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                FOR MY HERO, MY DAD, WHO TAUGHT ME TO SEE THE WORLD IN BLACK AND WHITE, THEN PAINT IT WITH MY OWN COLOR. IN LOVING MEMORY OF DENNIS GOMES, DOUG GOMES, AND RONALD GOMES.

                —DANIELLE GOMES 

                TO DENNIS GOMES, A GOOD MAN IN EVERY SENSE OF THE WORLD.

                —JAY BONANSINGA

            

        


		
			
				Prologue

				Don’t Look Away

				Let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.

				—AMOS 5:24

				In late 2004, Dennis Gomes had just returned from one of his regular lunchtime workouts to his muted, earth-toned office at the Tropicana Hotel in Atlantic City. His longtime secretary, an efficient and loyal woman named Jean Price, had been waiting for him. 

				“Dennis, you got a call from an FBI agent while you were out.”

				“What does he want?”

				“He didn’t say. Just said he wanted to talk to you. He was calling from Chicago.”

				Gomes shrugged. “Okay, Jean, thanks. I’ll follow up on it.”

				Price left the call slip on the circular table in the center of the office, and then vanished back into the labyrinth of corridors and the myriad tasks facing the administrative assistant to the general manager of one of the nation’s busiest casino chains.

				Gomes settled down behind the table to clear his head. The office—designed with Gomes’s management style in mind—had no hard corners, no imposing desk, none of the typical accoutrements of the alpha executive. The soft pastels, calming abstract art, family pictures, and welcoming flow gave off the air of a Japanese garden—more place of meditation than high-level corporate battleground—a space in keeping with Gomes’s Taoist philosophies. 

				Compact, well-groomed, still fit at sixty-one, Gomes sat back in his chair, pondering the purpose of a call from the Bureau. Probably purely routine . . . just checking up on some applicant. Still dressed in the white, loose-fitting pants and jacket of a trained martial artist, Gomes knew his gi would faze no one at the office. His coworkers were accustomed to seeing the head honcho—a fifth-degree black belt at Tang Soo Do, and a second-degree black belt at Hapkido—haunting the hallways in dojo attire. On some level, the uniform of Korean self-defense seemed apt clothing for the rough-and-tumble world of casino management.

				Gomes called the FBI’s Windy City field office. A moment later, a steady, businesslike baritone crackled over the line: “Mr. Gomes?” The agent even managed to pronounce his name right on the first try. This rarely happened. Properly pronounced, “Gomes” rhymes with “homes”; however, most pronounce it like its double-syllable counterpart, “Gomez.”

				“Yeah?”

				“I’m a special agent with the FBI, and I’m working on an organized-crime case in Chicago. The prosecutors asked me to call you to see if you might be able to help us out with the case.”

				This was not at all what Gomes had expected, yet he replied, “Sure . . . whatever I can do to help.” 

				There was a sudden gravity in Gomes’s voice. The brief back-and-forth had rattled the cage of unfinished business and old battles that Gomes had locked away decades ago. Meanwhile, this agent spoke with the flat, uninflected deadpan of an archetypal government man, even as he delivered historic news, calmly stating, “Well, basically we’re putting together what will probably turn out to be the biggest organized-crime case in the history of the United States. And with your background, sir—your history in Nevada—you would be invaluable to us. As a matter of fact, we’ve always been impressed by how forward-thinking you were back then. Your investigations were really ahead of their time.” 

				“I appreciate that,” Gomes said, and then paused. “But I thought this stuff was all tried at one point by the federal government.”

				Gomes was referring to the 1986 trial of Joseph Aiuppa, John Cerone, Angelo LaPietra, Joseph Lombardo, and Milton Rockman, in which the defendants had allegedly skimmed $2 million through their hidden interest in the Stardust Casino. This trial was the culmination of an eight-year-long FBI investigation. The jury had found the defendants innocent because the government failed to link the defendants to the conspiracy to conceal ownership of the Stardust, and to skim funds.

				“Yeah . . . but they didn’t really accomplish what we’re going to accomplish.”

				Gomes remembered the first time the feds had gone after the criminal power structure in the gaming industry. He remembered what a mess it had been—the hubris of the federal prosecutors, their refusal to tap the treasure trove of data that Gomes had collected over the years, the clash of egos, the missed opportunities.

				“We have a Mob guy who’s flipped,” the agent said then, “and he’s admitted to several murders, one of them tied to the Outfit’s activities in Vegas.”

				“Okay.”

				“We’d like your help with some of the facts . . . and most importantly, we want to ask if you’d be willing to testify in Chicago when the case finally comes to trial. Basically you’d be a key witness, providing the motive for one of the murders that this guy committed.”

				“May I ask the name of the victim?”

				“Jay Vandermark.”
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				In the real world, second chances don’t come along very often. Opportunities to set the record straight are rare. Ordinarily the work of well-intentioned people—even that of extraordinary individuals on death-defying crusades—drifts away into the currents of history unresolved, forgotten, relegated to footnotes. So, on that winter day, toward the end of 2004, when Dennis Gomes heard the name Jay Vandermark, and all the memories of Gomes’s years as chief of the Audit Division of the Nevada Gaming Control Board came flooding back, he did not hesitate. 

				In the early 1970s Gomes had been one of the principal architects of then Nevada governor Michael O’Callaghan’s plan to eradicate organized crime from the casinos. Driven by a relentless determination and an almost preternatural sense of justice, Gomes had spearheaded numerous high-profile raids on skimming operations and back-door larceny. He personally supervised the infamous Argent Corporation case—a topic explored in the Nicholas Pileggi book and 1995 Martin Scorsese movie, Casino, starring Robert De Niro, Joe Pesci, and Sharon Stone. Gomes revolutionized the way casinos are operated, installing guidelines that are still on the books today. But when it came to beating the Mob in an escalating, deadly game of chess, Gomes had narrowly escaped with his sanity—not to mention his life—running up against a stalemate of systematic corruption.

				It had all been a stone in his shoe for more than three decades.

				Which was why, on that gray morning in 2004, when confronted with the opportunity to tell the sordid tale of George Jay Vandermark and the rogues’ gallery populating the back rooms of Sin City, he did not give one thought to the dangers of testifying in front of a star chamber of wiseguys. Without a single twinge of reluctance, he responded to the special agent’s request in the affirmative. Of course he would help.

				Once and for all, after more than thirty years, in front of God and man, he would set the record straight.
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				The Gomes family, at the time of the FBI agent’s initial call, lived in a stately three-story Colonial in the piney woods north of Atlantic City. 

				That night, Dennis Gomes came home and broke the news to his wife, Barbara, as carefully and gently as possible. Gomes was not sure how she would feel about the prospects of opening these old wounds. But Barbara Gomes—a willowy former dancer, and the spitting image of Audrey Hepburn—reacted with the kind of steely spine that can only come from being married to a former lawman for thirty-plus years: She thought it was pretty terrific. 

				Barbara Gomes knew how exciting it was to finally put all the lost pieces of the puzzle together. She remembered well the time when they were young, and Dennis was fighting the good fight. Barbara remembered the frustration, the agonizing close calls, and maybe, most of all, the implacable sense of justice that made her fall for this upright, bare-fisted truth-seeker in the first place. She knew that this was important, this was just—and maybe even inevitable. 

				All of which was good . . . because there would be plenty of waiting. 

				A case this far-reaching and historic took months and months to prepare. Sometimes years. In the back of his mind, Dennis Gomes was vaguely aware of the hurry-up-and-wait nature of such endeavors. Still, he did not fully comprehend the scope of this case until the days and months passed, from 2004 to 2005, into 2006, and several additional telephone conversations, followed by a visit to his home by key prosecutors, revealed the epochal nature of these proceedings.

				The case would come to be known as the “Family Secrets” trial—one of the largest indictments of organized crime in US history. Under the auspices of the Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act (RICO), the feds were putting a “hit”—as one wag on the prosecution team put it—on the Mob. The case featured fourteen defendants, eighteen murders, and nearly forty years of various and sundry activities, such as bookmaking, loan-sharking, extortion, torture, intimidation, and—there is no better phrase for it—domestic terrorism.

				In addition to its scale, this case was different because of the prosecutors’ point of attack. In the past, the government would begin with instances of “thuggery,” and then would ask jurors to connect the acts with orders handed down from on high. The Family Secrets approach would be to start with the bosses—to prove first that the organizational hierarchy existed, and then to show that the crimes were committed in service of these bosses.

				Among the fourteen defendants indicted, several were top bosses who figured prominently in Dennis Gomes’s personal history in Las Vegas. One of these bosses had allegedly signed off on the murder of George Jay Vandermark—the Mob’s slot-machine man at the Stardust Casino—a man whom Gomes, in the mid-1970s, had worked diligently to flip. Vandermark had been on the verge of cooperating with Gomes right before he vanished on a so-called Mexican vacation. Although the crime was never solved, authorities pieced together foul play by talking to other informants, many of whom also ended up taking sudden and long-lasting “vacations.” 

				But the thorn in Dennis Gomes’s side all these years was that Vandermark had held the key to the skimming going on at four major casinos on Gomes’s investigative docket.

				Now these long-buried memories were being dredged up by a team of crew-cut, straight-arrow investigators, who showed up on Gomes’s doorstep in mid-2005 to seal the deal in person. Also present was the lead prosecutor in the case, Mitchell Mars of the US Attorney’s Office, who impressed Gomes with his no-nonsense, friendly manner. There was none of the pomposity that Gomes had encountered over the years with other federal prosecutors.

				This feels like a fraternity, Gomes thought as he sat down with the feds in his spacious living room for coffee and Q & A. They asked Gomes a slew of questions about his investigations in the seventies, and explained that Gomes’s role in the trial would be as a sort of historian, providing the whys and wherefores for certain assassinations and disappearances. 

				“What you did in Las Vegas was a major accomplishment,” Mars said to Gomes at one point, referring to all the years Gomes had spent turning over rugs in casinos and revealing the corruption slithering underneath. 

				Sadly, back in the 1970s, very few of Gomes’s masters—from the governor’s office to the upper echelons of Nevada’s gaming regulators—had seemed particularly grateful to Gomes for his revolutionary investigative work. 

				“I would think this trial would be a golden opportunity for you to finally make things right,” Mars summed up. “It’ll make all that good work you did mean something.”

				Gomes appreciated the sentiment, and also appreciated the fact that the government was prepared to subpoena him. He thought that was a good idea, especially since he was not a cop anymore. Gomes did not want anybody, especially the wiseguys, to think he was simply volunteering to testify—doing it because it felt good. The appearance of a court order—not that it would change anything for Gomes—was more of a practical matter, a veneer of protection for his family. 

				The peace of mind was helpful, especially after the feds said their good-byes and returned to Chicago . . . and the waiting began. 

				As his court date drew near, Dennis Gomes started getting nervous. But not for the reasons one might guess. Not because of fears of Mob reprisals, no matter how appropriate those fears might be in such a high-level case. And not because of the exposure of residing in an isolated grove of pines that creaked and whispered late at night, providing shadowy egress for all manner of potential stalkers. On the contrary; Gomes got nervous for a far more prosaic reason. He hated public speaking. 

				In Catholic grammar school Gomes had suffered from reading problems. He had struggled with class recitations and detested the moments he had to read aloud from that thick doorstop of a book known as The Early Reader. In second grade, one particularly mean-spirited nun would scream at the eight-year-old Gomes as he slogged through his stammering recitals. Sister Mary Vincenzo. Gomes would remember that dreaded name for the rest of his life. When the yelling proved too much for little Dennis, on an otherwise forgettable day, he started to cry. Sister Mary Vincenzo was relentless, yelling even louder and making him complete the task regardless of his tears.

				Humiliations like those stick with a person. Dennis Gomes would grow up to be a force of nature in law enforcement, but he never much liked to talk in front of people. And now he realized the biggest organized-crime trial of this new century would bring him before not only the lidded gaze of gangsters, but also the glare of the klieg lights.

				As July 30, 2007, loomed on the calendar, Gomes began to make arrangements for the trip to the Windy City. 

				Normally, whenever he traveled, he liked to have his family in tow. But this time, he didn’t feel right bringing his wife and daughters along to the trial. He didn’t want them hearing or seeing the things that would be exhumed on the witness stand. The Gomes girls, however, insisted on coming along, and being there for their dad. The truth of the matter was, despite his reticence, Gomes felt relieved that they were coming. He was happy to have the moral support. 

				So he and Barbara decided to turn the journey into a quasi-vacation, culminating with a trip to their daughter Mary’s home in Iowa. They’d just be taking a quick detour through a courtroom in Chicago.
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				From its days as a gaslit abattoir of stockyards and reaper works, Chicago has always been a city that works hard. On the swampy threshold of the Great Lakes, this teeming, bustling city is a place of blue-collar legend—from the Haymarket Riot to the rough-and-tumble days of the Daley political machine. Its history was written by the blistered hands of stevedores, train-yard workers, meatpackers, and foundry men. 

				But the invisible grease beneath the city’s industry always came from crime. 

				No single icon of Chicago looms larger than Al Capone. For most of the twentieth century, Capone represented the Roaring Twenties and the rat-a-tat-tat of tommy guns (which foreigners still mime today as an international symbol of the town). But Capone’s legacy goes deeper than posters in pizza parlors and punch lines for bad burlesque. 

				Al Capone consolidated organized crime in Chicago. Unlike the warring factions of La Cosa Nostra on the East Coast, the Chicago version of the Mob flourished throughout the second half of the twentieth century as a monolithic criminal enterprise. Known as the Outfit, the organization reached its zenith in the 1970s, with its tentacles reaching into everything from high-interest “juice” loans to pornography, from gambling parlors to vending machines. The Outfit owned cops, politicians, and vast amounts of real estate. It was only logical that it would spread its influence across the country into Glitter Gulch.

				The Chicago in which Dennis Gomes and family arrived on a hot, blustery afternoon in July 2007 no longer thrummed with submachine guns or sputtered with gaslights. This Chicago was a gleaming cathedral of glass spires, the skyline reflecting off the opal reaches of Lake Michigan. The old speakeasies and bootleg temples west of town were now patchworks of tree-lined suburbs, corporate parks, and endless corridors of strip malls. But the influence of the Outfit still clung to the place like ghosts. On this very day—as the Gomes crew were gathering their luggage at O’Hare and hunting down their rental car—federal prosecutors were preparing to perform an exorcism.

				The Gomeses drove into the city and found their hotel—The “W” City Center—just two blocks from the Dirksen Federal Building. They checked in, and while Barbara and daughters Danielle and Gabrielle explored the neighborhood, Dennis Gomes walked the two blocks over to the courthouse for a meeting with Assistant US Attorney Mars. 

				After methodically going over each and every question they were going to ask, Mars went on to add one last piece of assurance: “We’re really going to emphasize your law enforcement training here, Dennis, mostly to impress upon these wiseguys that you were a real cop, not just some regulator. To these guys, once you’re a cop, you’re always a cop. They’re not going to question your expertise.”

				Gomes gave him a nod and took a deep breath. “I appreciate that, Mitch.”

				On his way back to the hotel, walking through the lakeshore breezes, Gomes felt almost giddy with confidence. He felt protected. He felt the trial was under the control of steady hands. In fact, he felt comfortable enough to go out to dinner that night for a pleasant evening with Barbara and Danielle and a couple of old friends. They drank wine and talked about the old days, and all the good cheer took Gomes’s mind off his pending performance. 

				That night, before bed, the Gomeses gazed out their window at a Hollywood film crew shooting a scene from Batman Begins—a make-believe gang perpetrating make-believe evil—and then Gomes finally turned in. He slept soundly, at peace with his destiny, and his Taoist mind-set: going with the flow.

				The next morning, after breakfast, Dennis and family walked to the courthouse together. The Dirksen Federal Building is a thirty-story black edifice of steel and glass facing the lake—as sedate and innocuous as it is imposing—like a monastic tower planted amid a futuristic landscape. A special agent for the FBI met the family at the entrance, and ushered them up to the twenty-fifth floor.

				After well wishes from the family, Gomes was taken to the witness room.

				The spartan, institutional waiting area could have easily been a side room at the Department of Motor Vehicles: no burnished wainscoting or American flags, just chairs and tension. Two other hearty souls already occupied the waiting room—somebody’s former girlfriend and an ex-cop—but Gomes kept his thoughts and his eyes mostly to himself. He didn’t know these people—they could be anybody—and besides, Gomes was too keyed up and excited to chat about the 90-degree weather or the latest Cubs game.

				Gomes had experienced similar moments in kickboxing tournaments: that buzz of adrenaline right before a match. He just wanted to get in there and start fighting, get it done.

				But the clock seemed to be slowing down. 
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				While Dennis Gomes waited in the witness room, his wife Barbara, and daughters Danielle and Gabrielle, all sat in the courtroom gallery, within clear view of the Mob royalty lined up at the defense table, only a few feet away, looking like deposed dictators: Anthony “Twan” Doyle, Paul “The Indian” Schiro, James “Jimmy Light” Marcello, Frank “The Breeze” Calabrese, and Joey “The Clown” Lombardo. 

				In the awkward silence following a listing of horrifying charges, including everything from throat-slitting to dumping bodies in lime pits, Barbara Gomes heard a voice in her ear.

				“You see that gentleman over there?” the voice whispered. An FBI agent was standing next to Barbara, discreetly pointing out one of the mobsters. “At one point, he had people waiting for your husband in Mexico . . . and if Dennis had crossed the border, chances are he never would have come back.”

				Then the agent turned and whispered to Danielle Gomes, “You have no idea how close your dad came to dying.”

				All at once Barbara Gomes felt the fear pressing down on her, constricting her throat. Right then she decided that maybe being here was not such a terrific idea after all; maybe staying home would have been more prudent.

				At that moment, in a side chamber adjacent to the courtroom, Barbara’s husband was reaching a different conclusion: It was time to face the crowd.

				Earlier that morning, back at the hotel, after sprucing himself up and getting into his dignified black suit, Gomes had looked at himself in the mirror. The reflection of a cop stared back at him.

				Once a cop, always a cop.

				“Mr. Gomes?” the voice of the bailiff came from across the waiting room at precisely 10:19 a.m. Central Standard Time.

				Gomes stood, brushed himself off, and followed the court official through the inner door.

				The first impression Gomes got as he entered the courtroom was a vague sense of light and dark—dark suits, bright diffused light from high ceiling fixtures, dark burnished wood, and the bright mosaic of the crowd, all the faces, all shapes and ages, turning toward him. Even a sketch artist, seated near the front, paused and studied the new subject entering the courtroom. No cameras were allowed in the room, which only added to the tense, almost funereal atmosphere.

				Then Gomes saw, in the front row of the spectator section, sitting side by side as though waiting in a pew for a church service to begin, the smiling faces of his family: the Gomes girls. 

				This reassuring vision gave Gomes a shot of encouragement and strength . . . and maybe even pride. But then, as he followed the bailiff past the gallery to the witness stand, Gomes turned and looked straight ahead. 

				And his stomach clenched. As he walked past the jury box, past the judge’s dais and the watchful gaze of the Honorable James B. Zagel, and then past the crowded prosecution table, Gomes’s gaze fixed on the row of tables dead ahead of him, against the far wall. 

				There are moments in life when the passage of time slows down. Car accidents. Marriage proposals. Battlefield action. These are the rare flashpoint moments from which everything that comes after will be measured, and every prior event will be marked as BEFORE.

				This moment—in the hushed, crowded room in the Everett M. Dirksen US Courthouse—was one of those moments for Dennis Gomes.

				As he approached the witness chair, he found himself staring directly—at eye level—into the baleful gazes of Chicago’s underworld kingpins.

				Lombardo, Marcello, Calabrese—positioned behind the witness box—each watched Dennis Gomes approach with the inscrutable, languid, impassive stare of a rattlesnake. No barriers. No Italian-style enclosures separating the accused. Only about twenty feet of air between the death-dealers and the truth-teller. 

				I’m not looking away, Gomes found himself thinking before taking his seat. I’m not going to look away . . . not until I make that turn. 

				It only took a few more seconds for Gomes to reach the witness chair and turn to settle in, facing judge and jury. 

				Although it was a minuscule blip of time—maybe two or three seconds­—that brief instant when his gaze met and held the stares of hard-core killers would turn out to be a defining moment for Gomes. 

				Then, on that muggy July day, in that hushed courtroom, for the next forty-five minutes or so, Gomes laid out a foundation of history, motive, and opportunity that would become one of the linchpins of the government’s case against the Outfit. His testimony would give onlookers a teasing glimpse into an amazing story . . . 

				. . . the story of Dennis Gomes and his systematic attack on corruption in Las Vegas.

			

		

	
        
            

    PART I

    BULLETS AND PENCILS

    And they came to Jerusalem. And he entered the temple and began to drive out those who sold and those who bought in the temple, and he overturned the tables of the moneychangers and the seats of those who sold pigeons; and he would not allow anyone to carry anything through the temple.

    —MARK 11:15



            




		
			
				CHAPTER 1

				Double-Down

				Look him right in the eye. 

				Thirteen-year-old Dennis Gomes stood on the edge of the playground adjacent to old St. Clare’s school, clenching his fists. The other kids, who had been playing a game of marbles, now backed off into the shade of the eucalyptus trees to watch from a safe distance. 

				Ten feet away from Dennis on the cracked cement, an eighth-grade bully had just knocked down a weaker boy. Mild-mannered seventh-grader Robert Hays struggled to keep the waterworks from flowing, but it was a losing battle. He choked back a sob, his face already smudged and livid. Sadly, since the Hays boy had grown accustomed over the years to being called cruel names, this was just another day at the office. 

				But then the bully, a big portly kid with ham-hock arms and almost no neck, paused mid-assault at the sound of a sharp cry from across the playground.

				“I said leave him alone!” Dennis Gomes shouted a second time, fists clenching harder. Physically, Dennis was not exactly an imposing figure. He was gangly, baby-faced except for the out-of-place, masculine cleft chin of his father—a chin seemingly waiting for the rest of Dennis’s body to catch up. But there was something substantial about the kid. Something approaching gravitas . . . even at this age. 

				The massive boy turned, put his hands on his hips, and shot a baleful glance at Dennis Gomes. “Who’s gonna make me?” the big kid wanted to know.

				Dennis’s throat was dry, but he spoke as clearly as possible, almost calmly. “I’m gonna make you.”

				Fight or flight was the term, as Dennis Gomes would find out later. For now, he had no words for this feeling of hair bristling on the nape of his neck and muscles contracting around his midsection. In some distant compartment of his mind, however, were the words Always look a bully right in the eye. 

				The bully chortled, shook his head with amusement. Then he went back to where poor little Robert Hays was struggling to his feet, wiping the snot off his face. The bully shoved the weaker kid back to the ground, almost as if demonstrating his dismissive attitude toward big talkers like the Gomes boy. 

				“I told you to leave him alone!” Dennis Gomes was approaching, his fingernails digging into his palms, his gaze unnaturally locked on the eyes of the overweight kid. “Now get lost!”

				Nose to nose, the boys stared at each other.

				“What are you gonna do about it?” the big kid finally inquired.

				“I’m going to beat the shit out of you if you touch him again.”

				“Oh?”

				The burly boy turned and gave the Hays kid one more push for good measure.

				Dennis jumped on the bully. 

				Like all schoolyard tussles, the fight was sudden, sloppy, and melodramatic. Dennis Gomes landed very few punches, but he must have caused some damage, because the big kid started sputtering and stumbling backward. The fight seemed to go on forever. The bully was so huge he wouldn’t go down. But finally, in a flurry of blows, the smaller boy drove the freckled Goliath to the ground. 

				And that was when Dennis Gomes learned his first hard lesson in group dynamics. 

				Now on top of the bully, still pummeling wildly like an engine that was revving out of control, Dennis started sensing the strangest change in the air: Onlookers were now rushing past the battling boys, as though the fight had become some kind of group activity or schoolyard game, like Red Rover or kickball. But stranger still was the fact that they were throwing things at Dennis. Throwing things at the rescuer—not at the bad guy. They were turning on the good guy! 

				They were putting wads of gum in Dennis’s hair and tossing candy wrappers at him, just generally expressing their disapproval, as though they resented his brazen disregard for the balance of power. 

				It took Dennis a long time to figure out why they were mad at him. He didn’t know it then, but fate had already begun to steer his destiny.

				During the course of his life, he would learn, again and again, the cost of justice.
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				Born in 1944, in San Jose, California, one of the middle siblings in a family of four boys, Dennis Gomes had a twin brother who died shortly after birth. Though he never knew his twin, Gomes thought about his lost brother every day of his life. He often wondered how everything might have turned out differently if his brother had lived. 

				Gomes spent his early childhood in the small bedroom community of Sunnyvale, California—just west of Santa Clara—in the wooded area that would one day become known as Silicon Valley. When he was four, Dennis and his family moved a few miles to Santa Clara, occupying a cozy little cottage smack-dab in the middle of an orchard. 

				Gomes’s father, Stephen, was a second-generation Portuguese construction laborer, and an avid boxer, whose parents had settled in Hawaii years earlier to work in the sugarcane fields. A tall, lanky man with a strong jaw and receding hairline, Steve Gomes had seen action in the Pacific as a sailor in World War II. But despite his tough exterior, he was a gentle man who instilled a rock-solid sense of right and wrong in his boys. 

				Gomes’s mother, Mildred, was a petite, olive-skinned woman with a quick smile and a love of books and knowledge. Although she made the most of her husband’s scant salary, she struggled to make ends meet each month. 

				Like most children, Gomes inherited traits from each of his parents. Young Dennis would grow up to be a two-fisted thinking man with an iron-strong love of justice and a deep compassion for those who needed it most.

				In spite of this modest blue-collar environment, Gomes never thought of his family as poor. A pair of corduroy pants for school, maybe some Levis and a couple pairs of shoes, and Gomes felt rich. When the pants inevitably wore out, Gomes saw the patches as a fashion statement. When those patches wore out, there would be little patches on the big patches—a natty look for the boy. 

				Shoes would get resoled again and again, until each step the boy took would make a clapping noise as he sauntered down the sidewalk. At one point, the neighbor kids were so impressed by Dennis Gomes’s so-what attitude—and his trademark whap-whap-whap sound as he strutted down the street—that they started cutting the front soles of their own expensive shoes so they, too, would clap.

				As young as age six, Gomes had an uncanny sense of social justice. On one occasion he overheard a neighbor lady mumbling under her breath, after glaring at a Portuguese family puttering around in their front yard, “Look at that. These Portuguese are ruining the neighborhood.” Gomes didn’t say anything to the lady, but he did think to himself, That lady doesn’t know what she’s talking about.

				At St. Clare’s, one of California’s oldest Catholic grammar schools, Gomes wasn’t a natural student, perhaps suffering from a touch of dyslexia. He got into more than his fair share of mischief, but he also got along well with most of the nuns. He enjoyed the spirited talks that many of the Sisters would encourage in class.

				As little Dennis grew, he explored the miles and miles of fruit orchards with his pals—a wonderland of hills and switchbacks and train tracks—which instilled a sense of freedom in the boy. He would jump trains and interact with hobos and started dreaming of travel and adventures beyond the patchwork quilt of trees circling his world.

				One time, the young Gomes led his friends on a wild goose chase along a dry creek bed that snaked through the wilderness. They biked for hours, until Dennis spotted a paved road. They took the macadam for a while, until, out of nowhere, a small single-engine plane swooped down toward them, close enough for the pilot to wave. 

				The kids thought this was pretty swell, waving back at the aviator and pretending to return imaginary gunfire, when all at once a squadron of airport vehicles and trucks came out of nowhere, lights spinning. The boys were immediately surrounded. It turned out they had inadvertently ridden onto one of the main runways of the San Jose Airport, preventing the approach of scores of planes. 

				The cops came, loaded the bikes onto paddy wagons, and hauled the kids home. Dennis got his hide tanned that day . . . but maybe it was worth it. The experience was his first up-close encounter with lawmen. They made an impression on the young boy, with their spit-shined uniforms and lead-loaded confidence.

				Dennis Gomes the teenager earned the reputation of being one of the toughest kids at Bellarmine College Preparatory School in San Jose, and his 130 IQ helped put him in the top tier academically. Juggling late-night extracurricular activities at the neighboring all-girls school, while ripping through religious studies and science classes, Gomes found himself starting to think about his future.

				By this point, Gomes’s father had worked his way up from laborer to carpenter to superintendent in the construction field, and now was working for a builder, making inroads into the exploding real estate market in Nevada. In 1960, the Gomes family moved to Las Vegas.

				Established as a desert outpost in the early twentieth century, Las Vegas did not leave the launchpad as a city until Bugsy Siegel and Meyer Lansky showed up in the mid-1940s with a boatload of dirty money and a neon-lit dream. Over the next decade and a half, this oasis town blasted off into the gambling stratosphere. 

				By the time the Gomes family arrived, in early 1960, the place had reached a heyday. The Rat Pack had just set up housekeeping at the Sands, and Elvis had just started shaking his pelvis with Ann-Margret in Viva Las Vegas. The big casinos such as the Sahara, the Riviera, the Dunes, the Stardust, and the Tropicana were hitting their strides. But like all single-industry towns—Detroit and Los Angeles among them—Las Vegas was a lot more than just its core business. 

				The lifeblood of the town was its population of honest working people, from croupiers to caterers, from cab drivers to construction workers. Nellis Air Force Base employed thousands of civilians, as did the growing mining industry. Homes and apartment complexes were sprouting faster than prickly pears. 

				As Stephen Gomes settled into his new role as a developer for these burgeoning communities, churning out dream homes for a city specializing in dreams, seventeen-year-old Dennis transferred to Bishop Gorman High School, a Catholic institution on the east side of town, in the shadows of the red-tinged Spring Mountains. Gomes loved the new school—especially the girls, who commanded a little too much of his attention—and his grades slipped a little. 

				One day, shortly after he enrolled at Bishop Gorman, Gomes was strolling down the noisy central corridor with a friend, when he noticed an attractive girl coming in the opposite direction. “Who in the world’s that?” Gomes marveled under his breath. She was a stunner—a flaxen-haired beauty, a shoe-in for that year’s homecoming queen honors.

				“Oh, that’s Linda Layman,” the friend informed him.

				“Wow.”

				“Don’t get too excited, Tiger; everybody wants to date her, and she won’t go out with anyone.”

				The rest of the world—the noisy hallway, his friends’ voices—faded away as Gomes watched the girl make a turn down a side corridor and vanish into a classroom.

				“Everybody on the football team has taken a crack, and she’s been a no-go,” the other boy added. “So you might as well forget it . . . because if they can’t get anywhere with her, you’re not going to be able to get anywhere with her, either.”

				But what Gomes’s young friend did not know was that Dennis Gomes was a young man who gravitated toward lost causes and impossible dreams. “Don’t ever dare Denny to do something,” Gomes’s mother, Mildred, once said to his best friend, Bobby Schmidt. “Because no matter how stupid it is, and no matter how dangerous it is, he’ll do it. So never challenge him!” 

				Things started happening quickly for Gomes. Within weeks of starting at Bishop Gorman, the lovely Linda Layman and Gomes were going steady. A few years later, he and Linda were engaged, then married, and Gomes found himself staring down the barrel of college. He started thinking seriously about careers. 

				Early on, as a kid in Santa Clara, he had dreamed of being a fighter pilot. But as he grew, Gomes started imagining himself as something else—something that had probably colored his boyhood dreams from the moment he’d stopped that bully from beating up poor little Robert Hays—a righteous, incorruptible, ice-water-in-his-veins, professional lawman.

				The notion had been brewing for some time, stirred by the hardships of his blue-collar background. There had been other moments and events in Gomes’s young life that would drive him toward a life devoted to justice. Gomes would never forget the time his father tried to start a private firm. Here was a man who had worked his whole life—backbreaking manual labor, mostly—to build a nest egg. After a long, difficult, and often humbling search, Steve Gomes finally found a moneyman willing to finance a small company that would supply doors to builders. Sadly, the money guy turned out to be a con man who absconded with all the revenue. 

				The IRS hounded Steve and Mildred for years afterward, and Dennis Gomes remembered being incensed that this “piece of shit” grifter had gotten away with such a crime. The urge to track down scum like that—to see justice done, to right the wrongs visited upon innocent people—began to smolder like an ember inside young Dennis Gomes.

				Meanwhile, pop culture was filled with images of a profession that operated on an almost mythological plane in the America of the 1950s and ’60s. These were the days before J. Edgar Hoover was outed as a ruthless, reactionary cross-dresser . . . the days before Nixonian enemy lists and Jim Crow conflicts in the South . . . before all the counterculture stereotypes of FBI agents as tools of the fascist state. 

				This was a time when the myths of the Untouchables, Eliot Ness, and Melvin Purvis were still burning in the collective unconscious. The image of the FBI agent as a dapper, gallant, educated paladin of truth and justice reflected the new white-collar society.

				Dennis Gomes had read somewhere that there are two basic paths to becoming a G-man: law or accounting. He simply could not see himself as a lawyer. After weighing the options that his C-plus grade point average had left him, Gomes ended up at the University of Nevada at Las Vegas. It wasn’t the nation’s most prestigious home of higher learning, but it had a liberal admissions policy, and Gomes couldn’t afford to be choosy. 

				His new wife, now pregnant with Gomes’s first child, was adamantly opposed to being married to a college boy. She fought hard against Gomes’s master plan of becoming an accountant, before ultimately becoming a fed. She saw starvation in their future—foreclosure, bankruptcy, homelessness, and poverty, straight out of Charles Dickens. She threatened to divorce Gomes. She begged him, she cajoled.

				“What is wrong with you?” Gomes asked her flat out one evening over a simple dinner in their modest little one-bedroom apartment near the campus.

				“You’re never going to be able to pull this off,” she said, sobbing.

				“I don’t care what you say, I’m doing this,” Gomes retorted. “I’m going to work forty hours a week, and you don’t have to work at all.”

				“But how many classes will you be taking?” she asked.

				“I’m going to take a full load. I want to graduate in four years.”

				“That’s impossible!” She sobbed harder. “Don’t you realize that’s impossible?!”

				But where Linda saw certain failure, a man named Reuben Newman sensed potential. Newman, a tough little bald guy, former paratrooper, and an accounting professor at University of Nevada–Las Vegas, saw a diamond in the rough in Gomes. 

				“You’re one of the best accounting students I ever had,” Newman said to Gomes at one point. “I’m gonna keep my eye on you, and if you ever—ever—get a grade below a B, I’m going to kick your ass.” 

				Gomes wasn’t sure he was as brilliant as Newman claimed, but he did not want to let him down. He soon learned that the professor actually was tracking every one of Gomes’s grades. Newman would make little comments about each grade, just to make sure Gomes knew he was keeping an eye on him. Little by little, Gomes started believing he might be just as smart as the rest of the students. And by the time he was nearing graduation, now at the top of his class, he realized that perhaps Reuben Newman was right—even though none of it had come easy.

				With a grueling work schedule to maintain, and a baby to support, Gomes would study at night, sacrificing sleep and sanity for grades. Times weren’t just hard, they were desperate. On more than one occasion, Linda would storm into Gomes’s workspace, overcome by rage and frustration, and dramatically tear the pages out of his textbooks, wadding them up and throwing them away. Not willing to indulge his wife’s anger, Gomes would merely retrieve the crumpled pages, calmly smooth them back out, tape them back into his textbook, and go back to work without comment. 

				Right after graduation, Gomes landed a job—with Professor Newman’s help—at one of the largest international accounting firms in the world: Peat, Marwick, Mitchell and Company. He was one step closer to realizing his dream of becoming a federal agent. The FBI has employed agents with accounting backgrounds since its inception. These agents specialize in approaching the investigation of a crime through the money trail. Forensic accounting is used to investigate everything from corporate fraud to terrorism. FBI agents who come from the accounting world are required to be certified public accountants (CPAs) or possess a comparable certification, a licensure attainable only after two years of work experience. Gomes still had big-time dues to pay, but for the first time in his life, the lofty goal of becoming a member of the top law enforcement agency in the nation was clearly visible on the horizon.

				Peat, Marwick, Mitchell sent Gomes to Hawaii. By then, Linda had given birth to their second child, but the marriage was crumbling. Crying herself to sleep at night, Linda felt lost in Honolulu. Gomes struggled to help her, yearned to make her happy. But deep down he feared he was fighting a losing battle.

				At the same time that he was engaged in a seemingly endless conflict at home, Dennis Gomes was proving himself a natural at the accounting game on the island. With his Portuguese roots and his Hawaiian family background, Gomes was trusted by the locals, considered more than just another mainland haole (Hawaiian slang for foreigner). 

				During this period, Dennis and Linda had their second child, a baby girl named Mary Lee. Linda, Doug, and Mary were settling into a routine. Things were looking up.

				In time, Gomes’s success began to extend beyond the high-level accounting he’d been hired to do. With his bosses’ blessing, Gomes started ferreting out fraud—getting practice at the investigative side of the business. Initially, he viewed his effort as a natural extension of his standard numbers-and-figures work, but it was actually much more. Gomes was preparing himself for law enforcement work.

				By the fall of 1969, Gomes was ready for his CPA exam—a requirement for the FBI—which he passed with flying colors. Meanwhile, he had risen at Peat, Marwick, Mitchell to the position of supervising senior accountant in the Audit Division. He decided to parlay his achievements by going to graduate school for an MBA in finance. While his supervisors at Peat, Marwick, Mitchell would be pleased, Gomes was doing it out of a drive to become the best FBI agent the Bureau had ever seen. 

				At the University of Washington, Gomes worked as a professor’s assistant while he completed the MBA program. Moving back to the college lifestyle in the ever-cloudy Seattle was a decision that did not sit well with Linda; but Dennis had a goal in mind and no amount of crying and fighting would deter him. 

				Master’s degree in hand, Gomes left Peat, Marwick, Mitchell; joined Coopers and Lybrand as a management consultant in Seattle, Washington; and started visiting FBI field offices, making certain the right people knew his name, and of his interest in someday joining the Bureau. By early 1971, he was raising eyebrows among federal recruiters. In no time, offers were being put on tables.

				Then came the call. Gomes was bound for Quantico—the elite FBI training academy in the wooded wetlands of Virginia. But it wasn’t that easy. A nearly simultaneous opportunity arrived with a call from Gomes’s father. 

				Taking a break from filling out the last of the application materials for the FBI, Gomes listened as his father explained there was a job opening, working for Michael O’Callaghan, the new governor of Nevada. 

				Gomes knew the broad strokes of story. Nevada’s government had always been controlled by the gambling industry, but the 1970 election had been a game-changer. The dark-horse candidate O’Callaghan—a war hero and crony of LBJ’s, with no ties to gambling—had taken office amid a restless fervor for change. And now the new guy wanted to clean house. He wanted to get back all the lost tax revenue that was hemorrhaging out of the casinos due to the sticky fingers of the Mob.

				“That’s the guy,” Steve Gomes replied. “I understand he’s really hot to beef up the Gaming Control Board.”

				Another thing Dennis Gomes knew was that his dad worked for a good friend of Michael O’Callaghan’s; whatever inside information Steve Gomes had, it was probably reliable. 

				“They have this division, Audit, and I guess they’re looking for somebody to run the thing, to whip it into shape.”

				“That’s a law enforcement agency, isn’t it?” Gomes asked his dad.

				“Yeah, I guess it is.”

				“There’s just one problem, Dad. I’m an accountant. I don’t have any law enforcement experience.”

				Gomes could almost hear his dad smiling. “No experience, huh? That never stopped you before.”
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				Dennis Gomes was impressed by the sixty-year-old home on Mountain Street that served as the Nevada governor’s mansion. Must make it a hell of a lot easier to get what you want out of a meeting at home when you live in a place like this, he thought. His older brother, Steve Jr., who was being considered for a job in the welfare sector, also attended the meeting. 

				The Gomes brothers were introduced to Phil Hannifin, chairman of the Gaming Control Board, and George Miller, head of the Nevada welfare system, the two men who could soon be their bosses. Dennis came into the meeting determined to keep an open mind and make a good impression, not just for himself, but also for his father, who had set this all up. But the meeting took an unexpected turn early on when Steve, a left-leaning intellectual who by this time had earned a PhD, launched into an angry diatribe about systemic abuse in the Nevada welfare system—specifically a series of sex scandals at a local all-girls reformatory. Whether Dennis agreed with his brother or not, he knew this was neither the time nor the place to go on the attack. Thankfully, the discussion turned to crime prevention and law enforcement. For several minutes Dennis Gomes talked about law enforcement and the tools in his arsenal as an accountant. He was lucid, focused, and articulate. The other gentlemen listened closely to what he had to say. 

				At last, the governor—a balding, barrel-chested man in his early forties—told Dennis he wanted “to clean out organized crime in Las Vegas.” 

				Gomes nodded, remaining silent.

				“They basically control everything in Vegas,” O’Callaghan went on. “But I didn’t take one penny of campaign money from these people. Most of that money went to the other guy. I got in on a fluke. The people elected me. So I’m going to go after these Mob guys.”

				Gomes liked what he was hearing, but still remained silent. He just kept listening as the governor explained the job of running the department that detects organized-crime infiltration into the casinos and investigates alleged skimming, the exploitation of hidden interests in these gaming establishments. 

				“If you were to accept this position, Dennis,” O’Callaghan explained, “you would carry a gun. You would officially become a peace officer. And you would go to peace officer training school, which is a lot like a police academy.” O’Callaghan leaned toward Dennis and looked deep into his eyes. “Understand?”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Well, Dennis?” The governor looked at him. “You interested?”
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				It took less than a month for the governor’s office to finalize its decision. Dennis Gomes, at twenty-six, would become one of the youngest people ever to head up a department of this magnitude—a law enforcement agency charged with the daunting mission of eradicating the Mob from Las Vegas. Gomes was so young, in fact, that government press releases at the time conveniently added a few years to his age.

				It did not take long for Gomes to move the family back to Las Vegas from Seattle. Linda was happy to be home, and this took some pressure off of Dennis. 

				In the weeks leading up to his first day on the job, Gomes found it hard to focus on anything else. He lay awake at night visualizing the dream coming true. He envisioned walking into the Department of Audit for the first time so clearly that he could almost hear the heels of his freshly polished shoes clicking against the tile floor—a far cry from the clapping sound his resoled shoes used to make on the sidewalk. He thought about the crack staff he’d be working with. The best of the best. And he couldn’t wait to lead them down the rugged road of crime fighting. A modern-day Eliot Ness greeting his hard-bitten minions.

				In his imagination Gomes saw the bustling office in which he would be working like something straight out of Dragnet, Naked City, The Untouchables, Manhunt, The Defenders. In his mind’s eye, he would walk into that high-stakes, high-adrenaline world on his first day to find a room full of Untouchables—fearless, lantern-jawed, eagle-eyed accountant cops—as adept with their handguns as they were with their adding machines. He pictured a supermodern facility crackling with activity, hundreds of individuals poring over evidence of skimming and Mob influence, and yet, all of it choreographed and organized with military precision.
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				When the inaugural morning arrived, Gomes spent an inordinate amount of time at the mirror. He wanted to look sharp, slick, and professional for his colleagues. Announcements had gone out that week that the new division chief was arriving today, and Gomes didn’t want to come off as some earnest, wet-behind-the-ears youngster playing cops and robbers.

				He drove to the government building in downtown Las Vegas. The place was a nondescript office building just off Fremont Street that could have housed anything from the county dogcatcher to a bunch of self-storage lockers. He took a deep breath before pushing open the heavy glass-and-oak door and walking in. There was just a hint of anxiety in his voice when Gomes told the receptionist who he was and why he was there. An attractive woman in her twenties, with auburn hair and long lashes, she smiled and directed him to the elevator, which brought him to his floor. 

				As he entered the department’s door, he thought, Do I have the wrong room? The place was a large, austere office scattered with boxes and empty desks and unidentified stacks of paper. Stranger still, there was a grand total of six warm bodies in the room, most of whom looked as though they were approaching retirement age and would be better off on a shuffleboard court. 

				In one corner, an old geezer was sitting in his cubicle, alternating between doing tax returns and reading the newspaper. Gomes would later find out that this guy was moonlighting, doing tax work on the side and spending much of his workday clipping coupons from The Sun.

				The man looked up and noticed Gomes staring with disbelief. “Hey, kid. What do you want?”

				“What do I want?” Gomes shook his head. “I’m Dennis Gomes, the new division chief.”

				The old man pursed his lips, slipping his newspaper back into his drawer. “No kiddin’ . . . Well, welcome aboard.”

				At that point another so-called “agent”—whose desk was not far from where Gomes stood—sprang to his feet to greet the new boss. Gomes met him halfway to say hello, and the younger man, who looked as though a strong breeze would knock him over, started trembling as though afflicted with palsy. A cross between Barney Fife and a scared rabbit, the man could barely get out the words, “Welcome to the division, sir. I’m Lindsey Jacobson.”

				Gomes looked around and found a third guy who appeared to be in charge . . . sort of. A grouchy, curmudgeonly old gent named Sam Rosenberg, Gomes found out later that this guy had been an investigator in New York during the 1960s era of US Attorney Robert Morris Morgenthau, working with the crusading prosecutor on corruption cases against politicians and organized crime.

				After a few minutes of awkward small talk, Gomes asked Rosenberg to pull all the “investigation files” so that Gomes could get the lay of the land.

				“What investigations?” Rosenberg asked, as though Gomes had just asked to see their drawer full of leprechauns.

				With a sigh Gomes said, “Let me see your investigative work papers.”

				Rosenberg stared blankly. “We don’t do investigations.”

				“Well . . . what do you do here, exactly?”

				“We do audits.”

				“Audits of what?”

				Rosenberg shrugged. “Casinos, basically. We make sure they’re paying their taxes.”

				“All right, then, let me see your audit work papers.”

				“Work papers?”

				“For God’s sake, show me the paperwork from the last audit you did.”

				It took nearly half an hour. 

				The old man reluctantly rifled through pile after pile of papers, finally producing a handful of loose pages.

				Dennis Gomes—a man trained at the top accounting firms in the world, a man who was, even at the tender age of twenty-six, accustomed to orderly binders, fully indexed and cross-referenced, with glossaries and tables of contents and footnotes—held the loose pages as though holding a dead cat. 

				Gomes let out a pained sigh and set the stack of garbage down on the desk. 
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