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            Dedication

         
         
            To Shane Salerno, who did everything he said he would. What a ride, huh? Thank you, brother. 

         

          

         
            And to end as we began—to Jean and Thomas, the how and the why.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            So, couldn’t they die on the plains of Troy?

            So, couldn’t they stay defeated in defeat?

            Virgil

            The Aeneid

            Book VII 
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            Prologue

         
         Danny Ryan watches the building come down.

         
         It seems to shiver like a shot animal, then is perfectly still for just an instant, as if it can’t bring itself to acknowledge
            its death, and then falls down on itself. All that’s left of where the old casino once stood is a tower of dust rising into
            the air, like a cheesy trick from some lounge-act magician writ large.
         

         
         “Implosion,” they call it, Danny thinks.

         
         Collapse from the inside.

         
         Aren’t they all, Danny thinks.

         
         Most of them, anyway.

         
         The cancer that killed his wife, the depression that destroyed his love, the moral rot that took his soul.

         
         All implosion, all from the inside.

         
         He leans on the cane because his leg is still weak, still stiff, still throbs as a reminder of . . .

         
         Collapse.

         
         He watches the dust rise, a mushroom cloud, a dirty gray-brown against the clear blue desert sky.

         
         Slowly it fades and then disappears.

         
         Nothing now.

         
         How I fought, he thinks, what I gave for this . . .

         
         Nothing.

         
         This dust.

         
         He turns away and limps through his city.

         
         His city in ruins.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part One
Ian’s Birthday Party

         
         
            Las Vegas

            June 1997

         

         
            But devout Aeneas now—the last rites performed and the grave-mound piled high . . . sets sail on his journey . . .

            Virgil

            The Aeneid

            Book VII 

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One

         
         Danny’s discontent.

         
         Looking down at the Las Vegas Strip from his office window, he wonders why.

         
         Less than ten years ago, he thinks, he was fleeing Rhode Island in an old car with an eighteen-month-old son, a senile father,
            and everything he owned jammed in the back. Now he’s a partner in two hotels on the Strip, lives in a freakin’ mansion, owns
            a cabin up in Utah and drives a new car every year that the company pays for.
         

         
         Danny Ryan is a multimillionaire, which he finds as amusing as it is surreal. He never dreamed—hell, nobody who knew him back
            in the day ever dreamed—that he’d ever have a net worth beyond his next paycheck, much less be considered a “mogul,” a major
            power player in the major power game that is Las Vegas.
         

         
         Whoever doesn’t believe that life is funny, Danny thinks, doesn’t get the joke.

         
         He can easily remember when he had twenty bucks in his jeans pocket and he thought he was rich. Now the clip he keeps in one of his tailor-made suits usually has a thousand or more in it as walking-around money. Danny can recall when it was a big deal when he and Terri could afford to go out for Chinese on a Friday night. Now he “dines” at Michelin-starred restaurants more than he wants to, which partially accounts for the shelf developing at his waistline. 

         
         When asked if he’s watching his weight, he usually answers that yes, he’s watching it slide over his belt, the bonus ten pounds
            he’s gained from living a mostly sedentary life at a desk.
         

         
         His mother has tried to get him into tennis, but he feels stupid chasing a ball around just to whack it and have it come right
            back at him, and he doesn’t play golf because for one thing it’s as boring as shit, and for another, he associates the game
            with doctors, lawyers, and stockbrokers, and he’s not any of those.
         

         
         The old Danny used to sneer at those types, looked down at those effete businessmen from beneath. He’d jam his toque down
            over his shaggy hair, climb into his old peacoat, grab his brown-bag lunch with pride and a chip on his shoulder, and go to
            work on the Providence docks, a Springsteen kind of guy. Now he listens to Darkness on a Pioneer stereo system that ran him a bill and a half.
         

         
         But he still prefers a cheeseburger to Kobe beef, good fish-and-chips (impossible to get in Vegas at any price) to Chilean
            sea bass. And on the rare occasion when he has to fly anywhere, he goes commercial instead of taking the corporate jet.
         

         
         (He does, however, fly first class.)

         
         His reluctance to use the company’s Learjet pisses his son off no end. Danny gets it—what ten-year-old doesn’t want to fly
            on a private jet? Danny has promised Ian that the next vacation they go on of any distance, they’ll do it. But he’ll feel
            guilty about it.
         

         
         “Dan is a chowderhead,” his partner Dom Rinaldi said one time, meaning that he’s an old New England, practical—well, cheap—guy . . . for whom any kind of physical indulgence is deeply suspect.
         

         
         Danny deflected the issue. “Try getting a decent bowl of chowder here. Not that milky baby puke they serve, but real chowder in the clear broth.”
         

         
         “You employ five executive chefs,” Dom said. “They’ll make you chowder from the foreskins of virgin Peruvian frogs if you
            tell them to.”
         

         
         Sure, but Danny won’t do that. He wants his chefs spending their time making the guests anything they want.
         

         
         That’s where the money comes from.

         
         He gets up, stands by the window—tinted to combat the relentless Las Vegas sun—and looks down at the Lavinia Hotel.

         
         The old Lavinia, Danny thinks, the last of the hotels from the fifties building boom—a relic, a remnant, barely hanging on.
            Its long-gone heyday was the era of the Rat Pack, wiseguys and showgirls, counting room skim and dirty money.
         

         
         If those walls could talk, Danny thinks, they’d take the Fifth.

         
         Now it’s on the market.

         
         Danny’s company, Tara, already owns the two adjacent properties to the south, including the one he’s standing in. A rival
            group, Winegard, has the casinos to the north. Whoever ends up with the Lavinia will control the most prestigious location
            left on the Strip, and Las Vegas is a prestige kind of town.
         

         
         Vern Winegard has the purchase all but sewed up, Danny knows. Probably for the best, probably not wise for Tara to expand
            too quickly. Still, it is the only space left on the Strip, and . . .
         

         
         He buzzes Gloria in the outer office. “I’m going to the gym.”

         
         “Do you need directions?”

         
         “Funny.”

         
         “Do you remember that you have a lunch with Mr. Winegard and Mr. Levine?”

         
         “I do now,” Danny says, although he wishes he didn’t. “What time?”

         
         “Twelve thirty,” Gloria says. “At the club.”

         
         Even though Danny doesn’t play golf or tennis, he’s a member of the Las Vegas Country Club, because, as his mother instructed
            him, it’s pretty much mandatory for doing business.
         

         
         “You have to be seen there,” Madeleine said.

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because it’s old Las Vegas.”

         
         “I’m not old Las Vegas,” Danny said.
         

         
         “But I am,” she said, “and like it or not, to do business in this town, you have to do it with old Las Vegas.”

         
         Danny joined the club.

         
         “And the bouncy castle will be delivered by three,” Gloria says.
         

         
         “The bouncy castle.”

         
         “For Ian’s birthday party?” Gloria says. “You do remember that Ian’s party is this evening.”

         
         “I remember,” Danny says. “I just didn’t know about a bouncy castle.”

         
         “I ordered it,” Gloria says. “You can’t have a kid’s birthday party without a bouncy castle.”

         
         “You can’t?”

         
         “It’s expected.”

         
         Well then, Danny thinks, if it’s expected . . . A horrifying thought hits him. “Do I have to assemble it?”

         
         “The guys will inflate it.”

         
         “What guys?”

         
         “The bouncy castle guys,” Gloria says, getting impatient. “Really, Dan, all you have to do is show up and be nice to the other
            parents.”
         

         
         Danny is sure this is true. The ruthlessly efficient Gloria has teamed up with his equally methodical mother to plan this
            party, and the two of them together are a terrifying combination. If Gloria and Madeleine ran the world—as they think they
            should—there would be full employment and no wars, famine, pestilence or plague, and everyone would always be on time.
         

         
         As for being nice to the guests, Danny’s always nice, affable, even charming. But he does have a justified reputation for
            sneaking off at parties, even his own. All of a sudden someone notices his absence, and he’s found in a back room by himself,
            or wandering around outside, and on more than one occasion, when a party has gone late into the night, he has simply gone
            to bed.
         

         
         Danny hates parties. Hates schmoozing, small talk, finger food, standing around and all that shit. It’s tough, because socializing is a big part of his job. He pulls it off, he’s good at it, but it’s his least favorite thing. 

         
         When the Shores opened, just two years ago after three years in construction, the company threw an opening-night extravaganza,
            but no one can remember seeing Danny there.
         

         
         He didn’t give one of the several speeches, he didn’t appear in any of the photographs, and the legend started that Danny
            Ryan didn’t even attend the opening of his own hotel.
         

         
         He did—he just stayed in the background.

         
         “Ian’s going to be ten,” he says now. “Isn’t that too old for a bouncy castle?”

         
         “You’re never too old,” Gloria says, “for a bouncy castle.”

         
         Danny clicks off and stares out the window again.

         
         You’ve changed, he thinks.

         
         It’s not just the excess pounds, the slicked-back Pat Riley haircut, the suits from Brioni instead of Sears, cuff links instead
            of buttons. Before Las Vegas, you wore suits only at weddings and funerals. (Given the hard facts about New England in those
            days, there were more of the latter than of the former.) It’s not just that you have folding money in your pocket, that you
            can pay for a meal without worrying about the tab, or that a tailor will come to your office with a tape measure and swatches.
         

         
         It’s the fact that you like it.

         
         But there’s this sense of . . .

         
         Discontent.

         
         Why? he wonders. You have more money than you can spend. Is it just greed? What was it the guy in that dumb movie—his name
            was like some lizard or something—said: “Greed is good”?
         

         
         Fuck that.

         
         Danny knows himself. With all his faults, his sins—and they are legion—greed isn’t one of them. He used to joke with Terri
            that he could live in his car and she’d retort, “Have a good time.”
         

         
         So what is it? What do you want?

         
         Permanence? Stability?

         
         Things you’ve never had.

         
         But you have them now.

         
         He thinks of the beautiful hotel he built, the Shores.

         
         Maybe it’s the beauty you want. Some beauty in this life. Because you’ve sure as hell had the ugly.

         
         A wife dead from cancer, a child left without a mother.

         
         Friends killed.

         
         And the people you killed.
         

         
         But you did it. You built something beautiful.

         
         So it’s more than that, Danny thinks.

         
         Be honest with yourself—you want more money because money is power and power is safety. And you can never be safe enough.

         
         Not in this world.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         Danny has lunch once a month with his two biggest competitors.

         
         Vern Winegard and Barry Levine.

         
         It was Barry’s idea, and it’s a good one. He owns three mega-hotels on the east side of the Strip across from the Tara properties.
            There are other casino owners, of course, but these three form the nexus of power in Las Vegas. As such, they have shared
            interests and common problems.
         

         
         The biggest one now is a looming federal investigation.

         
         Congress has created the Gambling Impact Study Commission to investigate the effects of the gaming industry on Americans.

         
         Danny knows the numbers.

         
         Gaming is a trillion-dollar business, grossing over six times more money than all other forms of entertainment combined. Last
            year, players lost over $16 billion, $7 billion right here in Las Vegas.
         

         
         The idea is gaining steam that gambling isn’t just a habit, or even a vice, but an illness, an addiction.

         
         When gambling was illegal, it was organized crime’s breadbasket, by far its biggest profit center after Prohibition and bootlegging
            ended. Whether it was the numbers racket hawked on every street corner, or the race wire, the sports books, or backroom poker,
            blackjack and roulette games, the mob raked in vast amounts of money.
         

         
         The politicians saw that and of course wanted their taste. So what once was a private vice became a civic virtue as state and local governments muscled in on the numbers with their own lotteries. Still, Nevada was about the only place that a gambler could legally play table games or bet sports book, so Las Vegas, Reno and Tahoe pretty much had a monopoly. 

         
         Then the Native American reservations figured they had a loophole and started opening their casinos. States, particularly
            New Jersey with Atlantic City, started doing the same thing and gambling proliferated.
         

         
         Now anyone can just get in a car to go lose the rent or mortgage money. Some social reformers are likening gambling to crack
            cocaine. So now there’s going to be a congressional investigation.
         

         
         Danny’s cynical about the motives, suspicious that it’s just them trying to stick their noses into the trough. Some of the
            Democrats are already floating the idea of a 4 percent federal tax on gambling profits.
         

         
         For Danny, the tax isn’t the worst of it.

         
         As it stands, the bill will give the commission full subpoena power to hold hearings, call witnesses under the penalty of
            perjury, demand records and tax returns, look into shadow corporations and silent partners.
         

         
         Like me, Danny thinks.

         
         The investigation could blow the Tara Group to bits.

         
         Force me out of the business.

         
         Maybe even put me in jail.

         
         I’d lose everything.

         
         This subpoena threat isn’t just an annoyance or another problem—it’s a survival issue.

         
         “A disease?” Vern asks. “Cancer is a disease. Polio is a disease.”
         

         
         Polio? Danny thinks. Who the hell remembers polio? But he says, “We can’t be seen to be fighting this. It’s a bad look.”

         
         “Danny’s right,” Barry says. “We have to do what the alcohol industry has done, big tobacco—”

         
         Vern won’t let it go. “You show me the craps table that’s given anyone cancer.”

         
         “We put out some PSAs about gambling responsibly,” Barry says, “we stick brochures for Gamblers Anonymous in the rooms, we fund some studies on gambling addiction.” 

         
         Danny says, “We can issue our mea culpas, throw some money along the lines that Barry suggested, fine. But we can’t let this commission go on a fishing expedition into
            our businesses. We have to shut down the subpoena power. That’s the line in the sand, as it were.”
         

         
         No one disagrees. Danny knows that neither of them wants their financial laundry aired in public. Those sheets wouldn’t be
            squeaky clean.
         

         
         “Here’s the problem,” Danny says. “We’ve only been donating money to the GOP—”

         
         “They’re on our side,” Vern says.

         
         “Right,” Danny says. “So the Democrats see us as the enemy. They’ll come after us with a vengeance.”

         
         “So you want to give money to our enemies,” Vern says.

         
         “I want to hedge our bets,” Danny says. “Keep giving to the GOP, but get some quiet money to the Dems, too.”

         
         “Bribes,” Vern says.

         
         “Never entered my mind,” Danny says. “I’m talking about campaign contributions.”

         
         “You think we can persuade the Dems to accept money from us?” Vern asks.

         
         “You think you can persuade a dog to accept a bone?” Barry asks. “The issue is how we start making nice.”

         
         Danny hesitates, then says, “I invited Dave Neal to the party tonight.”

         
         Dave Neal, a major player in the Democratic Party who holds no official position and is therefore free to maneuver. The word
            is if you want to get to the highest level of the Democratic Party, you could go through Neal.
         

         
         “You think you might have talked to us about that first?” Vern asks.

         
         No, Danny thinks, because you would have objected. It was one of those permission/forgiveness things. “I’m talking to you
            now. If you don’t think I should make an approach, I won’t. He comes to the party, he eats and drinks, he goes back to the
            hotel—”
         

         
         “At this level,” says Barry, “a comped suite and a blow job aren’t going to do it. These guys are going to expect some real money.” 

         
         “We’ll ante up,” Danny says. “Cost of doing business.”

         
         There’s no disagreement—the other two men agree that they’ll come up with money.

         
         Then Vern asks, “Dan, are wives invited to this thing tonight?”

         
         “Of course.”

         
         “I didn’t know if they were, and mine’s nagging me,” Vern says. “You don’t have to worry about that, you lucky prick.”

         
         Danny notices Barry wince.

         
         It was an insensitive remark—everyone knows that Danny is a widower. But Danny doesn’t think that Vern meant any harm or offense—it
            was just Vern being Vern.
         

         
         Danny doesn’t dislike Vern Winegard, although he knows a lot of people who do. The man has the social graces of a rock. He’s
            abrasive, generally disagreeable and arrogant. Still, there’s something to like about him. Danny isn’t sure exactly what,
            some vulnerability under all that posturing. And although Winegard is a sharp businessman, Danny has never heard of his cheating
            anyone.
         

         
         But he feels this little stab in his chest. Once again, Terri won’t be there to see her son’s birthday.

         
         But the meeting went well, Danny thinks. I got what I wanted, what I needed.

         
         If money will kill this subpoena thing, great.

         
         If not, I’ll have to find something else.

         
         He glances at his watch.

         
         He just has time to make his next appointment.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         Danny wakes to tendrils of sable hair on a slender neck, musky perfume, beads of sweat on bare shoulders even in the chill
            of his air-conditioned bedroom.
         

         
         “Did you sleep?” Eden asks.

         
         “I dozed off,” Danny says. “Dozed,” bullshit, he thinks, starting to come to. You dropped off like you were dead, a short
            but deep postcoital sleep. “What time is it?”
         

         
         Eden Landau lifts her wrist and looks at her watch. It’s funny, it’s the one thing she never takes off. “Four fifteen.”

         
         “Shit.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Ian’s party.”

         
         “I thought it wasn’t until six thirty,” she says.

         
         “It isn’t,” Danny says. “But, you know, things to do.”

         
         She rolls over to face him. “You’re allowed pleasure, Dan. Even sleep.”

         
         Yeah, Danny has heard this before, from other people. It’s easy to say, it’s even rational, but it doesn’t acknowledge the
            reality of his life. He’s responsible for two hotels, hundreds of millions of dollars, thousands of employees, tens of thousands
            of guests. And the business isn’t exactly nine-to-five—there are famously no clocks in casinos and the problems are twenty-four
            seven.
         

         
         “You of all people know I take time for pleasure,” he says.

         
         True, she thinks.

         
         Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays, two o’clock sharp.

         
         Actually, it works for her. Fits perfectly into her routine, because she’s on a Tuesday/Thursday teaching schedule, with one
            night class on Wednesdays. Dr. Eden: Psych 101, General Psychology; Psych 416, Cognitive Psych; and Psych 441, Abnormal Psych.
         

         
         She sees clients late afternoons or evenings, and sometimes wonders what they’d think if they knew that she just got out of
            bed from one of these matinees. The thought makes her chuckle.
         

         
         “What?” Danny asks.

         
         “Nothing.”

         
         “You laugh at nothing a lot?” Danny asks. “Maybe you should see a shrink.”

         
         “I do,” she says. “Professional requirement. And ‘shrink’ is derogatory. Try ‘therapist.’”

         
         “You sure you don’t want to come to the party?” he asks.

         
         “I have clients tonight. And besides . . .”

         
         She lets it trail. They both know the deal. It’s Eden who wants to keep their relationship a secret.

         
         “Why?” Danny asked once.

         
         “I just don’t want all that.”

         
         “All what?”

         
         “All that comes with being Dan Ryan’s girlfriend,” Eden said. “The spotlight, the media . . . First of all, the notoriety
            would hurt my work. My students wouldn’t take me as seriously, and neither would my clients. Second, I’m an introvert. If
            you think you hate parties, Dan, I hate parties. The faculty dos that I have to go to, I arrive late and leave early. Third, and no offense, casinos depress the
            hell out of me. The sense of desperation is soul-killing. I don’t think I’ve even been on the Strip in two years.”
         

         
         Truth be told, it’s one of the things that attracts him about her, that she’s the exact opposite of most of the women he meets in Las Vegas. Eden doesn’t want the glitz, the gourmet dinners, the parties, the shows, the presents, the glamour, the fame. 

         
         None of it.

         
         She put it succinctly. “What I want is to be treated nicely. Some good sex, some good conversation, I’m good.”

         
         Dan checks those boxes. He’s considerate, sensitive, with an old-school sense of chivalry that just borders on paternalistic
            sexism but doesn’t cross the line. He’s good in bed and he’s postcoitally articulate, even though he’s clueless about books.
         

         
         Eden reads a lot. George Eliot, the Brontës, Mary Shelley. Lately she’s been on a Jane Austen kick. In fact, for her next
            vacation she already booked one of those tours of Austen country, and will go blissfully alone.
         

         
         She’s tried to get Dan interested in literature outside of business books.

         
         “You should read Gatsby,” she said one time.
         

         
         “Why is that?”

         
         Because it’s you, she thought, but said, “I just think you’d like it.”

         
         Eden knows a little about his past. Anyone who ever waited at a supermarket checkout counter does—his affair with movie star
            Diane Carson was tabloid fodder. And when Diane Carson committed suicide after he left her, the media went nuts for a while.
         

         
         They called Dan a gangster, a mobster. There were allegations that he’d been a drug trafficker and a murderer.

         
         None of that squares with the man she knows.

         
         The Dan Ryan she knows is kind, gentle and caring.

         
         But she’s sufficiently self-aware and trained to know that she enjoys the frisson of danger, of disrespectability that comes
            with his reputation, whether true or not. She was raised in an utterly respectable, normal background, so of course she’d
            find the difference attractive.
         

         
         Eden feels a little guilty about it, knows she’s flirting with immorality. What if the stories about Dan are true? What if
            even some of them have a basis in reality? Is it still right for her to be literally in bed with him?
         

         
         An open question that she’s unwilling at this point to answer.

         
         Dan’s affair with Diane Carson was six years ago, but Eden thinks that he really loved that woman. Even now, there’s an air of sadness to him. She knows he’s a widower, too, so maybe that’s it. 

         
         They met on a fundraising walk for breast cancer, each of them engaging to walk twenty miles a day for three days. Dan got
            his rich friends and colleagues to sponsor him and God knows how much money he raised.
         

         
         But he walked, she thought, when he could have easily just written a check.

         
         She said so to him. “You’re committed.”

         
         “I am,” he said. “My wife. My . . . late wife.”
         

         
         Which made her feel like shit.

         
         “And you?” he asked.

         
         “My mother.”

         
         “I’m sorry.”

         
         He asked her about herself.

         
         “I’m a walking stereotype,” Eden said. “A Jewish girl from the Upper West Side who went to Barnard and became a psychotherapist.”

         
         “What’s a New York psychiatrist—”

         
         “Psychologist—”

         
         “Psychologist—doing in Las Vegas?”
         

         
         “The university offered me a tenure-track position,” she said. “When my New York friends ask me the same question, I tell
            them that I hate snow. And you? What’s your story?”
         

         
         “I’m in the gaming industry.”

         
         “In Las Vegas? You’re kidding!”

         
         He held his hand up. “The truth. By the way, I’m Dan—”

         
         “I was joking with you,” she said. “Everyone knows who Dan Ryan is. Even I do, and I don’t even gamble.”

         
         That was on the first day’s walk. It took him until day three, after a good ten miles, to ask her out.

         
         What surprised her was that he was so bad at it.

         
         For a man who’d had an affair with a movie star, one of the most beautiful women in the world, a billionaire casino owner who had access to all kinds of gorgeous women, he was incredibly awkward. 

         
         “I was wondering if . . . I mean, if you don’t want to, I get it . . . no hard feelings . . . but I thought . . . you know . . .
            maybe I could take you to dinner or something sometime.”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “Right. Got it. No problem. Sorry to—”

         
         “Don’t be sorry,” she said. “I just don’t want to go out with you. If you’d like to come over and bring dinner . . .”
         

         
         “I can have one of my chefs—”

         
         “Takeout,” she said. “Boston Market. I love their meatloaf.”

         
         “Boston Market,” he said. “Meatloaf.”

         
         “I have next Thursday night free. Do you?”

         
         “I’ll make it free.”

         
         “And, Dan,” she said, “this is just between us, okay?”

         
         “You’re ashamed of me already?”

         
         “I just don’t want my name in the gossip columns.”

         
         Eden stuck to that. The occasional dinner, fine; the three-times-a-week matinees, fine. Beyond that, no. She wants a quiet
            life. She wants Danny on the down-low.
         

         
         “So I’m basically a booty call,” Danny said one afternoon.

         
         She laughed at him. “You’re not allowed to be the woman in this relationship. Let me ask you, is the sex good?”

         
         “Great.”

         
         “Is the companionship good?”

         
         “Again, great.”

         
         “Then why do you want to mess it up?”

         
         “You never think about marriage?”

         
         “I had a marriage,” she said. “I didn’t like it.”

         
         Her ex-husband, Frank, was a good guy. Faithful, nice, but so needy. And the neediness made him controlling. He resented the evenings she spent with patients, the alone time she wanted with her books. He wanted her to go out to too many dinners with his law firm partners, tables at which she had nothing to say and less to hear. 

         
         The offer from Las Vegas came at the right time.

         
         A clean break, a reason to leave both Frank and New York. She knew he was probably relieved, although he would never say so.
            But she wasn’t the wife he needed.
         

         
         To her immense surprise, Eden likes Las Vegas. She had thought it would be her rebound location, a pit stop to heal from her
            failed five-year marriage before moving on to a place with more culture.
         

         
         But she’s found that she likes the sun and the heat, likes to lie out by the pool at her condo complex and read. Likes the
            ease of living there as opposed to the endless competition that is New York—the fights for space, for cabs, a seat on the
            subway, a cup of coffee, everything.
         

         
         She drives to her office on campus and has a designated parking spot. Same with the covered parking structure at the medical
            building where she sees her clients. Same with the condo.
         

         
         It’s easy.

         
         So is grocery shopping, always a hassle in New York, especially in the snow and sleet. Ditto going to the pharmacy, the dry
            cleaner, all the mundane errands that took up so much time in New York.
         

         
         Which lets her focus on the important things.

         
         Her students, her patients.

         
         Eden cares about her students—she wants them to learn, to succeed. She cares about her patients—she wants them to get well,
            be happy. She wants to bring all her intelligence, education and skills to bear to achieve these things, and the ease of living
            here allows her the energy to do that.
         

         
         The students are pretty much the same; so are the patients. The neuroses, the insecurities, the traumas, the same steady drumbeat
            (heartbeat?) of human pain. There are a few local Las Vegas twists—the gambling addicts, the high-end call girl—but those
            are about the only infusions of the casino world in Eden’s life.
         

         
         Well, except for Dan.

         
         Her New York friends ask her, “What about the museums? What about the theater?”

         
         She tells them that they have museums and theater in Las Vegas, and let’s be honest, the struggles of working and living in
            New York left them with little time to go to exhibits and plays anyway.
         

         
         Aren’t you lonely? they ask.

         
         Well, not anymore, she thinks.

         
         The arrangement (Can you call it a relationship? she asks herself. I suppose so) is perfect. They give each other affection,
            sex, companionship, laughs. 
         

         
         But now he wants me to come to his son’s birthday party? Where all of power Las Vegas will be present? Talk about jumping
            into the deep end . . . But knowing Dan—he probably doesn’t really want me to come, he just doesn’t want to hurt my feelings
            by not inviting me.
         

         
         “Dan,” she says, “I don’t feel like you’re hiding me. I want to be hidden.”

         
         “Got it.”

         
         “Does that hurt your feelings?”

         
         “No.”

         
         Danny has loved two women in his life, and they both died young.

         
         His wife, Terri—Ian’s mother—the breast cancer had been unforgiving, unrelenting, capricious and cruel.

         
         Danny left her comatose and dying in the hospital.

         
         Never had a chance to say goodbye.

         
         The second woman was Diane.

         
         In an earlier era, Diane Carson would have been called a goddess of the golden screen or something like that. In her own time
            she was a movie star, the stereotypical sex symbol that everyone loved but who could never love herself.
         

         
         Danny loved her.

         
         It was his one blazing affair as they trotted out their love for the world to see, a feast for the tabloids, the clicking of camera shutters the leitmotif of their life together. 

         
         It was too much.

         
         Their different worlds pulled them apart, ripped them apart. Her fame couldn’t tolerate his secrets; his secrets couldn’t abide her fame. But in the end, it was a secret
            of hers, a deeply held shame, that destroyed them.
         

         
         Danny left, thinking he had saved her by going.

         
         She overdosed, the tragic Hollywood ending.

         
         So the last thing that Danny wants now is love.

         
         But he’s always been a one-woman man, he doesn’t have the desire or the time to “chase tail,” even of the professional sort,
            and he needs a routine.
         

         
         So the afternoons with Eden work.

         
         Eden is great.

         
         Drop-dead gorgeous—lush black hair, full lips, dazzling eyes, a figure out of an old noir movie. She’s funny, full of wit
            and charm, and in bed, well . . . One time, shortly after they first went to bed, she offered him the spécialité de la maison, and it was certainly special.
         

         
         Now Danny hops out of bed and gets into the shower. He’s in there for maybe a minute, then comes out and gets dressed.

         
         Typical Dan, Eden thinks. Always efficient, no wasted time.

         
         “You’re sure about the party?” he asks.

         
         “I am.”

         
         “There’ll be a taco bar.”

         
         “Tempting.”

         
         “And a bouncy castle.”

         
         “A combination with immense potential,” she says. “But . . .”

         
         “I’ll lay off,” Danny says. “Monday?”

         
         “But of course.”

         
         He kisses her and leaves.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Four

         
         It seems like half the town is there.

         
         Spread out on Madeleine’s broad lawn, sipping wine, munching on the catered food, exchanging gossip.

         
         When Gloria had insisted that all Ian’s schoolmates and all their parents had to be invited, Danny didn’t realize that meant
            most of the movers and shakers in Las Vegas.
         

         
         I should have, he thinks now. Ian goes to The Meadows, where all the major players send their kids. And most of them accepted
            the invitation—some to accompany their children; others because they were afraid to turn down an invite from Madeleine McKay
            and Dan Ryan; the rest out of curiosity.
         

         
         Then there are some friends, partners and senior employees of Tara, their spouses and significant others.

         
         Danny doesn’t even want to know how much this event is costing—the liquor, the food, the band, the freakin’ bouncy castle,
            where, as Gloria predicted, a gang of kids—Ian included—are jumping up and down, screaming and laughing.
         

         
         Danny remembers his own childhood birthdays, which mostly consisted of his father forgetting it was his birthday. He thinks it was maybe his ninth birthday when he filched a dollar from Marty’s pocket, went to the drugstore and bought a Coke, a candy bar, two comic books, and sat on the sidewalk savoring them. 

         
         It was, he thinks now, one of the best birthdays of his life.

         
         Madeleine interrupts his reverie. Walking up behind his shoulder, she says, “Ian seems to be having a good time.”

         
         “Why not?” Danny asks.

         
         “And his dad?”

         
         “Wonderful,” Danny says. “I live for parties.”

         
         “Sarcasm only works for gay men and stand-up comedians,” Madeleine says. “It doesn’t suit you—you’re too earnest.”

         
         My mother, Danny thinks, the product of a Barstow trailer park, has evolved lately to making regal pronouncements of this
            sort. Sarcasm is for gay men, only salesmen wear plaid, women over thirty must always wear bras . . . She watches far too much BBC.
         

         
         And she does look regal in a loose white dress that a Greek goddess might wear, her red hair swept into an updo, her makeup
            subtle and perfect as always.
         

         
         Now she says, “All the mothers seem to have shown up.”

         
         Danny knows what’s coming next, so tries to cut it off. “Except Ian’s?”

         
         “He needs a mother,” Madeleine says.

         
         “No, he doesn’t,” Danny says. “He has you.”

         
         Ian was an infant when Teresa died, so he doesn’t remember her. He’s had his grandmother, and Danny thinks bringing in another
            woman now would only confuse the boy. It would be an intrusion into what has become a surprisingly stable life. He has a mother
            figure, Danny thinks, who’s literally an angel. Perfect in the boy’s imagination. No real woman could live up to that.
         

         
         “But what do you have?” Madeleine asks.
         

         
         “I’m fine.”

         
         “You must have needs.”

         
         “If you think I’m discussing my sex life with—”

         
         “The nuns did a job on you,” Madeleine says. “You should go mingle.”
         

         
         For professional and personal reasons, Madeleine thinks. If there is an eligible single man in Las Vegas, her son is it. Rich, successful, handsome—he could have his choice. A man his age should have a wife to absorb some of the social responsibilities—serve on charitable committees, charm important business associates, that sort of thing. 

         
         But since Diane . . .

         
         She was a catastrophe.

         
         A sweet, beautiful, wonderful, warmhearted mess, a broken soul past fixing. And Danny, sweet, soft Danny, loved her with all
            his heart, in a way he hadn’t loved since Teresa.
         

         
         Poor Danny, so star-crossed in love.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Five

         
         Danny mingles.

         
         Doesn’t like it, but does it.

         
         Talks shop and sports with the casino executives, children and school with the wives, accepts compliments on the home (“Well,
            it’s my mother’s, not mine”), the food, the party in general.
         

         
         He checks in with Gloria.

         
         “The juggling show will start at seven thirty,” she tells him.

         
         Ian, God bless him, had insisted no magicians, no clowns. So instead there’ll be jugglers.
         

         
         “The cake at eight,” Gloria says. “Then the fireworks.”

         
         “What about the elephants?” Danny asks. “The gladiator fights and the human sacrifices?”

         
         “Funny,” Gloria says. “The fireworks will cue the guests to leave and then you can give Ian your presents.”

         
         Danny had held firm on this issue—no gifts from the guests. Instead, a contribution to St. Jude’s or Sunrise Children’s Hospital
            in Ian’s name. Ian totally got it (“That’s a great idea, Dad”), which made Danny so proud of the kid.
         

         
         Of course, Ian is hardly deprived. He has everything a kid could need or want, and Danny’s gift to him is an expensive mountain
            bike that Ian’s been bugging him about.
         

         
         It’s good, though. It will get him away from the damn video games and they can use it up in Utah. That’s his other gift. A full week away, just the two of them. A road trip, biking and hiking, camping out, eating trash in diners and drive-through fast-food places. 

         
         Ten-year-old-boy heaven.

         
         Danny heaven, too, he thinks, at least the junk-food part.

         
         “You’d better get me a mountain bike, too,” Danny says. “And a guide to the best biking trails.”

         
         “They’re both on the way,” Gloria says.

         
         Of course they are, Danny thinks.

         
         He spots Jimmy Mac standing by one of the serving tables.

         
         Jimmy MacNeese, his childhood friend, longtime wheelman and right hand. If Danny’s old crew had been Italian instead of Irish,
            Jimmy would have been the consigliere.
         

         
         Now he lives in San Diego, where he owns three successful car dealerships. His broad, freckled face is fuller now, his always
            pudgy body a little more so. His smile is the same, though—big, wide and bright.
         

         
         “Nice party, Danny,” he says.

         
         The two men embrace.

         
         “Thanks for sending the plane,” Jimmy says. “That was a treat. The boys about pissed themselves.”

         
         “Where are the boys?” Danny asks. Jimmy’s sons must be, what, fourteen and twelve now?
         

         
         “I think they’re at the taco table,” Jimmy says. “A taco table, Danny?”

         
         “You know what I like about tacos?” Danny asks. “They’re their own plate.”

         
         “You didn’t need to send the plane,” Jimmy says. “We could have driven. It’s what, four or five hours?”

         
         “It can be a tough drive, though.”

         
         Danny had sent the corporate jet to bring Jimmy and his family in for the party. Also old Bernie Hughes, who, like Jimmy,
            had decided to settle in California and not follow Danny to Las Vegas.
         

         
         Sending the jet was a gift to Jimmy, but there was another reason. The feds keep a weather eye on who comes in and out of McCarran International Airport on commercial flights, and Danny didn’t want any of his old crew to be spotted. So Jimmy, his family and Bernie had come in on the Learjet; a car picked them up on the landing strip and whisked them straight to the party. 

         
         “Did Angie come?” Danny asks. He’s fond of Jimmy’s wife. They’ve known each other since high school, and Angie has been a
            great wife and mother. Danny suspects that she was the one who wanted them to stay in San Diego, but he doesn’t hold it against
            her.
         

         
         He misses Jimmy—his friendship, his easygoing humor, his counsel. But the man has a right to live his own life and he’s done
            well.
         

         
         “She’s wandering around somewhere,” Jimmy says. “Are you kidding? A chance to get away from me and the kids, drink some wine,
            eat some food she didn’t have to cook?”
         

         
         “I arranged a suite at the Shores,” Danny says. “On the VIP floor. Everything’s comped.”

         
         “You didn’t have to do that.”

         
         “I know,” Danny says. “Stay as long as you want. Make a vacation of it.”

         
         “A night or two,” Jimmy says. “I gotta get back. Business, you know how it is.”

         
         Danny knows.

         
         “Well, if Angie and the kids want to stay longer, we can fly them back,” Danny says. Jimmy won’t do it, though, won’t want
            to take advantage. “How did Bernie do on the plane?”
         

         
         Jimmy laughs. “Bitched the whole way about how much it was probably costing. He ate the muffins, though.”

         
         “Because they were free,” Danny says.

         
         They both laugh. Bernie, the old accountant, was the longtime money handler for the Irish mob in Providence, first for Danny’s father, then for John Murphy, then for Danny. Came out to California when Danny went there and decided to stay—largely, Danny thought, because he so liked the complimentary breakfasts at the Residence Inn. 

         
         Still lives there in a one-bedroom that Danny pays for.

         
         Danny and Jimmy look at each other, and there’s that moment of recognition—recognition of all they’ve been through together.
            Their childhoods, the jobs they did, the war they fought, the friends they lost, the lives they took.
         

         
         And the big score. The armed robbery of a cartel money cache—forty million dollars.

         
         Danny used his cut to buy into Tara.

         
         Jimmy bought a car dealership.

         
         He’s rich, a millionaire, but doesn’t have Danny’s kind of wealth. Danny tried to get him to invest in Tara, but Jimmy was
            too cautious.
         

         
         Jimmy isn’t the envious type, he just isn’t. He’s too good-natured to be anything but happy for Danny’s success. Jimmy Mac
            is like that, has always been content with what he has.
         

         
         Danny’s not so sure about Angie—maybe there’s a little resentment there—and he makes a note to find a moment to sit down with
            them and (again) offer a piece of his Tara holdings at a favorable price.
         

         
         “I’d better mingle,” Danny says. “Stick around after the fireworks, there’s sort of a private family party.”

         
         “Yeah, we brought something for Ian.”

         
         “You weren’t supposed to bring gifts.”

         
         “Nothing big,” Jimmy says. “One of them Super Soakers.”

         
         “He’ll love that.”

         
         “You go mingle,” Jimmy says.

         
         Danny goes and looks for Bernie. The old man isn’t hard to spot—tall, stooped, saturnine, his head of white hair like a layer
            of fresh snow.
         

         
         As the story goes, Meyer Lansky once said that Bernie Hughes was the only Irishman who could do math, and tried to hire him
            away. But Bernie wouldn’t leave Providence.
         

         
         “Bernie, thanks for coming,” Danny says.

         
         “Thanks for having me.”

         
         “Trip okay?”

         
         “Lovely, thank you.”

         
         Bernie’s clearly aging but sharp, and Danny still consults him on money matters. His financial world is infinitely more complicated
            than it was in the old days, but the basics are still the basics.
         

         
         “Two plus two is four,” Bernie has said. “Two million plus two million is four million. It doesn’t change.”

         
         The partners in the Tara Group are scrupulously honest and immaculate in their bookkeeping, which Bernie appreciates. Still,
            he looks at the books, and tcches at some of the expenses he thinks superfluous or extravagant. Bernie will never get Las Vegas, and Danny doesn’t want him
            to. He needs that old-fashioned New England frugal perspective. One of Bernie’s favorite sayings is: “A dollar saved is not
            a dollar earned. It’s a dollar ten earned, with the interest.” So he’ll be appalled at the luxurious room Danny’s reserved for him, but pleased that his breakfast
            will be delivered at seven sharp, according to Danny’s instructions.
         

         
         Danny repeats his invitation to the private family party and sees the flash of concern in Bernie’s eyes.

         
         “It’s early,” Danny says. “Ten at the latest.”

         
         Bernie looks relieved.

         
         That’s all the old crew who came in on the plane.

         
         The rest live in Las Vegas.

         
          

         Danny finds the Democratic Party operative by a table serving prime rib sliders.

         
         “Great party, Dan,” Neal says. “Thanks for inviting me.”

         
         “Thanks for coming.”

         
         Dave Neal is a pleasant-looking man with a friendly face and chestnut hair. In his forties, he stands about five-ten and is
            just a little stocky.
         

         
         “You want the cook’s tour?” Danny asks.

         
         “Sounds great.”

         
         Danny walks him around the grounds of the ranch. “This used to belong to a guy named Manny Maniscalco, who was sort of the
            cheap lingerie king of America. He and my mother were married for a few years, then divorced, but she came back to take care
            of him when he was dying, and he left the place to her. Along with millions of dollars. Coals to Newcastle, because she was
            already wealthy in her own right. Investments.”
         

         
         Danny tells him the story, but he has a feeling that Neal already knows all about Madeleine and her top-level connections
            on Wall Street and Capitol Hill. He strikes Danny as a guy who does his homework.
         

         
         “I crashed here when I came to Las Vegas,” Danny says. “Thought I’d stay a few weeks until I found a house. That was six years
            ago. I don’t know—inertia, I guess. And my son is very close to his grandmother.”
         

         
         “It’s nice for both of them,” Neal says. “But you didn’t walk me away from the other guests to talk about your domestic situation.”

         
         “No,” Danny says. “We’re very concerned about this Gambling Impact Study Commission.”

         
         “You should be,” Neal says. “You guys give millions to the GOP.”

         
         “They’re pro-business,” Danny says.

         
         “I know who you are, Dan,” Neal says. “You come from a blue-collar factory town. You may be a millionaire now, but by instinct
            and inclination, you’re still a working-class guy at heart. We’re not your enemy.”
         

         
         “A four percent tax?”

         
         “How many billions did the gaming industry make last year?” Neal asks. “Some of it from people who can’t afford it. You can’t
            chip in a little to help them out? But the issue is negotiable.”
         

         
         Danny hears that as Neal opening the door.

         
         “What about subpoena power?” Danny asks. “Is that negotiable?”

         
         “Can we cut through the shit here?” Neal asks.

         
         “Please.”

         
         “We know you own a big piece of Tara,” Neal says.

         
         “I’m just an employee,” Dan says.

         
         On paper, Tara is owned by two real estate guys from Missouri—Dom Rinaldi and Jerry Kush—and Danny is the operations manager.

         
         “An aggressive committee will expose that fiction,” Neal says. “The Bush administration didn’t want to know. The word came
            down from on high that Dan Ryan was a no-fly zone. Something murky involving an operation against a drug cartel that was funding
            left-wing insurgents in Central America? But that protection is off now, Dan. You have enemies. There are a couple of congressmen
            who are dying to get on that committee and chop you down at the knees.”
         

         
         “Well, you cut through the shit all right,” Danny says.

         
         Neal leans against a paddock fence and turns around to look back at the estate. “You strike me as a decent guy. We don’t care
            about your past. We don’t want to see you get hurt in this.”
         

         
         “So, cutting through the shit,” Danny says, “what’s the price tag?”

         
         Neal says, “If the Las Vegas gaming industry were to contribute, say, an even million, it would go a long way to tell us that
            you’re not our enemies.”
         

         
         “That’s doable,” Danny says.

         
         “But it has to be done right,” Neal says. “We can’t be seen accepting a big donation from the casino industry. And of course
            it has to be done legally.”
         

         
         “Of course,” Danny says. “What if there was a lunch, a fundraiser hosted by a prominent local Democrat?”

         
         “There is such a thing in Las Vegas?”

         
         “We can dig one up,” Danny says. “Maybe half the money gets donated at that lunch. The other half goes from individuals to
            the Democratic National Committee?”
         

         
         “That would work.”

         
         Danny moves on to the next sensitive issue. It’s risky. “You must have expenses, too, Dave.”

         
         Neal shrugs.

         
         But the gesture is a yes, not a no.

         
         “When you go back to the hotel tonight,” Danny says, “there will be $250,000 in chips in your room safe. You can take them or not. What you do with them is up to you. You can gamble with them or just cash them in.” 

         
         “I’m not much of a gambler,” Neal says.

         
         “If the chips aren’t there in the morning,” Danny says, “I’ll know we have a deal. I want your word. No subpoenas.”

         
         “You can trust us.”

         
         “No offense,” Danny says, “but you need to know this—if you fuck me, there will be consequences.”

         
         “There always are.”

         
         “True that,” Danny says. “You should try the tacos, they’re great.”

         
         He drops Neal back at the party and then returns to mingling.

         
         Vern Winegard comes up to him. “How did it go?”

         
         “A mil and a quarter.”

         
         “Why am I not surprised?”

         
         The only surprise, Danny thinks, is how cheap it was.

         
         But he still wants insurance and makes a note to call Monica Cantrell, the town’s most exclusive madam, to arrange to have
            a girl at the fundraising lunch. And a camera is already in place in Neal’s room to capture him taking the chips from the
            safe.
         

         
         Trust?

         
         Trust is children waiting for Santa Claus.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Six

         
         A plate of food in hand, Danny walks to the stables that used to house the Thoroughbred horses before Madeleine gave them
            up. Part of the building has been converted to a one-bedroom apartment with a small living-room-cum-kitchen and a bathroom.
         

         
         Danny knocks on the door.

         
         A minute later, Ned Egan opens it.

         
         Seeing Ned makes Danny smile—his fireplug body, Popeye forearms, pug face—he looked the role of Marty Ryan’s chief enforcer.
            The story goes that Marty rescued the boy from an abusive father, and Ned returned from the sea to become his devoted bodyguard,
            a role he served for Danny later.
         

         
         The whole New England underworld used to be scared shitless of Ned Egan, and it was right to be thusly constipated.

         
         Ned was a stone killer.

         
         That was then, Danny thinks.

         
         After Marty’s death and Danny’s withdrawal from that world, Ned had nothing to do and nowhere to go, so Danny brought him
            to Las Vegas and had the apartment built for him. Ned wanted to go to some SRO hotel downtown, but such a thing didn’t really
            exist in Las Vegas. Danny was afraid Ned would get too lonely, so he virtually ordered Ned to move in, with the excuse that
            Madeleine and Ian needed the protection.
         

         
         “You didn’t come to the party,” Danny says, going in.

         
         Ned shrugs. Never comfortable in social situations anyway, he was concerned his presence would be an issue. People might ask Who is that
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