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			To Greg

		

	
		
		
			

			Even if when I met you I had not happened to like you, I should still have been bound to change my attitude, because when you meet anyone in the flesh you realize immediately that he is a human being and not a sort of caricature embodying certain ideas. It is partly for this reason that I don’t mix much in literary circles, because I know from experience that once I have met & spoken to anyone I shall never again be able to show any intellectual brutality towards him, even when I feel that I ought to.

				—LETTER FROM GEORGE ORWELL TO STEPHEN SPENDER, APRIL 15, 1938

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Prologue

			WHEN A BODY GOES DOWN in Lake Tahoe, they say, it does not rise again. The frigid temperature of the lake, its vast depths, conspire to keep bacteria at bay. What once was human fails to decompose. Instead, the body is doomed to drift along the lake bed, in perpetual limbo; just more organic matter joining the mysterious menagerie that lives in Tahoe’s uncharted depths.

			In death, there is no disparity.

			Lake Tahoe is over a quarter mile deep and two million years old. Locals have laid claim to a fistful of superlatives: Their lake is one of the deepest in America, the purest, the bluest, the coldest, the oldest. No one really knows what’s at the bottom of that water, but everyone is sure it’s something dark and enigmatic. There are myths about a Loch Ness monster–like creature called Tahoe Tessie, which no one really takes seriously even though Tessie sells a lot of T-shirts. But deep-sea cameras have also captured mysterious fish on the lake bed, 1,600 feet down: creatures pale white and shark-like, evolved to withstand the near-freezing temperatures, their blood slowing to a crawl in their veins. Creatures perhaps as old as the lake itself.

			
			And then there are other stories: Stories about how the lake was used by the Mafia as a dumping ground for its victims, back when they controlled the Nevada casinos. Stories about the Gold Rush railroad barons who considered the lake a convenient mass grave for the Chinese migrant workers they worked to death building the tracks over the Sierras. Stories about vengeful wives, cops gone bad, killing trails that led to the lake’s edge and then went cold. Kids tell each other bedtime stories about corpses bumping along the bottom of the lake, eyes open, hair floating, in permanent limbo.

			

			—

			Above the surface of the lake, the snow is softly falling. Below, the body drifts slowly down, lifeless eyes lifted toward the vanishing light, until it sinks into darkness and is gone.
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			1.

			THE NIGHTCLUB IS A TEMPLE, devoted to the sacred worship of indulgence. Inside these walls there is no judgment: You’ll find no populists, no protestors, no spoilsports who might ruin the fun. (The velvet ropes out front stand sentry against all that.) Instead, there are girls in fur and designer silk, swanning and preening like exotic birds, and men with diamonds in their teeth. There are fireworks erupting from bottles of thousand-dollar vodka. There is marble and leather and brass that is polished until it gleams like gold.

			The DJ drops a bass beat. The dancers cheer. They lift their phones toward the sky and vamp and click, because if this is a church then social media is their scripture; and that tiny screen is how they deify themselves.

			Here they are: the one percent. The young and ultra-rich. Billionaire babies, millionaire millennials, fabu-grammers. “Influencers.” They have it all and they want the whole world to know. Pretty things, so many pretty things in the world; and we get them all, says their every Instagram photo. Covet this life, for it is the best life, and we are #blessed.

			
			Out there, in the middle of it all, is a woman. She’s dancing with abandon in a spot where the light hits her just so and glimmers on her skin. A faint sheen of sweat dampens her face; her glossy dark hair whips around her face as she swivels her body to the grinding beat. The waitresses headed to the bottle-service tables have to maneuver around her, the fizzing sparklers on their trays in danger of setting the woman’s hair alight. Just another L.A. party girl, looking for a good time.

			Look close, though, and you can see that her half-closed eyes are sharp and alert, dark with watching. She is watching one person in particular, a man at a table a few feet away.

			The man is drunk. He lounges in a booth with a group of male friends—gelled hair, leather jackets, Gucci sunglasses at night; twentysomethings who shout over the music in broken English and baldly leer at the women who careen past. Occasionally, this man will plunge his face to the table to do a line of cocaine, narrowly missing the flotilla of empty glasses that litter its surface. When a Jay-Z song comes on, the man climbs up on the seat of his banquette and shakes up a giant bottle of champagne—a rare large-format bottle of Cristal—and then sprays it over the heads of the crowd. Girls shriek as $50,000 worth of bubbly ruins their dresses and drips to the floor, making them slip in their heels. The man laughs so hard he nearly falls down.

			A waitress lugs over a replacement bottle of champagne, and as she sets it on the table the man slips his hand right up under her skirt as if he’s purchased her along with the bottle. The waitress blanches, afraid to push him off lest she lose what promises to be a sizable tip: her rent for the month, at the very least. Her eyes rise helplessly to meet those of the dark-haired woman who is still dancing a few feet away. And this is when the woman makes her move.

			She dances toward the man and then—oops!—she trips and falls right into him, dislodging his hand from the waitress’s crotch. The waitress, grateful, flees. The man swears in Russian, until his eyes focus enough to register the windfall that has just landed in his lap. Because the woman is pretty—as all the women here must be in order to get past the bouncers—dark-featured and slight, maybe a hint of Spanish or Latina? Not the sexiest girl in the club, not the most ostentatious, but she’s well dressed, her skirt suggestively short. Most important: She doesn’t blink as the man swiftly shifts his attention to her; doesn’t react at all to the possessive hand on her thigh, the sour breath in her ear.

			
			Instead, she sits with him and his friends, letting him pour her champagne, sipping it slowly even as the man puts back another half-dozen drinks. Women come and go from the table; she stays. Smiling and flirting, waiting for the moment when the men are all distracted by the arrival of a tabloid-friendly basketball star a few tables over; and then she swiftly and silently tips the contents of a clear vial of liquid into the man’s drink.

			A few minutes pass as he finishes his drink. He pushes back from the table, working to upright himself. This is when she leans in and kisses him, closing her eyes to push away her revulsion as his tongue—a thick, chalky slug—probes hers. His friends goggle and jeer obscenities in Russian. When she can’t take it anymore, she pulls back and whispers something in his ear, then stands, tugging at his hand. Within a few minutes they are on their way out of the club, where a valet jumps to attention and conjures up a banana-yellow Bugatti.

			But the man is feeling odd now, on the verge of collapse; it’s the champagne or the cocaine, he’s not sure which, but he finds he can’t object when the woman tugs the keys from his hand and slips behind the wheel herself. Before he passes out in the passenger seat, he manages to give her an address in the Hollywood Hills.

			The woman carefully maneuvers the Bugatti up through the streets of West Hollywood, past the illuminated billboards selling sunglasses and calfskin purses, the buildings with fifty-foot-tall ads hawking Emmy-nominated TV series. She turns up the quieter winding roads that lead to Mulholland, white-knuckling it the whole time. The man snores beside her and rubs irritably at his crotch. When they finally get to the gate of his house, she reaches over and gives his cheek a hard pinch, startling him awake so that he can give her the code for entry.

			
			The gate draws back to reveal a modernist behemoth, with walls entirely of glass, an enormous translucent birdcage hovering over the city.

			It takes some effort to coax the man out of the passenger seat, and the woman has to prop him upright as they walk to the door. She notes the security camera and steps out of its range, then notes the numbers that the man punches into the door’s keyless entry. When it opens, the pair is greeted by the shrieking of a burglar alarm. The man fumbles with the alarm keypad and the woman studies this, too.

			Inside, the house is cold as a museum, and just as inviting. The man’s interior decorator has clearly been given the mandate of “more is more” and emptied the contents of a Sotheby’s catalog into these rooms. Everything is rendered in leather and gold and glass, with furniture the size of small cars positioned under crystal chandeliers and art clogging every wall. The woman’s heels clack on marble floors polished to a mirror gleam. Through the windows, the lights of Los Angeles shimmer and pulse: the lives of the common people below on display as this man floats here in the sky, safely above it all.

			The man is slipping back into oblivion as the woman half drags him through the cavernous home in search of his bedroom. She finds it up a set of stairs, a frigid white mausoleum with zebra skin on the floors and chinchilla on the pillows, overlooking an illuminated pool that glows like an alien beacon in the night. She maneuvers him to the bed, dropping him onto its rumpled sheets just moments before he rolls over and vomits. She leaps back so that the mess doesn’t splash her sandals, and regards the man coolly.

			
			Once he’s passed out again, she slips into the bathroom and frantically scrubs her tongue with toothpaste. She can’t get his taste out of her mouth. She shudders, studies herself in the mirror, breathes deeply.

			Back in the bedroom, she tiptoes around the vomit puddle on the floor, pokes the man with a tentative finger. He doesn’t respond. He’s pissed the bed.

			That’s when her real work begins. First, to the man’s walk-in closet, with its floor-to-ceiling displays of Japanese jeans and limited-edition sneakers; a rainbow of silk button-downs in ice cream colors; fine-weave suits still in their garment bags. The woman zeroes in on a glass-topped display table in the center of the room, under which an array of diamond-encrusted watches gleam. She pulls a phone out of her purse and snaps a photo.

			She leaves the closet and goes back into the living room, making a careful inventory as she goes: furniture, paintings, objets d’art. There’s a side table with a clutch of silver-framed photos, and she picks one up to examine it, curious. It’s a shot of the man standing with his arm flung over the shoulders of a much older man whose pink baby lips are twisted up in a moist grin, his wobbly folds of flesh tucked defensively back into his chin. The older man looks like a smug titan of industry, which is exactly what he is: Mikael Petrov, the Russian potash oligarch and occasional sidekick to the current dictator. The inebriated man in the other room: his son, Alexi, aka “Alex” to his friends, the fellow Russian rich kids with whom he pals around the planet. The mansion full of art and antiques: a time-honored means of laundering less-than-clean money.

			The woman circles the house, noting items that she recognizes from Alexi’s social media feed. There’s a pair of Gio Ponti armchairs from the 1960s, probably worth $35,000, and a rosewood Ruhlmann dining set that would go for well into the six figures. A vintage Italian end table worth $62,000—she knows this for sure because she looked it up after spotting it on Alex’s Instagram (where it was stacked with Roberto Cavalli shopping bags and captioned with the hashtag #ballershopping). Because Alexi—like his friends, like the other people in the club, like every child of privilege between the ages of thirteen and thirty-three—documents his every move online, and she has been paying close attention.

			
			She spins, takes stock, listens to the room. She has learned, over the years, how houses have character of their own; their own emotional palette that can be discerned in quiet moments. The way they stir and settle, tick and groan, the echoes that give away the secrets they contain. In its shimmery silence this house speaks to her of the coldness of life inside it. It is a house that is indifferent to suffering, that cares only about gleam and polish and the surface of things. It is a house that is empty even when it is full.

			The woman takes a moment she shouldn’t, absorbing all the beautiful works that Alexi owns; noting paintings by Christopher Wool, Brice Marden, Elizabeth Peyton. She lingers in front of a Richard Prince painting of a nurse in a bloodstained surgical mask, being gripped from behind by a shadowy figure. The nurse’s dark eyes gaze watchfully out of the frame, biding their time.

			The woman is out of time, herself: It’s nearly three A.M. She does a last pass of the rooms, peering up into the corners, looking for the telling gleam of interior video cameras, but sees nothing: too dangerous for a party boy like Alexi to keep footage of his own misdeeds. Finally, she slips out of the house and walks barefoot down to Mulholland Drive, heels in hand, and calls a taxi. The adrenaline is wearing off, fatigue setting in.

			The taxi drives east, to a part of town where the houses aren’t hidden behind gates and the meridians are filled with weeds rather than manicured grass. By the time her taxi deposits her at a bougainvillea-covered bungalow in Echo Park, she is nearly asleep.

			Her house is dark and silent. She changes clothes and creeps into her bed, too tired to rinse off the film of sweat and smoke that clings to her skin.

			
			There is a man already there, sheets wrapped around his bare torso. He wakes instantly when she climbs into bed, props himself up on an elbow, and studies her in the dark.

			“I saw you kissing him. Should I be jealous?” His voice is lightly accented, thick with sleep.

			She can still taste the other man on her mouth. “God, no.”

			He reaches across her and flicks on the lamp so that he can examine her more closely. He runs his eyes across her face, looking for invisible bruises. “You had me worried. Those Russians don’t joke around.”

			She blinks in the light as her boyfriend runs his palm across her cheek. “I’m fine,” she says, and all the bravado finally runs out of her so that she’s shaking, her whole body quivering from stress (but also, it’s true, with giddiness, with the high of it all). “I drove him home, in his Bugatti. Lachlan, I got inside. I got everything.”

			Lachlan’s face lights up. “Fair play! My clever girl.” He pulls the woman to him and kisses her hard, his stubble scraping her chin, his hands reaching under her pajama top.

			The woman reaches back for him, sliding her hands up across the smooth skin of his back, feeling the clench of his muscles under her palm. And as she lets herself sink into that twilight state between arousal and exhaustion, a kind of waking dream in which the past and present and future come together into a timeless blur, she thinks of the glass house on Mulholland. She thinks of the Richard Prince painting, of the bloodied nurse watching over the frigid rooms below, silent guardian against the night. Trapped in her glass prison, waiting.

			

			—

			As for Alexi? In the morning, he will wake up in a dried puddle of his own urine, wishing he could detach his head from his body. He will text his friends, who will tell him he left with a hot brunette, but he will remember nothing. He will wonder first whether he managed to fuck the woman before he passed out, and whether it counts if he doesn’t remember it; and then, somewhat idly, he will wonder who the woman was. No one will be able to tell him.

			
			I could tell him, though, because that woman—she is me.

		

	
		
		
			
			2.

			EVERY CRIMINAL HAS AN M.O. and this is mine: I watch and I wait. I study what people have, and where they have it. It’s easy because they show me. Their social media accounts are like windows into their worlds that they’ve flung open, begging me to peer inside and take inventory.

			I found Alexi Petrov on Instagram, for example—just another day of scrolling through photos of strangers until my eye was caught by a banana-yellow Bugatti and the man sitting on its hood with a self-satisfied grin that told me exactly what he thought of himself. By the end of the week, I knew everything about him: who his friends and family were, where he liked to party, the boutiques where he shopped, the restaurants where he dined, the clubs where he drank, as well as his lack of respect for women, his casual racism, his raging ego. All of it conveniently geotagged, hashtagged, cataloged, documented.

			I watch, I wait. And then, when the opportunity arises, I take.

			It’s easier than you’d think to get to these kinds of people. After all, they provide the world with minute-by-minute documentation of their itineraries: All I have to do is put myself in their path. People open the door to pretty, well-dressed girls without bothering to ask a lot of questions. And then, once you’re inside, it’s all about timing. Waiting for the purse to be abandoned at a table while its owner is in the bathroom; waiting for the vape pens to come out and the proper level of inebriation to be achieved; waiting for a party crowd to sweep you along in its wake and that perfect moment of carelessness to present itself to you.

			
			I have learned that the rich—the young rich, in particular—are so very careless.

			So this is what is going to happen to Alexi Petrov: A few weeks from now, when this night (and my presence in it) has faded into a vague, cocaine-addled memory, he will pack up his LV luggage for a week in Los Cabos with a dozen of his jet-setting friends. He’ll post Instagram photos of himself climbing aboard a #gulfstream swaddled in #versace, drinking #domperignon from a #solidgold ice bucket, sunbathing on the deck of a yacht with the #beautifulpeople in #mexico.

			And while he is gone, a van will pull up to his empty mansion. The van will bear a sign advertising a nonexistent furniture restoration and art storage business, just in case any neighbors are watching from inside their own gated fortresses. (They won’t be.) My partner—Lachlan, the man from my bed—will enter the house, using the gate and alarm codes that I’ve collected. He’ll select the pieces that I’ve pointed out for him—two of the slightly less valuable watches, a pair of diamond cuff links, the Gio Ponti armchairs, that Italian end table, and a few other items of note—and he’ll load them into the truck.

			We could steal so much more from Alexi, but we don’t. Instead, we follow the rules I set when I first got in this game a few years back: Don’t take too much; don’t get greedy. Take only what won’t be missed. And only steal from those who can afford it.

			
			THEFT, A PRIMER:

			
					
					Never steal artwork. Tempting as it might be, that multimillion-dollar painting—anything by a recognizable artist—is going to be impossible to move. Even Latin American drug lords won’t shell out for a stolen Basquiat that they’ll never be able to resell on the open market.

				

					
					Jewels are easy to steal, but the really valuable pieces are often one of a kind, and therefore too identifiable. Take lesser pieces, dismantle the jewelry, sell the gems.

				

					
					Brand items—expensive watches, designer clothes, purses—are always a good bet. Throw that Patek Philippe up on eBay, sell it to a tech bro in Hoboken who just got his first big paycheck and wants to impress his friends. (Patience, here, is the key: best to wait six months in case authorities are monitoring the Web for stolen goods.)

				

					
					Cash. Always the thief’s ideal. But also the most difficult to get your hands on. Rich kids carry Centurion Cards, they don’t tote around bundles of cash. Although once I found $12,000 in the side pocket of a limousine owned by the son of a telecom magnate from Chengdu. That was a good night.

				

					
					Furniture. Now, this takes a real eye. You have to know your antiques—which I do, that’s what a degree in art history will get you (if not much else)—and you have to have a way to sell them. You can’t just set up on the corner with a Nakashima Minguren coffee table and hope that someone walking by has $30,000 in their pocket.

				

			

			I’ve stolen three Birkin bags and a mink Fendi coat out of the closet of the star of the reality TV show Shopaholix. I walked out of a party at the mansion of a hedge fund manager with a Ming vase tucked in my tote; and slipped a yellow diamond ring off the finger of a Chinese steel heiress who had passed out in a bathroom at the Beverly Hills Hotel. Once, I even drove a Maserati right out of the garage of a twentysomething YouTube star best known for his videos of reckless car stunts, although I had to ditch it in Culver City because it was too identifiable to resell.

			
			So—Alexi’s cuff links will go to a jeweler of ill repute downtown, to be dismantled and resold; the watches will be placed in an online luxury consignment store, at a price that will be impossible to resist; and the furniture will end up in a storage locker in Van Nuys, awaiting its final destination.

			Eventually, an Israeli antiques dealer named Efram will come by the storage locker to peruse its contents. He will pack our acquisitions into crates and ship them to a free port in Switzerland, where no one will bother to check on provenance and customers tend to pay in ill-begotten cash. What we take from Alexi will end up in collections in São Paulo, Shanghai, Bahrain, Kiev. For this, Efram will take seventy percent of the profit, which is highway robbery, but without him, we are nothing.

			And at the end of the process, Lachlan and I will end up splitting $145,000.

			How long will it take Alexi to notice that he’s been robbed? Judging by the activity on his Instagram account, it will take three days after his return from Mexico to finally sleep off the hangover, wander into his living room, and realize that something is slightly amiss. Wasn’t there once a pair of gold velvet armchairs sitting in that corner? (That will be the day that he posts a photo of a bottle of Patron at eight A.M. with the caption Shit think Im going crazy need tequila.) Before long, he’ll register the missing watches. (Another post: a shot of shiny new timepieces lined up along his hairy arm, geotagged at Feldmar Watch Company in Beverly Hills. Can’t pick just gonna buy them all.) Still, he won’t report the robbery to the police; his ilk rarely do. Because who wants to deal with paperwork and nosy authorities, and all that unpleasant rigmarole over a few trinkets that will likely never be recovered and can be so easily replaced?

			The super-rich are not like you or me, you see. We know exactly where our money is each minute of every day, the value and location of our most treasured belongings. The fabulously wealthy, on the other hand, have their money in so many places that they often forget what they have and where it’s supposed to be. The pride in the value of the things they own—$2.3 million for this McLaren convertible!—is often a disguise for a laziness in the care of those things. The car is crashed; the painting gets ruined by cigarette smoke; the couture dress gets trashed on the first wearing. Bragging rights aside, beauty is ephemeral: There’s always a newer, brighter bauble to replace it.

			
			Easy come, easy go.

		

	
		
		
			
			3.

			NOVEMBER IN LOS ANGELES feels like summer just about anywhere else. A heat wave has blown in with the Santa Anas, and the sun bakes the packed dirt of the canyons, bringing up the scents of skunk and jasmine. Inside my bungalow, the bougainvillea vines rattle against the windows, shedding their leaves in passionate heaps of despair.

			On a Friday, a month after the Alexi job, I wake up late to an empty house. I drive down the hill for coffee and a yoga class, and when I return I take a novel onto the stoop of my porch and settle in for a quiet morning. Next door, my neighbor Lisa is ferrying supplies from her car to her backyard, bags of fertilizer that are most likely destined for the marijuana patch she’s growing. She nods at me as she passes.

			I’ve lived here for three years now: my little aerie, a woodsy, two-story bungalow that started its life a hundred years earlier as a hunting cabin. I share it with my mother. Our home is tucked up in a forgotten corner of Echo Park, bedraggled and overgrown, too inaccessible for real estate developers and too uncool for the gentrifying hipsters raising real estate prices down the hill. If you stand outside on an overcast day you can hear the groan of the interstate at the bottom of the hill; but otherwise, up here, it feels like you are far from the rest of the city.

			
			My neighbors grow pot in their gardens; they collect broken pottery; they write poetry and political manifestos and decorate their fences with bits of sea glass. No one worries about maintaining their lawns up here; no one even has lawns to trim. What people value instead: space and privacy and a lack of judgment. I’d lived here for a year before I learned Lisa’s name, and then only because her copy of The Herb Quarterly ended up in my mailbox by mistake.

			On Lisa’s next trip through, I wave her over, and pick my way across my own neglected clutter of succulents to the collapsing fence that separates our properties. “Hey there, I have something for you.”

			She pushes a wild lock of graying hair out of her face with a gardening glove, and walks to meet me. When she’s close enough, I reach over the fence and tuck a folded check into the pocket of her jeans. “For the kids,” I say.

			She wipes her gloves on the back of her jeans, leaving brown crescents of dirt across her rear. “Again?”

			“Work has been going well.”

			She nods, and gives me a crooked smile. “Well. Good for you. Good for us, too.” Perhaps she finds it suspicious that her neighbor, the “antiques dealer,” regularly gives her four-figure checks, but she has never said a thing. Even if she knew, though, I think she might not judge me anyway. Lisa runs a nonprofit that advocates for children in court, children who are there because of abuse and neglect: I’m sure it would secretly delight her, as it does me, to know that some of the money that I take from the most spoiled children in the world goes to children who have the least.

			(And yes, I’m aware that the check is an attempt to assuage my own conscience—like the robber barons who write checks to charities and call themselves “philanthropists”—but really, it’s a win-win for everyone, right?)

			
			Lisa peers over my shoulder at the bungalow. “I saw your mom head off in a taxi at the crack of dawn.”

			“She went in for a CT scan.”

			A pucker of concern. “Everything OK?”

			“Yes—it’s just a routine follow-up. Her doctor’s optimistic—her last few scans were promising. So it’s likely that…” I leave the thought dangling there, too superstitious to articulate the word that I most want to say: remission.

			“That must be a relief.” She rocks back and forth on the heels of her work boots. “So, what then? You going to stick around if she’s clear?”

			That word—clear—triggers a little spasm inside me. Clear connotes clarity, but also blue skies, freedom, an open path to the future. Lately, I’ve been letting myself imagine, just a little. I’ve found myself in bed at night, listening to Lachlan’s shallow breath beside me, and turning over the possibilities in my head. What might be next. Despite the adrenaline kick that I get from what I do—the self-righteous thrill of it all, not to mention the financial upside—I never intended to do this forever.

			“I’m not sure,” I say. “I’m feeling a little restless here. I’ve been thinking about going back to New York.” Which is true, although when I mentioned this to my mother a few months ago—Maybe when you’re really and truly healthy again I’ll head back to the East Coast—the look of horror on her face was enough to stop the rest of that sentence right in my throat.

			“Might be good for you to start fresh,” Lisa says mildly. She pushes her hair from her eyes and settles them on me. I blush.

			A car turns in to the road and slowly bumps along the rutted asphalt. It’s Lachlan’s vintage BMW, its engine clicking and whirring from the effort of ascending the hill.

			Lisa raises an eyebrow, tucks the check deeper into her pocket with a pinkie, and shoulders her bag of fertilizer. “Come by one of these days for some matcha,” she says as Lachlan parks in the driveway behind me. She vanishes into her garden.

			
			There’s the slam of a car door, and then I feel Lachlan’s arms slip around my waist, his pelvis pressing against my backside. I turn in his arms so that I’m facing him. His lips slide across my forehead, down the side of my cheek, and end at my neck.

			“You’re in a good mood,” I say.

			He steps back, unfastening the top button of his shirt collar and wiping a bead of sweat off his hairline. With one palm, he shades his face against the sun: My partner is a nocturnal animal, his translucent blue eyes and pale skin more suited to dark places than the incinerating L.A. sun. “Eh. I’m a fair bit annoyed, actually. Efram didn’t show.”

			“What? Why?” Efram still owes me $47,000 dollars from the Alexi job. Perhaps I shouldn’t have given Lisa that check after all, I think with alarm.

			Lachlan shrugs. “Who knows? He’s done this before; he probably got himself bolloxed or something and couldn’t ring. I left a message. Anyway, I’m going to run back to my place later today, check in on things for a while, so maybe I’ll stop in at his shop while I’m on the west side.”

			“Ah.” So, Lachlan plans to disappear again, until we have another job lined up. I know better than to ask when he’ll be back.

			Things I know about Lachlan: He grew up in Ireland, in abject poverty, in one of those enormous Catholic families with a kid in every cupboard. He saw theater as his ticket out of this hardscrabble life and came to the States when he was twenty to try to make it on Broadway. That was two decades ago and the events that conspired between then and the day that I met him, three years back, remain murky. You could drive a semi through the gaps in what he chooses to share.

			But this much I know: He didn’t make it as an actor. He puttered along in background roles and fringe theater, in New York and Chicago and finally L.A., and got fired on the first day of his one big break in an indie film because his accent was “too Irish.” Eventually, however, he discovered that his acting talents could be put to more lucrative, if less legal, uses. He became a confidence man.

			
			I didn’t much like Lachlan when we first met; but over time I came to realize that he was a kindred spirit. Someone who knew what it meant to drift along the edges of life, looking in. Who knew what it meant to be a child eating canned beans for supper while wondering what it would take to be a person who ate steak. Someone who believed the golden beacon of the arts—theater, in his case; fine arts, in mine—would light the path out of an ugly life, only to find walls thrown up along the way. Someone who understood innately why one would choose to conceal one’s past.

			Lachlan is a reliable partner, but not a very good boyfriend. We’ll do a job together, joined at the hip for however long it takes, and then he’ll disappear for weeks without answering any of his phone numbers. I know he does jobs without me; he won’t tell me what they are. Eventually I’ll wake up in the middle of the night to find that he’s slipped into my bed and is sliding a hand up between my legs. And every time I roll over to him and open myself wide. I don’t ask where he’s been; I don’t want to know. I’m just glad that he’s back—and frankly, I need him too much to press the subject.

			Do I love him? I couldn’t clearly say that I do, but I also couldn’t say that I don’t. I know this one last thing about him: That his hand on my bare skin makes me go liquid. That when he walks into a room that I’m in, it feels like there’s an electric current running between us. That he is the only person in the world who knows everything about what I am and where I’ve come from, and that this makes me vulnerable to him in a way that is both excruciating and thrilling.

			There are so many varieties of love—the menu does not have just one flavor—and I see no reason why this can’t be one of them. Love can be anything you choose to wrap around the word, as long as the two people involved agree upon the terms.

			
			He told me he loved me just weeks after we met. I chose to believe him.

			Or maybe he’s just a very good actor, after all.

			“I have to go pick up my mom from the clinic,” I say.

			

			—

			I drive west into the midday sun, back toward the side of town where my marks usually live. The imaging clinic is in West Hollywood, a low-lying building that clings like a barnacle to the Cedars-Sinai sprawl. As I pull up, I spy my mother sitting on the steps of the clinic, an unlit cigarette poised between her fingers, sundress strap slipping off her shoulder.

			I slow my car, squinting through the windshield at her. My mind crawls through the strange elements of this tableau as I pull past the parking lot entrance: That my mother is here, outside, when I am supposed to be meeting her inside the clinic. That she has a cigarette in hand, although she quit smoking three years back. The empty, distant look of her as she blinks in the thin November light.

			She raises her head when I pull up in front of her and roll the window down. She offers a wan smile. Her lipstick, too pink, is smudged across the bow of her upper lip.

			“Am I late?”

			“No,” she says. “I’m done already.”

			I glance at the clock on the dashboard; I could have sworn she said to come at noon, and it’s only 11:53. “Why are you out here? I thought I was going to meet you inside.”

			She sighs and struggles to right herself, the cords in her wrist straining painfully as she pushes herself to her feet. “I can’t stand it in there. It’s so cold. I had to get out into the sun. Anyway, we finished early.”

			She pulls open the door and settles herself gingerly into the cracked leather seat. By some sleight of hand, she has already vanished the cigarette into the purse on her hip. She fluffs her hair with her fingers and stares out the windshield. “Let’s go.”

			
			My mother, my beautiful mother—my God, I worshipped her as a child. The way her hair smelled like coconut and glimmered gold in the sunshine; the moist stickiness of her glossed lips plump against my cheek, leaving behind the marks of her love; the way it felt to be pressed against her chest, as if I might climb into all that soft flesh and hide safely inside her. Her laugh was an ascending scale, airborne, and she laughed at everything: the sour expression on my face when she served me frozen corn dogs for dinner, the way the repo man scratched his enormous rear as he hitched up our car to the tow truck, how we hid in the bathroom when the landlady banged on our door demanding the delinquent rent.

			“You just have to laugh,” she’d say, shaking her head as if she was helpless in the face of such mirth.

			My mother doesn’t laugh much anymore. And that, more than anything else about what has happened to her, breaks my heart. She stopped laughing the day that the doctor gave us the prognosis: She wasn’t just “tired,” like she protested; she wasn’t losing weight because she had lost her appetite. She had non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma, a cancer that was likely treatable but only at great cost, and that also had a pernicious tendency to battle itself back from the brink and recur, ad nauseam.

			You couldn’t just laugh at that, though my mom tried. “Oh, honey, it’s OK, I’ll figure it out. It’s all going to be fine in the end,” she said to me after the doctor left the room that first day, gripping my hand as I cried. She was trying to keep her voice light, but I heard the lie in her words.

			My mother had always lived her life as if she was on a train journey, anticipating the next stop: If you didn’t like where you got off, you just got right back on and moved to the next station. In the doctor’s office that day, she learned that not only had she been booted off the train at the worst station on the line, but that this was quite possibly her final destination.

			
			That was almost three years ago.

			So this is my mother now: Hair that’s still short and choppy since it grew back from the last round of chemo, its curl now coarse, the blond color a little too close to desperate. Bosom gone concave, ribs visible beneath. Soft hands now veiny despite the cherry-red polish designed to distract. Gaunt, frail, not soft and glimmering at all. Forty-eight years old and you’d think she was ten years older.

			She’s made an effort today—the sundress, the lipstick—which is heartening. But I can’t shake the feeling that something is off. I notice a stack of paper folded into quarters and shoved into the pocket of her skirt. “Wait—you got results already? What did the doctor say?”

			“Nothing,” she says. “He said nothing.”

			“Bullshit.” I reach across the car and try to pluck the paper from her pocket. She smacks my hand away.

			“What do you say we go get pedicures?” she says, her voice as false and sticky as a child with an aspartame lollipop.

			“What do you say you tell me what those test results say?” I make another grab for them and this time my mother remains motionless as I snag the papers from her pocket, careful not to tear the pages, my heart building up to a rapid staccato because I know, already, what they say. I know from the resigned expression on my mother’s face, the faint black smudges under her eyes where mascara recently melted and was wiped away. I know because this is what life is like: Just when you think you’ve reached the end zone, you look up to realize that the goal posts were moved back while you were focused on the turf right in front of your eyes.

			And so even as my eyes scuttle across the CT scan results on the pages—the inscrutable charts, the dense paragraphs of medical jargon—I already know what I am going to see. And sure enough, on the last page, there they are: the familiar gray tumors bleeding shadows across slices of my mother’s body, wrapping their amorphous fingers around her spleen, her stomach, her spine.

			
			“I relapsed,” my mother says. “Again.”

			I feel it in my own stomach then, the familiar dark spread of helplessness. “Oh God. No. No no no.”

			She plucks the papers from my fingers and carefully folds them along the crease marks. “We knew this was probably going to happen,” she says softly.

			“No we didn’t. The last treatment was supposed to be it, the doctor said, that’s why we…Jesus. I don’t understand….” I trail off before I finish, because this is not the point I mean to make; but my first thought is that we were sold a false bill of goods. But he said…It’s not fair, I think, like a child having a temper tantrum. I throw the transmission into park. “I’m going in to talk to the doctor. This can’t be right.”

			“Don’t,” she says. “Please. I talked it through with Dr. Hawthorne, we already have a plan. He wants to try radioimmunotherapy this time. There’s a brand-new drug—I think it’s called Advextrix?—just approved by the FDA, with really promising results. Even better than the stem cell transplant. He thinks I’m a good candidate.” A soft laugh. “The upside is I won’t lose my hair this time. You won’t have to see me looking like a cue ball.”

			“Oh, Mom.” I manage a wan smile. “I don’t care about what your hair looks like.”

			She stares resolutely out the windshield at the cars that whiz past on Beverly Boulevard. “The drug. It’s expensive, is all. It’s not covered by my insurance plan.”

			Of course it isn’t. “I’ll figure it out.”

			She looks at me sideways, blinking her clotted lashes. “Each dose is about fifteen thousand dollars. I’ll need sixteen of them.”

			“You don’t worry about that. You worry about getting healthy again. Trust me to take care of the rest.”

			
			“I do. You’re the only person I trust, you know that.” She looks at me. “Oh, honey, don’t look so upset. The only important thing is that you and I still have each other. That’s all we’ve ever had.”

			I nod and reach over to take her hand. I think of a bill still sitting on my desk at home, the final invoice for my mother’s last round of treatments—the bill that Efram’s payment was supposed to cover. This will make a third recurrence of her non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma: Neither the first treatment (basic chemo, only partially covered by my mother’s bare-bones insurance) nor the second (an aggressive stem cell transplant, not at all covered) kept the tumors at bay for more than a year. When I recently totaled up the cost of my mother’s illness, we were approaching a high six-figure mark. This—her third round—will put us well into seven figures.

			I want to scream. The stem cell transplant was supposed to have an eighty-two percent success rate; so I had taken remission as a certainty, because what were the odds that my mother would be that eighteen percent? Wasn’t that why I had nodded, so unblinking, at the boggling price tag for the transplant? Wasn’t that certainty the justification for everything I’ve let myself do over the past few years?

			We were almost in the clear is what I think to myself now, as I turn over the engine and pull out into the traffic. It isn’t until I feel my mother’s cool hand on mine, tucking a tissue into my fist, that I realize that I’m crying. But I’m not quite sure what the tears are about: my mother, and the invisible tumors once again devouring her from within, or my own future, and how cloudy it once again seems.

			

			—

			My mother and I drive back home in near silence, her diagnosis sitting heavy as a boulder between us. In my mind, I am running through the what next of it all: The medication will be only the half of it, the cost of this round will certainly top a half million. Optimistically, I had no new marks lined up; how naïve I was, to think I might be able to move on to something else entirely. Now I mentally run through the faces I still have bookmarked on social media, the princelings and celebutantes currently cavorting their way across Beverly Hills. I try to recall the ostentatious inventory of their Instagrams. Thinking about this gives me a nasty little sparkle, a lift of anger that helps me rise above my underlying weariness. Here we are, at this, again.

			
			When we arrive home, I am surprised to see that Lachlan’s car is still parked in my driveway. There’s a movement at the curtain as we park; his pale face flashing behind the glass, and then he’s gone again.

			When we get inside, I find that the lights are off and the blinds are down, casting my home into gloom. I flip on the light switch and see Lachlan standing behind the door, blinking in the sudden wash of light. He turns the light back off and pulls me out of the doorway.

			My mother hesitates in the doorway behind me, and he stops to look over my shoulder at her. “Lily-belle, you all right? How’d those tests go?”

			“Not so good,” my mother answers. “But I don’t feel like talking about it right now. Why are the lights off in here?”

			Lachlan peers down at me, his face shadowed with concern. “You and I have to talk,” he says softly. He grabs my elbow and guides me toward the corner of the living room. “Lily-belle, you mind? I need a moment with Nina.”

			She nods but moves toward the kitchen with glacial slowness, eyes glittering with curiosity. “I’ll make us some lunch.”

			Once she’s out of earshot, he pulls me in close and whispers in my ear, “The police were here.”

			I lurch back. “What? When?”

			“Just an hour or two ago. Not long after you left to pick up your mom.”

			“What did they want? Did you talk to them?”

			
			“Christ, no, I’m not a bloody idiot. I hid in the bathroom, didn’t answer their knock, yeah? But they were looking for you. I could hear them asking your neighbor if this was where you lived.”

			“Lisa? What did she say?”

			“She said she didn’t know your name. Right cheeky, that one.”

			Thank you, Lisa, I think. “Did they tell her what they wanted to talk to me about?” Lachlan shakes his head. “Well, if it was something serious, they wouldn’t have come politely knocking on my door.” There’s a falter in my voice. “Right?”

			I turn to see my mother standing there, a plate of crackers in her hand. Her eyes swing from me to Lachlan and back again, and I realize that I’ve been talking much too loudly.

			“What did you do?” she asks.

			And at that, I am momentarily silenced, because how am I supposed to answer that?

			For three years, while my mother has been too ill to work, I’ve supported us. As far as we’re both concerned, I am a private antiques dealer, filling the homes of east side hipsters with mid-century Scandinavian design and Brazilian modernism. To that end, I keep a ten-by-twenty storefront in Highland Park, with a handful of dusty Torbjørn Afdal pieces in the window, and a sign that says BY APPOINTMENT ONLY. A few times a week, I drive to the shop and sit there in the quiet, reading novels and studying Instagram on my laptop. (It’s also a useful way to launder the money I make in other, less legal ways.)

			And so I pretend that I have somehow parlayed twenty percent commissions on the occasional cabinet into a six-figure income that covers both of our living expenses, plus a fortune in medical bills and my outstanding college loans. Improbable, perhaps, but not impossible. Yet my mother surely suspects the truth. After all, she’s a con (more specifically, a former con), too; she’s the one who introduced me to Lachlan in the first place.

			My mother and Lachlan met at a high-stakes poker game she was working four years back, when she still could work. “Cons recognize cons when we see one,” as Lachlan explained it to me. Professional respect evolved into friendship, although Lily fell ill before they ever had a chance to do a job together. By the time I was summoned to Los Angeles to take care of her, Lily could barely get out of bed, and Lachlan had stepped in to give her a hand.

			
			This, at least, is what Lachlan tells me. My mother and I don’t discuss Lachlan’s profession at all, having buried it alongside other untouchable topics like family, and failure, and death.

			So, surely she’s wondered if Lachlan turned me into a con, too—if we aren’t just “clubbing” when we disappear at night—but we tiptoe around the subject, walking a careful line between pretense and willful blindness. Even if she does suspect the truth, I could never admit it out loud to her. I couldn’t bear to witness my mother’s disappointment in me.

			But now I wonder if I was an idiot to think that I had ever fooled her. Because judging by the expression on her face, she knows exactly why the police were at our door.

			“I did nothing,” I say quickly. “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure it’s a mistake.”

			But I can tell by the way my mom’s eyes dart back and forth across mine that she is worrying. She looks over my shoulder at Lachlan and her face changes as she reads something there.

			“You should leave,” she says flatly. “Right now. Get out of town. Before they come back.”

			I laugh. Leave. Of course.

			If there’s one thing my mother was a real expert at when I was growing up, it was leaving. The first time we left was the night that my mother chased my father out of our apartment with a shotgun, when I was seven, but by my count we left again nearly two dozen times before I graduated from high school. We left when we couldn’t cover the rent; we left when a jealous wife showed up on our doorstep; we left when the police did a sweep of the casino and brought my mother in for interrogation. We left because my mother thought she might get arrested if we stayed; we left when opportunity dried up; and we left because she plain old didn’t like where we were anymore. We left Miami, Atlantic City, San Francisco, Las Vegas, Dallas, New Orleans, Lake Tahoe. We left even when my mother promised me that we wouldn’t leave anymore.

			
			“I am not going to leave you, Mom. Don’t be ridiculous. You’ve got cancer. You’re going to need me to take care of you.”

			I expect her to weep, and soften; but instead her face hardens into something immobile and cool. “For God’s sake, Nina,” she says softly. “You are no help to me at all if you’re in jail.”

			In my mother’s expression, I read disillusionment, even anger, like I have failed her and we are both going to pay the price. And for the first time since I came to Los Angeles I am truly frightened by what I have become.

		

	
		
		
			
			4.

			SO I’M A GRIFTER. You might say that the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree—I come from a long line of bagmen and petty thieves, opportunists and outright criminals—but the truth is that I was not raised for this. I had a Future. That, at least, is what my mother used to say to me late at night when she found me reading Pride and Prejudice under the covers by flashlight: “You have a Future, baby, the first one in this family.” When I performed on command for her male visitors, doing long division in my head while they sipped dirty martinis on our sagging settee: “Isn’t my girl smart? She has a Future.” When I told her I wanted to go to college but I knew we couldn’t afford it: “Don’t worry about the money, sweetie. This is about your Future.”

			And for a while there, I even believed her. Got caught up in the great American myth, the Puritan ethic of nose-to-the-grindstone-and-thou-shalt-prevail. That was back when I thought the playing field was even, before I learned that it was not flat at all; and that, in fact, for most people not born into privilege, the playing field is a steep incline and you are at the bottom with boulders tied to your ankles.

			
			My mother had the ability to make you believe, though. This was her great gift, her sweet con. The way she could fix a man with those innocent eyes of hers, as wide and blue as a spring lake, and convince him of anything she wanted: that the check was on the way, that the necklace in her purse had ended up there by mistake, that she loved him like no one had ever been loved before.

			The only person she truly loved was me; I knew that much. It was just the two of us against the world; it had been that way since she kicked my father out. And so I always believed that my mother couldn’t possibly lie to me, not about this person I was going to become.

			And probably she wasn’t lying to me, at least not intentionally. Instead, the person she was really lying to was herself.

			My mother may have been a con artist, but she wasn’t a cynic. She believed, she truly did, in the great opportunity of life. We were always on the verge of hitting the big time, even as my shoes were being held together with duct tape or we were eating baked potatoes for dinner for the third week running. And when those opportunities did come—when she won big at the card tables or managed to hook herself a big fish—we lived like queens. Dinners out at hotel restaurants, a red convertible in the driveway, a Barbie DreamHouse with a bow on it. And if she wasn’t looking far enough down the road, saving up in anticipation of that convertible being hauled away by the repo man, who could fault her? She trusted that life would take care of us, and it always did, right up until the moment when it didn’t.

			My mother was pretty but not a beauty; though what she was, was more dangerous than that. She had a kind of sex-kitten innocence, with the summer-peach complexion of a child, those big blue eyes, blond hair only slightly enhanced with a bottle. Her body boasted an abundance of flesh that she had trained to swing in just the right way. (Once, I overheard a junior high kid in Vegas call her “Tits McGee,” but after I slugged him he never did it again.)

			
			Lilla Russo was her real name, though she went by Lily Ross most of the time. She was Italian, her family had been Mafia-adjacent, or so she said. I wouldn’t know—I never met my grandparents, who had cut her off entirely after she had a baby (me) out of wedlock with a Colombian poker player. (I’m not sure which sin was the unforgivable one: the baby, the lack of a ring, or the lover’s country of origin.) She once told me that my grandfather had been a mob soldier in Baltimore, with half a dozen bodies under his belt. She didn’t seem to want to be around her family any more than they wanted to be around us.

			The first years of my life were dictated by my father, whose gambling career kept us moving like migratory birds, our resting spot changing with the seasons or whenever his luck ran out. When I think of him now I mostly remember the lemony scent of his aftershave and the way he used to pick me up and fling me so high in the air that my hair would graze the ceiling, laughing at my screams of terror and my mother’s shrieks of protest. He was less of a grifter than a bully.

			Back then, my mother worked odd jobs—waitressing, mostly—but her main job was defending me from him: barricading me in my room when he came home drunk, putting herself in the way of his fists so that they wouldn’t land on me. One night, when I was seven, she didn’t quite manage to get me out of the way, and he threw me against the wall so hard that I temporarily blacked out. When I regained consciousness, there was my mother, blood dripping down her face, pointing my father’s shotgun at his crotch. Her feathery, soft voice hardened to something sharp and lethal: “If you touch her again I swear I will shoot you right in the balls. Now, get the fuck out of here and don’t come back.”

			And he did, skulking away like a dog with its tail between its legs. Before the sun rose the next morning, my mother had packed up the car. As we drove out of New Orleans—headed to Florida, where she had “a friend who had a friend”—she turned to look at me in the passenger seat and grabbed my hand. “You and I are all each other has,” she whispered hoarsely. “And I will never, ever let anyone hurt you again. I promise.”

			
			She didn’t, either. When a boy at our next apartment building stole my bike, she marched straight down to the courtyard and pushed the kid up against the wall until he cried and told her where it was hidden. When the girls in my class teased me about my weight, she went straight to their homes, rang the doorbells, and screamed at their parents. No teacher could give me a failing grade without facing my mother’s ire in the school parking lot.

			And when confrontation wouldn’t solve the problem, she would just whip out her ultimate solution. “OK,” she’d say to me. “Let’s move and just try it again.”

			

			—

			Chasing off my father had unintended consequences. My mother couldn’t pay the bills with part-time waitressing anymore. Instead, she moved into the only other profession she knew: crime.

			My mother’s hustle was soft coercion. She used seduction as a means of access: to a credit card, a bank account, a chump who might cover the rent for a while. She targeted married men, misbehaving cads who were too afraid of getting caught by their wives to file a police report when $5,000 suddenly went missing from their checking accounts. Powerful men too wrapped up in their own egos to admit they’d been conned by a woman. I think it was her revenge on every man who had ever underestimated her: the English teacher who molested her in high school, the father who disavowed her, the husband who blackened her eye.

			When she didn’t have a mark on the line, she would hang out at casinos, working the card tables and waiting for opportunity to present itself. Sometimes my mother would dress me up in my fanciest outfit—blue velvet, pink taffeta, itchy yellow lace, bought on sale at Ross Dress for Less—and take me to the glitzy palaces where she plied her trade. She’d deposit me in the casino’s nicest restaurant with a fat book and a ten-dollar bill; the waitresses would coddle me with bar nuts and fizzy orange drinks while my mother cruised the floor. If it was a quiet night, my mother would take me around with her and show me how to slip a billfold out of a jacket pocket, hook a wallet from a purse on the back of a chair. Imparting little lessons along the way: A bulging back pocket is a better bet than an open purse. Men link their egos to the size of their billfold, while women find cash too bulky. Or: Don’t be impulsive. Always look for opportunity, but don’t act on it until you’ve thought three steps ahead.

			
			“It’s not big money,” she’d whisper as she rifled through a money clip in a casino bathroom, “but enough to cover a car payment. So, not bad, right?”

			It all seemed so normal to me when I was young. This was just my mother’s job. Other people’s parents cleaned houses or scraped plaque off teeth or sat in offices typing at computers; my mother went to casinos and took money from strangers. And really what she did was no different from what the casino owners did; or, at least, that’s what she told me. “The world can be divided into two kinds of people: those who wait to have things given to them and those who take what they want.” She would hug me close, her false eyelashes brushing my forehead, the scent of her skin like honey. “I know better than to wait.”

			My world was my mother, her body the only home I’d ever known. It was the one place where I always belonged, in a world in which everything else was permanently in flux; where “friends” were girls you left behind, a name on a spindled pen pal postcard. I don’t blame her, even now, for my misfit childhood. We moved so often not because she wasn’t trying to be a good mom but because she was trying too hard. She always believed that the next stop would be better, for her and for me. That’s why we didn’t speak to her parents, that’s why we left my father behind: because she was protecting me.

			
			As an adolescent, I skated through school by making myself invisible—always sitting in the back of the classroom, reading a novel that I’d sandwich between the pages of my textbooks. I was overweight, rainbow-haired, and dressed in aggressively emo ensembles that deterred potential friends and staved off the disappointment of their ultimate rejection. I made perfectly mediocre grades that were neither bad enough for anyone in charge to flag my existence, nor good enough to be singled out for special attention. But by my freshman year at a goliath, cracked-concrete high school in Las Vegas, an English teacher finally noted my “missed potential” and called my mother in for a conference. And suddenly I was being sent in for mysterious tests, the results of which my mother wouldn’t show me, but they made her walk around our apartment with her lips pressed into a thin line of determination. Pamphlets began piling up on the counters; my mother pressing stamps onto fat envelopes with triumphant gusto. A new Future was being planned for me.

			One spring night toward the end of freshman year, my mother slipped into my bedroom just before lights-out. She perched on the edge of my bed in her cocktail dress, gently pried the book I was reading out of my hands, and began a speech in her soft, whispery voice: “Nina, baby, it’s time we started really focusing on your future.”

			I laughed. “You mean, like, do I want to be an astronaut or a ballerina when I grow up?” I grabbed for my book.

			My mother held the book out of reach. “I’m dead serious, Nina Ross. You are not going to end up like me, OK? And that’s what will happen if we don’t start taking advantage of the opportunities available to you.”

			“What’s wrong with being like you?” And yet, even as I asked, I knew what she meant. I knew that mothers weren’t supposed to stay out all night and sleep all day; they weren’t supposed to monitor the neighbors’ mailboxes for credit cards and new checkbooks; they weren’t supposed to pack up the car overnight and move because the local law enforcement was breathing down their necks. I loved my mom, I forgave everything she did, but as I sat there on the lumpy bed in our latest cockroach-infested rental apartment, I recognized that I didn’t want to be like her. Not anymore. I knew that what I felt when I walked through the halls of my school with her—the teachers staring at her skintight bandage dresses and stiletto heels, her peroxided nimbus of hair and her berry-stained lips—was a desire to be anything but her.

			
			But what did I want to be?

			She looked down at the book in her hands, puzzling over the title. I was reading Great Expectations, which the English teacher had given me not long after she sent me for testing. “Very superior intelligence. That’s what the IQ tests said. You can be anything you want to be. Anything that’s more than a two-bit hustler.”

			“So I can be a ballerina?”

			She gave me a withering look. “I never got a fair shot at life and you’re getting one, so dammit, you’re going to take it. So we’re moving. Again, I know. But there’s a prep school up in the Sierra Nevada, Lake Tahoe, that’s offering us financial aid. We’re going to move there and you’re going to focus on your studies and I’m going to get a job.”

			“A job job?”

			She nodded. “A job job. I got work as a hostess, at one of the casinos up there.”

			And even though I felt something jump and quiver inside me at these words—maybe we were about to become a normal family after all—the jaded fifteen-year-old cynic in me couldn’t quite believe it. “And so, what, I took a test and now you think that I’ll go to Harvard someday? Become the first female president of the United States? Come on.”

			She sat back and regarded me with frank, blue eyes, wide as silver dollars and as calm as a moonlit night. “Oh, sweetheart. Why the fuck not?”

			

			—

			
			Needless to say, I didn’t become the first female president. Or an astronaut, or even a goddamn ballerina.

			No, instead I went to a college (not Harvard in the end, not even close) and got a liberal arts degree. I walked away with a six-figure student-loan debt and a piece of paper that qualified me to do absolutely nothing of value whatsoever. I figured that just being smart and working hard would clear my path toward a different life.

			So is it any surprise that I ended up a grifter, after all?

		

	
		
		
			
			5.

			“YOUR MOTHER IS RIGHT. We should leave. Today.” It is later that day and Lachlan and I have decamped to the darkest corner of an anonymous Hollywood sports bar, whispering as if someone might be listening in, although the only people in this bar are a group of frat types in football jerseys who are too drunk to pay us any attention. Sports games blare from televisions on every surface. “Let’s just get out of town for a little while, until we know what’s going on.”

			“But maybe it’s nothing,” I protest. “Maybe it has nothing to do with us. Maybe the police just came by my place because…I don’t know. Community outreach. Maybe there’s been a crime spree in my neighborhood and they want to warn us.”

			Lachlan laughs. “Darling, we are the crime spree.” He kneads the knuckles of one hand in the other. “Listen, I made some calls after the cops came by. Efram has vanished. No one’s seen him since last week and he’s still not answering his phone. Word on the street is that he was picked up by the police. So—”

			
			“He owes me forty-seven thousand dollars!” I protest. “And there’s still a few pieces in the storage unit that he was going to move for us. The Gio Ponti armchairs—he said he’d get at least fifteen grand each for them.”

			He prods at his dry lips with the tip of his tongue. “Yeah, well, that’s the least of our problems. The police were at your house. Maybe Efram gave us up in a plea deal, or maybe your name was just in his contact files and they’re fishing for information. But, either way, we should get out of town for a while and let the dust settle. And if we hear through the grapevine that they’ve issued a warrant for our arrest, we’ll know we have to run for real, but at least we’ll have a head start.”

			“We have to run?” My head spins. “But that’s not possible. I’ve got to take care of Lily.”

			“Yeah, well, your mom was right about that, too. You’re not going to be able to take care of her if you’re in jail.” He starts cracking his knuckles, gently tugging at each finger until it yields with a sickening pop. “Look, let’s just take a breather and do a job somewhere else. There’s clearly too much heat in L.A., so we’re not going to be able to work here for a while anyway. It can’t hurt to go find new hunting grounds, for a few months at least.” He snaps his pinkie, and I wince.

			“A few months?” I think of the cancer once again spreading its creeping tentacles through my mother’s body. I imagine her lying alone in a hospital bed, an IV snaking into her veins, the steady bleat of the machines. I want to say something like, This is more than I signed up for, but it’s not true. It is what I signed up for, it’s just that I believed that Lachlan knew what he was doing and we would never get caught. We were being careful. We never took too much, even when we could. The rules—they were supposed to be our safeguard against this.

			He looks at me coolly. “Or we can go our separate ways. It’s up to you. But I’m leaving town.”

			I’m dumbstruck by the icy calculation in his words. Am I just a business proposition, so easily discarded when I start to be inconvenient? I can’t finish my drink. “I thought…” I don’t know how to finish the sentence. What did I think? That we would be together forever? Go straight together, get a house in the suburbs and have a kid or two? No, that was never in the cards. So why does this sting so much? Because I have no one else, I realize.

			
			“Oh, c’mon Nina, love. Don’t look like that.” He reaches across the table and laces his fingers between mine. “It will all be fine. Look, come with me. I promise we’ll figure this out. We’ll go someplace close enough that you can still come back and check on your mom periodically. Someplace within driving distance, like Northern California, or Nevada. But it needs to be a little off the beaten path, so we can lay low. A resort destination, maybe. Like Monterey, or Napa.” He squeezes my hand. “Or, hey— What about Lake Tahoe? That’s where all the Silicon Valley billionaires spend their weekends, right? Have you been tracking anyone up there?”

			But I’m thinking about what will have to happen if I leave town: the home care I’ll have to bring in to take care of my mother when she’s weak from the treatment, the help I’ll have to hire to get her to and from her appointments, the staggering bills that will need to be opened and paid. Assuming I even have the money to pay them. My mother’s life is on the line: As long as our bank account remains depleted, there will be no experimental radioimmunotherapy treatment. I don’t really have a choice.

			We need a job that is fast, with a big payoff; and my thoughts catch on something that Lachlan just said. Tahoe.

			There’s a ruckus at the bar and I look over in time to see one of the football fans vomiting all over the floor. His friends are laughing as if this is hilarious. The bartender, a blond girl with tattoo sleeves, catches my eye with a murderous expression on her face, and I know that she is going to have to clean up their mess. Women always do.

			I turn back to Lachlan.

			
			“I have, actually,” I say. “Have you ever heard of Vanessa Liebling?”

			

			—

			Vanessa Liebling. A name and face that I’ve followed for twelve years, although she didn’t materialize on social media until four years ago. An heiress from the West Coast Liebling clan, one of those old moneyed families with their fingers jammed in lots of pies, from real estate to casinos. Instead of going into the family business, however, Vanessa’s made a career as an “Instagram fashion influencer.” In English: She travels the world taking photos of herself in dresses that cost more than the annual income of the women who sewed them. For this dubious skill set—wearing Balmain in Bahrain, Prada in Prague, Celine in Copenhagen—she has a half-million followers. She’s dubbed her Instagram feed V-Life.

			Study her Instagram feed—as I have, in detail—and you’ll see that the earliest posts on her account are your standard rich-girl fare: loving (if blurry) snapshots of her new Valentino bag; close-up selfies of herself hugging her Maltipoo, Mr. Buggles; an occasional shot of the New York skyline from the window of her Tribeca loft. And then, fifty posts in, having likely realized the career-changing potential of being Instagram-famous, the quality of her photos improves dramatically. Suddenly, they are no longer selfies. Instead, another person is taking the pictures, probably a photo assistant paid to document her every wardrobe change and sip of macchiato. There is Vanessa, strolling through SoHo with Mr. Buggles, holding a fistful of helium balloons. There is Vanessa, in the front row of a Chanel fashion show, wearing sunglasses in the dark. There is Vanessa in a red silk dress, posing next to a snaggletoothed sticky-rice vendor in Hanoi: Vietnamese people are so colorful and authentic! (Dress by #gucci, sandals by #valentino.)

			Often, she travels to these exotic locales with other expensively clad women, a network of fellow influencers she’s dubbed her #stylesquad. There are hundreds—thousands!—of other women on Instagram doing the exact same thing she does; she is by no means among the highest profile, nor the most ostentatious, but she’s clearly found her audience. And an income stream, too, as she starts shilling jewelry lines and bottled green juices in sponsored posts.

			
			A handsome boyfriend appears, usually in exuberant clinches, as if to prove to her followers how much he really adores her. The dog gets his own hashtag. Meanwhile, she grows skinnier and skinnier, her tan darker and darker, her hair more and more blond. Eventually, a diamond appears on her ring finger as she peers coyly through her fingers at the camera. Guys, she writes, I have news. There are photos of the interior of an exclusive bridal salon; her eyes peeking over the top of a flower arrangement. I’m thinking peonies.

			But then, starting last February, the tone of her account suddenly shifts. There’s a close-up snapshot of a man’s hand, liver-spotted with age and resting on the edge of a hospital bed. The caption reads: My poor daddy, RIP. Then, for a few weeks, nothing, just a note: Sorry guys, taking some family time, back soon. When she returns, the photos of her outfits—black now, lots of black—are interspersed with generic inspirational quotes. Nothing is impossible—the word itself says “I’m possible!” The only person you should strive to be better than is the person you were yesterday. Happiness is not something ready-made; it comes from your own actions.

			The ring has disappeared from her left hand.

			And then, finally, there’s a shot of her Manhattan loft, stripped of furniture, floors piled high with boxes. Guys: It’s time for a new adventure. I’m moving back to my family’s historic vacation home in Lake Tahoe. I’m going to fix it up while spending some “me time” in great Mother Nature! Stay tuned for my new adventures!

			

			—

			
			For the last few years, I’ve watched all this from afar, judging her with distaste. She was a spoiled trust fund kid, I told myself. Not terribly bright, skilled at nothing but self-aggrandizement, leveraging her own insider access to get more of everything that she had done nothing to deserve. Canny at self-image; shallow at heart. Careless with her privilege and hopelessly out of touch with the real world, she was someone who liked to use those with less as props for her own fabulousness: a deluded elitist who believed she was actually a populist. She was clearly at a low point in her life and making some stab at self-actualization, judging by all those motivational quotes.

			But it wasn’t until she announced that she was moving to Lake Tahoe that I started to pay close attention to her. For the last six months since she moved, I’ve been tracking Vanessa’s life closely: Watching as the glossy, professional quality of her photos disappeared, replaced once again by selfies. Watching as the fashion shots vanished, replaced by image after image of a crystalline mountain lake surrounded by stately pines. Looking for a familiar glimpse of a house I know so well, a house that has haunted my dreams since I was a teenager.

			Looking for Stonehaven.

			

			—

			A few months back, I finally found it. She’d posted a photo of herself hiking with a young couple, everyone tanned and glowing with health. They stood on the summit of a mountain, the lake spreading out below them as they laughed with their arms flung around each other. The caption: Showing my new BFFs my favorite Tahoe spots! #hiking #athleisure #beautifulview. The friends were tagged. I clicked on one and found myself on the Instagram feed of a young Frenchwoman documenting her travels across the United States. Three photos in, there it was: a shot of the couple sitting on a familiar cottage stoop, surrounded by ferns. The open door behind them allowed a shadowy glimpse of a cozy living room, a couch upholstered in old-fashioned brocade that made my heart beat faster. The caption: Cet JetSet était merveilleux. Nous avons adoré notre hôtesse, Vanessa.

			
			My high school French was rusty, but I knew what this meant.

			Vanessa had started renting out the cottage.

			

			—

			It takes just an hour to pack a bag. When I tell my mother that I am leaving town—that I’ll call often, visit as soon as I can—she starts blinking rapidly and I wonder if she is going to cry. But she doesn’t. “Good girl,” she says instead. “Smart girl.”

			“I’m calling that home aide we used last year. I’ll have her come and check on you daily once the radiation starts. She’ll clean and do the shopping. OK?”

			“For goodness’ sake, Nina. I’m capable of setting up my own home care. I’m not an invalid.”

			Yet, I think to myself. “And the bills—you’ll have to pay them instead of me. You’re already on my bank account; I’ll top it up as soon as some money comes in.” I don’t want to think about what will happen to my mother if it doesn’t.

			“Don’t worry about me. I’m an old hand at this now.”

			I kiss her forehead, and wait until I am out of sight before I let myself cry.

			Lachlan and I check in to a budget hotel in Santa Barbara. Nothing near the beach where we might hear the waves; just a concrete slab and a pool with gray crust soiling the tiles and leaves growing slimy on the bottom. The shower is prefab and it leaks, and instead of miniature bottles of soap and shampoo they offer one bottle of catch-all “washing liquid.”

			We lie side by side on the bed, sipping wine from disposable cups, my browser open to JetSet.com. I type Lake Tahoe into the search field and then start scrolling through the listings until one jumps out at me. I turn the laptop around and display the page for Lachlan. “This is it,” I say.

			
			“That?” He gives me a quizzical look and I can see why: The photograph is of a modest shingled cottage, timbered and painted pale green, nestled in a stand of pines. Compared to some of the other lakefront listings, this one is humble, easily overlooked. The cottage has a worn, Hansel and Gretel quality to it: slatted wooden shutters, window boxes laden with ferns, moss growing up the stones of the foundation. Cozy Caretaker’s Cottage, the listing reads. Lakefront 2 Bedroom, Short- or Long-Term Rental.

			“Click on it,” I command him. He raises an eyebrow at me but he obeys, and takes the laptop.

			The listing has six pictures. The first is of a tiny living room anchored by a stone fireplace and a faded brocade couch, artwork tiled along the walls and antiques crowding the corners. The furniture is all slightly too large for the cottage, almost hodgepodge, as if someone had emptied the contents of a different house here and then thrown up their hands and walked away. The second photo shows a vintage kitchen dominated by a classic enamel O’Keefe & Merritt stove, the wood cabinetry hand-painted with stencils. There’s a photo of a pristine lake view and another of a modest bathroom and yet another of a bedroom with twin sleigh beds nestled up against each other under the eaves.

			Lachlan squints at the photos. “This is your area of expertise, not mine, but that dresser…isn’t it Louis XIV?”

			I ignore this, reaching over him to click forward to the last photo in the series. It shows a bedroom with a four-poster bed, positioned alongside a picture window framed in gauzy curtains. There’s a white lace coverlet draped across the bed, and a painting of a farmhouse perched over a cascading river. The glass in the picture window is thick and warped with age, but through it you can glimpse the blue of the lake beyond.

			I know that bed. I know that painting. I know that view.

			“That’s the bed I lost my virginity in,” I hear myself say.

			
			Lachlan jerks around to stare at me, and at the serious expression on my face he starts to laugh. “Seriously? This very same bed.”

			“It’s a different bedspread,” I say. “But everything else is the same. And the dresser is rococo, not Louis XIV.”

			He’s rocking back and forth with laughter. “My God, no wonder you have a thing for antiques. You got deflowered on bloody rococo.”

			“That’s the dresser. Don’t know what the bed is, but it’s not rococo,” I murmur. “Don’t think the bed’s that valuable, actually.”

			“What the fuck is this place? Who puts eighteenth-century French furniture in a crumbling old cottage like that?” He scrolls down the listing and reads the summary. I peer over his shoulder.

			Enjoy a magical stay at the Caretaker’s Cottage, part of a classic estate on the West Shore of Lake Tahoe! So much charm packed into two cozy bedrooms: Vintage kitchen, beautiful antiques, a working stone fireplace! Lake views, nearby hiking, and just steps away from a private beach. A perfect sojourn for a couple or an artist seeking inspiration!

			He turns to look at me, quizzical. “Classic estate?”

			“Stonehaven.” That name in my mouth conjures up a strange stew of emotions: remorse and nostalgia and loss and a hot blast of rage. I enlarge the photo of the bedroom and examine it closely. I feel disembodied, my present and past selves split between these two beds, neither of them mine. “It’s a huge lakeside mansion that’s belonged to the Lieblings for over a hundred years.”

			“These Lieblings. Am I supposed to know who they are?”

			“Founders of the Liebling Group, a real estate investment firm based in San Francisco. They used to be Fortune 500, though I think they fell off a while back. Old money, though. West Coast royalty.”

			“And you know them.” He is studying me with an expression on his face that suggests I’ve betrayed him in some way by keeping this valuable connection to myself until now.

			
			Fragments of memories are surfacing from someplace deep within me: The darkness of that cottage, even with the setting sun cutting sideways through the glass windows. The way the coverlet—blue wool back then, I recall it was woven with some sort of crest—scraped against the backs of my bare thighs. The frothy cascade of the river in the painting, water descending to the edge of the painting as if ready to spill over and anoint me. The tender red curls of a boy who smelled like marijuana and spearmint chewing gum. Vulnerability, loss, the sensation that something precious inside me had been dragged out and exposed to air for the first time.

			So much that felt so vital then that I have since managed to forget.

			I am disoriented, feeling as if I’ve tumbled back a dozen years and landed in the body of the chubby, lost teenager I once was. “I knew them. Just a little. A long time ago. I lived in Lake Tahoe for a year, back when I was a sophomore in high school. I was friendly with their son.” I shrug. “It’s all a bit of a blur, frankly. I was a kid.”

			“Sounds like you knew them more than a little.” He clicks back through the photos in the listing, studying them. “So wait. Will this woman—”

			“Vanessa.”

			“Vanessa. Will she remember you?”

			I shake my head. “She’d already gone off to college when I was living there. I mostly knew her brother. I met her only once, briefly, twelve years ago. So she’d never recognize me now—I look nothing like I did then. I was overweight and had pink hair. The one time we crossed paths she barely even looked at me.” I remember it clearly, too—the way her eyes skidded across me, as if I was so insignificant that she couldn’t be bothered to register my presence. The way my face burned hot underneath the thick makeup I’d so carefully applied to hide my adolescent acne, my rampant insecurity.

			
			Benny, though: He’d recognize me now. But I know where he is these days, and it’s not Stonehaven.

			I’m not ready to think about him. I push him from my mind and pull up Vanessa’s Instagram feed for Lachlan to peruse.

			Lachlan clicks through the photos, pausing to examine a photo of Vanessa on a gondola in Venice, the hem of her Valentino dress trailing behind her in a soft breeze. I can see him registering her practiced prettiness, the way she casually ignores the gondolier, the complacent expression on her face suggesting that the picturesque canal and sweating old man exist for her pleasure alone. “Still, I don’t get it. If she’s so rich, why is she renting out her caretaker’s cottage?”

			“My guess is she’s lonely. Her father died, she just broke up with her fiancé and moved from New York. Stonehaven is pretty isolated. She probably wants company.”

			“And we will be that company.” As he scrolls through Vanessa’s photos, I can see his mind running through its calculations. He is already starting to map our way in: the gentle persuasion we will use to convince her to invite us into her world, the vulnerabilities we will discover and exploit. “So, what are we shooting for here? The antiques? Family jewels? All those handbags she’s been collecting?”

			“Not the antiques this time,” I say. I realize that I’m trembling a little, maybe because I can’t believe I’m finally opening this door after all these years. I feel a warm rush of vindictive anticipation, underlined by a whisper of disbelief that this is where the last decade has taken me: from that idyllic lakeside cottage to this cheap hotel, where I’m conspiring with a con man. I realize, with a twinge of self-awareness, that I am about to break two of my own rules: Don’t get greedy. Take only what won’t be missed.

			“There’s a safe hidden somewhere inside Stonehaven itself,” I say. “Inside that safe should be a million dollars in cash. And get this—I already know the combination.”

			
			Next to me, Lachlan is suddenly alert and quivering. “Jaysus, Nina. You’ve been holding out on me.” He leans in and breathes into my ear, the tip of his nose cold against my earlobe. “So,” he whispers lasciviously, “did you lose your virginity to a Liebling, or to their caretaker?”
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