
   [image: cover]


   
      
         [image: alt]

      

   


   
      
         

         
            Love and Theft

            Stan Parish 

         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
        For Philip and Margaret Parish
      

            
        And in memory of Jim Salant
      

         

         
      
    

      

   


   
      
         

            Love and Theft

         

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Prologue

         

         Officer Rob Sullivan of the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department is responding to a possible 413 when the second call comes in. It’s a Hispanic woman on the line with 911 this time, but the details are the same: white male, late teens to early twenties, wandering the streets in broad daylight with a weapon in his hands. The first caller, who hung up after giving a description, mentioned an assault rifle. “Big gun” is the second caller’s phrase. The suspect is supposedly six blocks from Officer Sullivan, who’s roaring into his second shift on twenty milligrams of Adderall and half a diet Red Bull. His mind circles the dispatcher’s description as he scans the streets. Sullivan has a two-year-old white male at home, and twelve years from now his kid will enter Ed W. Clark High School, where the LVMPD has responded to two bomb threats in the past three years. The school has monthly active shooter drills, and Sullivan wonders what makes these teenage gunmen snap. Their parents seem normal enough when they go on TV asking for America’s forgiveness. There’s only so much—Jesus Christ, Sullivan thinks, fucking focus. This is why he takes the Adderall. And how it works against him. Sullivan draws his pistol and pulls the slide back to reveal the bright brass of a chambered round.

         
            *

         

         SARA KOH, emergency services dispatcher with the LVMPD, gets her nails done near the first reported sighting of the gunman. She’s friendly with the salon’s manager, Shannon Jacobson, who comped Sara’s last French manicure. Sara does something she’s not supposed to do on shift and sends Shannon a text: Hey stay inside if ur at wrk … smthng may b going on by u [image: ]

         
            *

         

         SHANNON JACOBSON is not at work. At 4:25 p.m. she’s halfway through the line for a boozy Sunday pool party hosted by Encore Las Vegas at the Wynn hotel and casino. A Swedish DJ goes on in an hour, and it seems like half the UNLV student body is crammed inside the velvet rope that snakes toward the entrance. Frat boys in tank tops and flip-flops share to-go cups with sorority girls wearing almost nothing over their bikinis. Shannon loves the music and tolerates this hormonal day-drunk mob of people half her age. In the coin pocket of her jeans is Ecstasy shaped like a hand grenade, a gift from her coworker at the salon. Shannon dry-swallows the pill and tilts her head back to draw it down her throat. Her phone buzzes with a text.

         
            *

         

         THERE’S A white male walking north on Fairfield with something in his hand, but Officer Sullivan can’t tell what it is at fifty yards.

         “Dispatch, this is one-six-two, possible suspect heading north on Fairfield toward Chicago, over.”

         The suspect is loping down the sidewalk in an oversize Steelers jersey. If he hears the car, he pays no mind. When he stops suddenly, Sullivan taps his brakes. His hands feel hollow as he puts the car in park and grips his pistol. The suspect turns. In his right hand is a leash attached to a small dog.

         Another cruiser rolls through the intersection of Fairfield and St. Louis, ignoring the stop sign. It’s Russell Pratt and his partner, the newish guy from Phoenix. Windows come down.

         “You call something in?” Pratt asks.

         “Guy walking his dog.”

         “Where is this asshole?”

         Sullivan shrugs.

         “Nobody’s seen shit except whoever made those calls,” Pratt’s partner says. “You’d think this guy’d be hard to miss.”

         
            *

         

         SIX BLOCKS west of the Wynn, a fifteen-foot U-Haul pulls over on a quiet stretch of Lisbon Avenue. The driver, in a black leather racing suit and full-face helmet, jumps down from the cab. At the back of the truck, he throws up the container door, lowers the loading ramp, and disappears inside. The thin walls of the trailer shake as engines cough and growl inside. Two motorcycles roll slowly down the ramp and into the street. Each bike holds two riders and all four wear full-body racing leathers, their faces hidden behind tinted visors. Both passengers wear backpacks and they crouch down as the motorcycles pick up speed until the riders resemble giant insects with pebbled skin and gleaming eyes. The truck, stolen but still unreported, is abandoned with open doors and hazards blinking weakly in the golden afternoon light.

         
            *

         

         KAI PRESTON and Anna Levine drove from L.A. to the Wynn Las Vegas last night on a whim. The young, blond, dreadlocked couple won next month’s rent at blackjack before losing it at craps. At 4:36 p.m., Kai reminds his girlfriend that they haven’t eaten anything since breakfast. They leave the casino floor and wander the Wynn Esplanade, a gently curving corridor lined with luxury boutiques.

         “Holy shit,” Kai says. “Baby, check this out.”

         In the window of Graff jewelers is a brooch shaped like a peacock with plumage made from precious stones. Anna smiles at her boyfriend.

         “Can’t hurt to look,” she says.

         The marble floor inside looks clean enough to eat from, and jewels in the display cases sparkle like flitting fish as the couple moves around the store. Anna is examining engagement rings when a petite woman with a platinum bob appears beside her.

         “Welcome. Can I help you?”

         “I’m in love with that one,” Anna says, tapping the glass.

         “It’s a lovely piece. Would you like to see it? I’m Cynthia, by the way,” the woman says, pulling on a thin white glove to unlock the case and extract a six-carat yellow diamond set in platinum. These whiskey-breath surfer kids do not strike Cynthia as likely buyers, but she’s seen stranger things here. Anna slips the ring onto her finger and stares down at her hand.

         “It’s unusual to find a yellow stone in that size and clarity,” Cynthia says.

         “What’s the color from?”

         “Trace elements of nitrogen.” Cynthia leans in. “You know, for a long time, colored diamonds were considered flawed. But Mr. Graff spent years educating people about stones like that one. They’re much rarer than white diamonds. And now they’re much more valuable.”

         Kai laughs. “What’s that expression? One man’s trash?”

         “Well,” Cynthia says, “that’s one way to think about it.”

         “How much are we talking here?” Kai asks.

         “I believe that one is $225,000, but I’ll have to double-check.”

         Anna holds the ring up to her face.

         “Not bad for the flawed stuff,” Kai says.

         
            *

         

         BRIAN DALMORE, valet attendant at the Wynn, is ten dollars richer thanks to the driver of a red Corvette who asked Brian to take special care of “Cindy” when he slipped him the bill. Brian is about to duck into the driver’s seat when he sees his colleague, Marty Stetson, locked in conversation with a tall man in a motorcycle helmet. The scene strikes Brian as tense.

         “Marty,” he calls out. “Hey, Marty, everything okay?”

         Marty nods enthusiastically. Brian puts the car in drive, still unconvinced. He adjusts the rearview mirror for one last look, but Marty vanishes behind an Escalade packed with kids dressed for the pool party. Brian is dreading their release five hours from now. That, he thinks, will be the worst part of my day.

         
            *

         

         MARTY STETSON expected a question about parking when the helmeted rider hopped off the back of his friend’s bike and approached the valet stand. Instead, the man lifted the backpack slung over his shoulder to give Marty a glimpse of the compact assault rifle hidden underneath.

         “Is your friend gone?” the rider asks, as Brian drives off.

         Marty nods.

         “I need your radio.”

         Marty hands it over and the man—whom the FBI will designate as Rider 1—tucks the earpiece up into his helmet, switches over to the channel monitored by Wynn security, and calls in a brawl outside the Margeaux Ballroom, at the opposite end of the property, eight minutes away on foot. Rider 1 asks all guards to respond.

         “Hands,” he says to Marty.

         A thick zip tie binds Marty’s wrists to the valet stand. Rider 1 opens one of six tall doors to the Esplanade and inserts a locking steel wedge above the bottom hinge. Heads turn as dry heat and car exhaust pour into the perfumed resort. Marty is saying an urgent prayer for all the folks inside when a second bike rips through the arrivals area and stops behind the first. Rider 1 lays a hand on Marty’s shoulder.

         “If this gets called in from out here, by you or anybody else, I’m coming back to put a bullet in your head. Okay?”

         Marty nods.

         Rider 1 saddles up and the bikes roll through the open door, engines throbbing in low gear.

         
            *

         

         IN THE Wynn’s security command center, three guards scan the ballroom feeds for the reported brawl, ignoring camera 17, which shows two motorcycles moving slowly down the Esplanade, past carousel horses covered in flowers and through a grove of bare trees wrapped in strings of lights. Guests stop and turn; parents hurry children into stores. A knot of college kids whip out their phones and snap pictures while two New York publicists guess that this is a PR stunt, some kind of viral marketing campaign in which the whimsical, colorful world of the Wynn is thrown into sharp relief by racing bikes and riders in black leather. No one dials 911.

         
            *

         

         JEREMY DUNCAN has always been a little different. Tall for a fifth-grader, he walks with shoulders hunched and eyes fixed through thick glasses on his Velcro sneakers, which his mother buys him to assuage a crippling fear that his shoelaces will come undone at the worst possible moment. Jeremy loved fire trucks until he discovered that their job is to extinguish fires, not to start them. These days he’s into motorcycles, and spends hours clicking through old superbike races on YouTube. He loves watching a pack of riders fly into a turn and lay their bikes down so far that their knees scrape the track. Jeremy loves motorcycles. He’s also terrified of them. When his father lifted him onto a Vespa parked outside their local Safeway, Jeremy jumped off so fast that he cut his elbow and ripped his favorite sweatpants with the blue stripes down the sides.

         The Duncan family is heading to an early dinner at the Wynn Buffet when engine noise becomes audible over the Esplanade’s smooth jazz soundtrack. Jeremy lights up at the sound. His dad says motorcycles aren’t allowed inside, but Jeremy knows an exposed inline four-cylinder engine when he hears one. His mom says he can run ahead and see, but just around the corner and no farther, which is fine with Jeremy. Around the corner is exactly where the sound is coming from. As Jeremy vanishes into the crowd, Andrea Duncan puts a hand on her husband’s arm.

         “Kyle,” she says, “why is everyone running this way?”

         
            *

         

         CYNTHIA IS showing Anna a pale pink princess-cut stone when two motorcycles pull up outside Graff. The men on back dismount, remove their packs, and shift their automatic weapons to their hips. In comes Rider 1, telling everyone to put their hands up and lie facedown on the floor. The voice is male and the helmet makes it sound as if he’s shouting at them from another room. With a flick of the wrist, Rider 3 unleashes an expandable baton and whips it into the rib cage of Rashad Lyons, Graff’s armed guard. While a writhing Rashad is disarmed and zip-tied, Rider 1 scans the store and stops on Cynthia, who knows exactly why he’s here.

         The package arrived this morning with an armed escort. Cynthia signed for the delivery, which is how she knows the single item was insured for seven million dollars. The guards showed her the necklace before they placed it in the safe: a cascade of white and Champagne diamonds with a twenty-carat pear-shaped stone hanging at the bottom like ripe fruit. The piece was shipped in from the Paris store, a birthday gift for the second wife of a Shanghai developer. Li Jianrong insisted on an in-store pickup because his new bride, who grew up in Zhejiang Province without running water, loves shopping almost as much as the things she buys. Mr. Jianrong likes privacy and anonymity, but he’s making an exception here. The armed delivery and in-store guard are on his tab. Another guard is due at 6 p.m. to transport the necklace to the happy couple’s suite, which won’t be necessary now.

         Cynthia is shaking. Rider 1 spins her gently and steers her toward a mirror-paneled door that leads to the stock room, one gloved hand on his gun, the other on the back of her neck. Cynthia unlocks the door and goes straight for the safe, a head-high custom piece in green and gold. She knows the combination like her date of birth, but somehow gets it wrong.

         She whispers, “I’m so sorry.”

         “Relax,” the man says. “Breathe.”

         She’s retrying when his hand moves from her neck to her arm. Cynthia whimpers and shuts her eyes, but then the man gives her shoulder an encouraging squeeze. It’s almost enough to make her turn around. She gets the combination right this time. The steel bolts in the door retract, and Rider 1 brushes her aside. Out comes the necklace and the tray below it, which contains thirty-six diamond rings arranged by color and weight. Cynthia sees the neat rows in her mind’s eye as the rings rain down into the bag. Outside in the showroom, glass display cases shatter at five-second intervals. The buzz of a zipper is followed by the creak of leather as Rider 1 exits the stock room. Cynthia sits down beside the gaping safe. She’ll stay here until the cavalry arrives. She can still feel the man’s hand on her arm.

         
            *

         

         WHEN JEREMY sees something that excites him, he takes a video with the iPhone he got for his tenth birthday. The behavioral therapist at Lakeview Montessori says Jeremy does this to create distance between himself and things that over-stimulate him. Jeremy’s phone is out when he spots the two modified 1200cc racing bikes with matte-black gas tanks and thick Michelin Commander tires that sit—and this thrills Jeremy the most—on the big red rug outside a jewelry store. He hears his mother yelling but feels certain she would drag him backward by the collar if anything was really wrong. All he wants is a good look at the aftermarket front suspensions. He stops ten feet away, as close as he’ll get to a live engine, and hits record three times with his trembling thumb before the red dot on the screen begins to flash. The riders don’t seem to mind. And then they do. They turn to him in unison, and Jeremy can feel their eyes burning into him from behind the tinted visors. His mother has gone silent. Jeremy stares at the image on his screen and sees the guns for the first time.

         
            *

         

         SHANNON JACOBSON is finally poolside, dancing with a college kid who introduced himself by asking for a lighter. They shared a laugh when he relit her cigarette with a white BIC from his pocket. He’s clearly doing this for kicks, to scratch an itch for older women. Shannon doesn’t mind. He’s not obviously crazy and the kid can dance. The pressure of his hands on her back sends heat waves through her body as the drug kicks in. The opening DJ is wrapping up his set when two security guards almost mow down Shannon and her new friend as they sprint toward the exit.

         “Hey!” college boy yells. “Get some fucking manners, pigs!”

         
            *

         

         SARA KOH is struggling to understand the woman on the line with 911. The call is coming from the Wynn. The caller is hysterical.

         “Ma’am? Ma’am,” Sara says, “I need you to speak slowly and tell me exactly what’s happening, okay? Who has your son? Are they holding him hostage?”

         “He’s taking a video—right in front of them—my son is—they’re on the motorcycles—and the other ones—they’re robbing the store and—”

         “Who is, ma’am? Is your son being robbed?”

         “No, he’s just—he’s close—he’s right next to them and they’re with the other ones—the ones robbing the store. Are you sending help? Where are you? Where are the police?”

         “Can you describe the men to me, ma’am? The police are on their way, I promise.”

         
            *

         

         BYRON SHERMAN and Mark Janowski are the first guards on the scene. Initial reports have been confusing: a fight near the Margeaux Ballroom, a distress signal from Graff, some assholes using the Esplanade as a racetrack. Mark goes first through a growing crush of guests, then stops short and says, “Fuck me.” Two riders strapped with compact assault rifles sit on racing bikes outside of Graff. Neither Mark nor Byron draws his sidearm. Guards with guns are mainly a deterrent here. In an armed-robbery scenario, their job is to get the perpetrators off the property as quickly and quietly as possible. Every poker chip, Swiss watch, and ounce of gold here is insured, and killing guests in a gunfight does not create value for the shareholders. Mark and Byron shepherd the gathering crowd away from Graff, pushing people into the surrounding stores and back the way they came, clearing the Esplanade.

         “Holy shit,” Mark says, as three women duck into Cartier for cover.

         A kid is standing ten feet from the bikes, between the riders and the exit, filming with his phone. Three guards and two undercover cops arrive at a run, pistols pointed at the floor in front of them. Riders 2 and 4 raise their rifles.

         
            *

         

         JEREMY IS frozen. People scream behind him as the men on bikes bring up their guns. Another armed man in a helmet emerges from the store and, after a brief pause, walks straight toward Jeremy, reaching for the phone. And then, as if he willed it, the boy is swept up and yanked backward by his mother. Rider 1 misses the phone by inches. He turns on his heel, adjusts his backpack, and mounts up. Engines roar. Jeremy is still filming as the riders accelerate toward the exit, scattering the crowd. He captures the receding yell of the engines before his mother wrestles the phone from his hand.

         
            *

         

         WITH HIS keychain Swiss Army Knife, Brian Dalmore saws frantically at the zip tie that binds Marty Stetson’s wrists. Engines scream inside the Esplanade, and Brian looks up as two bikes blow through the open door, their draft tugging at the polyester fabric of his shirt. A squad car and a SWAT truck come screeching around the left side of the landscaped center island as the riders make a sharp right turn and hit South Las Vegas Boulevard without touching their brakes.

         
            *

         

         THE CREW splits up. One bike rips around a ramp onto Spring Mountain Road while Riders 1 and 2 head north, using all three lanes and the shoulder. The glamour of the Strip fades quickly, name-brand resorts giving way to chintzy gift shops, liquor stores, and cheap hotels. A hundred yards ahead, two patrol cars block an intersection, bringing northbound traffic to a halt. Officers Pratt and Sullivan leave their vehicles, sprint between stopped cars, and fan out in the empty street, guns drawn, screaming for the riders to dismount and drop their weapons. The bike is twenty yards away and closing fast when Sullivan fires a shot that stiffens the right arm of the man behind the handlebars. The front wheel wobbles, and both officers dive for cover as Rider 2 locks up the rear wheel and sends the bike into a low-side skid. The men in the saddle are about to come unstuck when the motorcycle somehow rights itself, pulled up as if by invisible strings. Pratt and Sullivan scramble to their feet as the bike bangs up the curb of the center divider and shoots a gap between two palms. A quick ninety-degree turn brings the riders face-to-face with drivers stopped at a red light. The light turns green and horns blare as the bike flies straight into oncoming traffic. Rider 2 leans into a hard left turn that misses the front bumper of a Cadillac by inches. Half a mile later he turns right on Rancho Drive, weaves through a quiet residential neighborhood, then opens up the throttle one last time before releasing it completely. The bike coasts noiselessly for two blocks and turns into the driveway of a foreclosed ranch-style home. The garage door just misses Rider 1 as it comes down. A bald and bearded man, heavily muscled and tattooed, stands beside the silver pickup parked inside. Rider 1 dismounts and disappears into the house while Rider 2 rips off his helmet, eases the bike up a ramp into the truck bed, and lets it fall onto its side. The bald man spreads a fitted bedsheet over the motorcycle.

         “Lose the leathers,” he says.

         “Mate, my arm’s fucked.”

         The bald man unzips the racing suit and strips it to the waist, revealing a Kevlar vest and a deep gash in the shoulder from the bullet. The garage door jerks open as Rider 2 climbs into the truck, removes his vest, and starts the engine with his good hand. He backs down the driveway and speeds off.

         Rider 1 is pacing in the empty living room, slapping the insides of his arms against his ribs like a swimmer on a starting block. The bald man grasps him by the shoulders, sits him on the low stone hearth, and takes a knee. One hand cups the rider’s calf while the other unlaces the left boot, grips the heel, and frees the foot. He’s gentle but purposeful, like a trainer tending to a thoroughbred after a race. Once both boots are off, the bald man reaches under Rider 1’s jaw and unsnaps the chin strap. The helmet comes off easily, its pads slick with sweat.

         “Everyone’s home safe,” the bald man says as he helps Rider 1 to his feet. “Let’s hit the road. I want to beat the traffic.”

         
            *

         

         REBECCA RYAN, the LVMPD’s forensic photographer, is on her knees in the Graff boutique when she spots the ring, a dome of pavé diamonds buried under bits of broken glass.

         “Looks like they missed one,” she tells Detective Hector Ramirez, standing up to show her camera screen. “That’s, what? A fifty-thousand-dollar screw-up?”

         “It’s a rounding error on this haul,” Ramirez says. “Can you ask Jon to bag that up?”

         Ramirez is an amateur middleweight boxer, compact and athletic, his black hair slicked back above a boyishly handsome face that still gets him carded at the age of thirty-six. In a sharply tailored navy sports coat, bright white shirt, and polished loafers, he could be a Graff customer if not for the badge and gun. He pretends not to notice Special Agent David Harris of the FBI’s Las Vegas field office as the stocky silver-haired man unbuttons his ill-fitting tan suit jacket to duck under the crime scene tape that blocks the door.

         “Christmas in July,” Harris says as he approaches.

         Ramirez looks up from his notebook. “Not bad for three minutes of work. You’re Agent Harris?”

         “Call me Dave.”

         Ramirez knows the FBI has jurisdiction in a case likely to cross state lines and international waters. As head of the LVMPD robbery squad, he’ll assist with an investigation led by Harris, who ran the bureau’s Jewelry & Gem Theft program before transferring to Vegas. Ramirez knows the man by reputation: a formidable investigator and, in the words of another detective, kind of a dick.

         “Do we have a number?” Harris asks.

         “Someone’s doing inventory now. The assistant manager says twenty million on the low end.”

         “Am I correct in thinking that’s a record for this town?”

         “I fucking hope so,” Ramirez says.

         “Is there an injured list?”

         “The Graff guard has a few cracked ribs but he’ll be fine.”

         “Where are we with the traffic cameras?”

         “Someone took out two cameras on Sahara Avenue ten minutes before these guys showed up.”

         “Took them out?”

         “Sorry, shot them out. From the back seat of a black Yukon with no plates. Small-caliber rifle, probably a .22.”

         “And they used Sahara to get on and off the Strip.”

         “Correct.”

         “So we have no idea where these guys went. Or came from.”

         Ramirez shakes his head.

         “Four men on bikes with automatic weapons materialize outside a casino and disappear into thin air.”

         “We’re double-checking everything,” Ramirez says. “But yeah, the headline writes itself. Looks like they called in a bullshit 413 to draw our guys downtown. Two calls, both from burner phones.”

         “What about this kid who filmed them?”

         “He’s pretty shaken up. The parents turned the phone over, but the father sent the video to at least three people.”

         “Do you have a copy or should we watch it on YouTube?”

         Ramirez pulls the video up on his phone.

         “Wired for sound inside those helmets,” he says, as Riders 2 and 4 spot Jeremy for the first time. “No one heard them say a word, but watch the head movement. They’re discussing what to do about this kid.”

         “Did anybody hear them talk?” Harris asks.

         “The girl who opened the safe said the tall one sounded American, but the helmet made it hard to hear. And she was scared shitless. Still is.”

         “Odds that she was in on it?”

         “We’re looking into her. I’d say zero if I had to lay a paycheck on it.”

         When Rider 1 emerges from the store and walks toward Jeremy, Harris presses pause.

         “One thing I’d lay a paycheck on,” he says. “This guy right here’s in charge.”

         
            *

         

         AT 7:25 P.M., Shannon stands outside The Griffin, an old-school cocktail bar downtown. She came here with college boy and his friends when the pool party ended early due to an incident next door. People gathered on the sidewalk where word of the robbery rippled through the crowd. Strangers huddled and gossiped, drawn to each other as if they’d flown through a lightning storm and landed safely. No one wanted to go home so Shannon suggested The Griffin, where college boy ordered a round of Irish car bombs. As she dropped a shot into her pint of Guinness, Shannon decided on an Irish goodbye. When her new friend hit the men’s room, she slipped out the door.

         The Ecstasy hasn’t quite worn off, and Shannon craves the heat and pressure of a body against hers. She scrolls through her texts, weighing several friends with benefits before messaging a tall and much younger Australian who her friends call Captain Kangaroo behind his back. He’s rough around the edges—questionable manners, bad haircut, worse tattoos—but handsome enough, cut like a classical sculpture, and remarkably good at going down on her, which is the deciding factor tonight. Behind her, a bouncer discusses the robbery with a bachelor party from Seattle.

         “Unreal,” one man says. “Fuckin’ Wild West out here.”

         Shannon smiles to herself and lights a cigarette. Captain Kangaroo is not a great communicator, but minutes later he responds to her hey mister with hey what’s up w u? He’s watching the game at a mate’s place, he says. Does he want to watch at hers? He does. He can be there in an hour. Shannon hails a cab.

         Craig Hollinger knocks on the door to her condo ninety minutes later, helmet in one hand, sweating bottle of Champagne in the other.

         “Wow,” she says as she accepts the wine. “Are we celebrating?”

         “Why not, right?”

         “I like it. Come inside.”

         In the kitchen, she takes two wineglasses from the dishwasher and rinses them out in the sink.

         “Do you want to put the game on?” Shannon asks.

         “The game?”

         “The one you were watching.”

         “That’s all right. Reckon it’s over now.”

         “Guess where I was earlier.”

         “On the golf course.”

         “No, silly,” Shannon says. “At the Wynn.”

         “Yeah? Did you win big?”

         “Did you not hear what happened?”

         Craig shakes his head.

         “These guys on motorcycles robbed the place. Made me think of you, actually. You and your big fast bike.”

         “Robbed the cashier?”

         “No, they rode into the Esplanade and cleaned out Graff.”

         “What’s Graff?”

         “Obnoxiously expensive jewelry. Stuff you should buy the women in your life when you get your act together.”

         Craig smiles. “How’d they ride out after they robbed the place? Someone hold the door for them?”

         “I don’t know,” Shannon says. “They did, though. It’s all over the news.”

         “That,” he says, pressing his body against hers, “sounds like a bullshit rumor.”

         Shannon pushes him away and peels the foil off the cork.

         “Take your coat off,” she says. “Stay a while.”

         Craig gingerly removes his jacket, wincing as he frees his right arm from the sleeve. Even the loose waffled cotton of a long-sleeve Henley can’t hide his swollen, bandaged shoulder.

         “Holy shit,” she says. “What happened?”

         “Took a bad spill at the track this morning,” Craig says. “Nothing serious.”

         “Are you sure it’s not broken?”

         “Broken? Nah. It’s just a bump.”

         “You should be icing it.”

         She’s halfway to the fridge when her phone buzzes with a text.

         “There’s a video,” she says. “Of the robbery. My friend just sent it to me. Are you ready to be wrong?”

         “You want to watch that now?”

         “Definitely,” Shannon says. “Don’t you?”

         She holds her phone between them. On-screen, a local news anchor is shuffling his papers between segments.

         “… and the ranchers say they’re looking forward to their day in court. Finally this evening, we have exclusive body-camera footage from the officers who confronted a pair of thieves near the Wynn hotel and casino after four armed men made off with an estimated twenty-two million dollars in jewels earlier today. Take a look.”

         The body cam is trained on East Sahara Avenue through the windshield of a cop car. A call comes in over the radio, and Officer Sullivan jumps out of the vehicle and sprints between two lanes of stopped traffic, his pistol pointed down the Strip.

         “Told you,” Shannon says, as the bike comes into view.

         The image jerks when Sullivan fires his gun. The man behind the handlebars is obviously hit, and the scene blurs as the two officers dive for cover.

         “The LVMPD is asking anyone with information about the suspects you just saw to call the number on your screen,” the anchor says.

         The clips ends. Craig and Shannon stand side by side, staring down at the still image on her phone. The tension feels like rising water. Shannon slips the phone into her pocket, slides her hands over Craig’s hips, and presses her nose into the tendons of his neck. She’s shocked but not offended to learn that he’s mixed up in this. For her own safety, she needs Craig to know she doesn’t care.

         “I lost four hundred bucks at blackjack last time I was at the Wynn,” she whispers. “And the service sucks. Let me see your arm.”

         Craig takes off his shirt and peels back a corner of the bandage.

         “Jesus,” Shannon says, “how’d you get stitched up so fast?”

         “These boys had a doctor standing by.” Craig tilts her head back with a finger underneath her chin, looks down into her eyes, and says, “This never happened.”

         “What never happened?” Shannon asks with a coy smile.

         When he opens his mouth, she covers it with hers. Craig grabs the hem of her shirt with his good arm and Shannon raises her hands as he pulls it over her head.

      

   


   
      
         

            One

         

         A small suburban gathering, six cars parked in the gravel driveway of a large brick home. Alex Cassidy is the last to arrive. The monthly invitation gives a start time of 8 p.m., but the hour before the main event has become the kind of freewheeling social occasion that Alex avoids. At 7:56 p.m., he parks his late-model Volvo station wagon across the street and sits, listening to talk radio. A chance of thundershowers tonight, apparently. Alex makes a fist with his left hand. His wrist aches where the bone broke years ago, a childhood injury that sometimes feels this way before a storm.

         The July air is thick with humidity and the buzzing of cicadas. Alex recognizes all the cars parked in the drive except a freshly waxed white Mercedes truck with Pennsylvania plates. He scans the house as he crosses the street and peers through the driver’s window of the Mercedes: file folders, tangled cell phone chargers, packs of gum. Stuck to the rear window is a platinum Policemen’s Benevolent Association badge, the kind reserved for friends and family, husbands and wives.

         Dr. Mallory answers the door himself.

         “Mister Punctuality,” he says, opening his arms. “Come in, come in.”

         At six-foot-three, Alex stands a full head taller than his host. Their embrace is awkward but customary; the two men share a history that leads Dr. Mallory to believe there are no secrets between them. Alex follows the doctor to the sunken great room, a recent addition to the Civil War–era Colonial, its walls covered in books and abstract paintings. Tall windows look out on Lake Carnegie, but tonight the blinds have all been pulled.

         The other guests are seated on low sofas around a marble coffee table. Mark Willard, a local money manager, salutes as Alex enters. Next to Mark is Dr. Raymond Klein, an orthopedic surgeon at Princeton Medical Center, where Dr. Mallory is head of anesthesiology. The driver of the white Mercedes sits alone on an ottoman.

         “Alex,” Dr. Mallory says, “this is Ralph Imperato, orthopedic sales rep at the hospital—artificial hips and knees.”

         This does not explain the PBA medallion or put Alex at ease. Ralph wears polished loafers, dark jeans, and an untucked purple dress shirt—an outfit for entertaining surgeons at Manhattan nightclubs. If Ralph came to party, Alex thinks, he’s in for a surprise. Ralph looks Alex up and down as they shake hands, taking in the paint-flecked chinos, denim shirt, and canvas high tops—clothes for yard work, errands. No fancy watch, no wedding ring. Ralph wears both, but this is Princeton, where families with historic fortunes keep their clothes and cars for decades, shop at Costco, raise chickens in their yards.

         “Hey, nice to meet you,” Ralph says. “And what do you do, Alex?”

         “Events,” Alex says. “Event production.”

         Before Ralph can dig further, Alice Mallory emerges from the kitchen with a silver tea tray in her hands.

         “Mr. Cassidy,” she says, smiling warmly as she sets the tray down on coffee table. “I was wondering if we’d see you.”

         “Wouldn’t miss it,” Alex says.

         Ralph is transfixed by the tray. “So, what does this feel like?” he asks.

         “It’s like a freight train, at first,” Dr. Klein says. “Knocks you right on your ass. That’s when things get interesting.”

         He’s interrupted by the doorbell. Alex, it turns out, was not the last arrival. Alice disappears down the hallway and returns with a woman on her arm—trim and tan, her dirty-blond hair wet at the ends. White sneakers, white jeans with threadbare thighs, a faded navy Joy Division tee shirt. Her face is bare and beautiful.

         “Sorry I’m late,” she says. “Hope I didn’t hold up the show.”

         “Not at all,” the doctor says. “Everyone, this is our friend Diane.”

         Diane waves and smiles as she scans the room. When she spots Alex, she cocks her head and narrows her green eyes.

         Dr. Mallory rolls up his sleeves and says, “Should we get started?”

         Mark Willard, a man accustomed to going first, stands and unbuttons his suit pants. He wears baggy white briefs underneath, an unselfconscious choice that Alex admires. Mark resumes his seat, and Dr. Mallory kneels on the floor in front of him. Ralph watches intently as the doctor pulls on latex gloves and fills a short syringe from a small glass vial. His left hand steadies Mark’s knee while his right hand holds the syringe like a dart. Mark winks at Ralph as the doctor sinks the needle into his thigh.

         Ketamine is a dissociative anesthetic. Numbing and immobilizing, it’s used for veterinary surgery, emergency field surgery, minor pediatric procedures. It’s abused as a club drug for the vivid hallucinations and out-of-body experiences it induces in adults, but these psychedelic properties may have some therapeutic value. Dr. Mallory screens his guests for any history of mental illness but actively seeks people struggling with depression and anxiety for these get-togethers. Clinical trials suggest that ketamine can help where talk therapy and antidepressants have failed. The first time Alex tried the drug, the doctor warned him about “ego death,” in which users watch their bodies dissipate, sometimes violently, and experience their consciousness as a pervasive, shape-shifting, and unconfined force. Dr. Mallory discovered the drug’s off-label use during a period when he put a pistol in his mouth at least one night a week. These injections, he says, saved his marriage and his life.

         Alex comes here for relief. Work-related stress has lately left him anxious, edgy, unable to sleep. Talk therapy is not an option, and every natural remedy he’s tried has failed. Ketamine forces a perspective shift, uncomfortable at first but ultimately calming. The combination of hallucinations and paralysis reminds him that control is mostly an illusion, something Alex knows intuitively but would rather not believe.

         Dr. Mallory wipes a spot on Diane’s shoulder with an alcohol-soaked cotton swab while Dr. Klein administers the shot himself. Ralph asks about dosage and takes the needle in his right thigh, below the hem of his designer boxer briefs. Buckle up, Alex thinks. Finally, it’s his turn.

         “Ready?” Dr. Mallory asks with a friendly smile.

         Alex drops his chinos and sits on the sofa. The doctor preps a mid-thigh patch of skin.

         “Relax the muscle,” Dr. Mallory says, pinching Alex’s flesh like unripe fruit.

         There’s a satisfied twitch at the corner of Dr. Mallory’s mouth when the needle breaks the skin, and Alex feels his muscle tremble as the doctor drives the plunger home.

         “Hold that for me, please,” Dr. Mallory says, nodding at the cotton ball under his thumb.

         Alex stands and buckles his belt. The clock is ticking now. The other guests lie peacefully on large sheepskins and sections of sofa. Alex stretches out on the firm cushions of a beige leather sectional which, minutes later, seem to dissolve underneath him. He rides out a wave of nausea as his body leaves the sofa and begins to spin. The drug shoots through his system, numbing from the inside out. Alex turns his focus to his breathing, which creates colors against the backdrop of his eyelids—speckled, crackling neon green that deepens at the peak of every inhalation and turns to a rich and wavy blue as he exhales. The color fades like twilight, and Alex finds himself standing upright, staring at a distant point of light that grows into the head lamp of a huge steam-engine train. A wave of noise breaks over Alex: shovels clanging as men feed the fire, the hiss and heartbeat of the pistons, the shriek of wheels against the rails. His body shatters into atoms and becomes a cloud that splits in half around the train and re-forms as the final car goes flying past. The cloud retains a kind of body consciousness, but each particle has a mind of its own. A strong wind blows Alex’s cloud-self across a dark and jagged landscape. The cloud descends and trails behind a figure walking toward the dark horizon. Alex recognizes the lean, long-haired young man instantly, even from behind. He tries to call out to his friend—dead now for more than twenty years—but his cloud-self has no voice, and so he follows, hovering, unable to make contact. The ground beneath him looks volcanic—black, brittle, hell with the fire burned out—but his friend is barefoot and in no apparent pain. Alex is about to overtake him when the scene before him liquefies and darkens like sugar over heat.
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