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Foreword

What comes to mind when you hear the word “safecracker”? Maybe a thug with more tattoos than teeth, pounding on a safe with a sledgehammer, and cussing through a dangling cigarette. Or maybe an action hero like Tom Cruise, contorting his body through a maze of infrared laser beams while rappelling over a towering safe full of flawless diamonds. The last thing you’d expect is a compact twenty-something with a Beatles haircut, a suitcase full of tools, and a philosophy book. But in early 1986 that is exactly who I discovered.

Back then, I was the editor and publisher of The National Locksmith, a trade magazine for the security industry. I was always on the lookout for locksmiths and safe technicians who could translate their technical know-how into readable articles. One day, while going through the mail, I discovered a handwritten letter from one Dave McOmie, offering to write a recurring column on safecracking. He was so confident and so clearly knowledgeable on the topic that I sent him a plane ticket. I just had to meet this guy.

With no idea what Dave looked like, I found myself standing at O’Hare Airport, holding a sign that said simply “MCOMIE.” I scanned the bustling crowd at Arrivals until a lone traveler caught my gaze, smiled and waved, and strode over to shake my hand. I was incredulous that a seasoned safecracker could be so young, but we hit it off immediately, and the rest is history.

Dave took the industry by storm, and his vivid descriptions of life as a master safecracker made him our most popular columnist, virtually overnight. Everyone enjoys the adventures of a guy with the coolest job in the world!

His occupation is ruled, quite unforgivingly at times, by precise measurements for exploiting design vulnerabilities in safes and vaults. You either have these measurements — known as drill points — or you don’t. Dave has them, to the enduring delight of his reading audience.

He hosted a monthly column in The National Locksmith for more than three decades before devoting himself exclusively to The International Safecracker, his quarterly journal for working professionals. He has authored two dozen technical books, taught thousands of students at his legendary Penetration Parties, and traveled far and wide to open the most difficult safes and vaults in the country.

In the small community of locksmiths and safecrackers, Dave is a rock star, albeit a reluctant one. Averse to both crowds and chitchat, he’s a bit of an introvert who has never embraced his celebrity status. Indeed, he would rather read than mingle, as I have witnessed firsthand.

We were at the annual Associated Locksmiths of America convention, announcing the release of one of Dave’s early books. His hotel reservation fell through, and there were no rooms available. It was late evening, so I offered him the second bed in my suite. When it was time to turn out the lights, he slapped on headphones and put a tape in his Walkman. He was listening to the audio track of a debate over the morality of capital punishment.

The following morning, a little before dawn, he was sitting up in bed, book light attached to The View from Nowhere, a dense and difficult book by philosopher Thomas Nagel. This pattern repeated all three days. Dave did his duty on the convention floor, signing books and posing for photographs. But on his own time, he was either immersed in a book or discussing a serious issue with one or two people, well away from the limelight.

This unusual combination of talents and proclivities made Dave a rare breed from the get-go. It also suited him, quite uniquely, to produce this autobiographical account of life as a professional safecracker — the first and only memoir of its kind.

You’re about to meet the slightly reclusive, deeply reflective safecracker I’ve known for more than thirty years. I never thought this private man would go public, but I’m thrilled he did. You will be too.

Buckle up!

Marc Goldberg
Former Editor/Publisher
The National Locksmith


Author’s Note

All people and events in this book are real. Where feasible, I have divulged the names of persons, banks, and other companies that engaged my services. In a few places, however, I have honored requests for anonymity or privacy. And for the sake of narrative flow, I have compressed certain time sequences and recreated dialogue that comports with my best recollection of those conversations.


Monday


Chapter One
The Call from Vegas

Sparks fly off the drill bit I’m pressing gently against the grinding wheel. Dull bits are dead bits that are either resurrected or unceremoniously buried, and this one is being brought back to life. The smell of burnt metal tells me to ease up. I’m checking the tip for sharpness and symmetry when my vest pocket vibrates twice — a text. Through smudged safety glasses, I read a single question on the screen: Available to drill a bank vault?

It’s Mike Hitchcock from Vegas. Hitch is a field technician with Diebold, my biggest and best client. They maintain cash safes, vaults, ATMs, and safe deposit boxes in banks and credit unions in all fifty states.1 I turn off the grinder, text him “yes,” and ask if he prefers tomorrow morning or afternoon.

Hitch’s answer catches me by surprise: Must be today, Dave. Call me when you break free.

Whoa. I rarely open a bank vault same day, especially when it requires a plane ride. A day’s notice is standard. This provides a little time to review the job and plot an effective attack, including Plan B in case things go south.

Hitch gives me the lowdown over the phone. He’s serious — this vault needs to be open before midnight tonight. It’s not at a brick-and-mortar branch but at a major banking chain’s private currency center on the outskirts of town. Bank personnel dialed the correct combination this morning, but the vault’s handle wouldn’t turn. They soon discovered why: the timelock had been overwound by approximately twenty-four hours.

A timelock is an ingenious device that prevents a bank vault from being dialed open after hours. Inside the timelock are three small clocks, each with a square post that fits perfectly in a winding key. Two bank employees approach the vault at closing time. One person winds time on all three clocks, then the other double-checks the number of hours wound.

Once they close and lock the vault door, it cannot be opened until time winds down on at least one clock. (Three clocks provide double redundancy, in case one malfunctions.) This ultra-secure method of locking — using combination locks and a separate timelock — has deterred potential kidnappers and rogue employees for the past century and a half. Bank personnel can’t open the vault after hours for any reason, not even at gunpoint. And there’s no such thing as a timelock override other than in the make-believe world of movies and mystery novels.


[image: Figure]
A Diebold three-movement timelock. Once time is wound on all three movements and the vault is locked, it cannot be opened until time runs down on at least one movement/clock.

Source: Author photo.



Overwinds are the result of a mistake going undetected. The person double-checking the winder can become progressively less diligent about bending over and peering through the magnifier to confirm the number of hours on each clock. The winder almost always gets it right, so diminishing attention over time is understandable.

But then one day, perhaps after years without a mistake, the tedium takes its toll and too many hours are wound on all three clocks. The person double-checking, who by this time has become more of a rubber stamper, fails to notice, and the vault is closed and locked. The next morning, it won’t open. This happens somewhere in the United States every week, most often on Monday.

I don’t know how this particular overwind occurred, and I’m not interested in embarrassing an overworked bank employee. What I do know is that the bank will face severe financial penalties if their clients’ money isn’t in transport by midnight. Hence the hurry.

Hitch asks the obvious question. “Do you want to chance it, with the deadline so soon?” I hesitate. If I fly down and get it open today, I’ll send a healthy invoice to Diebold for services rendered. But if the clock ticks one second into Tuesday and the vault isn’t open, I’ll have to put my tools away and go home with my tail between my legs. From the very beginning of our relationship, which goes back more decades than I care to count, my pitch to Diebold has always been that I charge for success, not failure. And I have never not charged them.

I’m wary of putting my perfect record at risk. A flight delay, unexpected tool breakage, unknown issues with the vault — any of these things could push me past the deadline. But I’m drawn to the challenge. Can I fly to Vegas and get the job done before midnight? Like a bee in nectar’s thrall, my inner naysayer is muzzled, unable to decline. “What the heck, Hitch, let’s go for it. I’ll book a flight and text you my itinerary.”

“Sounds good, Dave. See you soon.”

Half a nanosecond after we hang up I realize that I didn’t ask about make and model — crucial to know so I can pack the right equipment. I text Hitch. He doesn’t know, but a man on the inside will get us that information, hopefully with a cell phone photo of the vault door.


[image: Figure]
At midnight on January 26, 1876, John Whittelsey was tortured in his home until he divulged the combination to the vault at Northampton National Bank in Massachusetts, where he worked as head cashier. The robbers proceeded to the bank, where they dialed opened the vault and made off with eight hundred grand. Fearing an epidemic of similar crimes, bankers quickly turned to timelocks, which solved the problem. Having the combination was no longer enough; time had to wind down before the vault could be opened. To deter potential robbers, banks began to post signs, alerting the public to the fact that the vault cannot be opened after-hours due to timelock. Such signs are still in use today. Whittelsey’s ordeal was recounted later that same year, in a short, thirty-page book sporting the longest, most descriptive title and subtitle I have ever seen: The Greatest Burglary on Record: Robbery of the Northampton National Bank: the Cashier Overpowered at Midnight, Tortured, and Forced to Give the Combinations to the Vault and Safe: Eight Hundred Thousand Dollars in Money and Bonds Stolen: $25,000 Reward. The author is anonymous.

Source: Courtesy of the General Society of Mechanics and Tradesmen.



I hustle into my home office, wake up the iMac, and book a flight. I need to leave in about an hour, so I gag down an energy drink and head to the garage, still puckering. At three bucks a teeny-tiny bottle, the darn stuff should taste better.

My tools are still in a messy pile on the workbench. When this call came in, I was doing a little tool maintenance — sharpening or replacing dull drill bits, smoothing the ragged tips of my pin punches, straightening my wire probes true again, recharging the batteries in my electronic devices.

It’s time to repack everything into the wheeled carry-on suitcase I work out of. This case has to be checked, due to its contents and weight, so it must be well built and durable. Over the years, I tried a half dozen different cases that came back with broken wheels or handles after just a few flights. Then I found this BMW-labeled carry-on, which is lightweight but built like a Panzer. It’s almost TSA-proof.2

The Beemer case is half-filled when Hitch texts me the answer. His contact is no longer onsite and can’t get a photograph, but he did identify the bank vault as a Diebold Rotary Wedgelock — a thick door requiring long drill bits. Good to know. I finish packing and make sure there are plenty of twelve- and eighteen-inch bits, and equally long wire probes as well.

I close the case and put it on my scale. We’re four pounds overweight, so I remove a bank bag full of short carbide bits and another one half-filled with diamond bits. Diamond bits won’t be needed, but I grab a couple of short carbides to use during the first few inches of penetration. Now at a svelte forty-nine pounds, we’re in good shape with a little leeway for the airport scale.

I enter full-on departure protocol: wheel the Beemer to the garage door and park it next to the case containing my portable drill press. Dial open my tallest safe and pull out the aluminum briefcase that houses a dozen of my medical scopes.

Behind the door to my office is another carry-on suitcase preloaded with toiletries and a change of clothes. I lay the briefcase on top of the clothes, zip the carry-on closed, and slide my laptop case over the handle. Ready to rumble.

Almost. There are a few minutes to spare, and I’m hungry. In the fridge is my wife’s leftover spaghetti from last night — much better than airplane food. I call to let Valerie know my itinerary, she wishes me safe travels, and I’m off.


Chapter Two
Your Host

As a kid, I was enamored with Alexander Mundy, the debonair safecracker from the 1960s television series, It Takes a Thief. So enamored, in fact, that I enrolled in a locksmithing home-study course and later landed an apprenticeship at a local shop. I found my passion, then my job. It turned into a career.

My interest in the key-cutting side of the business faded as I became familiar with safes and vaults. The supreme challenge was opening them, and this was reflected in the price difference: we charged five bucks to rekey a door lock, and five hundred to drill a tough safe. It was like learning the greatest magic trick of them all, and getting paid for it.

Bitten badly by the safe and vault bug, I left general locksmithing early on and went to work as a professional safecracker, specializing in difficult lockouts, and have spent much of my working life crisscrossing the country, opening bank vaults and high-security safes.

People tend to have one of two reactions upon learning of my occupation. Faces often light up as they envision The Italian Job or The Score. Don’t I wish! Safecracking in the movies is usually more fun to watch than it is in the real world.

Others look at me a bit cautiously, unsure if what I do is legal. I try to be crystal clear here. I don’t open safes in the wee hours under the glare of a flashlight, but during work hours, at the behest of bankers and jewelers anxious to regain access to their stock-in-trade.

Genuinely befuddled, people will often follow up by asking why anyone would ever need to have a safe cracked. As it turns out, there aren’t a thousand reasons why people retain my services. There are exactly four:


[image: Figure]
Like father, like son: Fred Astaire and Robert Wagner as Alistair and Alexander Mundy in It Takes a Thief. The show is fun, escapist entertainment, but its central premise — that the best safecrackers are suave, debonair thieves — is false on all three counts.

Credit: Photofest.



One, the combination is unknown. A locked safe was purchased at an auction or on Craigslist. Or the numbers were forgotten or went to the grave with the only person who knew them. These can be fun, especially when a client hits the jackpot.

Two, the combination is known, but the safe won’t open. Something has gone wrong. Depending on the problem, these can be quite challenging. The fifty most nightmarish lockouts I’ve ever dealt with were all bizarre, undiagnosable malfunctions.

Three, bungling burglars have made a mess. The safe cannot be opened normally because the dial, handle, and/or hinges have been hammered, cut, or burned off in a botched attempt to misappropriate money and jewels.

Four, operator error. The user forgot how to dial the combination, or failed to seat the key properly, or didn’t turn the handle far enough. Or they overwound the timelock — today’s scenario in Las Vegas.

Each day brings a fresh challenge. Somebody is locked out of their safe or vault, and my job is to get them in. It’s an unusual way to put food on the table, I know, but it’s challenging in ways that few things are and deeply rewarding. I can’t imagine doing anything else.

The only other paying job I ever had was playing lead guitar for singer Leon Smith in the early 1980s. I loved guitar (still do), and being in the band was a blast, but I blew my ears out in a few years and had to bail before the ultra-loud stage amplifiers rendered me deaf.

At another point I wanted to teach philosophy, but in graduate school it became apparent that the demand for academic philosophers was waning. This trend eventually reversed, but by then I had left the program with a master’s degree and returned to my roots, this time for good.

Although I didn’t pursue a professorship, studying philosophy changed my life. It made me a more thoughtful person by forcing me to sit still and think, and by requiring an honest summary of the opposing side in an argument. Do this enough times, and you’ll gain an appreciation for positions you previously thought were obviously wrong.

Regarding life’s big questions, my interest is as strong as ever, but conclusions remain elusive. I haven’t a clue how organic life arose, or if natural selection working on accidental variations in the genome really can account for the panoply of lifeforms on our planet. I don’t know if we’re mere molecules in motion or something more, or how free our will actually is. And while I won’t pretend to know whether or not God exists, I wish I did.

I’m agnostic, yes, but with an abiding appreciation for life’s many gifts. I like cheap wine from Trader Joe’s and expensive steaks from Japan. I love playing ping-pong and chess with my younger kids and Words With Friends with my wife and older kids.

If I go more than a few days without reading a serious book or cracking a serious safe, I get anxious and agitated. So I read and crack. A lot.

And when I can’t do either, I listen.


Chapter Three
From Airport to Airport

Heading west toward the airport, I turn on the radio. But before I can select a station, my phone rings through the speaker system. It’s Shane Ellison, calling from North Carolina. With his natural smile and relaxed southern manner, Shane is a pleasure — the younger brother I never had. He’s also an extraordinarily talented safecracker. Of all the students in the countless classes I’ve taught over the past three decades, he’s one of a small handful to have been invited into the inner circle, where defeat methods for the most secure containers in the world are shared and discussed.

Shane had an intriguing job earlier today, assessing the damage to a vault door that was attacked during the burglary of a large jewelry store just before dawn. The crooks got away with millions.

“Wow,” I reply. “How did they gain entry into the vault room? Did they core a hole through the wall or ceiling?”

“Well, that’s the strange part. The police detective and insurance investigator are both convinced it was a professional job on the door itself.”

“What?” I reply. “Was the door opened?”

“Yes sir.”

Shane knows as well as I do that there have been very few successful burglaries on bank vaults in the United States. And nearly all of them involved coring a man-size hole in the vault wall or ceiling, rather than opening the door itself.1

“Did you examine it?”

“Yes sir.”

“Did the burglars drill a hole through the door into the combination locks or the timelock?”

“No. The only damage to the door, Dave, was a burn on the outer skin from an oxyacetylene torch.”

“You mean the penetration didn’t go all the way through? They burned through the thin piece of stainless steel and stopped?”

“That’s right.”

“Shane, this sounds like an inside job. The perps probably had the combination, opened the vault, and then tried to cover their tracks to make it look like a burglary. And from your description, they didn’t do a very good job of it.”

“That’s what I told the detective and the investigator. I showed them that penetrating one-eighth of an inch of a sixteen-inch-thick vault door couldn’t have opened it. But I didn’t arrive until they were finishing up, and they had pretty well made up their minds by then. What’s even weirder is that they missed another glaring piece of evidence.”

“There were two carts sitting side by side in the vault, one filled with new jewelry, the other with repaired jewelry. The burglars took only the boxes containing new jewelry. They didn’t touch anything on the repair cart. Obviously, they knew which was which.”

“Nice catch, Shane. Somebody wanted to avoid the hassle of dealing with a bunch of upset clients.”

“Exactly. I can’t believe this is going to go down, officially, as a successful burglary. They’re going to get away with it.”

“You’re probably right. Hey, what model of vault door is it?”

“A Rotary Wedgelock.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Serious as a heart attack.”

Traffic slows as I approach the airport exit.

“I’m about to get on a plane for Vegas, Shane. Guess what model vault I’m drilling tonight?”

“A Rotary Wedgelock? No way!”

“Yes way. I’d better go, mister, so I don’t miss my turn. Say hi to Ann and the boys for me.”

“Will do, Dave. Good luck tonight.”

A few years ago, Shane’s oldest son became the youngest student ever to open a burglary-rated safe at one of my classes. Jacob had recently celebrated his ninth birthday. I don’t anticipate that record being broken anytime soon.

At the short-term garage, I spiral up the ramp and find a parking spot. From the south side of Level Four at PDX it’s a direct walk across the southern skybridge to an escalator that drops you right next to the check-in counter at Alaska Airlines.

Standing in the fastest of the slow lines through security, I feel slightly agitated. Did I forget something? An oversight would be inexcusable and beyond embarrassing. It’s too late to run home; even so, I take a quick mental inventory of the tools that were just checked at the counter. The process is mildly therapeutic, and it diverts my attention from the monotonous tension that permeates modern airports.

As expected, nothing is missing. Maybe it’s nerves — few jobs rattle me, but today’s time constraint is a little out of the ordinary.

I walk through the body scanner and return to the conveyor. My laptop is there but my aluminum briefcase is not. Crap. I look back at a poker-faced TSA agent sitting on a padded stool, leaning forward and staring intently into his monitor. He glances at me over his wire rims and turns to a colleague who listens to his instructions.

Suspect luggage in tow, she confirms ownership and motions for me to follow. I grab my laptop and walk over to the stainless steel table upon which my briefcase now rests. The problem isn’t the case, but its contents: a dozen medical endoscopes, two portable LED light sources and some extra batteries, all resting on a bed of soft, corrugated foam.

When I started in this profession, we struggled to see into the holes we drilled. With only the naked eye and whatever light we could aim down the hole, it was often difficult to get a decent view of a safe’s innards. We compensated by drilling big holes, often many of them.

Endoscopes were a game changer. No one knows who first adapted medical-grade optics to safecracking, but we owe them a debt of gratitude. These mini-periscopes fit into a small-diameter hole, and through their magical eyepiece we can observe a safe’s locking mechanism up close and personal with near-daylight illumination.

Endoscopes — first urethroscopes and nasopharyngoscopes, and later arthroscopes, cystoscopes, bronchoscopes, ureteroscopes, and more — have made my job a dream. When mine aren’t in use, they are resting comfortably in the aluminum case I acquired for the sole purpose of scope safety.

It’s not unusual for this case to raise an eyebrow. Last week it breezed through security, but not today. The crapshoot is worth the occasional hassle, given the alternative: subjecting forty grand in surgical optics to the tender touch of the baggage handlers.

That is precisely what I had to do for two years following the attacks on 9/11. I was at the airport shortly after commercial flights were allowed back in the air. To my dismay, the luggage screeners (Homeland Security and TSA didn’t yet exist) classified my urethroscopes and others as potential stabbing weapons and banished them to the bowels of the plane.

I asked to appeal and was directed to the local representative of the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), who happened to be at the airport. My modest goal was to carry my scope case onboard like I always had.

The image of someone being stabbed by a slender scope designed to traverse the urethra struck me as hilarious. So rather than pleading my case all serious and somber, I took a lighthearted approach with Mr. FAA and used a little PG-13 language to describe how urologists had once utilized the object he was holding.

Big mistake. Big. Huge! He didn’t even crack the beginning of a smile. No reaction at all, other than to blink quickly and put down the urethroscope. I should have told him it was sanitized in an autoclave before being refurbished and sold. That might have mitigated the ick factor and its impact on our exchange.

Humor having bombed, I switched to substance and explained that endoscopes are thin tubes filled with fiber-optic fibers that crumple on impact — hardly the makings of a dangerous weapon. I hoped to see his crewcut move up and down instead of left and right. And I hoped to hear something other than, “I’m sorry, sir, but no.” But I didn’t. At least he was nice about it.

Out of desperation, I pivoted to what struck me as a knockdown argument. “You know what would be far better for stabbing?” I asked, risking coming off as a smart aleck.

He stared at me and grunted, probably itching to wash his hands. “A sharpened pencil,” I answered, trying to appear reasonable rather than triumphant. “For stabbing, a sharpened pencil would be vastly superior to a scope.” The upshot was straightforward: if pencils were permitted in the cabin, then my scopes should be as well.

That prizewinning point elicited nothing but crossed arms and another firm but polite “no.” Mr. FAA’s decision was made — I had won the logical battle but lost the war. My scope case was going in the cargo hold, and that was that. Interestingly, pencils have never been banned.

On that trip, I went to Houston while my scopes went to Newark. I found myself in front of arguably the best safe in the world, unable to see in a hole that took me half the day to drill. But it wasn’t a complete bust. During the long wait for my scopes to complete their circuitous journey, I reached a personal milestone by reading every word in the New York Times without skimming. I even tried (but failed) to finish the crossword puzzle.

Two years later, the rules were changed to allow scopes onboard again. I was elated, and that feeling has carried me through many subsequent encounters with security. The occasional hassle is a small price to pay for peace of mind, knowing my scopes are safe — as safe as I am at least — in the cabin.

The TSA agent turns my scope case first one way, then another, tilts it up for a closer look at the flush latches, and finally gives up. I watch a frustrated scowl form. “How do you open this thing?”

I know not to touch, so I point a pistol finger at the hinged cover plate Zero Halliburton uses to hide the latch release.2 “Swing that little plate up and push the button.”

She pops it open. Perhaps sensing her earlier abruptness, she half smiles while swabbing the case’s interior for explosive residue, then asks if I’m a doctor. Lie and say yes, and I’ll most likely be on my way in seconds. But my run-in with Mr. FAA taught me to avoid discussions of scopes and their medical uses, so I opt for the truth. “No ma’am, I’m a safecracker.”

It doesn’t compute. She points to the scopes. “What? Well, aren’t those … you’re what? ”

I validate her initial assumption. “Yes, those are used by surgeons. But I use them to open safes and vaults.”

The half-smile fades into a quarter before vanishing altogether. Here we go. She signals for a second opinion. I hand him a business card and patiently explain how I use the scopes. The quizzical expression tells me he’s a tad skeptical.

“Really?” he asks. “You look inside with these, and that opens the vault?”

I nod. “That pretty well sums it up.” No point in elaborating. He pauses for a moment, leans over, and wonders aloud, “Have you ever been caught?”

Can’t tell if he’s serious, so I play along. “Of course not,” I deadpan. “Only the hacks get caught.” Which is almost (but not entirely) true.

Free to go. Boarding has already started by the time I get to the gate. I lift the case up into the overhead, plop down in the window seat on the pilot’s side with the better of my two bad ears facing the aisle and flight attendants, and slide my laptop under the seat in front of me.

So far, so good. No delays or problems of any kind. Everything is right on schedule.

I hear the familiar double chime — we’re above ten thousand feet and may now use electronic devices. The flight to Vegas takes a couple of hours, enough time to relax and catch a short movie before walking into the pressure cooker waiting for me at the currency center.

A glance through my digital library reveals mostly oldies. Meet the Parents, Dumb & Dumber, There’s Something about Mary, a couple of Monty Pythons, and a dozen others I’ve seen so many times that they merit deletion.

Robert De Niro and Ben Stiller take me most of the way to Sin City. Hmmm, I wonder if it’s true that geniuses choose green. Gotta google that one someday. About an hour in, Greg Fokker fumbles his way through grace with a nod to Godspell: “We thank you oh sweet, sweet Lord of hosts for the smorgasbord you have so aptly laid at our table this day, and each day, by day, day by day, by day oh dear lord three things we pray to love thee more dearly, to see thee more clearly, to follow thee more nearly, day, by day, by day. Amen.”

I can identify with Greg’s discomfort, even without the unblinking stare of an ex-CIA agent who gives home polygraphs and trains cats to poop in the toilet. Part of me wonders if there is any difference between prayer and the power of positive thinking. Perhaps one day we’ll know.

My favorite parts are over, so I reduce the volume and the player window. The movie becomes background while I walk through final prep for today’s opponent.

It’s been a couple years since I last battled a Rotary Wedgelock. Add to that the additional pressure of a midnight deadline, and it’s especially important that I’m absolutely clear on the step-by-step process. I try to visualize the precise sequence of events that will culminate in success. It’s also helpful to highlight foreseeable problems and develop contingency plans.

It’s impossible to plan for everything, of course, but I work better when I feel confident, and my confidence rises and falls in proportion to my preparation, especially on difficult openings. When a job goes south, I don’t like standing there like a clueless noob, unsure what to do next. This can happen when I don’t do my due diligence beforehand.

Meticulous preparation often makes its own luck.

Diebold’s Rotary Wedgelock is a thick, beefy vault door. It has a thin, stainless steel fascia plate that I prefer to slide over before drilling. That way, the stainless can be slid back into place after I repair the hole, leaving no evidence that the vault door was ever penetrated.

But both dials and the handle must be removed before the stainless plate can slide sideways. This can be a time-consuming pain in the buttocks, and sometimes the stainless just won’t budge. On second thought, maybe I should leave the stainless in place and drill through it to save time. The repair site can be covered with a manufacturer’s decal; the public never sees this door anyway. Good idea.

The 737 begins its slow descent while the movie credits are rolling. Even though I’ve seen it many times before, I chuckle silently when Greg Fokker stares sternly into the nanny cam and spins into a karate spaz. Still smiling, I stow the laptop, take out my phone, and shuffle one of my favorite mellow playlists.

The plane kisses the runway so softly that I barely notice. Tip of the hat to the pilot. I feel good. This is going to be a textbook vault opening with no glitches. Murphy is going to stay home.

At baggage claim, I spot the case containing my portable drill press floating my way on the conveyor belt. I grab it and look over to the plastic curtain, expecting my Beemer case to pop through.

I wait and wait, but Beemer doesn’t appear. I text Hitch. He calls. “Problem, eh?”

“Yeah, my main tool case hasn’t shown up.”

“Should I come in?”

“Nah, I can handle it.”

“Well, I need to move, so I’ll park in the garage and text you where.”

“Good enough, Hitch. See you in a bit.”

This is starting to feel like one of my Phoenix jobs. Flew there a few years ago to open a vault for the Desert Energy Credit Union. The vice president and branch manager met me at the airport
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