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This happened.



THE FIRST PART 0. oo i

from my twenty-eighth-floor office, 1 could see the Sacramento
River slithering down the valley in slow motion. Below me, tiny
pedestrians made their way up and down Capitol Mall like dili-
gent insects. When 1 first started this job, and felt like a big
shot, I lured dates up here at night to impress them with this
view. But now, a year later, the office and the view seemed
much less enchanting, and on this November day of 1998, all
I could see out the window was a murky autumn fog. But as I
did every other day, I sat and stared out, trying to summon the
will to work.

A knock on my door startled me, and I scrambled to close
the web browser windows open on my computer. My secretary
poked her head into my office and said, “Bob called. He needs
that memo.”
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“Thanks. I'll call him.” My chest tightened. The project was
due at the end of the day and I'd spent most of the morning on
the Internet, reading basketball box scores and looking at pic-
tures of some guy’s trip to Nepal. And staring out the window
at fog.

I worked as an associate attorney at Kronick, Moskovitz,
Tiedemann & Girard, the third largest law firm in Sacramento.
My specialty, if I could claim to have one, was municipal law. 1
represented cities and counties. I felt lucky to have landed this
job, but a year of drudgery had left me bored and miserable,
and it showed. I spent as much time taking trips to the coffee-
pot as I did working. 1 didn finish things on time. I rarely
exercised, and could feel flanks of fat pushing into the sides of
my pants. At age thirty-one, I could imagine my once lean body
expanding into a pear-shaped blob, and feared that within five
years 1 would look like every other middle-aged attorney who
worked here.

My secretary closed the door and sealed me inside my office.
I faced my computer, took a deep breath, and silently begged
myself to get started. Then my phone lit up, and when 1 saw that
it was an outside line, I answered on the first ring, all too eager
for a distraction. It was Ken Fetterman. “Hey man, Lane and I
are gonna be down in Sacramento tonight, and thought we’d
stop by.”

Fetterman.

I knew him from my days in the army, and although I'd made
little effort to maintain our friendship, we'd somehow remained
in touch, thanks to his persistence. He'd call every so often and
I'd usually come up with some excuse, but this time he caught
me off guard and 1 found myself saying, “Sure. Kris and 1 will be
at my place around seven.” 1 closed my eyes and winced as 1
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realized what I was getting myself into. “Um, we can't stay up too
late. She gets up early for work.”

“Hey, so do we. See you tonight.”

I leaned back in my chair and let my chest collapse into a
heavy sigh. 1 looked out my window and could just make out the
building where Kris worked—the federal courthouse for the
Eastern District of California—four blocks away. She was a clerk
for a federal judge, a coveted position for a young lawyer. We'd
been dating for five months, and 1 knew her well enough to
know that she wouldn't like Fetterman. She was refined and well
mannered; he was crass and boorish.

1 probably would never have become friends with Fetterman had
we not been in the army together. We came from different worlds. I'd
been raised in a middle-class suburb of Sacramento. My own family
struggled financially, but 1 was surrounded by wealthier friends
whose bourgeois habits and aspirations rubbed off on me. Fetterman,
on the other hand, had grown up in a very poor neighborhood in
Camden, New Jersey. His dad owned a bar. The two of them lived
upstairs from the bar, and Fetterman spent his youth lugging kegs of
beer up from the basement and washing glasses.

We were stationed together at Fort Lewis, Washington, just
south of Tacoma, and were initially drawn together by our simi-
lar taste in music. We used to go to shows in Seattle and take
weekend road trips up to Vancouver, where the drinking age was
nineteen. 1 guess I liked hanging out with him because he was
fearless. T was still a shy teenager, and Fetterman, despite his lack
of social grace, wasn't afraid to approach any gitl. I stood back
and enjoyed the fruits of his favorite pickup line: “Hey, have you
met my friend Ken?”

His pickup tactics often included elaborate storytelling.
When we met girls at clubs, he made up fake names for himself
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and lied about what he did for a living. He usually didn't admit
that he was in the army. He sometimes claimed to know (or be)
someone famous. It was as if he saw these lies as intrinsic to the
art of seduction.

He fibbed about other things, too, even when there was
nothing to gain, and seemed to enjoy lying for its own sake.
Once, when he was caught swilling beer in the barracks, he was
required to attend eight AA meetings, part of the army’s standard
punishment for anyone busted for underage drinking. On a
Friday evening when we were on our way to see a band in
Seattle, Fetterman dragged me to one of these meetings. All he
had to do was sit through it and get a paper signed, but this
wasn't enough for him. When the time came for him to say “My
name’s Ken, and I'm an alcoholic,” he launched into an absurd
story about how he’d started drinking when he was twelve years
old, how alcohol had ruined his life, and how AA had saved him
from certain death. With tears in his eyes, he chanted like a street
preacher, revealing details about crashing cars, abusing women,
losing jobs, and spending nights on the street. He thought he had
everyone fooled, but I noticed people rolling their eyes in disbe-
lief. This nineteen-year-old punk made a mockery of their meet-
ing and then laughed about it the whole way to Seattle.

I got out of the army when Fetterman had a year left on his
enlistment, and I later heard that he was arrested for possession
of LSD at Fort Lewis. He was sentenced to a term in military
prison, and I assumed I would never hear from him again. Five
years later he tracked me down in Sacramento and told me he
was moving there. He said he’d been living in Seattle and just
needed a change of scenery.

We went out for a beer and he explained what he’d been
doing. After his release from prison, he’d moved into a Seattle
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boardinghouse, bought a Ford Pinto for his pizza delivery job,
and coached high school girls’ volleyball part-time. Struggling to
make ends meet, he began buying things from garage sales to
resell to antique dealers, earning just a few dollars at a time.

As he told it, one day he stumbled across a painting in some-
one’ front yard, bought it for five dollars, and had an antique
dealer offer him eighty dollars for it. He decided he was onto
something and spent the next year in the library reading about
art. He turned it into a career and made his living buying and
selling paintings.

I was getting ready to leave for law school when Fetterman
moved to Sacramento, and we didn't see much of each other. We
seemed to have even less in common than when 1 knew him in
the army. It was as if he hadn't changed, other than the fact that
he had a lot of money. I was sharing a house with two other
people, living pretty much as I had in college, and he had his
own three-bedroom place filled with art and nice furniture.

I moved to San Francisco in the fall of 1994 to attend the
University of California’s Hastings College of the Law. It seemed
like a logical step at the time. I had an analytical mind and I liked
to write and argue. But within weeks I was already bored with
the subjects and had no appetite for competition with my smart,
driven peers. I stayed and put in little effort, as I had done in col-
lege, but with less to show for it in the end.

While 1 languished at Hastings, the Internet revolution
exploded around me. Law school brought me to San Francisco at
an exciting time—from 1994 through 1997—the early days of the
dot-com boom. San Francisco was the home of CNET, ZDNet,
HotBot, Wired magazine, and countless now-forgotten Internet
start-ups. The old brick warehouses south of Market Street were
filling up with eager, bright, ambitious entrepreneurs. Just down
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the freeway was Silicon Valley, a cluster of low-slung suburbs
around San Jose and the home of Yahoo!, AltaVista, Netscape, and
Stanford University, where two graduate students were dreaming
up what would later become Google. In a condominium in San
Jose, a software engineer named Pierre Odimyar was building an
online auction site he would call AuctionWeb, which would later
become known as eBay. As [ sat in cafés reading my law texts, 1
overheard people discussing their brilliant website ideas, each of
which was going to be “the next big thing,” and 1 ached to be a
part of it all somehow. But I was an outsider, a bored law student.
A revolution was unfolding around me, and I couldn’t participate
because I'd committed myself to something else, like an Fast
German border guard who could only stand by and watch as glee-
ful students chipped away at the Berlin Wall.

As | wasted three years in law school, my younger brothers
Matt and Keith were back home building careers they loved.
They both dropped out of high school at seventeen and spent a
few aimless years at low-wage jobs until they stumbled across
computer programming. Entirely self-taught, they worked their
way up the ladder quickly and became sought-after software
architects hired by large companies and state agencies to plan
and oversee enormous projects. When I heard them talk about
their jobs, T longed to be doing something that inspired my pas-
sion in a way 1 feared my chosen profession never would.

Since I'd returned to Sacramento, I'd only seen Fetterman
twice. Even though I no longer enjoyed his company, I felt a
sense of loyalty to him. He’d known me in the army—an insti-
tution we’d both loathed—and was the only link to that part of
my life, a time when I was isolated from my friends and family.
If I needed a favor, he’d be there for me in a second. When [ was
in law school, he drove to San Francisco to help me move. Part
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of me also admired the way he’d survived a difficult upbringing
and made something of himself. Fetterman and I were, in this
way, similar, and different from most of my other friends, who'd

been raised in relative comfort.

I looked over Fetterman’s shoulder and squinted at the web page
on my laptop. Across the hall, our girlfriends sat in the living
room and fished for topics of conversation.

“You need to get a mouse for this damn thing,” he said, drag-
ging a thick, freckled finger across the touchpad. The cursor
crept around the screen, obeying his clumsy prompts.

“You get used to it.”

“A mouse is way easier.”

We'd retreated to my bedroom when Fetterman offered to
show me his eBay auctions. I'd never used eBay, but like every-
one, I'd been reading about it. I stood behind him, arms crossed,
and watched as the cursor meandered around the screen like a
beetle, finally hovering over the Bid Now button. Fetterman
pushed out the tip of his tongue, lifted his finger with a flourish,
and poked the left-click button. The web browser blinked and
displayed a new page. Fetterman pecked out a username and
password.

“Are you bidding on your own item with a different user ID?”
I asked. “Can you do that?”

“Just helping it along a little.”

“What happens if you win your own auction?”

He did not reply. As 1 watched, he placed another bid on
another of his own eBay auctions using yet another user ID. 1
smirked and snorted a quiet laugh. This seemed like just the type
of thing Fetterman would do. But I assumed it was probably
pretty common on eBay.
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“This eBay, man—I'm telling you, it’s fucking amazing. In
the real world I've got to find good paintings to resell—really
good ones—and you don’t come across them every day. I could
g0 to ten estate sales in a weekend and only find one decent
painting worth buying for resale. But eBay changes every-
thing.”

I thought it was about time for him to spit. When he got
excited, Fetterman had a tendency to fling bits of saliva from
his mouth. He was aware of this habit and would sometimes
apologize for it, but he did not seem to work at changing it.
“Sorry, did 1 spit?” he would ask if I flinched and blinked while
he was talking in my face. Then he would continue and do it
again.

“Now I can go to a thrift store or some shitty little- antique
shop and buy crappy paintings for five or ten bucks, put them
up on eBay, and bam, they sell for two or three hundred! Apiece!”
Just as he uttered the P in “apiece,” a tiny droplet of spittle flew
out of his mouth and soared onto my monitor. I scowled at the
tiny shimmering globe as it clung to my screen, already growing
tired of his company.

Fetterman looked up at me and lowered his voice, as if he
were letting me in on a secret. “Sometimes more. Easy money,
man. Easy money.” His breath smelled like beer.

When he was clean shaven, standing up straight, and wear-
ing a pressed shirt, Fetterman could almost have passed for patri-
cian. He was six foot three, muscular, and had light blond hair
that went vertical with no coaxing. Some might have described
his blue eyes and chiseled facial features as handsome. Or for-
merly handsome, like a WASP-y Calvin Klein model who'd seen
some rough years and let himself go.

Fetterman was rarely clean shaven, usually slouched, and
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typically showed up in a stained white undershirt. His dense
New Jersey accent, untempered by years of living on the West
Coast, spewed forth as strongly as it did when I met him. He
struggled with grammar. “Lane’s been trying to get me to stop
using double negatives,” he once said. “Do you ever have a prob-
lem with them?”

He was also plagued with body tics. When excited, the thin-
skinned balloon of nervous energy he carried inside himself
would burst and send him into spasms. He arched his shoulders,
stiffened his arms, clenched his fists and bent them away from
his body, shaking them back and forth out of control. He would
look at me with widened eyes, curl his lips into a toothy smile,
and nod his head rhythmically, as if to say, Is this good, or what?
Sometimes he actually did say, “Is this good, or what?”

This restlessness was part of what made people think he was
shifty. He squinted and was unable to look a person directly in
the eye when he spoke. He often talked out the side of his
mouth, his eyes darting left and right beneath his blond eye-
lashes, his lids slung low.

“Remember Beach?” he said. “He’s on eBay now. He’s making
good money.”

“Who?”

“Beach. Scott Beach. You know-—the guy who lived in San
Francisco with his girlfriend Molly.”

Scott was a friend of Fettermans. I'd met him only once,
years earlier, and hadn't heard anything about him since then.

“What’s he doing now?” I asked.

“He and Molly got married. She got her MBA and got a job
in Denver. Some kind of consultant. 1 don't really know what she
does. They bought a house in Colorado Springs, and she’s preg-
nant.” Fetterman cocked his head back toward me. Out of the
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side of his mouth, he said with a smirk, “Molly hates it that Scott
sells stuff on eBay. She doesn't think it respectable enough and
wants him to get a job. She fucking runs his life, man.”

“He sells art?”

“Yup.” Fetterman turned his chair to face me. “Well, art and
board games and books. I dont know why he bothers with that
other shit. I mean, board games?” He snorted. “You sell someone
a board game and it’s missing one piece and they want a refund.
What a waste of time. There’s no money in that stuff.”

“I can see why Molly wants Scott to get a real job,” I said.
“They’re having a kid. She probably just wants some stability.”

Fetterman’ face twisted into a crooked smile. He looked up
at me, crossed his arms, and said, “You don't think selling art is
a real job?” :

“No, man. Listen, I didn't mean it that way. You're obviously
doing fine with it. It’s just that Scott is—”

He interrupted. “How much are they paying you over at the
law firm, Ken?”

[ looked out my bedroom door into the living room at Kris,
sitting on the grubby white love seat I'd been given by an old
roommate. “Thats generally considered an impolite question,”
[ said.

“Hey, if you dont want to talk about it, that’ fine,” he said.
“But you're the one who thinks Beach should get a real job, and
if you're talking about what a real job is, how much money you
make has got something to do with it.”

“I make fifty-two thousand dollars a year.”

1 looked down. I'd spent three years at Hastings, passed the
bar on the first try, and had a job with a good firm, but I was just
getting by on my salary. My friends at big firms in the Bay Area
made twice as much, or more. My brothers Matt and Keith made
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quite a bit more than I did. It might not have been so bad if I
weren't saddled with more than eighty thousand dollars of stu-
dent loans and credit card debt. Just a week earlier I'd had to
borrow five hundred dollars from Keith when I accidentally
overdrew my checking account.

“Fifty-two?” He paused. “That’s not bad,” he said, frowning
in a show of false sincerity. “Sounds like Lane’s job.”

“Well, its not that great,” I said, “but if I can get a job down
in San Francisco . . .”

“T'l tell you this,” Fetterman said, his voice pitched and lilt-
ing. “Selling art, I've made that much in a month.” He was nod-
ding, his white eyebrows arched, mouth transforming from
frown to smile.

I felt blood filling my face and I wasn't sure why. It was not
embarrassment. 1 wasn't ashamed of what I did or my modest
salary. And 1 wasn't angry, either. I wasn' bothered by
Fetterman’s derisiveness; 1 didn't value his opinion enough to be
disturbed by it.

Maybe it was excitement, although it didn' feel like that at
the time. Perhaps 1 sensed some sort of opportunity in this eBay
thing. Maybe some good would come out of Fetterman’s visit

after all.

In late 1998 there was a lot of money to be made on eBay. The site
was growing at a reckless pace. Its expansion was so natural, so
effortless, that some eBay executives would later become fond of
saying, “A monkey could drive this train.” It was more than just
“the world’s largest flea market,” as it was sometimes described in
the press. It was a revolutionary new way of doing business that
changed the lives of millions of people. A coin dealer in a small
town in Minnesota could find a new customer in New York City.
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A Persian rug dealer in Los Angeles could sell his exotic, hand-
woven carpets to buyers in small towns that didnt have rug
shops. Stay-at-home parents could make real money on their
computers while caring for their children. Mom-and-pop retail
businesses that couldn’t compete with Wal-Mart found, in eBay, a
new way to stay afloat. It was a place where a normal person—
without the aid of an MBA, marketing expertise, or venture
capital—could make money on the Internet.

That night at my apartment, Fetterman spent five minutes
showing me how to sell things on eBay. It was easy. He took
photographs, used a scanner to convert them to digital images,
and filled out a form on the eBay website. That was it. Fetterman
had very basic computer skills and ran his auctions from an
ancient little Macintosh perched on a cluttered desk in the room
in his house that otherwise belonged to his dogs.

Auctions on eBay lack the sensual experience of traditional
auctions. The Internet cannot provide the staccato-voiced auc-
tioneer, the bobbing paddles raised and lowered by competing
bidders, the shouts of “Going once! Going twice!” There is no
thwack of the hammer when an item sells. Perhaps most impor-
tant, an eBay bidder cannot see, smell, or touch the item he’s bid-
ding on, a limitation that inspired the eBay motto: “It’s all based
on trust.”

Still, eBay does provide many of the thrills of a real auction.
A bidder hunts for the perfect item. He finds it. He places a bid.
He might have to compete with other bidders. If he has the
highest bid at the end of the auction, he hasn't just bought the
item; he has won it.

But the excitement isn't just for bidders. EBay sellers experi-
ence a rush of anticipation when they post their auctions. They

get a thrill each time a new bid comes in. When their auctions
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are about to end, they sit in front of their computers and obses-
sively refresh their browsers, hoping for last-minute bids that
sometimes send prices soaring beyond expectations. Selling an
item on eBay and watching the bidding unfold is much more fun
than just sending it off to a regular auction house, and worth the
extra effort.

One innovation developed by eBay is “proxy bidding.” In a
live auction, a shopper must bid and then keep raising his pad-
dle to place higher and higher bids, until everyone else drops out
or the price exceeds what he’s willing to pay. This process is made
much simpler on eBay: A bidder can name his limit, and then
eBay will place bids for him as others come along.

When a shopper places the highest bid on an eBay auction,
eBay sets it at an amount that is just enough to surpass the next-
highest bid. As other bids come in, eBay increases the high bid-
der’s bid and keeps him on top, until soméone else places a bid
that exceeds his maximum. Bidders love this system, as it saves
them the trouble of returning to the site repeatedly to place bids.

Unfortunately, proxy bidding also encourages sellers to place
bids on their own items, like Fetterman did when he introduced
me to eBay. If a seller knows his customer’s actual bid may be
much higher than what is shown in an auction, the seller may be
tempted to bid on the item to push up the price. In doing so, the
seller risks outbidding the customer and ending up on top of his
own auction. But this may be a risk the seller can endure, espe-
cially if the high bid on the item is less than the seller is hoping
to earn.

Shill bidding, as this practice is known, did not originate in
the eBay universe. Historically, it has always occurred in auction
houses. Sometimes the owner of an item up for auction bids
on it himself. More commonly, an auction house places “shills”
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in the audience to bid on different items throughout an auction.

While generally considered wrong, shill bidding has never
carried severe penalties. In many states there is no specific law
prohibiting it. In the states where it is illegal, it is either a minor
misdemeanor or just an infraction, no more serious than a park-
ing ticket. Getting caught for shill bidding generally involves a
modest fine.

Although shill bidding did not arise on eBay, the site did, in
its early days, make it very easy. Shill bidding online didn
require a cadre of well-trained shills sitting on the floor of an
auction house, communicating with nods and secret hand ges-
tures. All it took was a crafty seller with an extra user ID, which
could be created in five minutes.

Shill bidding has always been against the rules of eBay, but
eBay hasn't always done a good job of communicating this to
sellers. Indeed, when 1 first signed onto the site, eBay allowed a
seller to place a bid on his own item, with his own user ID, as a
way of making sure the item did not sell for too little. This was
likely confusing to a lot of sellers. If a seller could bid on his own
item with his own user ID, why couldn't he place a bid with a
second user 1D? This early policy, which was later repealed by
eBay, undoubtedly contributed to shill bidding being so wide-
spread in the early days of the site.

This, and the fact that eBay was largely unpoliced. In 1998 it
had no effective mechanism to detect shill bidding or determine if
a single person was registering many different user 1Ds. EBay con-
sidered itself a neutral platform and let its users do pretty much as
they pleased, perhaps fearing that if it became too involved in
policing its site it would someday be legally bound to do so.
Except when abuses were reported by users and easily verified, it
looked the other way. EBay was, after all, “all based on trust.”
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After Fetterman showed me around eBay, he navigated back to
his page of auctions and checked for more bids. “You want to try
it out?” he asked. “There’s an auction ending in a few minutes for
a painting 1 know 1 can resell for more. The guy took crappy pho-
tos and didn’t advertise it right. It’s sitting at six hundred bucks
right now. I know I can get at least twice that much for it.”

“I don’t have six hundred dollars.”

“I'm not gonna let you buy it yourself. I figured I'd let you go
in half on it, just so you can see what it’s all about.” He navigated
to the auction and showed me a photo of a landscape painting
surrounded by a gold frame. It didnt look like anything special,
but what did I know? “This guy’s a listed artist. His work sells for
thousands. This should be going for a lot more. I'd be willing to
pay up to nine hundred for it.”

I hesitated. It didn’t feel right to be entering into a business
transaction with Fetterman. “I don't know. It seems risky.”

“Hey, it’s always a risk,” he said. “There ain’t no guarantees.
But I'll tell you—I make money on ninety-five percent of these
things. I'm what you call a conservative investor.” He looked up
at me and flashed a confident grin.

“So you'd be selling it?”

“Yup. I'll sell it and we’ll split the profits. The auction’s about
to end, man. You in?”

I stared at the painting. Half the purchase price was still a lot
for me to be throwing at something I knew nothing about, but
something told me to trust Fetterman’s expertise. He’d bought
his huge house in the foothills with money he’d made selling
art. “Okay,” 1 said. “I'm in.”

Fetterman waited until the final seconds of the auction to
place a bid, and he got the painting for eight hundred dollars. He
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turned to me and smiled. “We're gonna make some money on
this one. I can feel it.”

“Can I cut you a check?” I asked.

“No, cash is better. You can get it to me later.”

Lane appeared at my bedroom door.

“Are you boys going to ignore us all night?” She spoke in a
honeyed North Carolina drawl.

[ turned to her and smiled. “Sorry, Lane.”

“Yeah, just a sec,” Fetterman said. His eyes remained fixed on
the computer.

Lane sighed. “Ken, we should probably get going. We've still
got to drive back up the hill and walk the dogs.”

Fetterman ignored her for a moment longer and then finally
stood, tilted his beer high over his head, and gulped it down.
Kris and I walked them to the door and said good-bye. We stood
on the second-story front porch of my building and watched
them drive away. I put my arm around Kris and wondered how
I would explain to her that I'd just invested four hundred dollars
in a painting I'd seen on the Internet.

“I'm going to try this eBay thing,” 1 said. “It looks easy
enough. I think I can make some extra money, maybe chip away
at my credit card debt.”

“You should.” She rested her head on my shoulder. “I just
hope it doesnt mean we have to hang out with that guy much.”

16
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posted the auction for the painting the next day. A week later it
sold for $1,600. With no effort, I doubled my investment, and I
couldn’t stop thinking that I could do what Fetterman was doing.
I didn’t have his encyclopedic knowledge of art, but I didn’t need
that to sell thrift-store paintings. And so, on a Saturday in
December 1998, Kris and I went hunting for art. We woke up
early, made a list of nearby thrift stores, and drove off with alu-
minum coffee cups resting between our legs.

Our first stop was the Purple Heart store on Folsom Boule-
vard, a warehouse of castoffs and odds and ends bathing in the
smell of musty wool and Lysol, cigarette smoke and moth balls,
body odor and air freshener. The store was busy. Hunched old
Russian women, heads wrapped in scarves, flipped through racks
of polyester blouses. Two Goth girls in black clothes and white
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makeup held up clunky shoes for each other and made faces of
disgust. A man with a long gray beard and a nicotine-yellowed
mustache held up a nine-iron golf club and gave it a long, careful
look, closing one eye as he brought it close to his face.

There was plenty of art to choose from. Dozens of framed
paintings hung on the walls. Or so it appeared. As we walked
around the store, I discovered that most of them were posters of
famous paintings in flimsy frames. Others were reproductions of
paintings printed on cardboard with a texture meant to resemble
paintbrush strokes. For every real painting there were a dozen
posters and look-alikes.

I would come to learn, in the ensuing months, that what we
found at the Purple Heart was typical of the inventory of most
thrift stores. The paintings that were real, rather than reproduc-
tions, generally fell into one of two categories: the amateur art-class
paintings and the “starving artist” mall paintings. The amateur
paintings were unwanted high school class projects, relics of
Grandmother’s nursing-home hobby, and forgotten canvases
dashed out by weekend painters who followed along with a fuzzy-
headed art instructor on public television. These paintings all
followed the same general pattern of migration: They were created
by nonprofessional artists for fun, given as gifts, displayed in guest
bedrooms, stored in closets, moved to garages, and eventually
donated to thrift stores.

Starving artist mall paintings were a bit better, in that they
were at least done by professional artists. These were paintings
sold (or “liquidated at rock bottom prices!”) at malls, convention
centers, and discount furniture stores in what were often called
“Starving Artist” sales. They were mass-produced in Asian coun-
tries (Vietnam was responsible for a lot of them) and shipped to
the United States in cargo containers. Artists painted them on
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assembly lines in art factories. The sky specialist painted the sky.
The water guy filled in the lake. The tree person painted some
evergreens and passed the painting to the mountain lady. While
the artists were competent, the paintings looked dashed-out,
uninspired, and cheap. Vendors placed them in inexpensive but
ornate gold frames and sold them at bargain prices. Eventually,
many of them ended up in thrift stores.

Sometimes these paintings were good enough to sell on eBay.
Some amateurs had talent, some factory paintings looked better
than others, and every now and then a gallery-quality painting
by a professional artist could be found at a thrift store. But Kris
and 1 found nothing of the sort. Everything we saw looked bad,
and at the time, I had no idea what to look for in a painting. 1
didn’t know what would and wouldn’t sell on eBay.

“These are all pretty ugly,” said Kris.

“Jesus, look at that one.” A huge Don Quixote loomed before
us, drawn in shiny black paint on an olive green background.

Kris put her hands on her hips and squinted at the painting
through her tiny European glasses. “That’s atrocious,” she con-
curred.

“The thing is, I dont think they have to be very good.
Fetterman says he makes a profit on really crummy little paint-
ings.” 1 turned away from Don Quixote. “I'm not buying that
one, though. I don't think it would even fit in my trunk.”

Then we found a little painting of a bouquet of flowers. It
wasn't nearly as bad as the Don Quixote, and although I would
never have hung it on my own wall, I could almost picture it
hanging on someone elses. “What do you think?” T asked.

“I don't know.” Kris wrinkled her nose.

“It’s only twelve bucks. 'm gonna buy it.”

1 chose two other paintings at the Purple Heart, stacked
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them in the trunk of my car, and continued on to the next shop
on our list. We visited the Deseret, a clean, brightly lit place on
Auburn Boulevard run by the Mormon Church. With its elec-
tronic cash registers, organized aisles, shopping carts, and PA
system, it seemed more like a discount department store than a
thrift shop. We went to the Salvation Army, a place downtown
favored by hipsters looking for ironic T-shirts and ill-fitting jeans.
We stopped at the grimy Goodwill store in Oak Park, a poor,
run-down neighborhood in the southeast part of the city. By the
time we decided to call it a day, we’d collected seven paintings. |
brought them home and leaned them against the walls of my din-
ing room, eager to put them on eBay.

Fetterman, excited by my interest in his vocation, drove
down the next afternoon to see what I had collected. We walked
into the dining room and he stopped suddenly, the soles of his
running shoes squeaking on the hardwood floor.

“Oh, man!” he said as he glanced at the large painting of an
orange sunset. He grimaced in exaggerated disgust, curling his
upper lip away from his teeth. “Dude, that one’s bad. Really bad.”
He huffed and shook his head. “Man, where’d you find that?”

“Purple Heart. You really think it’s that bad?”

“It looks kind of familiar. I think its been hanging in there for a
couple of years.” He chuckled. “Yeah, dude, it’s bad. Trust me. Bad.”

Fetterman circled around my dining room table, his arms
crossed over his motorcycle jacket, and gave each painting a
quick look. He turned to me and said, “Ken, I hate to tell you
this, man, but you've got a terrible eye. You can't sell these on
eBay. These are really, really, really bad paintings.” He twisted his
face into a deeper scowl.

[ considered this for a moment. “You said they didn't have to
be very good.”

20



Kenneth Walton

“Yeah, but these are awful. I'm telling you, you might not
have an eye for this business. Not everyone does.”

We sat in the living room, and I shifted the conversation
away from art. I tried to forget about the hundred dollars I'd just
wasted on worthless paintings. 1 thought about giving up on
them, perhaps donating them back to the thrift stores, but
decided I should at least try to recoup my investment by putting
them up on eBay.

Later that afternoon I brought the paintings out to my sunlit
back porch and took several photographs of each canvas.
Following Fetterman’s example, I took close-ups of the signa-
tures on the ones that were signed. That night I stayed up late
and scanned the photos into digital images. I opened each image
in Photoshop and cropped out the background. 1 didn't want to
cheapen the paintings by showing my customers the rotting deck
behind my apartment or my neighbor’s satellite dish in the dis-
tance. I'd been watching eBay carefully and noticed that many
sellers made mistakes like this. It was common to see a beautiful
treasure photographed on a patch of crabgrass, or on a living
room floor next to a carpet stain, or, in an attempt to be cute,
next to a dog or a child. In a well-known eBay photo that was
passed around by e-mail, the reflection of the fat and completely
naked photographer could be seen in the mirrorlike surface of
the teakettle he was selling. I knew right from the beginning to
be careful with my photographs.

After editing the photos, 1 planned to follow Fetterman’s
example and list them as “featured in category” auctions on eBay.
Art sellers typically only sprung for the $9.99 fee to feature an auc-
tion on the first page of the art category when they were selling
valuable paintings by well-known artists. Fetterman claimed to be
the first eBay art dealer to feature thrift-store paintings. “It makes
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them look more valuable,” he said, and I couldn't argue with
his logic.

EBay extended the privilege of featuring auctions only to
sellers with a “feedback” rating of ten or more. The feedback sys-
tem was the backbone of eBay’ “based on trust” policy. It allowed
users to make short comments about each other and build repu-
tations. As users collected more comments, their feedback scores
increased. I needed to build a feedback record quickly in order
to unload the paintings I'd bought.

As soon as Fetterman showed me his auctions, I signed up
for an eBay account (1 called myself advice) and began collecting
feedback by buying cheap paintings I thought I might be able to
resell. 1 received my first positive comment on December 16,
1998, from the user ninecaroline, who wrote, “Excellent. transac-
tion: Good communication with rapid payment. A Pleasure
AA++.” After this a number appeared next to my user ID on eBay
in parentheses, showing my feedback score: advice (1). I needed
nine more comments, but the feedback came in slowly. Not all
sellers left feedback. Some took their time leaving it. By mid-
January my score was still just 2.

Having watched Fetterman bid on his own items with other
IDs he had created, T decided to create some of my own to help
myself build up my feedback rating. I created three user IDs and
had each of them leave feedback for my main ID, advice. “Great
communication, prompt response. Great to do business with!” 1
wrote with one of them.

Before 1 pressed the Leave Feedback button for the first time,
paused for a moment. I knew I was bending the rules and manipu-
lating a system that was easy to abuse, but I told myself there was
no real harm in it. 1 just wanted to sell my paintings in featured

auctions, and the ten-comment minimum seemed arbitrary. EBay
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would make more money from me if 1 paid for featured auctions,
wouldn't it?

I was sure others were doing it. And indeed they were,
because in early 1999 it was easy to leave spurious feedback on
eBay. Any user could leave feedback for any other user for any
reason, or for no reason at all. EBay later tightened the rules and
allowed feedback to be exchanged only between users who had
completed a transaction.

On February 18, 1999, I received my tenth feedback comment
from yankeedoodleantiques, who wrote, “Wonderful Customer!
Great communications, quick payment, Recommended!!!” Three of
my first ten comments were fake, but I didn't let this keep me up at
night. 1 was ready to sell.

[ analyzed Fetterman’s selling strategies and followed his
lead. In addition to listing all his paintings in featured auc-
tions, he also set his opening bids at one cent and did not use
hidden minimum “reserve prices.” This was another technique
Fetterman claimed to be the first eBay art seller to use, and it
worked. People were shocked to see featured paintings offered
for a mere penny, and the possibility of being able to buy one for
an absurdly low price excited them and prompted them to bid.
These early bids begat more bids, and eventually, the items were
priced at respectable levels. Fetterman usually made good prof-
its on his art and almost always made enough to cover his costs.
I watched him start the bidding at a penny on a painting for
which he’d paid five hundred dollars. It sold for nine hundred
dollars. He believed in his methods and was willing to take risks.

Or was he? In theory, one of these paintings could have sold
for a cent, and Fetterman would have lost money. But he had a
secret weapon that prevented this from ever happening: shill bid-

ding. If not enough early bids were coming in, he could place
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some himself to “get things rolling.” If, near the end of an auc-
tion, the price was not high enough yet, he could place a “safety
bid” to ensure that he wouldn't lose money. His strategy, while
seemingly bold, actually involved very little risk. I would come
to adopt it myself. The only change 1 made was to start my items
out at ninety-nine cents, rather than a penny, to distinguish
myself from Fetterman. “You don't want people thinking we're
the same person,” he said.

Indeed.

Shortly after collecting the required amount of feedback, 1
posted my first batch of auctions. I described the little floral
painting, the one I bought for twelve dollars at Purple Heart, as

follows:
Beautiful Floral Impressionist Oil

This lovely impressionist oil painting is one of several
estate paintings | am selling this week, each of which
has an opening bid of 99 cents, with no reserve. Please
check my other auctions to find other quality paintings.

[Photo of the painting]

This lovely piece is done in oil on canvas and depicts a
bright, beautiful bouquet of flowers hovering in a richly hued
background. The artist, clearly a skilled practitioner, used
confident brushwork and left a thick impasto. The painting
has a wonderful texture to it. It does have some age to it, as
can be seen in this photo of the back of the canvas:

[Photo of the back of the painting]

This painting measures 20 inches by 12 inches and
is housed in a simple wooden frame that is a perfectly
subtle complement to the artwork.
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It is signed in the lower right corner. I'm not certain,
but the name appears to be “plumb.” I'll ieave it up to you
to decide:

[Close-up photo of the signature]

Calling the piece an “estate painting” was Fetterman’ idea. It was
a way of making the painting seem more important, as if it had come
from the distinguished collection of a wealthy, recently deceased art
collector. “It’s not a lie,” he said. “All ‘estate’ means is the stuff some-
one owns. It doesn't mean they died. You've got an estate. I've got an
estate. Every painting comes out of someones estate.” I consulted my
law dictionary and realized he was right, so I added this term to my
sales pitch and used it for most of the paintings I sold. It lent an air
of respectability to a painting of otherwise dubious origin.

[ displayed a close-up photo of the signature because this
was what sellers seemed to do on eBay. I didn't think “plumb”
was anyone important. For all I knew, it could have been the
pseudonym-of-the-day chosen by the floor manager of a paint-
ing factory in Hanoi. 1 figured the mere fact that the painting was
signed boosted its value. It wasn’t just an original oil painting. It
was an original signed oil painting.

The description for this particular painting wasn't much dif-
ferent from the ones I drafted for the others, but something about
it launched a last-minute bidding war. I watched in astonishment
as my auctions ended, and called Kris as the last one closed.

“Did you see that?” I asked. 'm not sure why I thought she’'d
know what [ was talking about. It was the middle of the day, and
she was working, which is what 1 should have been doing. 1 was
supposed to be writing a letter to a client about California pub-
lic disclosure law, but instead I was refreshing my eBay auctions

every ten minutes.
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“See what?”

“The auctions ended.”

“Auctions? Oh, the eBay auctions . . . are you rich?”

“Kris, I made, like, six or seven hundred dollars in profit.
That ugly little flower one sold for four hundred fifty!”

“Wow!” she said, her voice now pitched with genuine excite-
ment. “Wait—which one?”

“The little one of a bouquet of flowers,” 1 said. “We got it at
the Purple Heart. Really colorful, kind of ugly—thick globs of
paint scattered like vomit all over the canvas. It looks like some-
thing youd find in your grandmother’s house. Three people were
bidding on it in the last minute and the price just soared. I
thought I was going to have a heart attack.”

“You need to start going to the gym.”

“Very funny.”

Kris offered to make me dinner to celebrate, but I begged off.
Packing these paintings would take a while, and 1 didn't feel like
doing anything else. A few minutes later, I received an e-mail

message from the high bidder:
Hello,

| was the high bidder on the Beautiful Impressionist
Floral Qil you sold on eBay. Please send me your mail-
ing address so | can send a money order to you. By the
way, in case you were wondering, this painting is by the
French artist Andre Klumb, who is listed in Davenport’s
Art Reference & Price Guide.

John Metropolous
Grass Valley, California
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Andre Klumb? 1 opened the auction page on eBay and
scrolled down to the photo of the signature. The first letter,
which had looked like a lowercase cursive p, could also have
been read as a k. Maybe it was “klumb.”

I called Fetterman.

“Yeah, 1 saw them,” he said as he answered the phone, for-
going formalities. “Beginner’s luck. Those paintings sucked.”

Iignored his dismissive attitude and didn’t care if my success
could be attributed to luck. “Hey, that one that sold for four-
fifty—the high bidder says it’s by an artist named Andre Klumb.
He’s in a book called . . . Davenport . . . Davenport’s Art Reference
and Price Guide. Have you heard of it?”

“Dude, yeah, T've heard of Davenports,” he said. “Everyone’s
got that book. I've got one right here. But trust me, that painting
is not by a listed artist. That thing is a piece of shit.”

“Look him up. K-L-U-M-B.”

Fetterman sighed, the static of his breath tickling the receiver.
“Jesus, man, I'm telling you that painting is not good enough to
be by a listed artist.”

“Just look him up. You've got the book right there!”

“Hold on, hold on. I'll find him.” I heard him flipping pages.
“Here he is: Andre Klumb. Born 1925. French. It says he painted
landscapes and flowers. In 1990 a thirty-two-by-twenty-six-inch
painting by him sold at a Paris auction for $2,410. Another paint-
ing by him sold at auction in 1991, but it doesn't say how much
it went for. Thats all it says.”

[ leaned forward over the phone and my eyes widened as 1
took this in. “This painting is of a bouquet of flowers, and it’s got
his name on it,” I said, glancing at the open door of my office.
lowered my voice. “Maybe it’s by this guy. Maybe 1 could have
gotten a lot more for it—"
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“Dude, you don't know if its by him. Based on the quality, 1
seriously doubt it. People on eBay do this all the time. They see a
painting with a name on it. They look up the name in
Davenport’s. If its there, they jump to conclusions and think it’s
by a listed artist. But they don't know. They're just taking a
chance. How can anyone know if this painting is by the same
Klumb? Do you think theres an art expert who specializes in
authenticating paintings by Andre Klumb?” He snorted into the
phone. “It’s not like he’s some major artist—he just got his name
in this book.”

“I never said it was by the guy in the book. T didnt even
know about the book.”

“The guy who bought it is a picker,” he said. “Pickers are
guys who sit around all day on eBay looking up names in their
Davenport’s. They get excited when they see a painting they think
is by a listed artist being sold by a seller who doesn’t know what
he’s got. They think they're stealing it from you, but you proba-
bly got more for it by not trying to convince them that it was by
the guy in Davenports.”

One of Fetterman’s dogs barked, and he yelled at it.

“Trust me,” he said. “Even if it was by this Klumb guy—and
there’s no way to know—you got a good price for that thing.
Make sure the check clears before you send it.”

John Metropolous, the man who bought the Klumb painting,
was indeed a “picker.” The Picker is one of a number of arche-
typal eBay characters I would come to know over the ensuing
months.

Pickers, who are invariably male, are on an unending hunt
for art to resell at a profit. They’re not strictly an eBay phenome-
non. The term has been used for decades to describe people who
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scavenge thrift stores, garage sales, estate liquidations, and auc-
tions for underpriced art and antiques that can be turned into
quick profits. In the art and antique world, the term “picker” is
not complimentary. Pickers prefer to think of themselves as
“dealers” or “consultants.” Some, however, embrace the term.
One eBay user who often placed bids on my items went by the
moniker onegreatpicker.

In the eBay art world the Picker finds hundreds of unso-
phisticated sellers who don't know the true value of what they
are selling. This is the Pickers dream. He can search through
scores of paintings every day, sitting at home in his underwear,
his tattered Davenport’s at his side.

But he is not alone. Other pickers scour the site. This is the
Pickers dilemma. When he finds something good he must com-
pete with others to buy it, and the winning bid isn't always a bar-
gain price. But the Picker does not complain if something he
buys turns out to be worthless. He understands he is taking
a risk.

One eBay picker I knew paid a high price for a drawing he
thought might have been by the French cubist Fernand Léger.
Several months later he e-mailed and told me that his local
museum’s curator had told him it was a fake. “That’s okay,” he
wrote. “T'll just wait a few months and put it back up on eBay

“As long as I've got the question marks,” he wrote, “no one
can call me on it.”

Another typical customer is the Compulsive Collector.
Unlike the Picker, the Compulsive Collector is not looking for
underpriced art and does not want to resell what he buys. Nor is
he looking for art by listed artists or paintings of exceptional
quality. He just likes attractive paintings to hang on his walls, and
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his compulsion to buy things keeps him coming back. You might
describe him as a “shopaholic.” I had one eBay customer who
purchased ten separate paintings from me—all of them decent,
but not particularly special—who praised each of them with
equal sincerity.

The Academic, on the other hand, is a buyer with bona fide
credentials. He may have some sort of degree in art or art history
or may work in an institutional setting related to art—a uni-
versity, museum, or large auction house. The Academic is look-
ing for more than just something that looks good on his wall. He
is looking for bargains on quality works by accomplished artists.
He is savvy, and he is not fooled by cheap imitations and shoddy
forgeries, but is not above playing the game of the Picker—
bidding on valuable-looking paintings offered by sellers who
seem not to know what they have. Unlike the Picker, though, he
is uncomfortable with risk. When he buys a painting that turns
out not to have the value he’d hoped, the Academic is heart-
broken.

His cousin the Slummer is a real-world art-dealing profes-
sional who, for recreation, does a bit of “slumming” on eBay, both
as a buyer and a seller. He may own a gallery or deal in expen-
sive paintings, and he doesn't view eBay as a serious place to
trade art, but he is amused by the wide selection and the vast
array of customers. The Slummer is a skeptic and can spot the
tricks in online art auctions just as he can identify charlatans in
his day-to-day business, but he is not above speculating on
unvetted paintings now and then.

Then there is the Wealthy Dilettante, who has plenty of money,
time to surf the web, and a dabbling knowledge of art. The
Wealthy Dilettante may be a retired CEO, a self-made million-
aire, or someone suckling the teat of a trust fund. He sees others
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gambling on eBay and relishes the adventure of buying art that
may or may not be (and often isn't) authentic. He is not nearly as
savvy as the Picker, the Academic, or the Slummer, but he has
more money to spend, and is therefore an easy mark for unscrupu-
lous dealers.

Although 1 hadn't yet come to know these eBay archetypes as |
sat on my dining room floor and packed my first batch of paint-
ings, | had already learned an important lesson: I didn't have to
claim that a painting was by a listed artist for people to assume
it was. In fact, being oblivious to a painting’s potential value
seemed to increase demand for it.

[ was learning other tricks as well. I placed shill bids on each
of my first seven auctions with the user IDs I'd created to leave
feedback for myself. 1 rationalized it by telling myself it was
harmless because my bids didnt affect the final prices. I was
offering the items for ninety-nine cents, and surely I couldn't
actually sell them for that little. The bids I placed were very low,
just enough to attract attention to the items and draw in other
bidders who might be interested in paying more. In placing
them, 1 realized that I, like Fetterman, could bend the rules of
eBay without repercussions.

The next day at work 1 surfed eBay for two hours, taking
note of marketing techniques used by other sellers. 1 looked at
Fetterman’s auctions and placed a few bids on them with my
alternative eBay user IDs, just to “help them along,” as I'd seen
him do. EBay was suddenly much more interesting than the let-
ters, memos, and briefs I was employed to write. I was getting
hooked. And like any addiction, this one would eventually exact
its toll.
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money back. You cheated me.”

I stared at the e-mail message, perplexed. It was March 1999,
and I'd been selling on eBay for just five weeks. My first unhappy
customer, Anthony Matthews (not his real name), was complain-
ing about the painting he’d bought, a grubby little unframed pat-
tern of interlocking geometric shapes rendered on paper in some
kind of a water-based paint and signed “BILL” in the lower right
corner in capital letters.

I'd gotten it from Fetterman, who owned hundreds of paint-
ings he claimed he didn't have time to sell. “Help me out and put
these up on eBay, and I'll split the profits with you,” he said. Most
of them were ordinary paintings that sold for eighty to two hun-
dred dollars, but the BILL painting—much like the Klumb a
month earlier—attracted last-minute bids that drove its price to
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$1,300. I was mystified. Why had it sold for so much?

“Theres no accounting for the taste of these bidders,”
Fetterman said. “Just make sure the check clears before you ship it.”

Unconvinced by this explanation, I wrote to the high bidder
after the auction and asked why he’d paid so much. “Is it by
someone famous?”

His response: “No, I just think it’s a really cool painting. I like
the way it looks.”

Now he apparently liked it much less.

“This painting is not by Max Bill. You pretended you didn'
know what it was, but you knew people would think it was by
him. I can't afford to take a loss on this.”

Max Bill? T typed the name into Google and learned that he
was a Swiss artist associated with the German Bauhaus school
and was known for compositions of geometric shapes. Some of
his paintings resembled the one I'd sold, and 1 could understand
why Matthews had made the connection. But as I searched fur-
ther, I discovered some close-up images of Max Bills paintings
that showed his signature. It was in stylized, lowercase cursive
script, rather than block capital letters. The signature on the
painting I sold looked nothing like it.

“] work as an archivist,” Matthews wrote. “I don’t make a lot
of money. You misled me.”

I didn’t know how to respond. I never claimed the painting
was by anyone named Max Bill. I'd never heard of the artist until
Matthews wrote to me. I called Fetterman.

“A refund?” he snarled. “Why?”

“He says he thought it was by an artist named Max Bill, and
he couldn’t get it authenticated.”

“Well, that sounds like his problem, doesn't it?” he said, his

voice calmer now. “You never said it was by Max Bill.”
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“Can you look the guy up in Davenport’s? How much does
his stuff sell for?”

“I know who Max Bill is,” he said. “German guy. If that piece
was by Max Bill, it would be worth four times what he paid for
it, at least.”

“Well, he says he’s broke, and he’s really pissed off.”

“He’s broke?” Fetterman huffed. “Well, tell me this—if he’s so
broke, whys he buying a thirteen-hundred-dollar painting on
eBay?”

“Listen, I don't want to get in trouble. He might try to say I
ripped him off.”

“You didn't rip him off!”

“I know, but maybe we should just give him a refund. We're
making plenty of money on paintings that people are happy
with. What do you say we just cut our losses on this one?”

“Fuck that,” he said. “This guy took a gamble and it didn't
pan out. It happens all the time in the art business. He knew what
he was getting himself into. He thought he could turn that thing
around for a quick profit and it didn't work out, and now he’s cry-
ing for a refund. You didn't misrepresent that painting at all.”

“Yeah, but—"

“Dude, I'm keeping my share.”

1 thought about it and, in a way, 1 agreed with Fetterman.
Matthews had taken a risk and hadn’t properly researched the
painting. If he had, he would have known that the signature on
it looked nothing like Max Bills. Another part of me wanted to
return the money. This is America—isn't the customer always
right? Even if I didn't agree with Matthews’s reasons for wanting
arefund, it seemed like good business to return the money. More
important, I was afraid he might report me to eBay and somehow
get me expelled from the site.
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But even if I'd wanted to issue a refund, T couldn’t afford to
make up Fetterman’s share of it. I'd earned only half the proceeds
of this sale. So I wrote to Matthews, apologized, and explained
that I hadn't misrepresented the painting and would not refund
his money. He was furious. He threatened to file a complaint with
eBay. I wrote back to him, more indignant this time, and invited
him to report the facts to eBay, as 1 had done nothing wrong,. 1
reminded him that when I'd asked him if he bought the painting
because he thought it was by a famous artist, he told me no. “You
were afraid 1 would back out of the sale if you told me you
thought it was by Max Bill,” I wrote. “You were trying to take
advantage of me.”

1 briefly wondered whether Fetterman may have tampered
with the painting, but I dismissed the idea quickly. It wasn't that
I thought Fetterman was above such behavior; it just didn’t seem
to make sense. The painting was old, and the signature looked
like it had been painted on by the artist. If Fetterman were try-
ing to fool someone, wouldn't he have added a signature that
actually resembled that of Max Bill? And why would he have let
me in on half the profit? The paintings I'd gotten from him so far
were ordinary and unimpressive, and I could understand why it
was worth it for him to farm out the work of selling them. But
this painting earned me a quick $650 that could have been his,
and 1 could not see how he would have let this happen if he
knew it would sell for so much. 1 attributed the signature and the
painting’s resemblance to the work of Max Bill to coincidence.

Fetterman and I sat on the redwood deck outside his house and
watched the sun disappear behind the horizon. Lane was inside
washing dishes. I'd never understood the attraction between the
two of them. Lane was smart, educated, and outgoing. She'd
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been raised in an affluent, conservative family in North Carolina,
had earned degrees in rhetoric and agricultural economics, and
had a high-profile job doing public relations for the California
Department of Agriculture. They made an odd pair: the agricul-
tural economist and the eBay seller, the polite Southern belle and
the kid from the mean streets of Camden. Most women were
repulsed by Fetterman’s personality. He had an overeager way of
approaching people, like a bullshitting used-car salesman. He
bragged and told obvious lies. But Lane apparently saw none of
this, or looked beyond it, and she adored him. They'd met five
years earlier through a personals ad, moved in together within a
few months, and later bought this five-thousand-square-foot
house, perched atop a hill on a dirt road called Jackrabbit Trail.
To come up with the down payment, Fetterman had filled a U-
Haul with art and antiques and carted it to Los Angeles, where
he rented a meeting room at a Holiday Inn, put an ad in the
paper, and conducted his own auction. He raised thirty thousand
dollars in one day. He also claimed to have slid an envelope
stuffed with five hundred dollars across the desk at the mortgage
broker, to help make sure the loan was approved.

Every wall of the house was covered with paintings. This was
the first time I'd visited Fetterman since I started selling art, and
[ was astonished by his collection. These were his crown jewels,
the art with which he would never part. High on the wall in the
dog room hung an eighteenth-century museum-size painting of
angels floating over an Italian city A small watercolor by
Maxfield Parrish adorned a wall in the bedroom. A tiny unsigned
Dutch portrait from the seventeenth century hung in one of the
bathrooms.

When 1 arrived, Fetterman showed me around the house,
pointing out his favorite pieces. His eyes grew wide as he paused
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in front of an angry red and black abstract canvas hanging in a
hallway on the second floor.

“This one’s a Francis Bacon,” he said.

“Who’ he?”

“English guy. Totally insane, and a fucking genius.”

“Yeah, its wild.”

“I wanted to get my hands on one of these things for years.
It was like an obsession.” He bit his lower lip and shook his head,
his eyes fixed on the painting. “Then I found this one on eBay,
and the seller had no idea what he had. He put it in a home décor
category and no one else spotted it. 1 got it for eight hundred
bucks. I couldn fucking believe it.”

“How much is it worth?”

“At least a hundred grand, but I'm never selling it. 'm going
to my grave with this thing.”

“How do you know it’s real?”

“Just look at it. It’s so damned good. He never signed his
paintings, but look at this right here.” He passed his hand over
some rust-colored splotches in the corner of the canvas. “That’s
blood. Bacon did that. I'm telling you, the guy was crazy.”

He continued to stare at the painting for a moment longer,
transfixed. “1 love this one,” he said quietly.

Although the whole house was filled with paintings, Fetterman
called the loft above the bedroom the “the art room.” When 1
ascended into this space I stared in amazement at the five hundred
canvases stacked in neat rows against the walls. This was his inven-
tory, the art he'd collected over the years to resell, and most of it was
much better than anything I had stashed in my dining room.

Out on the porch, Fetterman set down his beer. “Who would
have thought when we were back in the army that 'd be doing

so well now?” he said.
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“What do you mean?”

“You know, the house, Lane, all this money. I never thought
I'd have all this. It’s been a lot of work, but I feel really lucky.”

I looked down. The question reminded me of how different
we were. Like Fetterman, I'd grown up in relative poverty. After
my father left when I was nine, my mother struggled to raise four
sons on her own. But I'd gone into the army with ambitions, and
was eager to get out and start college. I'd always envisioned some
sort of success in my future. Fetterman, on the other hand, was
an aimless kid from a bad neighborhood who had no idea what
he would do with his life. He’d put this all together without a
blueprint.

“Hey, I've been thinking,” he said after a moment. “You and
I should go hunting for art this weekend. We can head up 1-5
and hit all the antique stores on the way. We'll split the cost of
whatever we buy and we can each sell half of them, and split the
profits. Beach and I did it once. Two guys can shop for art a lot
faster.”

How could 1 resist? I knew I could learn a lot from him in a
day’s shopping and would stand to make plenty of money as
well. “Sounds good,” 1 said. “What time do you want to meet?”

For Fetterman, hunting for paintings was all about speed. He sat
outside my apartment in his red 1988 Ford Bronco and honked
three times, impatient, ready to start driving. I descended the
stairs and slid into the duct-taped passenger seat. “What took
you so long?” Fetterman asked. “We need to hit the road.” 1
yawned and said nothing. He peeled down 1 Street onto
Interstate 5, heading north. We were going to Redding, two and
a half hours away, a small city at the far northern end of the
Sacramento Valley. “1 haven't been up this way for a while,”
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Fetterman said. “We might find some good stuff today.”

Our first stop was a white barn outside Redding with the
word ANTIQUES painted on the roof in enormous letters to attract
people from the interstate. “Let’s make this quick,” Fetterman
said as he wheeled the Bronco into the parking lot. “If we don't
find anything, we get out and move on to the next place. Time is
money.”

The front door squeaked on its hinges as we entered.
Fetterman said, “Howdy,” in a chipper voice to the silver-haired
man behind the counter.

Howdy? 1 shot Fetterman a skeptical glance. This was not
part of his New Jersey vernacular.

“What are you looking for today?” the man asked, pushing
his bifocals down his nose and looking up from his Redding
Record-Searchlight.

“Oh, just the old and unusual,” Fetterman said, straining to
make his voice sound folksy. He smiled, shrugged, and stuffed
his hands into his pockets. Was he trying to talk in a Southern
accent? Why didn’t he just ask the guy if he had any art?

I followed Fetterman around the barn. He grabbed a rusty
cowbell and held it up to his face, as if he were looking at it
closely, but I could see his eyes darting, scanning the store. “This
is interesting,” he said. I frowned. I thought we were in a hurry,
and he was shuffling around like a bumpkin.

Then he sauntered over to a painting mounted high on the
wall at the back of the barn, a large landscape rendered in thick
strokes of dark green, yellow, gray, and silver. Its gold frame was
fading, and the paint was cracked and darkened with age.
Fetterman gawked up at it, his freckled Adam’s apple protruding.
“How much for the picture?” he asked, raising his voice so the
man at the counter could hear him.
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The proprietor joined us under the painting. “This is a nice
one,” he said. “It’s five hundred dollars.”

Fetterman widened his eyes and whistled. “Wow,” he said,
nodding. “That’s a little rich for our blood. I was hoping it might
be a little less.”

“Well, it’s the nicest painting I've had in here in a while.” The
man paused and looked up at it. “But I may be able to take a lit-
tle off for you.”

“Yeah?” Fetterman said, turning to the man. “Well, we're just
college students, looking for something for our dorm. We can't
afford much.”

Jesus. College students? We were both thirty-one years old.
Fetterman had a receding hairline, a well-fed gut pushing against
his T-shirt, and creases forming around his eyes. “Would you
take two hundred fifty for it?” he asked.

I looked up at the man to gauge his reaction and wondered
how Fetterman had the nerve to make such a offer.

“I couldn’t go that low on it,” the man said, a polite smile on
his face.

“Okay, well . . .” Fetterman paused and looked at the paint-
ing again for a moment, then back at the man. “Maybe we'll see
you another time, then,” he said, his voice friendly. He gave me
a look 1 couldn't interpret and then began ambling toward the
door.

The man glanced around his barn, empty of customers, and
said, “Wait a second. I might be able to go three hundred on it.”

Fetterman stopped. “Really?” He turned to me, nodded, and
said, “I think we could do that,” as if he were asking for my
consent.

“Yeah,” T agreed in a small voice, wondering if this was some
sort of cue, my turn to step in and insist on an even lower price.
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Fetterman slipped a thick wad of hundred-dollar bills from
his front pocket and fumbled three of them into the man’s hand.
As we pulled out of the parking lot, I said, “Three hundred dol-
lars? I said I'd go in half on these, but that’ a lot of money.”

“Are you kidding? That’s an awesome painting. I'll get at least
seven hundred for it on eBay, guaranteed. There’s only so much
you can make on those shitty thrift-store paintings. If you want
to make real money, you've got to invest in decent art.”

I said nothing. 1 felt hesitant, even though 1 wanted to
believe in Fetterman’s art-buying savvy.

“Trust me,” he said. “We got a steal on that one. If you don’t
want to pay for your half, I'll keep it for myself. I'm doing you a
favor by letting you in on it.”

“All right, all right, 'm in,” I said. “It just makes me nervous
to spend so much.”

We pulled back onto the freeway and headed into downtown
Redding. “Hey, what's up with the doofus act?” I asked.

“What are you talking about?”

“Acting dumb in there. You know, ‘Howdy, pahdner, nice
cowbell. Gosh, this shore is a pretty pic-chur.”

“T didn’t talk like that,” he said.

“Dude, you told him we were college students.”

“Listen, man,” he said, his voice smug, eyelids lowered. He
squinted at the freeway, balled his fist, and flicked a finger sky-
ward. “Rule number one: You can't let these guys know you're in
there looking for art. Antique dealers are all alike—they don'
know shit about art and they're afraid of people who do. They all
think some art expert is gonna come in and buy a masterpiece
from them for nothing and then go laughing all the way to the
bank. If they think you know about art you'll never be able to

talk them down on their prices.”
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“So you act like a dipshit? You were really overdoing it.”

“Did you see how 1 bargained with that guy? It worked,
didnt it?”

“Yeah, that was something,” I said, my voice flat.

“Never be afraid to ask for a really low price.” He hoisted a
second finger. “That’s rule number two.”

We visited three more stores in Redding and continued north
to the tiny town of Mt. Shasta, a place where rednecks and log-
gers clash with the more recently arrived New Age practitioners
who believe energy emanates from the mountain. There we
found several shops selling healing crystals, but no good art.

From Mt. Shasta we continued north past a town called
Weed. “Nothing worth seeing there,” Fetterman assured me.
Another thirty miles up Interstate 5 we came to Yreka, a dusty
little city probably best known as the last place to buy gasoline
before entering Oregon. It had a compact little downtown filled
with old buildings, boutiques, cafés and, most important, antique
shops.

At one of these shops, Fetterman was captivated by a small
watercolor painting. It measured about six by eight inches and
was mounted behind glass and a mat board in a thin gold frame.
It was a simple landscape—green trees, a meadow, and a moun-
tain in the background—and it had shifted in the frame so that
its upper edge was visible below the mat board. “This is a good
one,” Fetterman whispered to me, glancing at the woman who
owned the shop to make sure she didn't hear. The painting didn't
look very special to me, but it did look old, and I assumed this
was why he liked it. We bought it for sixty dollars.

Fetterman kept up his idiot charade in every store we visit-
ed that day, but it seemed more subdued after I mentioned it. We
drove the 250 miles back to Sacramento mostly in silence. We'd
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spent nine hundred dollars and bought nine paintings. To me,
this was a lot of money to spend with no guarantee of return.
Fetterman assured me we were making sound investments. “I
almost never lose money on these things,” he said.

When he dropped me off, I took four of the paintings with
me. “Remember to take photos of the backs of these old ones,”
he said. “You've got to show the age.” He kept the watercolor
painting we found in Yreka. “I'll fix this one,” he said. “It needs
to be remounted. I'll bring it back down and let you sell it.”

The next evening he delivered it. The frame was polished
and the glass wiped free of grime. The painting was aligned
perfectly behind the mat board. It also had something else: the
initials “HW” in the lower right corner. “Whats this?” I asked,
pointing to the letters. “Yeah,” he said. “I found those when I
remounted it. The initials had fallen below the edge of the mat
board.”

“Who's HW?”

“Who knows?” he said. “You can't look up a guy5 initials in
Davenports. Could be anyone. Anyway, they're going to like this
one on eBay. You don' find many good watercolors this old. Try
to post these as soon as you can.”

1 pulled the painting close to my face and looked at the let-
ters in the corner. They looked like they’d been brushed on in
the same paint used for the rest of the painting; the color was a
perfect match with the dark brown of the tree trunks. And they
were near the edge—they would have been hidden from view
when the painting slipped from its mounting. “I'll put them up
this week,” I said.

Over the next ten days, Fetterman and I auctioned the paint-
ings we bought on our trip. The landscape we bought at the
white barn in Redding for $300 sold for $900. An antique still
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life we picked up in Yreka for $60 sold for $275. A painting of a
barnyard we bought for $80 brought in $380. Fetterman was
right—spending more to buy better paintings was the secret to
making money on eBay.

Once again, though, there was a sleeper in this batch of
paintings. The HW watercolor sold for $1,600 after a last-minute
bidding war. The high bidder, a man named Gerald who called
himself Sonny, called me from his home in Arizona right after the
auction. “I would have e-mailed,” he said, “but I'm a really slow
typist.”

He was a slow talker, too. He paused between his sentences
and breathed heavily into the phone, as if exhausted by the effort
of speaking, and I imagined that he was obese. “You probably
didn’t know this,” he said, “but this watercolor may be by
Winslow Homer. Most people don't know he sometimes signed
his paintings ‘HW," backwards of how you would expect. I found
an example in a signature book.”

“A signature book?”

“Yeah,” he said. “You know, the guides that show pictures of
artists’ signatures. You don't have one?”

“No.”

“Well, you still probably wouldn't have found it. I have a
bunch of signature books, and most of them don't show the HW
example. 1ts only in one of them.”

My heart pounded in my ears as I hung up the phone. I
called Fetterman.

“Dude, that was amazing!” he said as he answered the phone.
“We made over three grand on those things. What did 1 tell you?
You've got to spend money to make money.”

“Hey, man—tell me the truth. Did you look up ‘HW’ in your

signature guides?”
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“What?” He paused. I heard him exhale into the phone.
“Yeah, 1 looked it up. I didn’t find anything. Why?”

“HW’ was a monogram used by an artist named Winslow
Homer. Do you know him?”

“What?” he said in a high-pitched growl. “Shit! I looked up
‘HW’ and 1 didn’t find that. Hold on, let me look up Homer.” I
heard him flipping pages. “Dude, I'm looking at Winslow
Homer’ signatures right now and HW is not in here.”

“The guy who bought it says he found it in one of his
guides.”

“My book’s got a bunch of examples of how he signed, and
that one isnt in here.”

“If it’s by him, how much is it worth?”

“Winslow Homer is a major artist,” he said. “It would be
worth a lot more than it sold for.”

“Maybe we should back out of the auction,” I said. I didn't
trust him. 1 wanted to see how he would respond. “Maybe we
should take the painting to Butterfield’s and get it authenticated.”

“Well, we could do that . . . we could,” he said. “But you
know, the odds are low that you'll get it authenticated. It’s really
hard to get an unknown painting accepted by the experts. Its
really political, and they're always skeptical. I hate to say this, but
we're probably better off just taking what we got for it. It’s like a
bird in your hand, you know? You're looking at those birds in the
bush, and I know what you're thinking, but if we take it to an
expert and he says its not real, then what do we do? Then it
worth nothing. If this guy’s willing to take a chance, we should
let him.”

My head ached beneath my temples.

“I'll tell you what,” he said. “I'll leave it up to you. If you want
to take it to Butterfield’s, you can. But in my opinion, we should
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just sell it and take what we got. It’s less risky.” He paused for a
moment. “I'm surprised I missed those initials. Maybe I need to
get a new signature guide. It’s hard to keep up with this shit.”

Two days later 1 received a cashier’s check from Sonny and
shipped the painting to him. “Got the Homer painting,” he
wrote. “Love it.”

It was all so easy, and [ wasn’t sure how I felt about it. For a
second time, I'd sold a painting for Fetterman with a mysterious
signature that resembled that of a well-known artist. It seemed
too coincidental. 1 wanted no part in passing off suspicious
paintings.

On the other hand, Sonny was thrilled with the painting and
seemed perfectly willing to pay me to take a chance on it.
Perhaps it really was by Winslow Homer, and Sonny got an
unbelievable bargain. Given what 1 knew about Fetterman,
though, this seemed unlikely.

Flush from the sale of the Yreka paintings, I began hunting for
better art, looking beyond thrift stores and visiting antique shops
and auctions around Sacramento. I was learning to spot what
might sell on eBay, and searching for paintings was becoming
more enjoyable than almost anything else 1 did.

On one of my Saturday forays to an antique store in East
Sacramento, 1 found a California coastal scene, very bright and
colorful and a bit abstract for a painting that appeared to have
been done in the 1930s. It was signed “Gile” in the lower right
corner in crude letters, and the oddly scribbled e looked like it
could have been an a. The owner of the shop told me that
although the signature looked like that of the artist Selden Gile,
he did not think the painting was actually by him, which was
why he was selling it for only three hundred dollars. “There’s
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something funny about that signature,” he said, “and I don
really trust the guys who sold it to me. But it5 still a great price
for an antique California plein air painting.” I nodded and
excused myself to go outside and call Fetterman.

“Selden Gile?” Fetterman said. “His work sells for thousands!
You've got to buy it if there’s any chance it might be real.”

“Yeah, but the dealer said he doesn't think it’s by Gile.”

Fetterman sighed into the phone. “How many times do 1
have to tell you? Antique dealers don't know shit about art.
This guy probably doesnt know what he has.” Fetterman
described Gile’s work—thickly painted, colorful, abstract land-
scapes and town scenes—and I heard enough to take a chance
on the painting.

Later that day I Googled Selden Gile, discovered that he was
an influential artist who worked and taught in the San Francisco
Bay Area in the 1920s and thirties, and concluded that my paint-
ing did look like some of his other works. When Fetterman saw
it he disagreed. “It’s horrible!” he groaned. “That is definitely not
by Selden Gile. I can’t believe you bought that thing.”

[ was disappointed with this assessment (particularly after
he’d encouraged me to buy it) but decided to put the painting up
on eBay anyway. 1 needed to recoup my investment. I knew I
couldn't claim it was by Selden Gile, because it almost certainly
was not. But I remembered the “Klumb” and the “BILL” and the
“HW,” and | knew people might assume this piece was by Gile if
[ posted it without mentioning his name. But would it be right
to let this happen? Unlike my previous sales, when I learned why
the paintings had sold for so much only after the auctions ended,
this time [ would only be playing dumb by withholding the
antique dealer’s warning. I would be expecting a last-minute bid-

ding war.
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But then again, how did I know it wasn’t painted by Gile? All
I had were the opinions of the antique dealer and Fetterman, nei-
ther of whom was an expert. 1 thought perhaps I should just let
the market set the price. Maybe there was a chance it was by Gile.
People who suspected as much would bid accordingly, and I
stood to make an enviable profit.

And so 1 decided to give the pickers what they wanted and
pass myself off as an unsophisticated seller who had unknow-
ingly stumbled across a potentially valuable painting.
Remembering Anthony Matthews, and how he’'d claimed I'd
tried to trick him, 1 interpreted the signature as “Gila,” rather
than “Gile,” because it could have been read either way. I titled
the auction “Colorful Old California Coastal Oil Signed Gila.”

The strategy worked. A bidding war at the end of the auc-
tion drove the price to $3,400. The high bidder, who owned an
art gallery near San Francisco, sent a money order, and 1 packed
the painting in a huge box with Styrofoam peanuts and paid
extra for insurance. When the buyer received it, he e-mailed.
“What can you tell me about the provenance of this painting?”
he asked. Provenance is a French word used in the art world to
refer to the ownership history of a piece of art. If I told the buyer
about the antique store, he might contact the owner. If I even
admitted I knew the meaning of the word, I would reveal a level
of sophistication belied by my auction description, and the
buyer might accuse me of misleading him. So I chose to play
really, really dumb. “I bought this painting in Sacramento. I do
not know if it came from a Canadian province.” The customer
did not reply.

The Gile auction was my first purposeful execution of the
“naive seller” strategy. Having learned firsthand that people
would speculate on paintings that weren't directly attributed to
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the artists whose work they resembled, I consciously decided to
feign naiveté so as to encourage them. By not claiming the paint-
ing was by Selden Gile, 1 thought I was letting myself off the
hook. T wouldn't be asked for documentation or any kind of
guarantee, and | wouldn’t be held responsible if the painting
didn't turn out to be what the buyer had hoped. More important,
[ told myself that by playing dumb, I was not lying, and if I
wasn't lying, I wasn't really doing anything wrong. I was no dif-
ferent, I thought, than the realtor who failed to mention that a
house was near a noisy fire station because this disclosure wasn't
required by law. Caveat emptor.

Kris watched the auction close with excitement. She knew
how I'd found the painting, and how 1 didn't really think it was
by Selden Gile. She seemed astonished, but not alarmed, by the
fact that someone was willing to pay so much for it. Her accept-
ance of the whole thing made it seem more acceptable to me.

My brother Matt was more skeptical. “Why didn't you dis-
close that you didn't think it was by that guy?” he asked.

“How can I be sure?” I said. “I'm no expert.”

He smirked and said nothing for a moment. “Did you bid on
it yourself?”

1didn't reply. I had bid on it myself. I'd told Matt I sometimes
placed bids on my own auctions, and he’'d gotten angry about it
and told me he thought it was dishonest.

By the time [ sold the Gile painting, I was learning more
about the art trade and had discovered that the notion of authen-
ticity is somewhat murky. The boundary between “real” and “not
real” is fuzzy, and many paintings that sell on eBay fall some-
where in this middle ground.

It is often difficult to determine whether an artist painted a
particular work, especially when the artist is dead or can't be
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located. We rely on “experts”—art historians or, in the case of
very famous artists, committees of art historians—to authenticate
the works of deceased painters. But these experts can only make
educated guesses, and they are not always correct. Furthermore,
there are no experts devoted to authenticating the work of most
artists who are listed in reference books. It is up to appraisers or
auction house employees to authenticate paintings by second-
tier artists like Andre Klumb. These people have to guess also,
and their guesses are less informed. As a result, many “authenti-
cated” paintings are not real, and plenty of authentic paintings
have yet to be certified.

When a seller is sure that a painting is authentic, he doesn't
mince words. If a painting is by Van Gogh, the seller will describe
it as “by Van Gogh.” If the seller thinks the painting might be by
an artist but cannot guarantee this, he can describe it as “attrib-
uted to” the artist. A painting that is probably not by an artist,
but more likely by someone who worked with him, can be
described as being from the “school of” the artist. A piece that is
from the same period and in the same style as paintings by a par-
ticular artist is described as being “in the manner of” the artist. A
painting that resembles an artists work but might not be from
the right period is described as “in the style of” the artist. These
are alt euphemisms for “not by the artist,” and they mean that a
painting is worth less than one that is “by” the artist.

Many authentic paintings are sold on eBay, but far more fall
into the other categories, or dubious hybrid categories. A com-
mon trick used by eBay sellers is to say that a painting is “by” a
known artist but not actually guaranteed to be authentic. Other
sellers claim to offer a guarantee of authenticity but grant a very
short refund period—a week, for instance—that does not give

the buyer time to show the painting to an expert. Some sellers
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offer paintings that they themselves have “authenticated” (com-
plete with a “certificate of authenticity” they've created). And of
course, eBay is replete with paintings “attributed to” famous
artists.

I could have used one of these techniques to sell the Gile
painting. I might have said it was “by” Gile but disclaimed any
guarantee, or sold it as “attributed to” Gile. But either of these
would have been an outright lie. I could have offered it as hav-
ing been done “in the manner of” or as part of the “school of”
Gile, but these descriptions would not have attracted bidders
who were hoping to buy a painting by Selden Gile. Pickers look
for clueless sellers with authentic paintings, and T determined
that it was best to use the naive seller approach. The tactic
worked even better than I could have hoped, and it established
a dangerous precedent.

After I sold the Gile painting, I invested two hundred dollars for
my own copy of Davenport’s Art Reference & Price Guide, the field
manual for every serious eBay art trader. While Davenports did
not provide detailed information about any individual artist (just
some brief biographical data and price estimates), it included far
more artists than any other guide—more than two hundred
thousand. Anyone in Davenport’s was a “listed artist,” and on
eBay, this was a valuable label. By this time [ was shopping for art
nearly every weekend and wanted to be able to research paint-
ings as [ came across them. “Just never bring that book into a
store with you,” Fetterman warned. So I left my Davenport’ in
the car, and if I found a painting that was by a listed artist (or
could have been by a listed artist, or mistaken for something by
a listed artist), I went outside to research it.

After I bought Davenport’, I began finding paintings by listed
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artists. Usually the sellers of these paintings knew what they had
and priced them accordingly, which left me no room to make a
profit. Sometimes, though, I found these works in thrift stores or
remote antique shops owned by people who knew nothing about
art. Orphaned paintings by listed artists hid everywhere, just
waiting to be discovered, liberated, and shipped to new homes.
Finding pieces by these artists was always a thrill, even when
they were not worth much.

The thrill of the hunt was never more exciting than on the
clear Tuesday in May 1999, when Fetterman stumbled across
something astonishing at a thrift store on Franklin Boulevard. He
called and said, “Dude, I need you to look something up for me.”

“I'm at work. I don’t have my Davenport’s here.”

“Shit!” he rasped. “Can you go home?”

“I'm not going home to look up a painting for you.”

“You don't understand,” he said, lowering his voice to a
near whisper. “Listen, I'm at the Goodwill down in South Sac.
I'm using their phone. This is a big one, man. A really, really
big one.”

And it was. Fetterman had found a painting by Oscar
Berninghaus in a glass display counter at Goodwill. Berninghaus
was one of the early members of the Taos school, a celebrated
group of artists who migrated to New Mexico to paint the sun-
soaked desert and its inhabitants. Berninghaus paintings hung
on the walls of the Smithsonian, the Art Institute of Chicago, and
dozens of other museums throughout the United States. Some of
his works had sold for more than half a million dollars.

The Goodwill employees knew the painting was something,
but they weren't sure what, so they'd added it to the small collec-
tion of “possibly valuable” items up for sale in the stores weekly
silent auction. These items—gaudy rings, antique watches, scarves
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sewn with the names of famous designers—sat under glass for a
week while the store employees recorded bids on a notepad
behind the counter. Each bid had to be ten percent higher than the
previous one. When Fetterman discovered the painting, the high
bid was five hundred dollars, and while he knew it was worth
more than this, he wasn't sure how much more.

“The auction for this thing ends today,” he said. “I don't have
time to go home and research it. If you help me out with this, I'll
let you in on it.”

I found thousands of references to Berninghaus on the
Internet and saw his work selling for tens of thousands of dollars
in art galleries. “Okay,” I said. “I'm in. It’s hard to say how much
this thing could be worth, but I would pay up to three thousand
forit.” '

As the afternoon progressed, Fetterman began to think he
would get the painting for less than six hundred dollars. He
called me several times to tell me he was still the high bidder. I
sat in my office, took his calls, and felt trapped. I wanted to be
there with him, looking at the painting in person and waiting for
the auction to end. Shortly before the four p.m. deadline, as
Fetterman leaned against the wall of the Goodwill store and
nibbled his fingernails, a woman arrived in a large Ford pickup
with her two young children and placed a bid on the painting
that was ten percent higher than his. Fetterman and the woman
fired bids back and forth over the next minute until the woman
scowled, cursed in Spanish, and stomped out of the shop.
Fetterman’s high bid: $4,400. “If it hadn't been for that Mexican
bitch 1 would have gotten it for five hundred fifty,” he said.
“What the hell did she want it for, anyway? I think it was a setup
by Goodwill.”

I snickered. “Are you accusing Goodwill of shill bidding?
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Maybe she’s just a Berninghaus fan.” My lightheartedness was
forced, an attempt to smother the frightening fact that I had just
spent $2,200 for half of a painting I had never seen. This was far
more than I'd ever invested in a piece of art.

The next afternoon, when I met Fetterman at Goodwill, 1
knew I'd made the right decision. The painting was small—six
inches by nine inches—but breathtaking in its precision. It was
painted around 1920 and depicted two Native American men sit-
ting under the shade of an adobe hut, escaping the glare of the
midday desert sun and smoking long wooden pipes. The frame
was intricately carved and adorned with gold leaf. How could
something so precious have tumbled into the collection bin of a
thrift store?

“Thank you so much for your donation,” the woman behind
the counter said as she placed the painting into a white plastic
grocery bag. I thought: No, thank you.

Fetterman and 1 discussed our next move at a nearby taque-
ria. “We could sell it on eBay,” he said, peeking at the gold frame
through the opening of the bag. “But I'm not sure if it’s the best
way to handle this one.” He looked up from the Berninghaus and
around the restaurant, scanning for anyone watching him. He
pushed the painting deep inside the bag and set it next to him on
the orange rubber seat.

“Why not?” 1 asked. I'd just sold a painting signed “Gila” on
eBay for $3,400. 1 thought eBay was the best place to sell any-
thing.

“It just seems too good,” he said. “You don't see many paint-
ings this good on eBay, and the ones that are don't sell for very
much. I'm almost wondering if we could get more for it from a
real auction house.”

“Doesn’t that take a long time?”
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“Yeah, it can. They also charge high fees. But my gut says an
auction house is the best way to go.”

Fetterman consigned the piece to Coeur d’Alene Auction, which
hosted a once-a-year sale of valuable Western art and had sold a lot
of Berninghaus paintings. The auction was two months away when
we sent off the painting, and I hesitated to wait that long to recoup
my investment but deferred to Fetterman on the decision.

The wait was a small price to pay. When the hammer fell on
July 31, 1999, our thrift-store Berninghaus sold for $18,700.
After fees, my share was nearly $8,000. This was likely far more
than we could have made on eBay.

I was with Kiris, at a concert, when Fetterman called me with
the news of the sale. She hugged and congratulated me as I told
her how much I'd made. “I really wonder if I could make my liv-
ing doing this,” I said, trembling with excitement. She pulled
away and gave me a skeptical look. “Well, you’re probably not
going to find another Berninghaus in a Goodwill store anytime
soon,” she said. 1 smiled. “Yeah, you're right.” The experience
made me believe, however, that valuable paintings really were
out there and could be found in the most unlikely places. 1 knew
I wouldn't stumble across them all the time, but if T just worked
hard, and kept hunting, [ would find more.

I was spending more time with Fetterman than I had since we
were in the army. He often called early in the morning on week-
ends, wanting to discuss a painting or point out something on
eBay, and left rambling messages on my answering machine.
“Wake up, Private Walton!” he shouted, imitating the Southern
accent of one of our army sergeants. “Wake up! Time to do push-
ups!” He would laugh and go on for a minute until either he gave

up or [ answered the phone.
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I viewed socializing with him as an unpleasant cost of doing
business. He showed me how to make money on eBay. If this
required me to have a beer with him now and then, I would do
it, often to the dismay of Kris, who avoided him at all costs.
When Fetterman and 1 were out, his behavior often made my
skin crawl.

Once we attended a Sacramento Kings game and sat in cheap
seats in the upper level. Fetterman gulped two beers during the
first half. At halftime he ordered a third, and we decided to move
down to two empty seats we'd spotted near the court. As we slid
into the hundred-fifty-dollar chairs, close enough to the hard-
wood to hear the players curse, I felt the nearby well-heeled fans
giving us Who the hell are you? glances.

But it didn't take Fetterman long to feel comfortable in his
new surroundings. Several minutes into the third quarter, excited
by being close enough to the court to be heard, he began heck-
ling. “You're fucking blind, ref!” he shouted, placing his palm
over his beer to keep it from spilling. “He’s been in the paint for
nine seconds! He’ setting up a tent down there!” After each out-
burst he turned to me with his Is this good, or what? look, nod-
ding his head. I was embarrassed by him, but some of his tirades
were funny, especially when his observations were astute. When
he said, “Aw, man, he was dancing a jig down there—you missed
the traveling call!” he was right. Some people around us laughed.
Others rolled their eyes. They weren' used to colorful language
down in the expensive seats.

Near the end of the fourth quarter the game was tied, and our
rookie point guard Jason Williams was shooting (and missing)
three-point shots instead of passing the ball. Another beer had
seeped into Fetterman’s bloodstream, and he was feeling it. “He’s
throwing the fucking game!” he shouted. “You gettin’ big Vegas
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money for this, Jason?” He wasn just taunting the player—he
believed it. He turned to me and whispered, “I've seen this before,
man. This game is fixed.”

“He’s not throwing the game. He’s just playing like a rookie.
Calm down.”

Fetterman continued shouting his conspiracy theory until
the woman sitting to my left reached over me and tapped him on
the shoulder. “This is Jason’s dad,” she said, glowering, pointing
to the man next to her. I closed my eyes and shook my head. “I'm
sorty, sir,” Fetterman said, leaning over my lap. “No offense
meant.” The man did not look at him.

Fetterman sat silent for a moment and then leaned into my
ear, cupping his hand around his mouth, and whispered, “I still
think it’s a fix, man. He’s getting paid off. It’ all run by the Mafia.”

“You're a fucking idiot,” I said, staring at the court.

Fetterman said nothing.

The fourth quarter ended in a tie. In overtime, Williams
made his shots, resulting in a lead and then a win. 1 offered to let
Fetterman sleep on my couch that night, but he drove home
drunk.

As I continued to sell on eBay, I tainted most of my auctions with
at least one fake bid. Sometimes 1 bid on Fetterman’ items, and
as | learned to spot his fake user 1Ds, I saw that he often did the
same for me. Beach and I also exchanged bids, even though we
never talked. None of us discussed shill bidding or asked each
other to place bids. There was no grand scheme, just a tacit
understanding that shilling was part of how we did business. We
were just “helping things along.”

There were plenty of other art sellers doing the same thing.
One user in New Jersey appeared to have his own small stable of

57



FAKE: Fergery. Lies. & eBay

shill bidding IDs. After a while, I concluded that he was exchang-
ing bids with a couple of other sellers. Eventually he began bid-
ding on my items, but never for amounts that were high enough
to win the auctions. 1 took the hint and placed similar bids on
his items. Once, when I accidentally won one of his auctions, he
wrote, “Did you really intend to buy the painting, or was that just
a courtesy bid? You don’t have to purchase it if you don't want
to.” I bought it anyway, but our understanding had been made
clear.

By mid-1999 1 had created about seven alternate user IDs.
At the time, many eBay sellers were shill bidding, and most of
them did it with only one user 1D, which made things too
obvious. If an eBay user with no feedback continually bid on
a single seller’s items but never won them, it was clear that the
user was a shill. To avoid this transparency, I used different
user 1Ds, and used them to bid on other sellers’ items as well
as my own.

I saw the shill bidding as an advertising strategy. Nothing
drew a crowd like a crowd, and sometimes 1 needed to supply
the bodies. Really, this was just rationalization. The truth was
that my customers trusted me to play fair and follow the rules,
hated the idea of a seller bidding on his own items, and would
not have wanted to buy from me if they knew I was doing it. This
is why I went to such great lengths to hide it.

Another way Fetterman, Scott, and I made our fake user IDs
look more authentic was to have them leave feedback for each
other. Again, we didn't do this pursuant to any elaborate scheme.
For the most part, it was casual and unspoken. Every now and
then T might use one of my user IDs to leave feedback for an ID
[ knew was Fetterman’, and he might return the favor.

Once, Beach tried a more complex scheme to exchange feed-
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back. He created a new user ID called pigroast and used it to post
an auction requesting feedback from strangers. He promised to
send the board game Risk, at no charge, to the person who left
the most creative comment. Beach wasn't the first person to try
this. People had been running “feedback auctions” on eBay for a
long time, and the site had banned them. When eBay discovered
this auction, it suspended pigroast, but not before Fetterman and
I had left feedback for it with nine of our alternate IDs.

Shortly after the auction was canceled, Kris called me at
work. “Ken, your eBay games are getting out of hand,” she said.

She knew 1 sometimes placed bids on my own auctions. I'd
told her about it. While she wasn’t convinced that my shill bid-
ding was harmless, she’d never expressed alarm about it. ‘I
found the auction,” she added.

“What auction?” I honestly wasn't sure what she was talking
about. o

“Listen,” she said. “I'm not trying to snoop around in your
business, but 1 was looking at your paintings, and saw that you
were bidding on one of them with one of your made-up IDs. I
looked to see what else it was bidding on and came across this
pigroast auction.”

“Oh, that was kind of a little joke. Scott Beach set it up. I guess
its against eBay rules, so Scott’s new account got suspended, but
none of mine did. Its no big deal.”

“Ken, it looks really bad. It ties you all together. Some of
those bidders are yours and 1 know some of them are
Fetterman’s. They probably all belong to you guys. I looked at
what they're bidding on, and you guys are out of control. You bid
on each others stuff all the time. Its way worse than I thought.”
Her voice was low and serious. “You could get caught for this. If
I could find that auction, anyone could.”
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“It’s not that big a deal,” | repeated, defensive, almost plead-
ing. “Its not hurting anyone. It’s not illegal—just an eBay rule.”

“But its wrong, isnt it? All those fake bids?” Her voice was
lowered to an almost whisper, as if she were afraid someone in
her office might hear. “What if someone reported it to the Bar?
It’s unethical. You could lose your license.”

For a moment 1 considered this, and then dismissed it. I
was getting so much money and satisfaction from eBay that I
seemed to be able to rationalize anything I did on the site.
“Kris, [ seriously doubt that any of my clients are going to
report this to the Bar.”

“Well, if you're going to keep doing this I don’t want any part
ofit.”

“Okay,” I said. “T'll stop. Or I'll cut way down on it,-at least.”

And for a few days, 1 did. I told Fetterman to stop bidding
on my items and quit using the user IDs Kris knew about. But
this didn’t last. Within a week I had created new user IDs and
was back to the same old tricks. With a few clicks of a mouse, 1
chose shill bidding over the integrity of my relationship, and
barely paused to give it a thought.
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Want more?

Thank you for reading this sample of FAKE: Forgery, Lies, &
eBay, by Kenneth Walton, published by Simon Spotlight
Entertainment, an imprint of Simon & Shuster. If you found it
interesting, be aware that the story takes some remarkable twists
and turns over the remaining 236 pages. In order to read them, you
will need to purchase the book.

FAKE is available wherever books are sold. For more information,
or to purchase a signed copy, visit the author’s website:

http://kennethwalton.com




