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Praise for Michael Connelly

‘His methods of killing and eluding detection are infernally ingenious, adding an intellectual charge to the visceral kick of the hunt’ New York Times


 



‘Connelly is a crime-writing genius. His Harry Bosch stories are genuine modern classics ... Unmissable’

Independent on Sunday

 



‘Connelly has great skills. One is the creation of characters who live and breathe, so that we care about them far more than we do for the cardboard figures stamped out by most thriller writers. His second skill is mastery of pace. His books are page-turners, and the author is in sublime control of the speed at which we turn those pages’

Mail on Sunday

 



‘While the themes of Connelly’s LA crime novels are familiar (power, envy, corruption), his plotting is anything but’

Esquire

 



‘A superb legal thriller that manages three final twists ... The first line of The Brass Verdict is “everybody lies”, so there are plenty of surprises. And, of course, as a writer of fiction, Connelly proves to be a brilliant liar’

Evening Standard

 



‘A clever plot, full of twists, to make a first-rate legal thriller’

Sunday Telegraph

 



‘Intensely clever, entirely credible ... thrilling, suspenseful and securely anchored in procedure and purpose. Not a false note; deeply satisfying stuff’

Literary Review

 



‘No one writes a better modern thriller than Connelly. Guaranteed to keep you riveted until the very last page’

Time Out

 



‘The best writer of tough detective fiction at the moment is Michael Connelly ... For those who like a bit of contrariness and astringency in their heroes, Bosch has to come head of the list’

Irish Times
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To Linda,  
for the first fifteen





All around them the cacophony of greed carried on in its most glorious and extreme excess. But it couldn’t make a dent in their world.

She broke the connection between their eyes just long enough to look down and find her glass and then raise it from the table. It was empty except for ice and a cherry but that didn’t matter. He raised his glass in return, maybe one swallow of beer and foam left in it.

‘To the end,’ she said.

He smiled and nodded. He loved her and she knew it.

‘To the end,’ he began and then paused. ‘To the place where the desert is ocean.’

She smiled back as they touched glasses. She raised hers to her lips and the cherry rolled into her mouth. She looked at him suggestively as he wiped the beer foam out of his mustache. She loved him. It was them against the whole fucking world and she liked their chances just fine.

Then her smile was gone as she thought about how she had played the whole thing wrong. How she should have known what his reaction would be, how he wouldn’t let her go up. She should have waited until after it was over to tell him.

‘Max,’ she said, very serious now. ‘Let me do it. I mean it. One last time.’

‘No way. It’s me. I go up.’

There was a whoop from the casino floor and it was loud enough to break the barrier surrounding them. She looked out  and saw some ten-gallon Texan dancing at the end of one of the craps tables, just below the pulpit that reached out over the casino floor. The Texan had his dial-a-date at his side, a woman with big hair who had been working the casinos since all the way back when Cassie was dealing at the Trop for the first time.

Cassie looked back at Max.

‘I can’t wait until we’re out of this place for good. Let me at least flip you for it.’

Max slowly shook his head.

‘Not in the cards. This one’s mine.’

Max stood up then and she looked up at him. He was handsome and dark. She liked the little scar under his chin, the way no whiskers ever grew there.

‘Guess it’s time,’ Max said.

He looked out across the casino, his eyes scanning but never stopping and holding on anything until they traveled up the arm of the pulpit. Cassie’s eyes followed his. There was a man up there, dressed darkly and staring down like a priest on his congregation.

She tried to smile again but couldn’t bring the corners of her mouth up. Something didn’t feel right. It was the change of plans. The switch. She realized then how much she wanted to go up and how much she was going to miss the charge it would put in her blood. She knew then it was really about her, not Max. She wasn’t being protective of Max. She was being selfish. She wanted that charge one last time.

‘Anything happens,’ Max said, ‘I’ll see you when I see you.’ Now she frowned outright. That had never been part of the ritual, a good-bye like that. A negative like that.

‘Max, what’s wrong? Why are you so nervous?’

Max looked down at her and hiked his shoulders.

“Cause it’s the end, I guess.

He tried a smile, then touched her cheek and leaned down. He kissed her on the cheek and then quickly moved over to her  lips. He reached a hand down beneath the table where nobody could see and ran his finger up the inside of her leg, tracing the seam of her jeans. Then, without another word, he turned and left the lounge. He started walking through the casino toward the elevator alcove and she watched him go. He didn’t look back. That was part of the ritual. You never looked back.
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The house on Lookout Mountain Road was set far in from the street and nestled against the steep canyon embankment to the rear. This afforded it a long and flat green lawn running from the wide front porch to the white picket fence that ran along the street line. It was unusual in Laurel Canyon to have such an immense lawn, front or back, and one so flat as well. It was that lawn that would be the key selling point of the property.

The open house had been advertised in the real estate section of the Times as starting at two P.M. and lasting until five. Cassie Black pulled to the curb ten minutes before the starting time and saw no cars in the driveway and no indication of any activity in the house. The white Volvo station wagon she knew belonged to the owners that was usually parked outside was gone. She couldn’t tell about the other car, the black BMW, because the little single-car garage at the side of the house was closed. But she took the missing Volvo to mean that the owners of the home were out for the day and would not be present during the showing. This was fine. Cassie preferred they not be home. She wasn’t sure how she would act if the family was right there in the house as she walked through it.

Cassie remained in the Boxster until two P.M. and then grew concerned, her mind jumping to the conclusion that she had gotten the time wrong or, worse yet,  the house had already been sold and the showing canceled. She opened the real estate section on the passenger seat and checked the listing again. She had been correct. She looked at the FOR SALE sign posted in the front lawn and checked the broker’s name against the name in the advertisement. They matched. She got her cell phone out of her backpack and tried to call the realty office but couldn’t get a connection. This didn’t surprise her. She was in Laurel Canyon and it always seemed impossible to get a clear cell transmission in any of L.A.’s hillside neighborhoods.

With nothing to do but wait and control her fears, she studied the house that stood behind the FOR SALE sign. According to the advertisement, it was a California Craftsman bungalow built in 1031. Unlike the newer homes on either side, it was not only set back off the street into the hillside rising behind it, but it also seemed to possess a good deal of character. It was smaller than most of the neighboring homes, its designers obviously putting a premium on the large lawn and the openness of the property. The newer houses in the neighborhood had been built to every lot line, under the philosophy that interior space was premium.

The old bungalow had a long, sloping gray roof from which sprouted two dormer windows. Cassie assumed that one belonged to the bedroom shared by the couple and the other was the girl’s room. The sidings were painted a reddish brown. A wide porch ran the length of the front of the house and the front door was a single-light French door. Most days the family lowered a set of blinds over the door’s glass but today the blinds over the door and the front picture window were up and Cassie could see into the living room. An overhead light had been left on.

The front yard was definitely the play area. It was  always neatly cut and trimmed. Built along the left perimeter was a wooden swing set and jungle gym. Cassie knew that the girl who lived in the house preferred to swing with her back to the house and facing the street. She had often thought about this, wondering if there was something about this habit that could be read as some sort of psychological clue.

The empty swing hung perfectly still. Cassie saw a kick ball and a red wagon sitting motionless in the grass, also waiting for the attention of the girl. Cassie thought the play area might be one of the reasons the family was moving. All things being relative in Los Angeles, Laurel Canyon was a pocket of reasonable safety in the sprawling city. Still, it wasn’t desirable in any neighborhood to have your children playing in the front yard so close to the street, the place where harm could befall them, where danger could come to them.

It didn’t say anything about this potential problem with the yard in the advertisement. Cassie looked down and read it again.


BRING ALL OFFERS!

1931 Classic Calif. Craftsman 
2/2, spacious living/dining, huge wooded 
lot. 
Highly motivated and anxious! 
Reduced and priced to sell!



Cassie had noticed the FOR SALE sign on the property during a routine drive-by three weeks earlier. The sighting had thrown her life into turmoil, which was manifested in insomnia and inattention at work. She had not sold a single car in the three weeks, her longest absence ever from the sales tote board.

Today’s showing was the first open house as far as she  knew. So the wording of the ad struck her as curious. She wondered why the owners would be so anxious to sell that they would already have reduced the price after only three weeks on the market. That did not seem right.

Three minutes after the open house was scheduled to begin, a car Cassie didn’t recognize, a maroon Volvo sedan, pulled into the driveway and stopped. A slim, blond woman in her mid forties got out. She was casually but neatly dressed. She opened the trunk of her car and removed an OPEN HOUSE sign, which she carried toward the curb. Cassie checked her hair in the visor mirror, reached to the back of her head and pulled the wig down tight on her scalp. She got out of the Porsche and approached the woman as she set up the sign.

‘Are you Laura LeValley?’ Cassie asked, reading the name off the bottom of the FOR SALE sign.

‘I sure am. Are you here to look at the house?’

‘Yes, I’d like to.’

‘Well, let me open it up and we’ll go from there. Nice car you’ve got there. Brand new?’

She pointed to the dealer blank in the front license plate holder of the Porsche. Cassie had taken the plates off in the garage at her home before driving to the open house. It was just a precaution. She wasn’t sure if brokers took down plate numbers as a means of tracing leads or backgrounding potential buyers. She didn’t want to be traced. It was the same reason she was wearing the wig.

‘Uh, yes,’ she said. ‘New to me but used. It’s a year old.’

‘Nice.’

The Boxster looked pristine from the outside but was actually a repo with almost thirty thousand miles on it, a convertible top that leaked and a CD player that habitually skipped when the car hit the slightest bump in the road. Cassie’s boss, Ray Morales, was letting her use  it while he dealt with the owner, allowing the guy until the end of the month to come up with the money before putting the car onto the lot. Cassie expected that they would never see a dime from the guy. He was a deadbeat through and through. She’d looked at the package. He’d made the first six payments, late every time, and then skated on the next six. Ray had made the mistake of taking the guy’s paper after he’d gotten no takers from the outside loan companies. That was the tip-off right there. But the guy had talked Ray into taking the paper and turning over the keys. It really bugged Ray that he had been beaten. He’d personally gone out on the rig when they hooked up the Boxster outside the deadbeat’s hillside box overlooking Sunset Plaza.

The real estate woman went back to her car and removed a briefcase, then led Cassie up the stone walkway to the front porch.

‘Are the owners going to be home?’ Cassie asked.

‘No, it’s better when no one’s home. Then people can look where they want, say what they want. No hurt feelings. You know, people’s tastes are different. One person will think something is gorgeous. Somebody else will call it hideous.’

Cassie smiled to be polite. They got to the front door and LeValley removed a small white envelope from her briefcase and took out a key. As she opened the door she continued the patter.

‘Are you being represented by a broker?’

‘No. I’m just kind of in the looking stage at the moment.’

‘Well, it helps to know what’s on the market. Are you currently in ownership?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Do you own now? Are you selling?’

‘Oh. No, I rent. I’m looking to buy. Something small like this.’

‘Children?’

‘Just me.’

LeValley opened the door and called out a hello just to make sure no one was home. When there was no answer, she waved Cassie in first.

‘Then this should be perfect. It’s just two bedrooms but the living spaces are large and very open. I think it’s just darling. You’ll see.’

They walked into the house and LeValley put her briefcase down. She then offered her hand and introduced herself again.

‘Karen Palty,’ Cassie lied as she shook the broker’s hand.

LeValley gave a quick description of the attributes and assets of the house. From her briefcase she took out a stack of printed fliers containing information on the house and gave Cassie one as she talked. Cassie nodded occasionally but was barely listening. Instead she was intensely scrutinizing the furnishings and the other belongings of the family who lived in the house. She stole long glances at the photos on the walls and on tables and chests. LeValley told her to go ahead and browse while she set up the sign-in sheet and information packets on the dining room table.

The house was very neatly kept and Cassie wondered how much of that was due to the fact that it was being shown to potential buyers. She moved into a short hallway and then up the stairs that led to two bedrooms and bathroom above. She stepped a few feet into the master bedroom and looked around. The room had a large bay window that looked out on the steep rock hillside at the rear of the house. LeValley called from  below, seemingly knowing exactly what Cassie was looking at and thinking.

‘Mudslides are not a problem. The hillside out there is extruded granite. It’s probably been there for ten thousand years and, believe me, it’s not going anywhere. But if you are seriously interested in the property, I would suggest you get a geological survey done. If you buy it, it will help you sleep better at night.’

‘Good idea,’ Cassie called down.

Cassie had seen enough. She stepped out of the room and crossed the hall to the child’s bedroom. This room, too, was neat but cluttered with collections of stuffed animals, Barbie dolls and other toys. There was. a drawing easel in one corner holding a crayon drawing of a school bus with several stick figures in the window. The bus had pulled up to a building where a red truck was parked in a garage. A firehouse. The girl was a good artist.

Cassie checked the hall to make sure LeValley had not come up and then stepped over to the easel. She flipped over some of the pages containing prior drawings. One drawing depicted a house with a large green lawn in front of it. There was a FOR SALE sign at the front of the house and a stick figure of a girl stood next to it. A bubble coming from the girl’s mouth said Boo Hoo. Cassie studied it for a long time before breaking away and looking around the rest of the room.

On the left wall there was a framed movie poster for an animated film called The Little Mermaid. There were also large wooden letters spelling the name JODIE SHAW, each letter painted a different color of the rainbow. Cassie stood in the middle of the room and silently tried to take it all in and commit it to memory. Her eyes fell on a photo which stood in a small frame on  the girl’s white bureau. It showed a smiling girl standing with Mickey Mouse amidst a crowd at Disneyland.

‘Their daughter’s room.’

Cassie almost jumped at the voice behind her.

She turned. Laura LeValley stood in the doorway. Cassie had not heard her on the steps. She wondered if the broker had been suspicious of her and intentionally sneaked up the stairs to catch her stealing or doing something else.

‘Cute kid,’ LeValley said, giving off no sign of suspicion. ‘I met her when I first took the listing. I think she’s six or seven.’

‘Five. Almost six.’

‘Excuse me?’

Cassie quickly pointed to the photo on the bureau.

‘I would guess. I mean, if that photo’s recent.’

She turned and raised a hand, taking in the whole of the room.

‘I also have a niece who is five. This could be her room.’

She waited but there were no further questions from LeValley. It had been a bad slip and Cassie knew she was lucky to have gotten away with it.

‘Well,’ LeValley said, ‘I want to get you to sign in so we have your name and number. Are there any questions I can answer for you? I even have an offer sheet with me if by any chance you’re ready to do that.’

She smiled as she said the last line. Cassie smiled back.

‘Not just yet,’ she said. ‘But I do like the house.’

LeValley headed back to the stairs and down. Cassie moved toward the door to follow. As she stepped into the hallway, she glanced back at the collection of stuffed animals on a shelf above the bed. The girl seemed partial to stuffed dogs. Her eyes then went back to the drawing on the easel.

Down in the living room LeValley handed her a clipboard with a sign-in sheet on it. She wrote the name  Karen Palty, the name belonging to an old friend from her days dealing blackjack, then made up a phone number with a Hollywood exchange and an address on Nichols Canyon Road. After she handed it back LeValley read the entry.

‘Karen, you know, if this house isn’t what you are looking for, there are several others in the canyon I’d be more than happy to show you.’

‘Okay, that would be fine. Let me think about this one first, though.’

‘Oh, sure. You just let me know. Here’s my card.’

LeValley offered a business card and Cassie took it. She noticed through the living room’s picture window a car pulling to the curb behind the Boxster. Another potential buyer. She decided it was time to ask questions while she still had LeValley alone.

‘The ad in the paper said the Shaws were anxious to sell the house. Do you mind me asking how come? I mean, is there something wrong here?’

Halfway through her question Cassie realized she had used the name of the owners. Then she remembered the letters on the wall of the girl’s room and knew she was covered if LeValley noticed the slip.

‘Oh, no, it has nothing to do with the house at all,’ LeValley said. ‘He’s been transferred and they are anxious to make the move and get settled in their new place. If they sell it quickly they can all move together, rather than him having to commute back and forth from the new location. It’s a very long trip.’

Cassie felt she needed to sit down but stood still. She felt a terrible dread engulf her heart. She tried to remain steady by placing her hand on the stone hearth but was  sure she was not hiding the impact of the words she had just heard.

It’s a very long trip.

‘Are you okay?’ LeValley asked.

‘Fine. I’m fine. I had the flu last week and ... you know.’

‘I know. I had it a few weeks ago. It was awful.’

Cassie turned her face and acted as though she were studying the brickwork of the fireplace.

‘How far are they moving?’ she asked, as casually as was possible considering the fears welling up inside her.

She closed her eyes and waited, sure that LeValley knew by now she wasn’t here because of the house.

‘Paris. He works for some kind of clothing import business and they want him working on that end of things for a while. They thought about keeping the house, maybe renting it out. But I think realistically they know that they probably won’t be coming back. I mean, it’s Paris. Who wouldn’t want to live there?’

Cassie opened her eyes and nodded.

‘Paris ...’

LeValley continued in an almost conspiring tone.

‘That’s also the reason they would be very interested in any kind of an offer. His company will cover him on anything below appraisal value. Anything within reason. So a quick, low bid might really be able to turn this. They want to get over there so they can get the girl into one of those language schools this summer. So she can start learning the language and be fairly integrated by the time school starts.’

Cassie wasn’t listening to the sales pitch. She stared into the darkness of the hearth. A thousand fires had burned there and warmed this house. But at the moment the bricks were black and cold. And Cassie felt as though she were staring at the inside of her own heart.

In that moment she knew that all things in her life were changing. For the longest time she had lived day to day, carefully avoiding even a glance at the desperate plan that floated out on the horizon like a dream.

But now she knew that it was time to go to the horizon.
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On the Monday after the open house Cassie got to Hollywood Porsche at ten as usual and spent the rest of the morning in her small office off the showroom going down her list of call-backs, studying the updated inventory list, answering Internet inquiries, and running a search for a customer looking for a vintage Speedster. Mostly, though, her thoughts remained concentrated on the information she had learned during the open house in Laurel Canyon.

Mondays were always the slowest days in the showroom. Occasionally there were leftover buyers and paperwork from the weekend but as a rule very few first-visit car buyers came in. The dealership was located on Sunset Boulevard a half block from the Cinerama Dome and sometimes it was so slow on Mondays that Ray Morales didn’t mind if Cassie walked over and caught a flick in the afternoon, just as long as she had her pager on and could be recalled if things started hopping. Ray was always cutting Cassie a break, starting with giving her the job without her having any valid experience. She knew his motives weren’t entirely altruistic. She knew it would only be a matter of time before he came to her to collect the return. She was surprised he hadn’t made the move yet; it had been ten months.

Hollywood Porsche sold new and used cars. As the newest person on the six-member sales force, it fell to  Cassie to work Monday shifts and to handle all Internet-related business. The latter she didn’t mind because she had taken computer courses while at High Desert Institution for Women and had found she enjoyed the work. She had learned that she preferred dealing with customers and salesmen from other dealerships over the Internet rather than in person.

Her search for a Speedster of the quality her customer sought was successful. She located a ’58 convertible in pristine condition on a lot in San Jose and arranged to have photos and the particulars overnighted. She then left a message for the customer saying he could come in the next afternoon and look at the photos or she would send them over to his office as soon as she got them.

The one test drive of the day came in shortly before lunch. The customer was one of Ray’s so-called Hollywood hard-ons, a name the fleet manager had come up with himself.

Ray religiously scoured the Hollywood Reporter and  Daily Variety for stories on nobodies becoming overnight somebodies. Most often these were writers who were snatched from penniless obscurity and made rich and at least known for the day by a studio deal for a book or screenplay. Once Ray chose a target, he tracked down the writer’s address through the Writers Guild or a friend he had in the voter registrar’s office. He then had the Sunset Liquor Deli deliver a bottle of Macallan Scotch whisky with his card and a note of congratulations. A little more than half the time it worked. The recipient responded with a call to Ray and then a visit to the showroom. Owning a Porsche was almost a rite of passage in Hollywood, especially for males in their twenties — which all the screenwriters seemed to be. Ray passed these customers on to his salespeople, splitting  the commission on any eventual sale, after the cost of the whisky.

The test drive Cassie had on Monday was a writer who had just signed a first-look deal with Paramount for seven figures. Ray, fully aware that Cassie had not sold a car in three weeks, gave the ‘up’ to her. The writer’s name was Joe Michaels and he was interested in a new Carrera cabriolet, an automobile that would price out at close to $100,000 fully loaded. Cassie’s commission would cover her draw for a month.

With Joe in the passenger seat, Cassie took Nichols Canyon up to Mulholland Drive and then turned the Porsche east on the snaking road. She was following her routine. For it was up on Mulholland that the car and power and sex all blended in the imagination. It became clear to each customer what she was selling.

The traffic as usual was light. Other than the occasional pack of power bikers, the road was theirs. Cassie put the car through the paces, downshifting and powering into the turns. She glanced at Michaels every now and then, to see if he had the look on his face that said the deal was done.

‘You working on a movie right now?’ she asked.

‘I’m doing rewrite on a cop film.’

That was a good sign, his calling a movie a film. Especially a cop movie. The ones who took themselves too seriously — meaning they had money — called them films.

‘Who’s in it?’

‘It hasn’t been cast. That’s why I’m doing rewrite. The dialogue sucks.’

To prep for the test drive Cassie had read the story in  Variety about the first-look deal. It said Michaels was a recent graduate of the USC film school and had made a  fifteen-minute film that won some kind of studio-sponsored award. He looked maybe twenty-five years old tops. Cassie wondered where he would get his dialogue from. He didn’t look as though he had ever met a cop in his life, let alone any outlaws. The dialogue would probably come from television or other movies, she decided.

‘You want to drive now, John?’

‘It’s Joe.’

Another bingo. She had called him the wrong name on purpose, just to see if he would correct her. That he did meant he was serious and ego-driven, a good combination when it came to selling and buying automobiles that were serious and ego-driven.

‘Joe, then.’

She pulled into the overlook above the Hollywood Bowl. She killed the engine, set the brake and got out. She didn’t look back at Michaels as she walked to the edge and put a foot up on the guardrail. She leaned over and retied her black Doc Marten work shoe and then looked down at the empty bowl. She was wearing tight black jeans and a sleeveless white T-shirt beneath an unbuttoned blue Oxford dress shirt. She knew she looked good and her radar told her that he was looking at her instead of the car. She ran her fingers through her blond hair, newly cut short so she could wear the wig. She turned abruptly and caught him looking at her. He quickly looked past her, out to the view of downtown in the pastel pink smog.

‘So what do you think?’ she asked.

‘I think I like it,’ Michaels said. ‘But you have to drive it to know for sure.’

He smiled. She smiled. They were definitely moving on the same plane.

‘Then let’s do it,’ she said, careful to keep the double entendre working.

They got back in the Porsche and Cassie sat in the passenger seat a bit sideways, so she was facing Joe. She watched as he brought his right hand up to the steering column and it searched for the ignition and keys.

‘Other side,’ she said.

He found the keys in the ignition on the dashboard left of the wheel.

‘That’s a Porsche tradition,’ she said. ‘From back when they made cars for racing. It was so you could start with your left hand and have your right already on the gear shift. It’s a quick-start ignition.’

Michaels nodded. Cassie knew that little story always scored with them. She didn’t even know if it was true — she had gotten it from Ray—but she told it every time. She knew Michaels was imagining himself telling it to some sweet little thing outside any number of pickup joints on the Sunset Strip.

He started the engine and backed the car out and then drove back out onto Mulholland, over-revving all the way. But after a few shifts he picked up on the nuances of the gearbox and was taking the curves smoothly. Cassie watched as he tried not to smile when he hit a straightaway and the speedo hit seventy-five in just a few seconds. But the look came over his face. He couldn’t hide it. She knew the look and what it felt like. Some people got it from speed and power, some got it in other ways. She thought about how long it had been since she had felt the hot wire coursing through her own blood.

 



Cassie looked into her little office to check for pink phone slips on the desk. There were none. She moved on through the showroom, running her finger along the spoiler of a classic whale tail, and past the finance office  to the fleet manager’s office. Ray Morales looked up from some paperwork as she came in and hooked the keys from the Carrera she had used on the test drive on the appropriate hook on the fleet board. She knew he was waiting to hear how it went. After all, he had invested more than a hundred dollars in Scotch whisky.

‘He’s going to think about it a couple days,’ she said without looking at Ray. ‘I’ll call him Wednesday.’

As Cassie turned to leave, Ray dropped his pen and pushed his seat back from his desk.

‘Shit, Cassie, what is up with you? That guy was a hard-on. How’d you lose him?’

‘I didn’t say I lost him,’ Cassie said, too much protest in her voice. ‘I said he’s going to think about it. Not everybody buys after the first test drive, Ray. That car’s going to run a hundred grand.’

‘With these guys they do. With Porsche they do. They don’t think, they buy. Cassie, damn, he was primed. I could tell when I had him on the phone. You know what you’re doing? I think you’re psyching these guys out. You gotta come on to these guys like they’re the next Cecil B. DeMille. Don’t make ’em feel bad about what they do or what they want.’

Cassie put her hands on her hips in indignation.

‘Ray, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I try to sell the car, I don’t try to talk ’em out of it. I don’t make them feel bad. And none of these guys even know who Cecil B. De Mille was.’

‘Then Spielberg, Lucas, whatever. I don’t care. There is an art to this, Cassie. That’s what I’m saying and what I’ve been trying to teach you. It’s finesse, it’s sex, it’s givin’ the guy a hard-on. When you first came in here you were doin’ that. You were moving, what, five, six cars a month. Now, I don’t know what you’re doing.’

Cassie looked down at his desk for a moment before  answering. She slid her hands into her pockets. She knew he was right.

‘Okay, Ray, you’re right. I’ll work on it. I guess I’m just a little out of focus right now.’

‘How come?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘You want some time, maybe take a few days?’

‘No, I’m cool. But tomorrow I’ll be in late. I’ve got my see-and-pee up in Van Nuys.’

‘Right. No problem. How’s that going? That lady doesn’t call or come around anymore.’

‘It’s going. You probably won’t hear from her unless I fuck up.’

‘Good. Keep it that way.’

Something about his tone bothered her but she pushed it aside. She averted her eyes and looked down at the paperwork on his desk. She noticed that there was a fleet report on a stack of paperwork to the side of his work space.

‘So we have a truck coming?’

Ray followed her eyes to the report and nodded. ‘Next Tuesday. Four Boxsters, three Carreras—two of them cabs.’

‘Cool. You know colors yet?’

‘The Carreras are white. The Boxsters are coming arctic, white, black and I think yellow.’

He grabbed the report and studied it.

‘Yeah, yellow. Be nice to have these locked in before they get here. Meehan already has a contract on one of the cabs.’

‘I’ll see what I can do.’

He winked at her and smiled.

‘Thattagirl.’

There was that tone again. And the wink. She was getting the idea that Ray was finally getting around to  wanting to collect on all of his goodwill. He’d probably been waiting for her to hit a drought so she’d feel she had less choice in the matter. She knew he would make his move soon and that she should think about how to handle it. But there were too many other things that were more important on her mind. She left him in the office and headed back to her own.




3

The offices of the California Department of Corrections, Parole and Community Services Division, in Van Nuys were crowded into a one-story building of gray, precast concrete that stood in the shadow of the Municipal Court building. The nondescript design features of its exterior seemed in step with its purpose: the quiet reintegration of convicts into society.

The interior of the building took its cue from the crowd control philosophy employed at popular amusement parks—although those who waited here weren’t always anxious to reach the end of their wait. A maze of roped-off cattle rows folded the long lines of ex-cons back and forth in the waiting rooms and hallways. There were lines of cons waiting to check in, lines waiting for urine tests, lines waiting to see parole agents, lines in all quadrants of the building.

To Cassie Black the parole office was more depressing than prison had been. When she was at High Desert, she was in stasis, like a character in those sci-fi movies where the journey back to earth is so long that the travelers are put into a hibernation-type sleep. That was how Cassie saw it. She was breathing but not living, waiting and surviving on hope that the end of her time would come sooner rather than later. That hope for the future and the warmth of her constant dream of freedom got her past all the depression. But the parole office was that  future. It was the harsh reality of getting out. And it was squalid and crowded and inhuman. It smelled of desperation and lost hope, of no future. Most of those surrounding her wouldn’t make it. One by one they would go back. It was a fact of the life they had chosen. Few went straight, few made it out alive. And for Cassie, who promised herself she would be one of the few, the monthly immersion into this world always left her profoundly depressed.

By ten o’clock on Tuesday morning she had already been through the check-in line and was nearing the front of the pee line. In her hand she held the plastic cup she would have to squat over and fill while an office trainee, dubbed the wizard because of the nature of her monitoring duty, watched to make sure it was her own urine going into the container.

While she waited Cassie didn’t look at anybody and didn’t talk to anybody. When the line moved and she was jostled she just moved with the flow. She thought about her time in High Desert, about how she could just shut herself down when she needed to and go on autopilot, ride that spaceship back to earth. It was the only way to get through that place. And this one, too.

 



Cassie squeezed into the cubicle that her parole agent, Thelma Kibble, called an office. She was breathing easy now. She was near the end. Kibble was the last stop on the journey.

‘There she is ... ,’ Kibble said. ‘Howzit going there, Cassie Black?’

‘Fine, Thelma. How about you?’

Kibble was an obese black woman whose age Cassie had never tried to guess. There was always a pleasant expression on her wide face and Cassie truly liked her despite the circumstances of their relationship. Kibble  wasn’t easy but she was fair. Cassie knew she was lucky that her transfer from Nevada had been assigned to Kibble.

‘Can’t complain,’ Kibble said. ‘Can’t complain at all.’

Cassie sat in the chair next to the desk, which was stacked on all sides with case files, some of them two inches thick. On the left side of the desk was a vertical file labeled RTC which always drew Cassie’s attention. She knew RTC meant return to custody and the files located there belonged to the losers, the ones going back. It seemed the vertical file was always full and seeing it was as much a deterrent to Cassie as anything else about the parole process.

Kibble had Cassie’s file open in front of her and was filling in the monthly report. This was their ritual; a brief face-to-face visit and Kibble would go down the checklist of questions.

‘What’s up with the hair?’ Kibble asked without looking up from the paperwork.

‘Just felt like a change. I wanted it short.’

‘Change? What are you, so bored you gotta make changes all’a sudden?’

‘No, I just ...’

She finished by hiking her shoulders, hoping the moment would pass. She should have realized that using the word change would raise a flag with a parole agent.

Kibble turned her wrist slightly and checked her watch. It was time to go on.

‘Your pee going to be a problem?’

‘Nope.’

‘Good. Anything you want to talk about?’

‘No, not really.’

‘How’s the job going?’

‘It’s a job. It’s going the way jobs go, I guess.’

Kibble raised her eyebrows and Cassie wished she had  just stuck to a one-word answer. Now she had raised another flag.

‘You drive them fancy damn cars all the time,’ Kibble said. ‘Most people that come in here are washin’ cars like that. And they ain’t complaining.’

‘I’m not complaining.’

‘Then what?’

‘Then nothing. Yes, I drive fancy cars. But I don’t own them. I sell them. There’s a difference.’

Kibble looked up from the file and studied Cassie for a moment. All around them the cacophony of voices from the rows of cubicles filled the air.

‘A’right, what’s troubling you, girl? I don’t have time for bullshit. I got my hard cases and my soft cases and I’ll be damned if I’m gonna have to move you to HC. I don’t have time for that.’

She slapped one of the stacks of thick files to make her point.

‘You won’t want that, neither,’ she said.

Cassie knew HC meant High Control. She was on minimum supervision now. A move to HC would mean increased visits to the parole office, daily phone checks and more home visits from Kibble. Parole would simply become an extension of her cell and she knew she couldn’t handle that. She quickly held her hands up in a calming gesture.

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Nothing’s wrong, okay? I’m just having ... I’m just going through one of those times, you know?’

‘No, I don’t know. What times you talkin’ about? Tell me.’

‘I can’t. I don’t know the words. I feel like ... it’s like every day is like the one before. There is no future because it’s all the same.’

‘Look, what did I tell you when you first came in here?  I told you it would get like this. Repetition breeds routine. Routine’s boring but it keeps you from thinking and it keeps you out of trouble. You want to stay out of trouble, don’t you, girl?’

‘Yes, Thelma. But it’s like I got out of lockdown but sometimes I feel like I’m still in lockdown. It’s not...’

‘Not what?’

‘I don’t know. It’s not fair.’

There was a sudden outburst from one of the other cubicles as a convict started protesting loudly. Kibble stood up to look over the partitions of the cubicle. Cassie didn’t move. She didn’t care. She knew what it was, somebody being taken down and put in a holding cell pending revocation of parole. There were one or two takedowns every time she came in. Nobody ever went back peaceably. Cassie had long ago stopped watching the scenes. She couldn’t worry about anyone else in this place but herself.

After a few moments Kibble sat back down and turned her attention back to Cassie, who was hoping that the interruption would make the parole agent forget what they had been talking about.

There was no such luck.

‘You see that?’ Kibble asked.

‘I heard it. That was enough.’

‘I hope so. Because any little mess-up and that could be you. You understand that, don’t you?’

‘Perfectly, Thelma. I know what happens.’

‘Good, because this isn’t about being fair, to use your word. Fair’s got nothing to do with it. You’re down by law, honey, and you’re under thumb. You’re scaring me, girl, and you should be scaring yourself. You’re only ten months into a two-year tail. This is not good when I hear you getting antsy after just ten months.’

‘I know. I’m sorry.’

‘Shit, there’s people in this room with four—and five—and six-year tails. Some even longer.’

Cassie nodded.

‘I know, I know. I’m lucky. It’s just that I can’t stop myself from thinking about things, you know?’

‘No, I don’t know.’

Kibble folded her massive arms across her chest and leaned back in her chair. Cassie wondered if the chair could take the weight but it held strong. Kibble looked at her sternly. Cassie knew she had made a mistake trying to open up to her. She was in effect inviting Kibble into her life more than she was already into it. But she decided that since she had already strayed across the line, she might as well go all the way now.

‘Thelma, can I just ask you something?’

‘That’s what I’m here for.’

‘Do you know ... are there any, like international treaties or agreements for parole transfers?’

Kibble closed her eyes.

‘What the hell are you talking about?’

‘Like if I wanted to live in London or Paris or something?’

Kibble opened her eyes, shook her head and looked astonished. She shifted forward and the chair came down heavily.

‘Do I look like a travel agent to you? You are a convict, girl. You understand that? You don’t just decide you don’t like it here and say, “Oh, I think I’ll try Paris now.” Are you listening to yourself talking crazy here? We aren’t running no Club Med here.’

‘Okay, I was just—’

‘You got the one transfer from Nevada, which you were lucky to get, thanks to your friend at the dealership. But that’s it. You are stuck here, girl. For at least the next  fourteen months and maybe even further, the way you’re acting now.’

‘All right. I just thought I’d—’

‘End of story.’

‘Okay. End of story.’

Kibble leaned over the desk to write something in Cassie’s file.

‘I don’t know about you,’ she said as she wrote. ‘You know what I oughta do is I oughta thirty-fifty-six you for a couple days, see if that clears your mind of these silly ass ideas. But—’

‘You don’t have to do that, Thelma. I—’

‘—we’re full up right now.’

A 3056 was a parole hold—an order putting a parolee in custody pending a hearing to revoke parole. The PA could then drop the revoke charge at the time of the hearing and the parolee would be set free. Meantime, the revisit to lockdown for a few days would serve as a warning to straighten up. It was the harshest threat Kibble had at her disposal and just the mention of it properly scared Cassie.

‘I mean it, Thelma, I’m fine. I’m okay. I was just venting some steam, okay? Please don’t do that to me.’

She hoped she had put the proper sound of pleading into her voice.

Kibble shook her head.

‘All I know is that you were on my A list, girl. Now I don’t know. I think I’m gonna at least have to come around and check up on you one of these days. See what’s what with you. I’m telling you, Cassie Black, you better watch yourself with me. I am not fat old Thelma who can’t get off her chair. I am not someone to fuck with. You think so, you check with these folks.’

She raked the end of her pen along the edges of the RTC files to her left. It made a loud ripping sound.

‘They’ll tell you I am not someone to be fucked with or fucked over.’

Cassie could only nod. She studied the huge woman across from her for a long moment. She needed some way to defuse this, to get the smile back on Kibble’s face or at the very least the deep furrow out of her brow.

‘You come around, Thelma, and I have a feeling I’ll see you before you see me.’

Kibble looked sharply at her. But Cassie saw the tension slowly change in her face. It had been a gamble but Kibble took the comment in good humor. She even started to chuckle and it made her huge shoulders and then the desk shake.

‘We’ll see about that,’ Kibble said. ‘You’d be surprised by me.’
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Cassie felt a weight lifting off her as she came out of the parole offices. Not simply because the monthly ordeal was over. But because she had caught a glimmer of understanding about herself while inside. In her struggle for an explanation of her feelings to Kibble she had arrived at an essential conclusion. She was marking time and she could do it their way or her own way. The open house in Laurel Canyon was not the cause of this. That was simply an accelerant; it was gasoline on an already burning fire. Her decision was clear now and in that clarity were feelings of both relief and fear. The fire was burning strongly now. Inside she began to feel the slight trickle of melt water from the frozen lake that for so long had been her heart.

She walked between the municipal and county court-houses and through the plaza fronting the LAPD’s Van Nuys station. There was a bank of pay phones near the stairs leading up to the police station’s second-floor entrance. She picked one up, dropped in a quarter and a dime and punched in a number she had committed to memory more than a year earlier while in High Desert. It had come on a note smuggled to her in a tampon.

After three rings the phone was answered by a man.

‘Yes?’

It was more than six years since Cassie had heard the  voice but it rang true and recognizable to her. It made her catch her breath.

‘Yes?’

‘Uh, yes, is this ... is this D. H. Reilly?’

‘No, you have the wrong number.’

‘Dog House Reilly? I was calling—’

She looked down and read off the number of the phone she was standing at.

‘What kind of crazy name is that? No Dog House here and you’ve got the wrong number.’

He hung up. Cassie did, too. She then turned around and walked back into the plaza and took a seat on a bench about fifty feet from the pay phones. She shared the bench with a disheveled man who was reading a newspaper so yellowed that it had to be months old.

Cassie waited almost forty minutes. When the phone finally started to ring, she was in the midst of a one-sided conversation with the disheveled man about the quality of the food service in the Van Nuys jail. She got up and trotted to the phones, the man yelling a final complaint at her.

‘Sausage like fucking Brillo pads! We were playing hockey in there!’

She grabbed the phone after the sixth ring.

‘Leo?’

A pause.

‘Don’t use my name. How you doing, sweetheart?’

‘I’m okay. How are—’

‘You know, you been out now like a year, am I right?’

‘Uh, actually—’

‘And all that time and not even a hello from you. I thought I’d hear from you before now. You’re lucky I even remembered that Dog House Reilly schtick.’

‘Ten months. I’ve been out ten months.’

‘And how’s it been?’

‘Okay, I guess. Good, actually.’

‘Not if you’re calling me.’

‘I know.’

There was a long silence then. Cassie could hear traffic noise coming from his end. She guessed he had left the house and found a pay phone somewhere on Ventura Boulevard, probably near the deli he liked to eat at.

‘So, you called me first,’ Leo prompted.

‘Right, yeah. I was thinking ...’

She paused and thought about everything again. She nodded her head.

‘Yeah, I need to get some work, Leo.’ .

‘Don’t use my name.’

‘Sorry.’

But she smiled. Same old Leo.

‘You know me, a classic paranoid.’

‘I was just thinking that.’

‘All right, so you’re looking for something. Give me some parameters? What are we talking about here?’

‘Cash. One job.’

‘One job?’ He seemed surprised and maybe even disappointed. ‘How big?’

‘Big enough to disappear on. To get a good start.’

‘Must not be going too good then.’

‘It’s just that things are happening. I can’t ...’

She shook her head and didn’t finish.

‘You sure you’re okay?’

‘Yes, I’m fine. I feel good, actually. Now that I know.’

‘I know what you mean. I remember the time when I decided for good. When I said fuck it, this is what I do. And at the time, hell, I was only boosting air bags out of Chryslers. I’ve come a long way. We both have.’

Cassie turned and glanced back at the man on the bench. He was continuing his conversation. He hadn’t really needed Cassie to be there.

‘You know, don’t you, that with these parameters, you’re probably talking Vegas. I mean, I could send you down to Hollywood Park or one of the Indian rooms but you’re not going to see a lot of cash. You’re talking fifteen, twenty a pop down there. But if you give me some time to set something in Vegas I could push the take.’

Cassie thought a moment. She had believed when the bus to High Desert pulled out of Las Vegas six years before that she would never see the place again. But she knew that what Leo was saying was accurate. Vegas was where the big money was.

‘Vegas is fine,’ she said abruptly. ‘Just don’t take too long.’

‘Who’s that talking behind you?’

‘Just some old guy. Too much pruno while in lockup.’

‘Where are you?’

‘I just left the PO.’

Leo laughed.

‘Nothing like having to pee in a cup to make you see life’s possibilities. Tell you what, I’ll keep an eye out for something. I got a heads up about something coming up in the next week or so. You’d be perfect. I’ll let you know if it pans out. Where can I reach you?’

She gave him the dealership number. The general number and not her direct line or her cell phone number. She didn’t want those numbers written down and in his possession in case he took a bust.

‘One other thing,’ she said. ‘Can you still get passports?’

‘I can. Take me two, three weeks ’cause I send out for them, but I can get you one. It will be fucking grade A, too. A passport will run you a grand, a whole book twenty-five hundred. Comes with DL, Visa and Amex. Delta miles on the Amex.’

‘Good. I’ll want a whole book for me and then a second passport.’

‘What do you mean, two? I’m telling you the first one will be perfect. You won’t need another with -’

‘They’re not both for me. I need the second for somebody else. Do you want me to send pictures to the house or do you have a drop?’

Leo told her to send the photos to a mail drop. He gave her the address in Burbank, then asked her who the second passport was for and what names she wanted used in the manufacture of the false documents. She had anticipated the questions and had already picked the names. She offered to send the cash with the photos but Leo told her he could front it for the time being. He said it was an act of good faith, seeing that they were going back into business together.

‘So,’ he said, returning to the main business at hand. ‘You going to be ready for this? Been a long time. People get rusty. If I put you out there, I’ll be on the line, you know.’

‘I know. You don’t have to worry. I’ll be ready.’

‘Okay, then. I’ll be talking to you.’

‘Thanks. I’ll be seeing you.’

‘Oh, and sweetheart?’

‘What?’

‘I’m glad you’re back. It’ll be like old times again.’

‘No, Leo. Not without Max. It will never be the same again.’

This time Leo didn’t protest her use of his name. They both hung up and Cassie walked away from the phones. The man on the bench called after her but she couldn’t make out what it was he had said.

 



 



She had to walk up to Victory Boulevard to get to the Boxster. It was the closest she had been able to get to the  criminal justice complex. Along the way she thought about Max Freeling. She remembered their last moments together; the bar at the Cleo, the beer foam in his mustache, the tiny scar on his chin where no whiskers grew.

Max had made a toast and she repeated it now silently.

To the end. To the place where the desert is ocean.

Thinking about what happened afterward left her depressed and still angry, even after so many years. She decided that before she went to the dealership she would drive by Wonderland Elementary and catch the lunch recess. She knew it was the best way possible to chase the blues away.

When she got to the Boxster she found it had been ticketed after the two hours on the meter expired. She pulled the citation off the windshield and tossed it onto the passenger seat. The car was still registered to the deadbeat it had been repossessed from. So when the ticket went unpaid, the bill from the city would go to him. He could deal with it.

She got in the car and drove off. She took Van Nuys Boulevard south to the 101. The boulevard was lined with new-car dealerships. Sometimes she thought of the Valley as one big parking lot.

She tried listening to a Lucinda Williams compact disc but the stereo was so jumpy that she had to pop it out and just listen to the radio. The song playing was an old one. Roseanne Cash singing about a seven-year ache.

Yeah, Cassie thought. Roseanne knew what she was talking about. Seven years. But the song didn’t say anything about what happened after seven years. Did that ache go away then? Cassie didn’t think it ever would.
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In the following days, while she waited for word from Leo, Cassie Black found herself dropping into the rhythm of preparation that was both familiar and comforting to her. But most of all it was exciting, putting a thrill into her life she had not felt in many years.

The preparation was also a solitary time of introspection. She studied her decision repeatedly and from all angles. She found no cracks, no second thoughts, no intruding guilt. The hurdle had been in making the choice. Once decided upon, it only brought her relief and a great sense of freedom. There was the excitement of danger and anticipation in her that the years of incarceration had robbed from her memory. She had forgotten how truly addictive the charge of adrenaline could be. Max had simply called it outlaw juice because he could not put his feelings into words. In those days of preparation she came to realize that the true essence of incarceration was aimed at removing that charge, of washing it from memory. If so, then five years in lockdown had failed her. The charge of outlaw juice was boiling in her blood now, banging through her veins like hot water through frozen winter pipes.

 



She began by changing her body clock, dramatically shortening her sleeping hours and pushing them well into the morning. She offset the sleep deprivation with a  regimen of energy-enhancing vitamins and an occasional late-afternoon nap on her living room couch. Within a week she had dropped from seven to four hours of sleep per night without a noticeable impact on her alertness or productivity.

At night she started taking long drives on the dangerously curving Mulholland Drive so that she could sharpen her sustained alertness. When home she moved about her house without lights on, her eyes adjusting and becoming reacquainted with the contours of night shadows. She knew she would have the option of night-vision goggles when the job came up but she also knew it was good to be prepared for any eventuality.

By day, when she wasn’t working at the dealership, she started gathering the equipment she might need and making the tools she would use. After carefully making a list of every conceivable thing that would help her overcome any obstacle on a job, she memorized its contents and destroyed it—such a list in her possession was enough in itself to violate her parole. She then spent an entire day driving to a variety of hardware stores and other businesses, gathering the items on the list and spreading her cash purchases across the entire city so that the various parts to her plan could never be construed as the whole.

She bought screwdrivers, iron files, hacksaw blades and hammers; baling wire, nylon twine and bungee cords. She bought a box of latex gloves, a small tub of earthquake wax, a Swiss Army knife and a painter’s putty knife with a three-inch-wide blade. She bought a small acetylene torch and went to three hardware stores before finding a small enough battery-powered and rechargeable drill. She bought rubber-tipped pliers, wire cutters and aluminum shears. She added a Polaroid camera and a man’s long-sleeved wet suit top to her purchases. She  bought big and small flashlights, a pair of tile worker’s knee pads and an electric stun gun. She bought a black leather backpack, a black fanny pack and belt, and several black zipper bags of varying sizes that could be folded and carried inside one of the backpack’s pockets. Lastly, in every store she went to she bought a keyed padlock, amassing a collection of seven locks made by seven different manufacturers and thereby containing seven slightly different interior locking mechanisms.

In the small bungalow she rented on Selma near the 101 Freeway in Hollywood, she spread her purchases out on the scarred Formica-topped table in the kitchen and readied her equipment, wearing gloves at all times when she handled each piece.

She used the shears and the torch to make lock picks from the baling wire and hacksaw blades. She made a double set of three picks: a tension spike, a hook and a thin, flat tumbler pick. She put one set in a Ziploc bag and buried it in the garden outside the back door. The other set she put aside with the tools for the job she hoped would be coming from Leo very soon.

She cut half a sleeve off the wet suit and used it to encase the drill, sewing the sound-deadening rubber tightly in place with the nylon twine. From the rest of the wet suit she created a roll-up satchel in which she could quietly carry her custom-made burglary kit.

When her working tools were ready, she rolled them up in the satchel, secured it with a bungee cord and then hid it in the hollow of the Boxster’s front right fender, attaching it to the suspension struts with more bungee cords. Her fingerprints were on nothing. If the tool satchel were ever discovered by Thelma Kibble or any other law enforcement officer, Cassie would have a degree of deniability that might keep her out of lockdown. The car was not hers. Without prints on the  tools or evidence of her having purchased and made them, it ultimately could not be proved that they belonged to her. They could hold her and sweat her but they would eventually have to let her go.

The seven padlocks Cassie used for practice. She locked them onto a wooden clothing hanger and dropped the keys into a coffee cup in a kitchen cabinet. At night she sat in the dark in her living room and blindly worked the extra set of picks into the padlocks. The nuances of finessing a lock open came back to her slowly. It took her four days to open all seven padlocks. She then hooked them back on the hanger and closed them. She started over, this time wearing latex gloves. At the end of two weeks she was regularly timing herself and she could open all seven locks in twelve minutes with gloves on.

She knew all along that what she was doing was as much mental preparation as anything else. It was getting back into the rhythm, the mind-set. Max, her teacher, had always said the rhythm was the most important preparation. The ritual. She knew it was unlikely she would have to pick a lock on the job Leo would find for her. Most of the hotels in Las Vegas and elsewhere had gone to electronically programmed card keys in the last decade. Subverting electronic protection was another matter altogether. It required inside help or a skill at  soshing— short for social engineering, meaning the con at the front desk or the finesse moves with the housekeeper.

The prep time brought her close to memories of Max, the man who had been both her mentor and lover. These were bittersweet memories because she could not think of the good times without remembering how they had all ended so badly at the Cleopatra. Even still, she often found herself laughing out loud in the darkness of her house, the hanger full of padlocks on her lap, her hands sweating inside tight latex gloves.

She laughed hardest as she remembered one soshing trick Max had pulled to perfection at the Golden Nugget. They needed to get into a room on the fifth floor. Spying a night service maid’s cart outside a room down the hall, Max went into a service alcove and took off all his clothes. He then ruffled his hair and walked down the hall to the maid’s cart, cupping his privates in his hands. After startling the woman, he explained he had been sleeping and got up to go to the bathroom and in his sleepy confusion had inadvertently stepped through the wrong door and out of his room, the door closing and locking behind him. Not wanting to prolong her encounter with a naked man, the housekeeper quickly handed him her pass key. They were in.
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