
rustled and hissed in the westerly gusts keening through the
ravine, the wind blasting hot and dry against his skin. He glanced
around, here and there a scrub oak but mostly eucalyptus, God’s
gift to fire.

“It’s this program through the banks,” Eddie
said, “Cash for Keys, all these empty houses, the foreclosure mess.
Well, you leave them untended, you’re just asking for trouble. Damn
gangs move in, set up grow houses or meth labs, jerry rig the
electric—I seen jumper cables trailing down from a high tension
wire and hooked up to a junction box, I’m not making that up. Juice
for all the lights you need, grow marijuana.” He pronounced it
merry wanna. “But there’s some folks, they just need a place
to stay, you know? Glendon and me, we had some rough luck lately,
we’re just looking for a roof over our heads as we settle up
accounts, you know, ride out this damn economy. And once we got
good and comfortable in this one place—”

“Squatters,” Bernardo said, regretting it
instantly.

“That’s a damn unpleasant word.” Eddie seemed
genuinely offended.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean it that way. I just…” He
shrugged, lifted his cocktail, Dirty Rotten Secret, rattled the ice
in appreciation. “I’m sorry.”

He knew the problem too well. You bought a
house on spec, property underwater, previous owners walked away,
and you’re hoping for an easy rehab and then a quick flip. But you
head on over to the address and find there’s someone living there,
people no one’s ever talked to or heard of. Whole clans—kids,
cousins, grandparents, goats.

“We weren’t taking advantage. We kept the
place up—repaired the plumbing in the kitchen, the brass pipes were
all corroded. Rewired the living room, there was an outlet that’d
shorted out, faceplate all black. Picked the apples off the ground
so they don’t attract rats, put out poison for the snails, must’ve
killed a gazillion spiders. Bagged up the garbage, touch of paint
here and there. Bank saw what we were doing, they were grateful.
Woman comes over, V-P of something, got her card in my wallet,
introduces herself, says we keep the place up the way we’re doing,
we’ll get a thousand crisp ones a month.”

Hidden in a stand of eucalyptus, he began
lighting cherry bomb fuses—major cause of wildfires, fireworks set
off in tinder-dry conditions. Sure enough—boom—and a patch
of grass caught, the flames licked up the nearest tree, the ratty
bark glowing into ember then a pop, a spark, ignition. He tossed
the remaining firecrackers around and headed back, hearing the
staccato explosions behind him like gunfire as he ran.

“And okay,” Eddie continued, “so we saw an
opportunity, put down roots in more than one house. What’s the
crime in that? We was looking after each place, we deserved every
god damn check. Oh but the neighbors, they start bitching about
property values. They start moaning about strangers with no
investment in the community and how we’re, like, scamming the
system. And they get this local real estate agent, Mister Plumpfuck
from Pussyville, got several houses up for sale in that
neighborhood, and he decides he’s gonna ride to the rescue—gathers
signatures on a petition, goes on TV, identifies the houses and the
banks, figuring, ‘Hey, this here’s cheap publicity for me, I’ll
score big with the locals, get me a dozen new clients.’ Next thing
you know, me and Glendon, we get the heave. Sheriff telling us we
got thirty minutes to quit the premises, camera crews on hand,
details at eleven. So there we are, on the street, no roof over our
heads, nothing.”

Back inside the house, he tried not to look at
Leeanne or Coughlin as he peeled off the coveralls and set them
beside the stack of rags, soaked in linseed oil. The rags were
already beginning to smolder, a thin acrid plume of smoke rising
from the pile. Looking out the patio door, he saw the hillside
flames gaining ground, the fire creating its own weather—fire
whirls, hairpin vortices, forward bursts—gathering speed, windswept
cinders or whole tree branches blazing away, exploding, rocketing
into the parched yard, onto the roof, hurled by the fire’s own
force. Given the contour of the hillside, the strength and
direction of the wind channeling through the arroyos, its dryness
and heat, the pressure differential between inland hills and
coastal plain, the tonnage of fuel load provided by the eucalyptus
and scrub oak, the sawgrass and wooly sage, the ratio of surface
area to volume for every desiccated twig, the flash point of all
that withered vegetation—flashy fuel—in conjunction with the
blistering heat, the severity of the drought conditions and the
rate of acceleration for the downhill flames, the topography of the
rags, the chemistry of the oil and nitrocellulose, its
auto-ignition temperature, the abundance of interior wood, the
precise moment of the first 9-1-1 call, the response time required
for an engine crew to make it up the switchback parkways from a
firehouse thirty-five miles away, the tactical on-scene decisions
made, primacy of evacuation, containment versus combat, what
structures if any to save, which to surrender. It wasn’t luck, it
wasn’t random. It was the inscrutable calculus of complexity, a
world beyond our knowing. It was the wind.

“So that’s why Glendon’s got a hair up his
hind parts about real estate agents. Me too, truth be told. But
like he said, don’t take it personal. We’re not on some kinda
rampage.”

Good for you, Bernardo thought, remembering
the arrangement of the bodies as he’d placed one knife near
Leeanne, the other near Coughlin, making it look like they’d gone
at each other. He stepped toward the entrance and opened the door,
creating a cross-draft of oven-like air. The rags ignited, a sudden
bright flash filling the room like a vengeful djinn. And he’d felt
tired. A weariness like poison in his blood. It hadn’t
lifted.

 


***

 


“Hey, Eddie, Mike!” It was Glendon, bellowing
from the walk-in. “Come on back here, will ya? You’re not gonna
believe this.”

Eddie shot Mike a glance and a shrug, then the
two of them filed back through the storage room, past shelving
piled high with glassware, napkins, swizzle sticks, olives and
cherries, sour mix, Snappy Tom, heading toward the open door of the
cavernous fridge.

Glendon stood inside, near the back. The
overhead light was off, burned out maybe. On second glance, though,
Bernardo realized the bulb was shattered. Glass shards littered two
lumpy forms heaped beneath a tarp on the cold damp floor. Amid the
frigid mildewy odor of the space, a faint scent like
firecrackers—or was he imagining that?

Glendon raised his voice to be heard over the
condenser’s rattle and hum. “Guess me and Eddie here got a
confession to make, Mike.” All things considered, he sounded
contrite. His breath formed a misty cloud as he gestured to the
motionless forms on the floor.

“This here’s Henry. And the woman we told you
about, Ol’ Tits and Turmoil, never did get her name. But Henry, he
owns this bar, owns a couple others in Oakley and Clayton, even a
strip mall, if you can call it that, out on Bethel Island. But
given your professional inclinations, you may also know him as
Henry Ireton, Ireton Realty, LLC.”

So that’s what this is about, Bernardo
thought. “I lied,” he said, realizing it was too late for the
truth. “I should’ve told you earlier. You were right, I’m no
realtor. I’m a firefighter.”

Glendon and Eddie looked at each other, like
that was just the damnedest thing.

“Don’t quite know what to make of that
information, Mike.”

“If you’re a fireman,” Eddie said, “how
come…”

The rest of the question drifted off, which
apparently was answer enough. Bernardo couldn’t take his eyes off
the tarp. The biting cold of the walk-in created a burning
sensation on his skin, a kind of hallucinatory recompense for the
scalding, charring heat inflicted on the other two bodies he’d left
behind, one of them his bride. He felt an eerie sense of déjà vu,
as though the dead had somehow followed him here.

“All we was after,” Eddie said, “was a place
to stay. This damn economy. But Henry here, he couldn’t have that.
Had to play hero, kick us out.”

“Some have, some don’t,” Glendon said. “And
those that have, more times than not, they got more than their
honest share. No logic to it. Just luck.”

“Like you walking in here when you did,” Eddie
said. “Lousy god damn luck. Sorry.”

Bernardo felt the tip of the gun barrel
pressed against the base of his skull, Eddie behind him with the
weapon. I don’t believe in luck, he wanted to say, wondering if
he’d already mentioned that.

 


Back to TOC

 



​


 


We Shall Overthug

Tyler Dilts

 


The World Trade Center never fell.

​​
At least not the crapstatic, wanna-be imitation
version in Long Beach. It’s thirty stories of ugly planted right
down on Ocean Boulevard. [1] It had only been a month or so since I
had driven past a group of about fifty stalwart souls [2] who held a
little candlelight vigil downstairs to commemorate the tenth
anniversary of 9/11. I honestly didn’t know whether to laugh or to
cry.

​​​ I was up on
the twenty-sixth floor waiting. Herman Reed had a very nice office.
It was so big his furniture was grouped by purpose. A desk and work
area by the floor-to-ceiling window, what appeared to be a leather
living room set close to the inside wall, and a modest [3] conference
table closer to the door to the reception area. I was behind his
large cherry desk poking around his computer files and Googling
[4]
random search terms like “Long Beach World Trade Center.” I knew a
good amount about Herman before I ever came upstairs, but I was
learning even more with my present explorations. He had, for
instance, a brother with a famous namesake, Lou [5]. I took the
time to be sure of the coincidence. Surely I would still have done
what needed to be done, but it would have been infinitely more
interesting if I would have been doing it to the brother of the new
guy from Metallica.

​​
At any rate, Herman had been at a dinner meeting
at L’Opera [6] and I expected him to return presently. His
driver, who had chauffeured him the two blocks or so to the
fancy-pants restaurant in the back of a custom Lincoln Navigator
proved to be surprisingly susceptible to reason [7] had tipped me
that he would be heading back up to the office, alone, after
dinner.

​​​​​ This was,
of course, to be my first meeting with Herman. [8] I had thought
seriously about how to approach my proposition for him. Most of the
persons with whom I do business on any given day are victims of
either greed or stupidity [9] and while Herman was of a different
social strata [10] than most of the consumers of my rather
unique services, I harbored little doubt that he too would be
possessed of the twin qualities that provide my usual employer
[11]
with the means and opportunity to ply his trade. This is to say
that while I harbored some small degree of hopefulness as to
Herman’s reasonability and rationality [12], I certainly did not
expect said qualities to be a significant factor in our immediate
dealings, nor was I, alas, preparing myself for a disposition of my
business with Herman predicated on their presence.

​​ No. I fully expected that the
circumstances at hand would require me to use the means of
negotiation and compromise I normally employed [13] during the
swift completion of my appointed rounds [14].

​ I
would, though, as always, endeavor with the utmost earnestness to
convince Herman not to force my hand and require me to resort to
some of the more persuasive means at my disposal. I can, after all,
be a very convincing fellow [15].

​​ The elevator opened in the hall with a
ding so nearly inaudible I surely would have missed it had I not
been awaiting it and actively listening for its occurrence.
Following my predetermined course of action, I took a position to
the left of the door and waited. I heard the soft squeal resulting
from the alarm’s termination code being punched in by Herman’s
pudgy index finger and knew he was on his way. A few seconds later,
the door swung open, separating me from his troll-like [16]
physicality. When he was three steps in front of me, I strode
forward and with timing that would have been the envy of many a
sixth-grade boy, I swept his right foot inward at the apex of its
rearward travel causing it to catch behind the heel of his left,
effectively tripping him. He fell forward with considerable force
and the momentum drove his face into the ecru Berber carpet with
sufficient energy to break his nose [17].

He muffled a groan as he began to realize how
much discomfort he was experiencing. Rolling over, and apparently
attempting to discern what had caused his unfortunate fall, he
discovered me towering above him. An expression of considerable
shock and fear complicated his already pained
countenance.

​ “Motherfucker!” [18]

“Hello, Herman.”

​ He
struggled to a semi-upright position. I stepped around and behind
him, slid my left hand into the back of his collar, and dragged him
over to the black leather sofa. When his shoulders made contact
with the front edge of the cushions, I yanked upward and deposited
him ass first into a very comfortable [19] seat.

While Herman moaned and rubbed his face, I
crossed behind his desk and took three ice cubes from the small
freezer section of his mini-fridge. I wrapped them in the dark gray
silk handkerchief I removed from his suit coat pocket and said,
“Hold this on the bridge of your nose and put your head between
your legs.”
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