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Host Lede:  Thanks to names like Enron, WorldCom or Martha Stewart…there seems to be something in the ether these days with white-collar crime.  Not only are we hearing more about white-collar criminals, but courts and judges seem even more intent on dishing out swift justice for those found guilty.

Mark Morze (MORE-zz) was a CFO involved in one of the biggest corporate frauds of the 1980’s.  The company he worked for, “ZZZZ Best” (pronounced simply “Z Best”) was a southern California carpet cleaning business founded by a teenage entrepreneur named Barry Minkow (Mink-oh).  Together with Minkow, the two men bilked investors for over one hundred million dollars by creating a paper trail of fake revenue and phony work orders.   

In our continuing series on Redemption independent producer Adam Allington brings us the story of one white-collar bad guy who’s trying to help others avoid going down the same destructive path he did. 

Ambi:  Train sounds up and under

Adam:  For someone who used to crave the limelight, these days Mark Morze lives about as far away from the action as one can get.  His new residence is in Boron, CA…a tiny town in the middle of the Mojave Desert that takes its name from the nearby Borax mines.  Across the street from Mark’s apartment a freight on the Santa Fe Railway is the only sound for miles around.

I don’t know what I was expecting when I drove up from L.A. to meet Mark…but I can tell you I was NOT prepared for the former UCLA linebacker standing shirtless waiting for me in the parking lot of the Desert Lake Motel 

Mark (outside):  This is the high desert where you see nothing but yucca trees and scrub…we’re standing outside right now and you could easily get a good sunburn and this is a cool day, this is a very cool day..

Mark (inside):  I have a small apartment here in Boron and in the living room of my apartment I have 2 big pieces of exercise equipment.  One is a free-weight system by Nautilus. (down and under)

Adam:  Back in the comparative cool of Marks apartment, he offers me a Pepsi and tells me the story of how he saw his net-worth skyrocket from a modest middle-class income to over 50 million dollars in just two years.  He had 14 cars, 4 homes, and he spent his weekends compt-ed at some of Las Vegas’s most elite casino’s….  and the muscle behind this sea of cash wasn’t technology or manufacturing…it was carpet. 

Adam:  That is so much money it seems so…unbelievable?  Did you ever just lean back in your chair and go “whew”?

Mark:  Well, yes…  I would lean back in my chair on the private jet flying into Vegas, knowing I was going to be in an 8-bedroom suite at Caesar’s Palace.  But, you start thinking…there is so much around you, there is so much money and there is so much reality… no-one will ever let this thing fall apart.  And I couldn’t have been more wrong.  But you do sit back and think to yourself… “I just spent $55,000 on a watch.”

Business is very simple, its not easy… Once you understand peoples greed you have half the equation—you’ve got the buyers equation.  

Clip:  ZZZZ Best Commercial (down and under)

Adam:  Mark says that the real shame about the ZZZZ Best fraud was that it never had to happen. The legitimate part of the company was doing quite well and, had they not been so unbelievably greedy they would have still become rich men.  But, they lived dangerously and when they were finally exposed there was no plea bargain to be made. 

Mark was convicted of stock fraud, wire fraud and tax evasion and sentenced to 8 years in federal prison.  

Mark:  That first night in jail in lock down with all of the other people …all the clanging of locked doors behind you, the black and blue marks from the handcuffs, the little steps you have to take because your feet are handcuffed together and suddenly you realize this isn’t just for a few days or hours this is gonna be months and years even if I make parole.   It was the harshest scariest slap I can ever imagine.  

Music up:  Modest Mouse

Mark: I still didn’t feel like a “criminal”, I somehow felt we were different and I started noticing every white collar guy I did talk to began every sentence with:  “all I did was” and then you fill in the blank.  Once you’re there and you start feeling the animosity the other prisoners have toward white-collar guys, where they say to you “your no different then us”, your just a thief, you use other words.  Even the word “embezzlement” is a nice word…they said “you’re a thief, you lie to people and take their money, that’s what I do to” and that hit me like a ton of bricks.

Adam: Imagine going from your home in Malibu one day to a prison cell the next, and not just for a few days or weeks, but years.  This is a hard pill for white-collar guys to swallow.  For Mark, the first step was completely accepting his guilt, owning up to the lies, admitting that he was a thief.  He says that after that at least he could do his time, knowing that he was in jail for a reason, that there was no-one else to blame but himself.

Mark Morze seminar clip up and under

Adam:  After Mark got out of jail in the 90’s he began next phase of his quest to “own up”.  These days he goes around the country talking about his experience, trying to help other people avoid ending up in the same place he did…he speaks to MBA classes, executives, CPA’s …during these talks he tells the audience that he’s not trying to scare them, but to me he admits that actually…he is trying to scare them a little.  That way when the temptation arises to fudge the books…maybe they’ll think of him. 

Mark: While I was in prison of prison I witnessed at least 70 or 80 major assaults, dozens of rapes.  I’ve never been able to capture that when I talk to people when I do my lectures.  Cause they all wanna believe this myth that white collar guys go to camp fluffy…Well, that’s a myth…nothing could be more wrong.

Adam:  Sometimes during these talks people stand up and confront Mark, call him a liar…why should they believe a criminal like him?  It doesn’t bother him, of course he wants people to “like” him but he’s not trying to convince them he’s a nice guy.  Much more important is for them to see his ethical shortfalls in themselves.  

Mark:  White collar guys, since we don’t put a gun in your face, we don’t think were bad guys….but what people have to realize that by just placing a zero where it doesn’t belong that changes an investment of 8 million dollars to 80 million dollars…one little zero.  And almost every white collar criminal has that rational where you go… “I’m gonna fix this, I’m only going to do it once, it’s a little thing and nobody gets hurt”.  And all that comes unraveled because one guy made one dumb decision saying “things aren’t looking good, we’re not gonna make our projections so lets tell one little lie and create this off-balance sheet thing” and now we’ve done it once so lets do another and lets do another and suddenly there’s hundreds of them.  And suddenly everyone wakes up one morning and goes “I’m out of a job.  Honey. I thought I was gonna have a job for life with Enron, what happened?”  And it all happened because a selfish jerk, like me said that one line…”well, nobody gets hurt”.

Music Up

Host Outro:  Mark Morze currently works for an organization called “The Pros and the Cons” , a collective of CPA’s and white collar ex-cons who travel the country giving talks and seminars about the slippery slope of white collar crime.  That segment was produced by Adam Allington

