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INTRODUCTION
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Trust. It's the grease that makes the gears of society function. When we go to a restaurant, we trust that the cooks washed their hands and the waiters didn't spit in our food. When we buy a car, we trust the transmission won't fall out after we've driven it two miles.We trust that our employers will pay us what they promised, our banks will keep accurate records of our money, and our loved ones won't steal from us. Trust is a powerful, necessary tool to navigate human relationships and create civilizations.

Fortunately, most people are trustworthy, but there are those who weaponize our trust for their own ends. If they're good at conning people, the victims don't even realize they've been conned, or worse, believe it's their own fault.

I wrote the stories in EVERYDAY THIEVES because I'm endlessly curious about the frailties of human judgment when it comes to money. We like to think we're smart, rational beings, but our brains have many glitches others can exploit. Writing fiction is my way of exploring those glitches in a safe way without hurting anyone (although some of my characters may disagree). Thank you for trusting me to entertain you. I hope you enjoy my stories.


Grace Wen
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TRUST ACCOUNT
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This is it. This is the end of my legal career.

Nathan, the law firm’s insurance rep, looks somber. “You already know what I’m going to say.”

“You’re denying our claim.”

“We’re preparing our final report, but it looks that way.”

This isn’t a surprise, but I’m still stunned. I must’ve been quiet for a long time because he clears his throat.

“You okay?” he asks.

“Not really.”

“You did everything you could. You put in all the safeguards I recommended.”

“A lot of good that did,” I say. “Did you see last week’s Crain’s? Some partner blamed me for this and didn’t even have the guts to go on the record. On top of that, the reporter didn’t bother calling me for a rebuttal.”

“Wait, how is this your fault?”

Nathan’s indignation is adorable and more naïve than I expect.

“Our firm was scammed out of half a million dollars and it happened under my watch,” I say. “It’s a simple story.”

“But you tried to stop it.”

“I’m a troublemaker. Law firms don’t like troublemakers. If I speak up, I’m being shrill. If I don’t, fraud happens.”

He shakes his head. “I can’t believe they’re spinning this to nail you. Let’s go over what happened one more time and see if we can protect you from their smear job.”

I know it’s a futile effort, but I do as he says. It never hurts to confirm I did everything right.

––––––––
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YOU’RE DOING THIS FOR yourself, not them.

That was my mantra ever since I started at Golub & Young, Attorneys at Law. I answered texts at 10 p.m. for me, not them, because I wanted to be responsive. I worked weekends because I wanted to help our clients, not because the partners set impossible deadlines.

Lying to myself kept me from feeling powerless.

The sacrifices didn’t help my career like I’d hoped. I didn’t make partner the first year I was up. They never said why. The second year, I was passed over again, but I received a nugget of advice.

“You need to be more involved on committees, show you have leadership skills,” I was told.

It wasn’t what I wanted to hear. Wasn’t being a good lawyer enough? Why did everyone assume people wanted to be leaders? I hated meetings and preferred to work alone.

So I chose the one committee that didn’t have any members: risk management. If I had to show leadership, I might as well be the entire committee as well as the committee chair.

What a mistake. Even though Nathan was happy I took his advice seriously, not everyone at the firm was thrilled when I tried to implement the policies he recommended.

I sympathized with my co-workers. I wasn’t paid enough to do all this extra work, and they weren’t paid enough to sit through my presentations. Donuts helped smooth things over, but even I had to admit that a Tim Horton’s apple fritter wasn’t worth enduring my performance art.

“If you haven’t read our ethics policy in a while, I urge you to do so as a refresher,” I said. “An ethical work culture requires buy-in from each and every one of us.”

Even I wanted to roll my eyes at how earnest I sounded. I clicked to the next slide.

“Next up, we have a new check hold policy, effective immediately. The two-week hold applies only to new clients, not established ones. Most of you won’t even notice a difference.”

“Where is this coming from?” someone asked. I couldn’t tell who.

“Our new insurance carrier recommended it for fraud prevention,” I said.

“We’ve never done it before.”

“We haven’t done well at reducing our risks in the past. I want to change that.”

Richard Golub, the firm’s managing partner, yawned and checked his phone. I was surprised he showed up since he was the reason we had to switch insurance companies. Thanks to him, the firm was considered high-risk, yet no one complained about our astronomical monthly premiums. Somehow, the partners decided protecting his ego was worth reducing firm profits. It made no sense to me, but office politics never did.

Click, next slide.

“Because of some, um, past incidents, I’m testing an anonymous reporting system for the next three months. Anyone who notices or experiences misconduct can contact me without using their own email address.”

A paralegal whispered, “Finally.”

Then someone stood up. “That’s a bad idea.”

Of course, it was Mark Kowalski, Richard’s golden boy. He couldn’t form a coherent legal argument without the help of two associates, a law clerk, and an admin who knew the law better than he did. However, he was a scratch golfer at Oakland Hills Country Club and married a Miss Michigan second runner-up who happened to be the daughter of Walt Young, co-founder of the firm and chief rainmaker. When Walt retired, he gifted all of his clients to Mark.

Mark made partner four years ago even though we started at the same time. He claimed hard work was the key to his success.

“That’s a bad idea,” Mark repeated. “What about false accusations? No ma—no one will be safe.”

“Historically, retaliation has been a bigger concern.” I glanced at Richard. He was still on his phone. “It’s an experiment, only temporary. We’ll test it for a few months and see how it goes. Thanks for your comment.”

Mark opened his mouth.

“I said thank you. Any other questions?”

There weren’t. No one else was dumb enough to speak up in this coliseum.

That made me the biggest idiot of all.

––––––––
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“YOU WANTED TO SEE ME?” I asked Richard.

Even though his guest chairs were plush, buttery-soft leather, I perched onto one like it was a questionable toilet seat.

“You proposed policies suck,” he said. “Our current accounting process works fine.”

“Our current accounting process is from 2004. So’s the technology.”

I shifted my gaze to his left ear so I could avoid looking at his face. It always creeped me out, especially his heavy-lidded eyes. He always seemed to be leering, which wasn’t far from the truth.

I couldn’t avoid the ink drawing behind his desk, though. Lady Justice covered half of the wall, which wouldn’t be a big deal if she wore more than her blindfold and a strategically arranged ribbon.

“You’re wasting everyone’s time. Why are you trying to fix something that’s not broken? Extra vendor invoice reviews? Double signatures on checks? Who the hell has time for that?”

“But—”

“Plus  you want to use different people for accounts payable and accounts receivable? Job rotations? You do realize more staff cuts into our profits, right?”

So do sexual harassment lawsuit settlements.

“The mandatory vacation policy you proposed really takes the cake. Are you out of your damn mind?”

“It’s to prevent—”

Richard took a deep breath.

“Look, you’re spending too much time on this risk management stuff,” he said. “When you volunteered, I didn’t expect you to make it your new career.”

“I’m not. I’m only—”

“You’re billables are down.”

“I’m still hitting my targets.”

“The targets are a basement, not a ceiling. You have the lowest billable hours in the firm.”

“I’m not padding my timesheets like everyone else. Corporate tax shelters aren’t rocket science. Besides, our insurance carrier wants us to—”

“Come on, it’s all for show. We pretend to listen to them and then get on with our real work. You don’t have to take it so seriously.”

“I do if I want to make partner.”

A slow smile crept across his face. “Yeah, about that.”

He came around his desk and sat on the arm of my chair. His acrid cologne battered my nostrils. “You know your problem? You’re too uptight. I’ve told you before, I can make sure you get the votes you need.”

His fingertips grazed my knee. I bolted toward the door.

“You should take my offer seriously this time,” he said as his eyes raked my body. “You’re already unemployable. Passed over for partner twice and too old and expensive to be an associate. If you leave, no one will hire you.”

I stalked out of his office without responding. I knew he was right.

––––––––
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MY PRINTER SPAT OUT a check made out to my landlord. I never understood why he didn’t get with the 21st century and accept electronic payments, but I guess he was like my parents, set in their ways. I sealed the check in an envelope and put an honest-to-goodness postage stamp on it, then dropped it in the mail.

There, one thing off my to-do list.

I absently rubbed my knee and shuddered. I’d come home right after meeting with Richard and scrubbed it pink in the shower. I wished I could work from home permanently to avoid from him, but that would’ve killed my career.

If it weren’t already dead.

I stared at the computer screen until it blinked into sleep mode. I had to find a way out.

––––––––
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THE FIRM CATERED A monthly happy hour in the main conference room. I hated the forced frivolity because I had to pretend I actually liked my co-workers, but there was always enough food for me to skip dinner. It was a decent trade-off, barely.

Mark was holding court with our new associates, right by the bacon mini-quiches I wanted. I reluctantly sidled next to him.

“I’m telling you, these Chinese companies have tons of money to throw around,” he said. “I got this email a few days ago from one asking for help with collections. Yenhua Industrial something or other. So I check online and it turns out they make parts for a bunch of Tier 1 suppliers. Insane amount of business.”

“Way to go, man,” an associate gushed. “How’d they find you?”

“As far as I could tell from their awful English, their email said my dad mentioned me on his last Beijing trip. He’s the president of the Michigan Chamber of Commerce, you know.”

Yes, we know. We all know.

“He doesn’t remember talking to this particular company,” Mark continued, “but he meets so many people when he’s there. They all look alike anyway.”

He laughed and, after a pause, the associates joined in. I coughed. When they saw me, the laughter stopped.

“That sounds interesting,” I said. “What do they want us to do again?”

“Collections.”

“Which means what?”

Mark rolled his eyes. “Some of their U.S. customers are slow payers or don’t feel comfortable sending money to China, so they want us to apply pressure and have the money sent to us instead. They’re going to notify all of their customers right away that they’ve hired us.”

“We don’t do that kind of work.”

“Even more reason to start. Yenhua wants to move fast. Their customers owe tens of millions of dollars. Once we get the money, we keep 10% and send them the rest.”

“I don’t know...”

“C’mon, we blast out demand letters, make some calls, wait for the cash to roll in.”

“It sounds risky.”

“Where’s the risk? It’s easy money.”

One of the associates shot me a hostile glance. The others remained quiet.

“We-ell, I guess I’ve been spending too much time with the insurance guy,” I said lamely. I turned to leave.

Mark grabbed my arm. “Don’t even think of standing in my way.”

“Don’t touch me.”

“Richard already okayed my plan. He has my back. Remember that.”

Like I’d ever forget. “I’m just doing my job.”

I grabbed a mini-quiche and left the party. My stomach growled. I’d have to get my own dinner after all.

––––––––
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A FEW DAYS LATER, HEATHER from the accounting department called me.

“Can you come over?” she asked. “Mark’s here and he’s, um...”

“Throwing a hissy fit? I’ll be right there.”

When I arrived, Mark was towering over Heather and Heather looked ready to dive under her desk.

“What are you doing here?” he barked, then after a moment he turned to Heather. “I told you to call Richard, not her.”

“Leave her out of this,” I said. “Heather, you did the right thing.”

I led Mark away to get her out of the line of fire. “So, what’s the problem?”

“She won’t let me wire money to a client.”

“You’ll have to give more details than that.”

“The new Chinese client I told you about. Yenhua Industrial, remember?”

I did, but I wasn’t about to boost his ego by saying so. “What about them?”

“They told their customers we’re representing them and one got so spooked they mailed a check before we even sent the demand letter.”

“How much?”

“Half a million. They’ll send the other half mil next month.”

“Nice work,” I said grudgingly. “I still don’t see what the problem is.”

“The client emailed me and asked us to wire the money to them. They’re doing a real estate deal and want it today.”
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