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THE FINAL SCORE

JOHN HIGHLAND IS GOING TO die in prison.

He’s been found guilty of armed robbery, in this case of an armored car. That’s twenty-five years, federal time, which means he’ll serve at least 85 percent of the sentence. Twenty-one years. He’s coming on sixty now, so he might get out when he’s eighty.

Or not.

The judge will more likely hit him with the three-strikes provision and put him away for the rest of his life.

Out on bond until the sentencing in a month, Highland knows he’s going to leave that hearing in bracelets and go straight inside.

And never come out.

“We know this for a fact,” Highland tells Jamal. They’re standing out on San Clemente Pier and the sun is sparkling on the Pacific Ocean. “So there are things I need to take care of.”

Jamal misunderstands him. “Don’t worry. When we find LeBlanc, we’ll take care of him.”

LeBlanc was the getaway driver on the job that went south. The problem was that he got away by himself, leaving Highland at the scene, and then turned government witness. He’s off in Utah or Arizona or somewhere, selling time-shares or aluminum siding or what-the-fuck-ever.

“Revenge is for screenwriters,” Highland says. “I have real concerns.”

“You going to run?” Jamal asks.

Highland shakes his head. “I put the equity on the house up for the bond. What’s Jewel going to do, live in the street? As it is, I don’t know how she’s going to pay the mortgage, the taxes …”

In addition to the prison sentence, there’ll also be a fine. Could be as much as a quarter million.

“I feel bad for you, John.”

“It’s Jewel I’m worried about,” Highland says. “The life I’ve given her, the least I can do is see she gets to grow old in her own home. Maybe she meets some citizen, they take walks on the beach, play pickleball, go bird-watching, I don’t know.”

Even though it’s Southern California and they’re by the beach, Highland is wearing a gray linen suit and a white dress shirt. His one concession is the open collar with no tie.

It’s a rule of his.

Dress tight, work tight.

Jamal is more casual in a short-sleeved teal polo shirt and khaki trousers. The shirt doesn’t hide the little potbelly he’s been developing the past few years—unlike his old friend Highland, who hits the gym every morning like it’s church.

“Jewel would never get with another guy,” Jamal says.

“She should,” Highland says. “That eight-year bit I did, she stayed faithful. I told her she shouldn’t, she should find someone while I was in.”

“That’s not Jewel.”

No, it isn’t, Highland thinks.

She’s the best.

They got married when they were kids, nineteen years old, and she’s stuck with him through all of it.

He was hoping to take her to Paris for their fortieth anniversary.

Now that’s not going to happen.

All he can do for her now is make her secure.

But most of his money is on vacation in Tahiti with his lawyers.

The legal fees, the trial, the appeals, the bond—Highland’s string is played out. He’s delayed incarceration for as long as he could, and it’s left him nearly broke. Now he needs money for the prison commissary account, which makes all the difference in the quality of life inside. Far more important, he needs enough money for Jewel to live comfortably.

There’s something else, too, if he’s being honest with himself. And if there’s any time for being honest with yourself, it’s now, Highland thinks.

He doesn’t want to go out a loser.

All his life it’s been him against the world, and for the most part he’s won, maybe the most successful high-level heist guy ever to play the game. Sure, he lost a couple, did his bits like a man, but for the most part he scored the big money and walked away with it.

At the end of the day, though, the world has beaten him.

And he can’t tolerate that.

It’s not enough to just pull off a score.

He needs to pull off the score.

So when he sits in the joint for the rest of his life, he does it as a legend. He knows that he’s still himself.

That the world can’t beat John Highland.

“Thirty-four–twenty-eight,” he says.

“What?” Jamal asks.

“Thirty-four–twenty-eight,” Highland repeats.

“I’m still not following.”

Highland says, “Super Bowl Fifty-One. Seventeen minutes left in the game, the Patriots were down twenty-eight to three.”

“Okay.”

“Final score?” Highland says. “Thirty-four–twenty-eight. Patriots.”

I have seventeen minutes left, Highland thinks.

And I’m down by a lot.

But all that matters is the final score.

HIGHLAND TELLS JAMAL the target he wants to hit.

Jamal just stares at him.

Then asks, “Are you out of your fucking mind?”

There’s a reason the Castle has never been robbed.

“Because it can’t be done,” Jamal says.

The aptly named casino is a fortress, sitting atop a hill in the middle of freaking nowhere, on a reservation out in the backcountry east of San Diego. It’s unexpected—an hour and change by car from downtown and you’re driving past horse and cattle ranches, Native American reservations, with hills and mountains as high as six thousand feet. In the southernmost part of California, it can snow in the winter.

So why the hell would you have a casino out there?

Because every year, drug users in the United States send something like $60 billion to the Mexican cartels.

In cash.

More cash than the Mexican economy can absorb, so a lot of it comes right back to the States and it all needs to be laundered. It gets invested in real estate, banks, hotels, restaurants …

And casinos.

A casino is a freaking laundromat.

The process is simple.

Drug money comes into the casino through the back door.

The cartel sends people who bet at selected tables. These bettors win. They might lose a few hands or a few rolls for appearance’s sake, but overall they win the rigged games and they win big.

They cash in the chips and get paid out in the drug money, which then goes back to its original owners clean.

The casino keeps 6 percent for its troubles.

The money from those six points doesn’t show up anywhere— not on the books, not on annual reports, and sure as shit not on tax forms.

So whether it’s the 94 percent or the remaining 6, if it gets stolen, no one is going to report it to the police.

It’s the perfect score.

Except …

It can’t be done.

The first obstacle is the location, off a two-lane blacktop that runs north–south, with an even narrower, winding two-lane road that switchbacks up to the casino parking lot.

So there’s only one way in—and more importantly only one way out—which can be easily blocked with a single vehicle.

The security cameras in the parking lot are perched high on metal poles, so they can’t be manually disabled. Likewise, cameras are everywhere inside, including the closed-circuit-television “eye-in-the-sky” surveillance that is a feature of every casino so that it can monitor dealers and players for cheating.

Or armed robbers bursting in.

And forget about doing a Danny Ocean and taking out the power—the casino has redundant generators that turn on automatically in case of a power failure. You’d have to disable three separate systems, with giant generators protected behind chain-link fences topped with barbed wire.

And, of course, the casino has security guards, some of them armed with handguns.

“What about the vault?” Jamal asks.

There are two of them, Highland explains—one for the casino’s legitimate cash, the other in a back security room for the dirty money.

Both modular, specifically built for the casino, heavy steel inside reinforced concrete. Heavy-duty locks, motion sensors, biometric scanners on the combination dials that only open to authorized fingerprints, retinal scanners to even get into the vault room.

“Forget about the vault,” Highland says. “Once the money gets into the vault room, it’s too late.”

So they have to hit it on the way in.

The cartel doesn’t use armored cars to bring the cash in because it doesn’t want the attention. Instead, it uses food delivery trucks and brings the cash in through the kitchen.

“The lettuce comes in with the lettuce,” Jamal says.

Highland doesn’t smile.

He’s pulled off the two-lane blacktop a mile from the casino. They don’t go to the casino itself because it has NORA (Non-Obvious Relationship Analysis) facial recognition technology that would pick them up and run a background check, alerting security to the presence of two high-level holdup men.

The cartel does dummy runs, Highland explains. Some of the trucks have cash, others don’t. They vary times and routes. Sometimes they come up through the San Ysidro border crossing, other times through Tecate.

“It’s random,” Jamal says.

“Nothing is random,” says Highland.

The cartel people track the vehicle from the moment it leaves Mexico. They mix the crews on the trucks so they don’t know or trust one another enough to pull a rip, and they all have families in Mexico who are basically hostages. The man riding shotgun is authorized to blow the driver’s head off if he looks like he’s going rogue. The guards are locked in the cargo compartment from the outside, and only the contact in the casino has the combination to open the door.

The door is also locked from the inside. When the truck arrives, the head guard inside the cargo compartment gets a text with a code.

So does the guy at the casino. The casino guy has to give the correct code or the door doesn’t open and the truck turns around and leaves. “So you’re waiting for them,” Jamal says. “Move in fast and blow the door open.”

Highland shakes his head. “The guards have automatic weapons, and they’ll shoot it out to protect the money and their families. I don’t want a bloodbath.”

I have enough guilt to die with as it is, he thinks.

Moreover, the cartel uses a follow car—an SUV loaded with gunmen—that stays a few car lengths behind the truck and closes in as it drives up the switchback to the casino.

If you hit the delivery truck when it pulls up to the casino, you’d just be gunned down from behind.

“No weaknesses,” Jamal says.

There are always weaknesses, Highland thinks.

The cartel creates the first one itself by tracking the truck. First, it tracks only the trucks carrying the money, not the decoys. So if you can hack the tracking system, you know which truck has the cash. Second, if you do hack that system, you know exactly when the truck is coming.

“So what?” Jamal asks. “So you know which truck has money and when it’s coming. You still can’t take it down.”

“We’re not going to hit the truck,” Highland says.

“We’re not hitting the vault and we’re not hitting the truck,” Jamal says. “What the hell are we going to hit?”

Highland is a reader.

He picked up the habit on his second stretch, becoming a denizen of the prison library.

He mostly reads history.

Specifically, military history.

More specifically, the history of World War II.

Highland devoured every book on the subject in the library, and when he finished he started over and read them again. When he got out, he bought books and stocked his home bookshelves.

Ask Highland any question about WWII and he could answer you.

Except he won’t.

Highland believes that knowledge should be closely held—that until necessary, you shouldn’t let people know what you know.

But in this case, he thinks it’s necessary.

“Do you know why,” he asks Jamal, “German U-boats were so successful?”

“No,” Jamal says, “for some imponderable reason I don’t.”

“Because they preyed on shipping lanes,” Highland says.

He goes on to explain that convoys carrying vital military supplies from the US to England didn’t just sail all over the Atlantic but used relatively narrow shipping lanes, determined by currents and weather. So the German submarines sat in the shipping lanes and picked them off.

“You’re saying that the casino money goes through a shipping lane,” Jamal says.

“The food deliveries go into the kitchen.”

“Sure.”

“From the kitchen they can’t just walk cartons of cash disguised as food across the casino floor without raising ugly questions,” Highland says. “There’s a back corridor that runs from the kitchen to the secret vault room.”

“And you’re the U-boat waiting in the corridor.” Which raises more questions than it answers, Jamal thinks. How do you get into the corridor? More importantly, how do you get out?

There’s another vital question.

“Where did you get all this information?” Jamal asks. “Who do you have on the inside?”

“You don’t need to know that,” Highland says, “until you tell me that you’re in.”

“If I’m going to risk my ass on a final score,” Jamal says, “I need to know now. Call it part of my decision-making process. Who is it?”

SUMMER REDBIRD FINALLY walks out of the casino to her car, a black Mercedes S-Class, in the employee parking lot.

It’s been a long day, starting with a meeting at nine in the morning, and it’s now eleven-thirty at night. But that’s a typical day for Summer—as the executive casino manager, she’s responsible for virtually everything that impacts guests on the casino floor, in the hotel and in the restaurants. It’s also her job to keep the big rollers happy and coming back, and to seek out new big players and entice them to the casino.

Summer is well-suited to the work. Tall and leggy with long, shining black hair, dark eyes and an aquiline, slightly hooked nose, she resembles a sexier version of an Indian Disney princess, although the last employee who called her “Pocahontas” … well, actually he called her “Pocahon—” because he was fired before he got the last syllable out of his mouth.

Charming, smarter than hell, and with a head for numbers, she’s worth every cent of her $75,000 annual salary, plus bonuses when she raises the ATP—the average amount players spend—which she does every year.

Summer likes her money. She knows what having money means because she knows what not having money means. Growing up poor right here on the reservation with two alcoholic parents, she decided at an early age that wasn’t going to be her life. (“We grew up on Hamburger Helper,” she has said, “often without the hamburger.”) She studied her way to a scholarship at SDSU, double majored in business management and accounting, and because the casino had to hire a certain percentage of reservation people in executive positions, Summer was a natural choice. She started as a hostess and quickly moved up to her present job.

At which she is very good.

Her staff likes, admires, respects and fears her. This last because she has a quick trigger finger. “I’ve never regretted firing anyone,” she’s said. “I’ve only regretted not firing them sooner.”

You do your job for Summer or you don’t have your job.

But if you do that job, she has your back all the way. She’ll back you against customers, upper management, whomever, doesn’t matter.

Take the meeting this morning, when Summer went head-to-head with the chief of security.

“There’s a customer constantly harassing my female servers,” Summer said. “Where is security?”

“How is that a security threat?” the chief asked.

“How is it not?” Summer asked. “A server has a right to bring a drink without this guy grabbing her boob.”

“What do you want my guys to do?”

“Remove him,” Summer said.

“He’s a big player,” the floor manager said. “Have you looked at his ATP?”

“I have,” Summer said. “I can bring in someone else who will spend as much money without assaulting my servers.”

“‘Assaulting’?” the floor manager asked.

“That’s what it is.”

The security chief said, “In this business—”

“Do you want to remove him?” Summer asked. “Or do you want me to do it? Because if I do it, he’s going out horizontally, not vertically.”

They believed her.

That afternoon she came into the nineteenth hole after playing her once-a-week Wednesday round at a course out in the desert.

Highland caught her eye as she sat down at the next table with her Arnold Palmer.

“How was your round?” he asked.

“Subpar,” Summer said, letting the ambiguity stand. “Yours?”

“I don’t play,” Highland said. “I just like looking at the course.

And this is the best restaurant around.”

He gestured to the empty chair at his table and she sat down. Summer was accustomed to men hitting on her and she used it to her advantage. The man was expensively dressed, he could be a player.

“The best restaurant around is at my casino,” she said.

“You own a casino?”

“I’m the executive manager.”

“I’ll bet you’re very good at it,” Highland said.

“See, you’ve already won your first wager,” Summer said. “You might like blackjack, but I see you more as a poker player.”

She handed him her card.

Highland looked at it.

“Let me ask you something, Summer Redbird,” he said. “Are you happy?”

At thirty-two, Summer’s the youngest executive casino manager in the country.

But she’s not going any higher.

Gordon Matthews, the casino controller, has told her as much. “I know you want my job,” he’d said one night over a few drinks at the bar.

“I do want your job,” Summer said. “But not your job. I want to be a controller, but not here.”

“Where, then?”

“Las Vegas.”

One of the big casinos.

“Let me save you some heartache,” Gordon said. “There are dozens of Indian casinos, and you could probably get that job in any one of them. But the Vegas casinos? They’re all controlled by big corporate interests, who are going to see you as a token. You’re a female and you’re Native American. Be happy with what you have, Summer.”

It pissed her off. So she said, “So what if I do want your job?”

He gave her one of his patented sleazy smiles. “Well, that’s not going to happen.”

Summer knew why.

Old Gordo felt so secure because he was the linchpin for bringing in dirty money.

The cartel’s man in the casino.

Old Gordo had been trying to get into her pants for two years, and he’d get talkative when he’d had a few drinks and was trying to impress her. He dropped sly hints about his connection to dangerous, powerful people, about big money, dark secrets that he couldn’t share with her but the mystery of which she should find irresistibly seductive.

Of course Summer had discerned most of this already, she’s not an idiot. She knows every freaking fork and spoon in that kitchen, so she knows when “food” shipments come in that never make their way into the refrigerators or freezers.

And she observed what was happening on the casino floor, too. While not her direct responsibility—that was the floor manager— she could see that players were consistently winning who shouldn’t be and that these winnings weren’t showing up on the reports.

“Stay in your lane,” Gordon had told her. “Food, beverage, hospitality, customer relations. Some of these big players, if they don’t want to talk to you, you don’t talk to them.”

And at certain times, she should stay the fuck out of the kitchen. “What you don’t know,” said Gordon, ever a font of clichés, “can’t hurt you.”

Which is, perhaps, the stupidest of clichés.

What you don’t know can hurt the hell out of you.

For instance, what Gordon didn’t know was how unhappy Summer was.

Now she looked at John Highland. “Am I happy?”

“Are you?”

“No,” Summer said. “I’m not.”

“You can walk away now,” Highland said. “Nothing will happen. You don’t know who I am so you’re no threat. You’re perfectly safe.” There was a long silence, then Summer said, “You targeted me.”

“It’s my business to know these things,” Highland said. “You’re a brilliant young woman working under a jerk like Gordon Matthews, and you’ve hit the glass ceiling. You make good but not great money, and you have to watch millions of dollars in cash come through the doors and none of it sticks to you.”

“So you’ve heard the rumors,” Summer said. “About the money laundering.”

The rumors that the Castle is a cartel laundromat have circulated in the criminal underworld for years. No one has ever acted on them because the casino is thought to be impregnable.

“Are they true?” Highland asked.

“Are you a cop?” asked Summer.

“In the age-old game of cops and robbers,” Highland said, “I’m one of the latter.”

Her eyes widened.

But just a little bit.

“CAN WE TRUST her?” Jamal asks now.

“Can we trust anyone?” Highland says. “Besides each other? Anyway, what choice do we have?”

“Not to do this.”

“Not a choice.”

“A bank,” Jamal says. “A different casino. Even another armored car. But not this.”

“Why not?”

“Because it can’t be done.”

“Which is exactly why we should do it,” Highland says. “They think they’re invulnerable. They’re arrogant. And arrogant people get careless.”

“Even if we pull it off,” Jamal says, “it won’t be the cops after us, or even the feds. It’ll be the cartel, and they’ll never quit. I’m not taking that kind of risk for my share of, what could it be, three or four million?”

“Probably more like five,” Highland says. “So you’re out.”

“No,” Jamal says. “I’m in. I can’t let you do this alone.”

Highland’s relieved. He needs Jamal. Needs a veteran, someone he can trust not to panic and bolt or start spraying bullets around. And someone he can trust to get Jewel her share.

That’s Jamal, without doubt.

It’s a solemn promise between them—if something happens to one, the other will take care of his family.

Six big scores together.

Seven years in Q together.

They’re like brothers.

More than brothers.

They go over it and over it.

The key is the corridor that runs between the kitchen and the vault room.

Fine, great.

But how do you get into it?

“Only Matthews opens the door from the kitchen into the corridor,” Highland says. “A retinal scanner unlocks the door.”

“We have to be inside the corridor before he opens that door,” Jamal says.

“Thoughts?”

“It reads the retina, right?” Jamal asks. “Not the whole face?”

“That’s my understanding,” Highland says. “But the guard outside the vault room has a monitor. He can see Matthews open the door.”

“First problems first,” Jamal says. “I’ll do some research.”

Highland considers it done. If Jamal does the research, it will be spot-on. “We’ll need a driver.”

ISA ALMAZAN HITS the gas pedal.

Hard.

The Dodge Charger, that iconic ride of Hollywood bad guys, responds with a roar.

Isa, all five-two of her, braces her back against the seat and grips the steering wheel, aiming for the ramp that should give her the trajectory to make it over the culvert and onto the ramp across it.

If she’s off, even by the slightest angle, the car could miss the opposite ramp and crash into the side of the culvert.

Which would not be good.

Isa hits the near ramp dead-on, then feels the car launch into the air. The natural tendency is to look down, but she resists, keeping her head pointed straight at her target.

Control the head, she knows, and the rest will follow.

Control the mind and the rest will follow.

Not that she can see the opposite ramp—she can’t now because the car is tilting up—but it’s critical to keep her focus on the landing site.

Stick the landing, she thinks, like one of those gymnasts.

Now it’s just faith, confidence and faith, that she’s done it all right—done her prep work, made sure that the mechanics did theirs, gone through each step a hundred times so that the actual execution is just a matter of muscle memory.

It feels as if she’s in the air for a long time, then—

BAM!

The car hits the opposite ramp.

Perfect.

But the impact jars her back, compressing the lower vertebrae, which hurts and concerns her, because the last thing she wants is another surgery. She





































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Keep Reading

   Keep reading for a sneak peek into ‘Crime 101’, the novella from Don Winslow’s acclaimed collection Broken, soon to be a major motion picture starring Chris Hemsworth, Mark Ruffalo, Barry Keoghan and Halle Berry.
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In Broken, the riveting collection including ‘Crime 101’, Winslow creates a world of high-level thieves and low-life crooks, obsessed cops and jaded private detectives, dope dealers and government agents, bounty hunters and fugitives. Diverse and richly drawn, these characters – some familiar, others new – are lost souls driving without headlights on the dark highway of modern America. Set in New Orleans and Hawaii, Southern California and south Texas, each story in this collection is distinctively Winslow, shaped by his trademark blend of insight, humanity, humor, drama, and consummate literary craftsmanship.

Keep reading for a sneak peek into ‘Crime 101’ from the collection Broken…

Order your copy now




CRIME 101

[image: ]

Crime 101: Keep it simple.







Highway 101.

The Pacific Coast Highway.

Aka the PCH.

It clings to the California coast like a string of jewels on an elegant neck.

Davis loves this road like a man loves a woman.

He could drive it all day and all night.







Davis sits at the wheel of a black Shelby GT500 Mustang hardtop with a rear spoiler, Gurney flap, 550 HP and 510 ft./lb. of torque.

Crime 101: When you need to get away, you need to do it fast.

He drives north past a stretch of coast where the sun is setting like a busted blood orange in the clouds over the ocean.

To his left the waves crash onto Torrey Pines Beach. To his right the railroad tracks cross Los Penasquitos Creek, and Carmel Valley Road runs along the ridge that flanks the northern edge of the lagoon, where the old car-repair shop has one of the best views on the coast and the pizza joint has been there as long as Davis can remember.

Like a woman of changing moods, Highway 101 changes its name fre- quently. Now it’s North Torrey Pines Road, and in a few yards it will shift to South Camino del Mar.

It’s always the 101 to Davis.

Davis follows a white Mercedes 500SL up the hill into the town of Del Mar.

He’d watched Ben Haddad come out of the store in La Jolla with a sample case in his hand.

Davis has watched Haddad come out of Sam Kassem’s store dozens of times, but he still looked down at the iPad in his lap and checked the photos of Haddad at the annual jewelry show in Las Vegas. Davis has photographs of Haddad at the Vegas show, the Tucson show, and the Gem Faire in Del Mar.

In the last one, Haddad sits in a banquette at Red Tracton’s with Kassem and their wives. They’re holding up martinis, smiling at the camera.

The photo was posted on Gem Faire’s website.

Davis knows that Haddad is sixty-four years old, married, with three daughters, the youngest of whom is a freshman at UC Santa Barbara. He knows that Haddad likes baseball, plays golf mostly to be social, and hasn’t quit smoking despite assurances to his doctor and his wife. He knows that Haddad is fully bonded and insured and never carries a firearm.

Now Davis lets a couple of cars get between them in case there’s a follow car. Haddad has never used one before, but you never know. Anyway, Davis doesn’t have to stay close to Haddad because he knows where the courier is headed.

Davis saw the email between Kassem and John Houghton, a jewelry-store owner in Del Mar:

Ben is on his way now.

The Mercedes pulls off to the right—at Houghton’s Fine Jewelry.

Then Haddad does what he always does, what he believes is the prudent thing for a courier to do. Instead of parking out front along the street, he pulls in to the small parking lot in back.

Davis knows the drill, because it’s an article of faith among jewelry couri- ers and salesmen that theft rings put storefronts under observation.

So Haddad pulls in to the back and calls Houghton to tell him he’s com- ing in.

Houghton will buzz him in through the front door.

This is the anomaly—the conflicting agenda of couriers and store owners: The courier wants to protect his merchandise, the owner his store. The store owner’s most valuable stock is in the back room, separately locked from the front of the store. The safe is also in the back room.

If a theft ring has followed the courier (or a salesman making his rounds), the store owner doesn’t want to let him in through the back door, where the thieves could rush in behind and get the really valuable merchandise or force him to open the safe.

So the courier parks in the back but then walks to the front.

This is the seam.

The crack.

The edge that Davis always looks for.

And he won’t do it if it’s not there.

That’s Crime 101.

That and the cigarette.

Davis hears what Haddad tells Houghton on the phone. I’m just going to have a quick smoke, and then I’ll be in.

Because it’s the family car, and Ben doesn’t want Diana smelling the smoke and chewing his ass. And unless Diana is out at one of her club meet- ings or something, this is his last ciggy of the day, because this is his last stop.

So what Haddad does—what he always does— is get on the horn and tell Houghton he’s just going to have a quick smoke.

But it’s a few drags, not the whole cigarette, so Davis will have, at most, a minute before Houghton wonders what’s keeping the courier and comes out to look. Houghton is also fully bonded and insured, but he does carry a weapon—a 10-millimeter EAA Witness.

But a minute is more than enough time.

Crime 101: If you can’t do it quick, don’t do it at all.

Haddad steps out of the car, lights up, takes a few precious beautiful drags, and stomps out the cigarette under his shoe.

Davis hits the gas.

He takes the SIG Sauer P239 pistol from the center console and holds it in his right hand as he steers with his left.

Davis has the clock in his head as he rolls into the parking lot and gets out. He’s dressed all in black—black lightweight pullover sweater, black jeans, black shoes, black gloves, black baseball cap, unmarked with any logo.

Holding the SIG below his waist, Davis comes up behind Haddad just as he’s grinding the cigarette butt into the pavement. Sticks the pistol barrel behind his ear and says, “Keep your eyes forward.”

Without turning around, Haddad hands him the sample case. “Just take it and go.”

Bonded and insured.

It isn’t worth it.

Take the sample case and go with God.

Except Davis says, “Not the cheap stuff in the case, Ben. The ‘live goods’ in your ankle pouches. The papers.”

Haddad hesitates. This is where it can all go sick and wrong. This is where it can shift from eight-to-thirty to life-without-possibility-of.

Davis isn’t going to let it go there.

“I want to send you home to Diana,” he says. “I want you to walk Leah down the aisle in . . . what is it, three weeks?”

Haddad wants to take that walk, too. He bends downs, rips the Velcroed pouches from his ankles, and hands them back over his shoulder.

“Your phone,” Davis says.

It will only buy an extra few seconds, but those seconds could be crucial.

Haddad hands him the cell phone. Davis rips the battery out, tosses it into the bushes behind the lot, and hands the phone back. There’s no sense being a dick about it and costing the guy all his contact information and his family photos.

“If you turn around,” Davis says, “it’s to see a bullet come into your brain. Personally, I wouldn’t die for an insurance company.”

Haddad doesn’t turn around.

Davis gets back into his car and drives out.

Elapsed time: forty-seven seconds.

He drives just three blocks north and then pulls in to the underground parking structure of the vacation-rental condo complex. His slot is #182, he’s rented it for the month, and he has two spaces.

In his other slot sits a silver Camaro ZL1.

6.2 SC V-8 engine.

Four-lobed Eaton supercharger.

Magnetic ride technology.

The parking structure is about half full.

As usual, Davis sees cars but no people.

He gets out, quickly removes the stolen plates from the Mustang, and re- places them with the genuine ones. He takes the gem papers from the ankle pouches, puts them in his jacket pocket, and throws the pouches into the dumpster. Then he takes the SIG out of the Mustang, gets into the Camaro, and pulls out onto the 101.

If anyone is looking for a getaway car, they’re looking for a black Mustang, and now it’s literally underground.

With nothing in it that connects to him.

Even if they find the car, it gives them nothing.

He paid for it in cash, registered it under a false name. All they get is a PO box in San Luis Obispo that he’ll never go back to.

Sure, he’d lose the car, but it’s a good trade.

Couldn’t drive it in prison anyway.

He pulls out and heads north on the 101.

Through Del Mar, past the racetrack.

Past the pink neon sign by Fletcher Cove that proclaims SOLANA BEACH, past the Tidewater Bar, Pizza Port, Mitch’s Surf Shop, and Moreland Chop- pers. Down the hill to the long stretch of beach at Cardiff, then up past Swami’s and Encinitas, past Moonlight Beach, the old La Paloma Theater, underneath the sign that arcs over the 101 and reads ENCINITAS.

Then along the railroad tracks and eucalyptus trees of funky Leucadia, up to old-fashioned Carlsbad, past the old power station, its smokestack evocative of both Springsteen and Blake.

Davis follows the 101 as far as he can go but then has to turn east on Oceanside Boulevard and get on the 5 North to go through Camp Pendleton, the Marine Corps base that is a blockage in the artery. He gets off the 5 as soon as he can, at Los Cristianitos in San Clemente, wends his way through the old surf town and down along Capistrano Beach, up through Dana Point, Laguna Niguel, South Laguna, and finally into Laguna Beach.

Davis never tires of this drive, never tires of the constant but ever-changing ocean, the landmarks, his small gods of place.

He pulls in to the parking structure of another condo complex on the east side of the 101 overlooking Main Beach and the Laguna Art Museum.

Davis hits the button attached to the windshield visor, the metal gate slides open, and he pulls in to the concrete underground parking structure into one of his two assigned slots, marked on the wall as Unit 4.

Beside him sits a black 2011 Dodge Challenger SRT-8.

Hemi V-8.

Chin spoiler.

Variable camshaft timing.

Davis likes his cars American, fast and powerful.

He gets out of the Camaro, walks over to the little elevator, takes it to the third floor, and lets himself into Unit 4.

The condo is typical—an open floor plan with a small kitchen and break- fast bar at one end, a living room that runs to a set of glass sliders opening onto a narrow balcony with a table, chairs, and a gas grill. On the south side of the condo, a corridor leads to a guest bedroom, two baths, and a master bedroom that looks out on the ocean.

You buy this unit, it’s going to run the north side of a million.

Davis doesn’t buy, he doesn’t own.

Any of his places.

He rents.

Furnished, turnkey vacation rentals. They come with everything—TVs, stereos, pots and pans, dishes, glasses, cups, coffeemakers, toasters, silver- ware, towels, washcloths, even soap.

Davis rents them in different names and always pays in cash.

In advance.

Crime 101: People who get their money rarely ask questions.

Here’s the deal.

There are condo complexes all up and down the 101.

People buy them, but most don’t live in them year-round. A lot of them serve as places for families to gather in the summer or for people from the frigid states to come to in the winter. The rest of the time they sit empty, so a lot of the owners rent them out to pay the mortgage.

Because it’s a genuine pain in the ass to do this for yourself, most of the owners use a management service that takes a percentage.

They rent by the month, the week, even the day if they’re right on the beach, and all you have to do is establish your credit with one of these man- agement companies and you can change condos as often as you like.

The populations of these condo complexes are mostly transient and face- less. Some of them are refugees from the cold winters of Minnesota or Wis- consin, others are waiting for escrow to clear on the house they’ve just bought or sold. Some are the recently divorced “in transition.” Some just like living by the beach. They come and go. You could live there for years without meeting a neighbor, except maybe to say hi in the parking garage or at the pool.

This works for Davis. He deals with five different management compa- nies under five different names. He never stays in any one place more than a couple of months and rarely goes back to the same condo twice.

What he’s learned is this:

If you live everywhere, you live nowhere.

Your address is the 101.

Davis goes to the refrigerator and grabs a bottle of Pellegrino. Then he sits down on the sofa, takes the papers from his pocket, and opens them.

Five small packets of neatly folded, thin white paper. Inside the white paper is a layer of thin blue paper.

Inside each blue paper:

An emerald-cut diamond.

Total value:

One point five million dollars.

Davis gets up, goes out onto the balcony, and looks out at the ocean and the 101.
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