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and a half, analysts say. Cur-
rently, the total losses amount 
to 5.5 percent of credit card 
debt outstanding, and could 
surpass the 7.9 percent level 
reached after the technology 
bubble burst in 2001.

“If unemployment contin-
ues to increase, credit card 
net charge-offs could exceed 
historical norms,” said Gary L. 
Crittenden, Citigroup’s chief 
financial officer.

Faced with sobering con-
ditions, companies that issue 
MasterCard, Visa and other 
cards are rushing to stanch 
the bleeding, even as options 
once easily tapped by borrow-
ers to pay off credit card obli-
gations, like home equity lines 
or the ability to transfer bal-
ances to a new card, dry up.

Tighter standards
Big lenders — like Ameri-

can Express, Bank of America, 
Citigroup and even retailer 
Target — have begun tighten-
ing standards for applicants 
and are culling their portfolios 
of the riskiest customers. Cap-
ital One, another big issuer, 
for example, has aggressively 
shut down inactive accounts 
and reduced customer credit 
lines by 4.5 percent in the sec-
ond quarter from the previous 
period, according to regula-
tory filings.

Lenders are shunning con-
sumers already in debt and 
cutting credit limits for exist-
ing cardholders, especially 
those who live in areas rav-
aged by the housing crisis or 
work in troubled industries.

In some cases, lenders are 
even pulling in credit lines af-
ter monitoring cardholders 
who shop at the same stores 
as other risky borrowers or 
who have mortgages from 
certain companies.

While such changes pro-
tect lenders, some can come 
back to haunt consumers. The 
result can be a lower credit 
score, which forces a bor-
rower to pay higher interest 
rates and makes it harder to 
obtain loans. A reduced line of 
credit can make it harder for 
consumers to manage their 
budgets, since lenders have 30 
days to notify their customers, 
and often wait to do so after 
taking action.

The depth of the fi nancial
crisis has shocked a credit-
hooked nation into rethink-
ing its habits. Many families 
once content to buy now and 
pay later are eager to trim 
their reliance on credit cards. 
The Treasury Department, 
which is spending billions of 
dollars in taxpayer money to 
clean up an economic mess 
brought on in part by all 
sorts of easy credit, recently 
started an advertising cam-
paign inviting consumers to 
check into the “Bad Credit 
Hotel,” an online game that 
teaches the basics of main-
taining good credit.

At the same time, the fear 
factor among lenders has 
deepened just as the crisis 
makes it harder for some fi -
nancially stretched consum-

ers to wean themselves from 
credit cards for even basic 
needs, like gas and food.

“We are not going to say,
‘Yahoo, this is over’ and ex-
tend credit like we did without 
fear,” Jamie Dimon, JPMor-
gan Chase’s chief executive,
said in a recent conference 
call. “If you’re not fearful, 
you’re crazy.”

The creditworthy are no 
exception. American Ex-
press, which traditionally 
catered to more-upscale 
cardholders, said it would be 
increasing the effective inter-
est rates by 2 or 3 percentage 
points for a broad range of its 
credit card holders — a move 
that could, for example, push 
a 15 percent rate up to 18 per-
cent.

“We think it’s prudent, 
given the nature of those prod-
ucts and the economic environ-
ment we face,” Daniel Henry, 
its chief fi nancial offi cer, said 
in a recent conference call.

For less-creditworthy cus-
tomers, issuers are pulling 
back on promotional offers 
that allowed borrowers to 
pay no interest for months as 
they try to get ahead of stiffer 
lending rules that have been 
proposed by federal banking 
regulators and Congress.

The regulations, while ben-
eficial to consumers, will curb 
profits on credit companies’ 
riskiest customers. JPMorgan 
said that it was withdrawing 
some of its teaser-rate loans 
that were only marginally 
profitable. Discover Financial 
shortened the duration of its 
zero-balance offers.

Fewer mail offers
And lenders, over all, are

slowing the fl ood of mail of-
fers to a trickle, with moves 
that would translate for the 
average American household 
into about 13 fewer pieces of 

credit card junk mail 
a year than its peak 
in 2005. Mail offers to 
new and existing cus-
tomers are on pace to
drop below 8.4 billion
pieces, the lowest level
since 2004, accord-
ing to Mintel Comp-

eremedia, a direct marketing 
research firm.

Online credit card appli-
cations have fallen for the 
first time in fi ve quarters, in 
part because customers are 
receiving fewer mail offers
that drive them to the Web, 
according to data from com-
Score, an Internet marketing 
research firm.

“We used to get a couple 
of offers a week, but I haven’t
seen a credit card offer in over 
a year,” said Brett Barry, who 
owns a real estate agency out-
side Phoenix. “What blows me 
away is these companies are 
in the business of extending 
credit, but they don’t want to
do it for me.”

Barry said that, without 
any notice, American Express 
has reduced the credit limit
on his business and personal 
credit card at least four times 
in the last year, which he said 
had lowered his credit score.

“Credit card issuers have 
realized their market is 
shrinking and that there is no 
room for extra credit cards, 
so they have to scale back,”
said Lisa Hronek, a research 
analyst at Mintel. “People are 
completely maxed out with 
mortgages, home equity lines 
and credit card debt.”

of the IPA,” said Attard, who 
held similar positions in San 
Francisco and Berkeley be-
fore coming to San Jose. “It 
sends a message to future 
IPA directors, to the commu-
nity and the police depart-
ment. That message is that if 
the IPA director makes seri-
ous or controversial recom-
mendations, she does so at 
risk of losing her job.”

Now the city will have to 
pick the city’s third police 
auditor, a position that was 
created in 1993 to oversee 
how the department handles 
complaints against its offi -
cers. Attard, who will work 
through the end of the year, 
was paid $169,543 a year.

Mayor Chuck Reed re-
leased a terse statement: 

“Barbara Attard’s service 
to the city of San Jose is sin-
cerely appreciated.” In a later 
interview, Reed said only that 
he and Attard had “philosophi-
cal differences” about the best 
model for civilian oversight.

The vote was close — 6-
4 — with Vice Mayor David 
Cortese and council mem-
bers Sam Liccardo, Madison 
Nguyen and Kansen Chu 
voting against the decision. 
Councilwoman Nora Campos 
was absent.

“Nobody would tune into 
Siskel and Ebert if they gave 
every movie a thumbs-up,” 
Liccardo said. “I had reason 
to believe that Barbara would 
continue to perform her duties 
in an independent and compe-
tent manner.”

The decision to toss out 
Attard comes at a time when 

the police department is un-
der heavy scrutiny over such 
issues as the numbers of La-
tinos who have been arrested 
for public drunkenness. With
that issue and others — from 
Taser usage to the convo-
luted system used to defi ne 
civilian complaints — Attard 
has gone public with her con-
cerns.

Her outspokenness ap-
peared to irritate the mayor 
and the council — who scolded 
both the auditor and the de-
partmental brass to try to
work together with less acri-
mony.

Attard has alleged that 
the police complaint process 
was confusing and that the 
police department was giving 
short shrift to serious com-
plaints about its offi cers. The 
city council ordered some 

changes, but they fell far short
of Attard’s ambitions.

Attard’s offi ce is respon-
sible for civilian oversight of 
the citizen complaint process 
and recommending improve-
ments in police policies, pro-
cedures and training. Attard
sought twice to expand her 
powers, but was rebuffed by 
the council.

The police department 
was often at loggerheads
with Attard, feeling that she 
overstepped her authority
and that she unfairly dispar-
aged its work.

When asked for comment,
police department spokes-
man Sgt. Michael Sullivan
said: “Out of respect for all 
parties involved and the pro-
cess, we don’t comment in 
personnel matters.”

Bobby Lopez, the president

of the Police Offi cers’ Associa-
tion, said that Attard had not 
given the department “a fair 
shake.”

“She became an advocate 
for all the cop hate groups,”
Lopez said. “Her job was to 
go to the community and fi nd 
the problems and help quell 
the problems. She actively
incited people.”

But she also had her fans. 
Attard was this year’s recipi-
ent of the Don Edwards Civil 
Liberties Award, given to her 
by the ACLU and named af-
ter the retired San Jose con-
gressman.

“I think the decision was a 
retaliatory act for her trying
to be an advocate for police 
accountability and expand-
ing the powers of the IPA 
office into a mechanism that 
could be useful for the com-

munity,” said Raj Jayadev, 
director of De-Bug — a local 
cop watch organization. “The 
message to the next IPA di-
rector is ‘Don’t advocate for 
more police oversight or you 
will have a very short stint.’ ”

Said Eduardo Diaz, head 
of police oversight in Miami 
and president of the National
Association for Civilian Over-
sight of Law Enforcement: “I 
have some concerns about 
the strength of the offi ce in 
San Jose. It had been known 
as one of the better models 
of civilian oversight, but it’s 
clear that the person who 
replaces Barbara will have 
to deal with apparent resis-
tance.”

Contact Sean Webby at 
swebby@mercurynews.com or
(408) 920-5003.

Martin, a grandmotherly 
woman with a sunny dispo-
sition and smiling eyes that 
look right through you. “You 
can go in broad daylight, 
and if the ghost is there, 
it’s there. As soon as I walk 
in, they come out because 
they’re eager to have some-
one to talk to.”

Of course, there is no 
scientific evidence that sup-
ports the existence of ghosts, 
but Martin pays little mind 
to disbelievers.

We begin our search under 
harsh fl uorescent lights at the 
Sunnyvale Toys R Us, where 
toys have been said to jump 
off the shelf and fl oat through 
the air. The purported pol-
tergeist is Johann Johnson, a 
ranch hand who bled to death 
on the site in the 1880s after 
slashing his leg with an ax.
According to lore, Johnson 
fell in love with the rancher’s 
daughter, but she never re-
turned his yearning.

Martin needs no crystal 
balls, tarot cards or Ouija 
boards to uncover secrets of 
the dead. She does not shud-
der and convulse; she feels a 
sudden drop in temperature 
or sees a bright white aura 
flecked with hints of red. She 
casually strolls past shop-
pers and stops at aisle 5B, 
known as animal alley. “I’ve 
got goose bumps,’’ she says, 
before asking the empty air: 
“Why are you here?”

Her face fl ushed, her 
breathing rapid, eyes tightly 
shut, Martin channels a 
spirit — Johann, who calls 
himself Johnny. He says his 
father told him to tend to the 
orchard. He never meant 
to scare anyone by making 
toys levitate.

“We were playing,” he says 
through Martin, who shifts 
abruptly into the first person.

“I like the watching the 
children,” she murmurs 
softly. “I like to watch them 
laugh and play.”

Later, tears well up as 
she says Johnny entered her 
body. She describes Johnny’s 
thoughts as jumbled and 
childlike. It takes her a few
moments to recover from 

the experience, which she 
describes as intense, not un-
like the pottery scene from 
the movie “Ghost.” Minus the 
Patrick Swayze factor.

Johnny disappears by 
the time Martin asks him to 
make a toy move.

Earlier, we ghostbusted
the valley’s most iconic ur-
ban legend. Martin claims 
to have chatted up the resi-
dent specter at the Win-
chester Mystery House
so many times they’re old 
chums. Only it’s not the one 
you might think. The drafty 
manse with the stairs going 
nowhere is still home not 
to rifl e heiress Sarah Win-
chester but her coachman.

Moments after Martin
steps inside, Clyde comes to 
greet her. Apparently lurk-

ing in the shadows at the top 
of the stairs, he gives no sign 
to anyone but Martin, who 
communes with him in si-
lence. He wants to know who 
is with her. Clyde confesses 
he was madly in love with 
Winchester. Not one to kiss 
and tell, he vowed to tend her 
house for all eternity.

But can he make a pen 
roll off the fireplace mantel?

Martin inhales deeply, roll-
ing forward on the balls of her 
feet, whispering to the wraith. 
The pen stays put. For the 
record, Shozo Kagoshima, 
manager of the Winchester, 
says he has never seen any 
evidence of the supernatural 
in 32 years on the job.

“I think you have to be-
lieve,’’ he says. “If you don’t 
believe, you don’t see.”

The investigation contin-
ues in Niles Canyon, on the 
winding old road that snakes 
between Fremont and Sunol, 
in search of the Niles Can-
yon Ghost. Legend has it that 
a young bride was killed in 
an auto accident in 1938. On 
dark and stormy nights, the 
lady in white fl ags down mo-
torists for a ride to San Fran-
cisco. As the car reaches the 
Dumbarton Bridge, the hitch-
hiker evaporates.

Driving through the can-
yon, we zigzag past sun-dap-
pled hillsides, trees erupting 
in fall colors and a stream of 
bicyclists. Martin remains 
silent. We bolt from the car. 
On the tracks near the Su-
nol train depot, hands out-
stretched like weather vanes, 
she sees a fi gure in the dis-
tance, a woman of 17 or 18 in 
a wedding dress, with long 
brown hair and brown eyes.

“Oh, she’s so sad,” says 
Martin, her eyelids fl uttering.
“She’s very shy; she’s afraid, 
and she’s lost. She doesn’t 
know where to go … She’s
waiting for her fiancee.”

“Mary Anne” is trying to 
get to San Francisco, but is 
unable to cross the bridge. 
She wanders the canyon
forever reliving the accident 
that took her life. 

As a locomotive chugs 
into the depot, Martin senses 
Mary Anne’s vibrations in 
the last car.

“Sometimes people rid-
ing the train report strange 
things,” admits brakeman 
Jim Corder.

Acold wind howls through 
the canyon, and passengers 
board the train, unaware 
they may be rubbing elbows
with the undead.

Contact Karen D’Souza at 
kdsouza@mercurynews.com 
or (408) 271-3772. Check out
her theater reviews, feature 
stories and blog at www.
mercurynews.com/kdsouza.

GHOSTS | A psychic journey 
on the trail of tragedy
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Psychic Annette Martin holds a teddy bear while her body is being inhabited by a ghost named Johnny in aisle 5B
at the Sunnyvale Toys R Us. No one else could tell the lovesick lad was there.

“You can go in broad daylight, and if the ghost is there, it’s there. As soon as I walk in, 
they come out because they’re eager to have someone to talk to.” — PSYCHIC ANNETTE MARTIN

A passing tourist’s flashlight beams from a window at
the Winchester Mystery House in San Jose. Martin says
Clyde follows her when she visits.

 An evening flashlight tour passes through the
earthquake-damaged front section of the Winchester 
Mystery House, where Clyde, Sara Winchester's
coachman, is said to still exist between life and death.

ONLINE If you’ve got a 
question about the world of 
the paranormal, we’ll pass 
it along to psychic detective 
Annette Martin. Post your 
questions at www.blogs.
mercurynews.com/AEI

POLICE | Independent auditor has both critics, fans

In some cases, lenders are 
even pulling in credit lines 
after monitoring cardholders 
who shop at the same stores 
as other risky borrowers. 
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