The Wraiths of Grab
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OKLAHOMA CITY, July 12, 2012—They fill the camps in Flagstaff with aging Escalades and fading Excursions, and when the gasoline is there, they proffer their cash hesitantly to smirking clerks.  The cash flees through their fingers at a rate that invariably leaves them in profound confusion and despair.
Previously, the refugees have seldom, if ever, dealt with money as anything but a concept associated with the ever-growing totals on monthly credit-card statements.  The credit was bottomless until it stopped cold about a year ago, after feeding on itself til it starved to death. 

These refugees are “Caliphonies” to the Arizonans, New Mexicans, Texans and Oklahomans, especially the Oklahomans, who look down from their own relative poverty with deep disdain on the refugees.
When middle-class Californians invaded Seattle in the 1990s, they called it Californication, but today’s Caliphonies aren’t calling the shots.  They are broke and homeless, ghosts of their former selves and victims of their own greed—the wraiths of grab.

They are now forced to flee by reverse equity mortgages that swelled so most could no longer afford payments on the interest alone, and stratospheric balloon payments.  The death of home equity credit--“The biggest no-brainer in the history of mankind,” according to a sneering huckster on the talk radio stations— leaves them undergoing painful withdrawal from their addiction to living beyond their means.  Home equity credit dried up into a dusty depression when the equity itself disappeared into the vortex of the California Debt Bowl of 2008.
The Los Angeles area is now jokingly called El Ciudad de Mexico del Norte by the majority of its citizens who now crowd into the houses left behind by fleeing Caliphonies.  It consists now of Hollywood, the extremely rich who live on the shorelines from Malibu to Dana Point, and a frighteningly massive barrio/ghetto that covers everything inland from San Fernando to Moreno Valley, the last expanse of flat land  before the low desert.  South and East Los Angeles, like the downtown, are now patrolled by units of the California National Guard, who can scarcely keep up with the open warfare among the increasingly powerful gangs. In fact, the Library Tower, the tallest building on the West Coast, now sports a huge sign in spray-painted fluorescent orange letters, lit at night by a massive blacklight, that says “Crips.” There is serious talk of importing UN peacekeepers.
Bessie McGiver of Gallup never tires of yelling out, “Hey Frank, hide the soy cow!”  when Caliphonies appear at her Dairy Queen.  And Jimmy Bob Bennigan, a restaurateur in Amarillo, personally ushers Caliphonies out by the ear if they ask for vegetarian menus.  Or if they tried to feed leftovers to their toothless, snarling chihuahuas, wearing Salvation Army doggie sweaters and riding in patched and fading handbags that often have “ucci” or “Pr da”, etched on their worn leather labels.
In Oklahoma City, which has become the largest haven for homeless Caliphonies, the first thing many drivers see is a man in a frayed Italian suit and a dated, tear-stained Armani shirt. He carries a sign that says, “Will Middle Manage for Food.”  And just down the street, the man with the gray pony-tail whose sign reads, “Will Trade Brand Management for Car Repairs.”  
On every street corner there is a haggard man or woman exhorting you with offers like “Market test your product color, mister?”  or “Need a personal trainer, cheap?”  or “Botox your cat, ma’am?”  

They come to Oklahoma City on the false promise of plentiful, steady office jobs.  When the Debt Bowl struck California, an entire middle class, the providers of needless services, was dumped onto the street.  But their messages fall flat on Oklahomans, who long ago learned how to do without things they don’t need, and can rarely be talked into needing things they don’t want to pay for.  Even more frustrating to most Caliphonies is that, despite the many lawyers among them, they can’t find anyone to sue over their plight, since the California finance industry became the Great Bloodless Turnip.
It’s sad to watch the Caliphonies’ street soccer games.  The kids wear strips of lath and balsa wood tied to their legs with twine for shinguards, and the letters “AYSO” are scrawled in spray paint on nearby walls.  Sometimes, for old time’s sake, Caliphony parents come and scream at their kids for making minor mistakes.  They go back to their cars and hovels feeling better about themselves for exercising a middle-class privilege that they once paid for dearly.
In the car camps that spread out beyond the Oklahoma City suburbs, Excursion owners are the lucky ones.  They can hold working bathrooms, along with the bedroom, sitting room and kitchen for owners who are handy with a welding torch.  One enterprising Excursion owner installed makeshift weight machines and now thrives from her overcrowded health club.

More common, however, is the aging BMW with stuffing leaking out from tears in the leather seams of overused seats.  This is the first time in history that Beamer owners have envied Ford owners among the Caliphonies.  Do the Caliphonies mind the rows upon rows of lived-in automobiles?  “Not much,” says one.  “Reminds me of commuting.”
The U.S. auto industry, now a branch of the Interstate Commerce Commission, has given up its effort to collect on auto leases and loans abandoned by the Caliphonies.  It was these abandoned financial arrangements that drove the auto industry to sell out to the government after entering receivership in 2009.  Otherwise this pandemic of auto theft would have been history’s largest mass felony.
Oklahoma City has not missed the irony of the Caliphonies’ plight, and most residents return the disdain that Californians showed the Okies in the Dust Bowl era.  Sushi has been outlawed and the city fathers are considering a ban on hummus.  White wine and avocados are turned away at the border due to unnamed agricultural pests.  Health-consciousness has been officially labeled a neurosis.
Meanwhile jobs in New York, Boston, Chicago and Minneapolis go begging.  When asked why they don’t move up north, the answer from Caliphonies is usually the same:
“I won’t go up there.  It’s too cold.  Besides, they still drink and smoke there.  It’s not healthy.  And they’d make me wear a tie.”

