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Introduction

“LUCK BE A LADY...”

IT’S 5:30 A.M. in the city of overnight fortunes and broken
dreams.

Beneath the glittering marble halls and jangling slot
machines, behind a pair of massive steel doors, twenty-five
dive-certified men and women begin their workday. Some pull
on scuba gear; others don blue fire-retardant work clothes,
with their names embroidered on patches over their chests. It’s
a secret underground world, a vast clandestine warehouse
filled with giant machines, rows of tools, half-disassembled
robots, and spare parts. The crew calls it the Bat Cave.

They’re a tight-knit group. A former rock ’n’ roll
technician for the Stones and AC/DC. A few military vets,
engineers, and mechanics. Assorted refugees from blue-collar
jobs and the corporate world. Led by manager Victoria Rios,
they form a band of brothers and sisters, united in the service
of something bigger than themselves.

“Hope you finally caught some sleep last night,” says one.

“Barely,” answers another. “Up all night, thinking about the
faults.”

The first man shrugs. The faults. There are always faults,
something amiss. That’s what they’re here for: to fix the faults,
in a city practically founded on faults. “We’ll get it taken care
of today,” the man says.

By 6 a.m., the crew is aboard a barge in a finger of lake
that extends into the Bat Cave, sailing in battleground



solemnity into a crystal-blue expanse filled with twenty-two
million gallons of the single most precious commodity for a
city in the middle of the desert: water.

The lake, located in the heart of Las Vegas, encompasses
eight and a half acres. Beneath its surface, ready to emerge at
the appointed time, lies a complex network of equipment:
pipes, valves, pumps, lights, motors, manifolds, sensors. The
crew inspects every inch of it. Divers float through the water,
using pressure gauges to search for leaks in the miles of metal
tubing. They hover over computerized electronics arrayed in
gigantic concentric circles. The circles are composed of
robotic machinery equipped with 1,214 water jets in escalating
calibers. Some are the size of a person; others are as large as a
small automobile. All are capable of spraying water with
industrial force and acrobatic precision. The smallest and most
numerous, the 798 jets known as minishooters, can send
plumes of water shooting one hundred twenty feet skyward.
More powerful ones, the 192 supershooters, can reach two
hundred forty-four feet. In the central ring are the monsters—
the 16 extreme shooters—whose blasts soar four hundred sixty
feet.

Out on the surface of the artificial lake, the team moves
across the water slowly, in search of problems. The sun has yet
to rise over the city, but the water is already almost as warm as
blood, bathed in a brighter-than-daylight glow from the signs
that encircle it. In any system this size, things go wrong. But
this one—state-of-the-art when it was installed—is now
twenty-five years old, and requires significant maintenance.
Lines get snagged, limiting their range of motion. Hardwired
programs must be manually plugged into a central computer. If
there’s a fault, the crew will need to drag the defective part
back to the Bat Cave, to repair the damage or swap in a spare.
“Think of 1t as a twenty-five-year-old car—only more
complicated,” explains a member of the team.

The individuals who tend to the equipment seem to be both
in love and obsessed with their historic charge. On good days,
the machinery confers a sense of majesty. “When I was single,



girls would flock here just to watch us work,” one worker
recalls.

“Twenty-two million gallons of water going up in the air
every day and night,” says another.

“I cared about it so much that it kept me up at night,” says
one team member of the sleeplessness that comes with the
responsibility for a massive mechanical assembly that sprawls
across so many acres and so many imaginations, tended to by
a crew determined to do whatever it takes to make it run
absolutely right.

After six and a half hours of repairs, adjustments, and
cleaning, the crew is finally done for the day. It’s half past
noon as they make their way back to the Bat Cave. The sun is
high in the Las Vegas sky, and sweat and sunblock drip from
their faces. In summer, the mercury soars well above one
hundred ten; in winter, it often plunges to just above freezing.
But whatever the temperature, they have done their job. Their
dream machine is ready to perform.

The Fountains of Bellagio show is about to begin.
L

Every weekday at 3 p.m.—and weekends at noon—the
fountain’s enormous apparatus of rings and shooters rises
before each performance via hydraulic arms from its resting
place beneath the lake like some futuristic mechanical beast.
The two hundred eight oarsmen (the fountain’s only water jets
whose directions can vary) point their nimble mechanical arms
skyward, preparing to erupt in a dizzy, dancing array of
aquatic acrobatics. On some days, fog pours from the
manifolds and crawls across the surface of the lake; at other
times, the lake appears to be boiling, from a hidden apparatus
below. Then comes the music, mournful and intimate, blasting
from two hundred thirteen hidden speakers in and around the
lake.

They call you Lady Luck...
It’s Frank Sinatra, singing “Luck Be a Lady,” one of the



city’s many anthems. And with the music comes the water, so
much water that it defies imagination. Millions of gallons
shoot into the air with incredible precision, a majestic spray as
symphonic as the song, maybe even more so: water dancing,
water shimmying, water swaying, water waving daintily like
fingers curled in beckoning. And most impressively, water
shooting, as high as the edifice behind it, the looming towers
of the Bellagio Resort and Casino.

With each word Frank Sinatra sings to Lady Luck, the
water responds. Staccato horns punctuate the lyrics, each
brassy burst accompanied by an upward stab from the
minishooters.

The water drops, the fountain is still for a beat, and then the
nozzles fire at full blast as Sinatra and the big band roar, Luck
be a lady tonight!

The oarsmen unleash slinky tendrils, evoking Lady Luck
striding across the casino floor, her eyes wandering toward the
other gamblers she might take up with for the night.

The fountain’s jets fire off in unison like a high-kicking
chorus line, then gently spiral outward like an unfurling
flower, to accompany the tender pleading in Sinatra’s voice.
With the final repetition of the chorus comes the big finish, the
raw power of the extreme shooters harmonizing with the
delicate sprays of the minishooters.

When it’s over, and the fountain falls silent, a thunderous
roar rises from the spectators that have gathered to watch the
show. They’re cheering both the melancholy defiance of the
music and the breathtaking majesty of the fountain, the lake
that can make water dance.

From now until midnight, the Fountains of Bellagio will
perform up to four times an hour—on weekends and holidays,
as many as thirty-three times over the course of a day and
night. Since its debut in 1998, it’s a spectacle that has become
the iconic image of a city built on image, replacing the
symbols that came before it: the WELCOME TO FABULOUS LAS
VEGAS sign erected as a neon welcome at the edge of town in



1959; Vegas Vickie, the neon cowgirl who kicked up her
bootheels above the Glitter Gulch strip club; or her “husband,”
Vegas Vic, the neon cowboy who still stands in front of the old
Pioneer Club. But all of those were mere signs, now rendered
tired and tame by comparison to the dancing waters, which
have been called the eighth wonder of the world.

The idea was dreamed up over dinner one night at the
palatial home of the Bellagio’s creator, Steve Wynn, back
when the resort was still in the process of being born.

“What are the characteristics of all great gathering places in
Europe?” someone who was at the meeting recalls Wynn
asking the executive team he had assembled. Was it sculpture?
Art? The views? The people watching?

Fountains.

From Paris to Madrid to Vienna to Rome, the great piazzas
of Europe all feature fountains.

From there the concept grew from a mere fountain into one
of the world’s most colossal spectacle machines, free to
everyone in Vegas, from the high rollers in their mansion-sized
supersuites to the down-and-outs hoping for a turn of fortune.
But the best view is from the Strip itself, where some fifty
thousand people stop to watch the fountain each day, gathering
at the railing around the lake to revel in the towering spumes
of spray.

As the sun sets and the Strip is swathed in a neon glow, the
Fountains of Bellagio dress for the evening, adding 4,792
underwater lights to their display, choreographed to an ever-
changing lineup of thirty-five songs such as Andrea Bocelli’s
“Con te Partiro,” Lady Gaga’s “Bad Romance,” and Elvis
Presley’s “Viva Las Vegas.” A miracle of mechanics and
magic for a city once dismissed as a folly, forever determined
to prove its worth to the world.

In advance of the final season of Game of Thrones, for one
night only in 2019, the fountain is where holograms of flying
dragons were projected onto the spray and mist while real



flames flickered on the surface of the lake. At the end of
Ocean's 11, George Clooney’s charming gang of thieves—
Brad Pitt, Matt Damon, and the rest—gathered at the fountain
on the night after their big heist and leaned on the railing,
enthralled by the waters dancing to Debussy’s “Clair de Lune”
as the camera panned across their faces. Céline Dion
performed a special televised rendition of “My Heart Will Go
On” on a floating replica of the Titanic bowsprit alongside
comedian and TV host James Corden, before dropping a
replica of the film’s famous Heart of the Sea necklace into the
lake’s crystal-blue waters.

The crew found that necklace. Just as the four-person, dive-
certified “clean team” finds almost everything else when they
scour the bottom of the lake between shows, the collective
hope and despair of a gambler’s town: real jewelry, cast into
the fountain for luck or flung in rage; empty bottles of booze;
discarded clothes, cell phones, and cameras; and an estimated
two tons of coins per year, each token an unspoken wish, and
every cent donated to charity.

At the heart of the fountain, as in most attractions of Las
Vegas, is fantasy. And while the city was built on fantasy,
fantasies must be created, and every act of creation requires
skill and coordination and hard work, the unseen toiling of
armies of personnel.

Behind the curtain of water and music and magic lies a
clandestine world of grit and gumption—the daily, hidden
work required to conjure up the desert mirage of Las Vegas.
Like the Fountains of Bellagio, the city’s attractions require a
complex network of labor to run. The endless battalions who
build, service, and maintain the perpetually expanding
facilities; the dealers and croupiers who run the games; the
international superchefs, cocktail wizards, and servers who
fortify the multitudes; the dazzling superstars of stage, screen,
nightclub, and stripper pole; the pilots, limo drivers, and
cabbies who keep the city on the move.

All of this effort produces something greater than the sum
of its infinite parts: a sense of fantasy and escape, perhaps the



greatest fantasy and escape machine on Earth, everything
working together as a whole to create an illusion, a spectacle
as seductive, and, for some, as fleeting, as a mirage—the
experience of Las Vegas, Nevada.



Chapter 1

WELCOME TO LAS VEGAS

HARRY REID INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT

THE CITY BEGINS casting its spell at the airport.

Harry Reid International isn’t just a portal to the city, the
place where one million visitors arrive and depart every week
from around the world. It’s the opening act, the master of
ceremonies, designed to seduce new arrivals with a
shimmering display of slot machines, shopping, dining,
advertising, and glitz. Set on one of the largest footprints in
southern Nevada, covering 4.4 square miles, the airport’s
glass-sheathed towers shimmer by day in the desert sun and
glow in the neon-lit night.

In an office tucked behind a Starbucks and a TSA security
checkpoint sits the airport’s director, Rosemary Vassiliadis.
Under her watchful eye, the airport runs twenty-two hours a
day, pausing only for two hours just before daybreak. “We
never lock our doors,” says Vassiliadis. There are nearly one
thousand flights every day, with more than one hundred direct
routes from big cities like New York and Los Angeles and
London as well as towns like Bozeman, Fort Collins, and
Humboldt. On many Sundays and Mondays, Harry Reid has
served more people than any other airport in America.

So many visitors pass through the terminals every day, as
many as 52 million in one year, that the airport has its own
police and fire departments. The single biggest carrier,
Southwest Airlines, has commandeered an entire concourse—



Concourse C, in the ever-expanding Terminal 1—shuffling 1.5
million arriving and departing passengers in November 2022
alone, according to one published report. Many of the larger
casinos, from Caesars Palace to the MGM Grand, operate their
own charters for elite customers at the adjacent private air
terminals at the airport, and private helicopters can be seen
taking off for aerial tours of the Grand Canyon.

Travelers arriving at one of the one hundred ten gates are
met with a blast of air conditioning that belies the summer
heat, which regularly rises above one hundred degrees. These
dreamers and schemers arrive wearing slick suits and skimpy
dresses, formal tuxedos and wedding gowns, cargo shorts and
flip-flops—*“things they don’t wear at home,” says Vassiliadis.
They come for love and lust, superstar concerts and trade
conventions, magic shows and boxing matches, and, threading
through it all, action. They have practiced their bets during
their flights, reading how-to books that promise secrets for
beating the house. What many don’t realize is that the house
begins here, at Harry Reid International Airport.

“Give them Vegas as soon as that jet-bridge door opens,”
Vassiliadis likes to say, “and keep Vegas going until it shuts.”

It’s a creed reflected in the airport’s every detail. From the
moment passengers disembark, rowdy and ready for fun,
Vegas begins its seduction. At the airport, the hours are set to
Luxury Standard Time: every clock, in every terminal, is a
Rolex. Even the floor, which Vassiliadis had first seen in the
Disney Store at Caesars Palace, 1s designed to induce awe: a
swirling terrazzo, glittering with bright shards of broken
mirrors. Here, the fancy floors announce, money is no object,
glories abound, and wonders never cease.

“A lot of bling,” Vassiliadis says of her airport. “A lot of
bling, and branding everywhere.”

Arrivals are eager for the action, giddy with anticipation.
“They get off the plane and they’re ready to go,” says one
airport official. “They want to get into their cab. Get to the

hotel, get to the casino, get to the action. They want to get on



their way. They’re yelling, ‘Vegas, baby!” and things like that.
They’re getting the party started before they even leave the
airport.”

Slot machines are ubiquitous. There are more than one
thousand one-armed bandits throughout the airport,
strategically arranged in mazes outside each gate and in
enticing lines next to the baggage claim carousels. The
machines were first installed in 1968, and the numbers grew
throughout the 1970s. Originally they were coin-operated
slots, but today the entire collection is digital, with constantly
upgraded contraptions that offer ever-mounting jackpots. In
almost every terminal, the blaring Wheel of Fortune slot is a
main attraction.

“Our surveys let us know that our visitors want to /sear the
slot machines,” says Vassiliadis, who ensures that the volume
on the slots is turned up loud. “It’s not noise to them—it’s
music, it’s attraction. That’s why they come here. Only two
airports in the nation have slots—us and Reno.”

The jangling din of the slot machines tends to obscure the
actual music, the soundtrack pouring from unseen speakers
throughout the airport—the legendary music of Las Vegas, a
nonstop playlist featuring the artists and songs most associated
with the city. Elvis’s “Viva Las Vegas,” Barry Manilow’s
“Here’s to Las Vegas,” and Frank Sinatra’s “Luck Be a Lady”
along with tunes by Céline Dion, Sammy Davis Jr., Gwen
Stefani, and the Killers.

“We have customized our overhead terminal music to the
entertainers who made their careers in Las Vegas—the Rat
Pack, FElvis—along with modern-day entertainers with
residencies here, and, of course, songs about Las Vegas,” says
Vassiliadis.

Vegas is surely one of the most marketing-driven cities in
the world. Thanks to the Las Vegas Convention and Visitor
Authority’s massive marketing and surveying operations, even
before passengers land at the airport, Vegas knows the purpose
for their visit, the number of nights they’ll stay, their “gaming



behavior and budget,” what they plan to do and see, and more.
Everything at the airport is scaled to reflect a grandiose vision
of bigger, better, more—the mammoth terminals with their
skyscraping ceilings, their soaring escalators, and their endless
vistas of slots and shops and restaurants.

Past the vast concourses of temptation lies a centerpiece of
the airport. Known as the Poker Chip, the custom-made floor
mosaic in the baggage claim area celebrates the skylines of old
and new Las Vegas. On one side of the Poker Chip is the past:
long-gone resorts like the Dunes, the Landmark, and the
Desert Inn, where billionaire hermit Howard Hughes once
holed up. On the other side is the present: the towering
Stratosphere spire, the Bellagio, the Wynn, the volcano at the
Mirage.

Once the passengers descend into the baggage claim area,
they find the Liquor Library, a megastore selling every
conceivable spirit that claims to be the only non-duty-free
liquor store in an airport baggage claim area in America.
“Vegas starts at the Liquor Library,” a sign boasts, inviting
visitors to stock up on booze while they’re waiting for their
luggage. “We know why you come to Las Vegas and the
Liquor Library is here to help.”

From there, the skyline of the Strip beckons, shimmering in
the distance like a mirage. It’s so close, only three short miles
from the airport, that some people believe they can run to it—
and some, fortified by spirits from the flight or provisions
from the Liquor Library, are probably tempted to try.



Chapter 2

THE RIDE

WAYNE NEWTON BOULEVARD

OUTSIDE THE AIRPORT terminal, on Wayne Newton
Boulevard, passengers catch a lift to the Strip. It’s fitting that
the street ushering visitors into Vegas is named for Mr. Las
Vegas himself, the city’s resident entertainer for more than six
decades. A high school dropout originally from Virginia,
Newton, like most who come to Vegas, arrived from
somewhere else. It was 1959, when he first performed in what
was to be a two-week “tryout” at the old Fremont Hotel and
Casino. It instead lasted forty-six weeks, and Wayne Newton
never really left. Today, on the boulevard that bears his name,
taxis and limos and car services line up to whisk the new
arrivals to the visions of glory that have drawn them to Las
Vegas, just as they drew the teenaged Wayne Newton.

Chauffeur Raymond Torres is waiting for his first ride of
the day. Suit, tie, starched white shirt, leather shoes, black
leather gloves, and his signature sunglasses—everything
spotless. “I’m like a fireman,” he says. “Once the phone rings,
I get suited and booted, and I’m ready to go.”

Out in the airport parking garage, his jet-black Rolls-Royce
Ghost awaits. Torres stands outside baggage claim with an
iPad bearing the name of his client. If it were one of the
celebrities he has chauffeured in the past—Mariah Carey,
Warren Buffett, Christina Aguilera, Brad Pitt, or Ryan Seacrest
—he would be waiting across the tarmac at one of the airport’s



private jet terminals. “A lot of times you don’t even know who
you’re picking up until they’re in the car,” Torres says. “Most
of the celebrities have code names. Like Nicolas Cage. He
lived here when I drove him and I’d take him out on the town.
But his security would only give me the code name on the
paperwork, because they don’t want you calling someone and
saying ‘Hey, I’'m picking up so-and-so.’

“Everybody becomes their true selves in Las Vegas,”
Torres says. He sees it happening every day in his rearview
mirror: the trophy wife who becomes a high-rolling gambler,
the straitlaced executive who becomes a reckless ladies’ man,
the schoolteacher who takes a temporary job as an exotic
dancer. This morning, Torres is waiting for Toby, one of his
top clients. Back home, Toby’s built a career in financial
consulting. But in Vegas, he reinvents himself as a renegade
gambler, a high roller going by the nickname Thunderboom.
He comes to the city for months at a stretch, living in the high-
end resorts on the Strip while he tries his luck at the casinos.

Torres is affiliated with a group of seven chauffeurs known
as the Untouchables, who have access to a sizable fleet of
luxury vehicles. But for clients like Toby, only Torres himself
will do—because, says Toby, “he’s so trustworthy.”

Torres, in a sense, 1S emblematic of Vegas, a city with a
criminal past and a corporate present. Today, he’s a chauffeur
for the stars. Once, he was accused of stealing from one of
them.

If passengers are interested, Torres tells them his story of
growing up in Las Vegas, where kids grow up fast. His father,
who owned a roofing company, took him to his first strip club,
Crazy Horse, when he was around sixteen. To help him gain
entry, his dad took some tar and painted a moustache on his
face. Before long, young Ray was embroiled in a life of crime,
as a thief and a drug dealer. Vegas being Vegas, there was
always plenty to steal, and plenty to deal.

In 1995, when he was only twenty-six, Torres played a
central role in a high-profile art scam. He ended up with



between two and three million dollars’ worth of paintings by
the likes of Dali, Matisse, and Renoir in his possession. But
the stolen artworks, which he’d planned to fence on the black
market, didn’t belong to just anybody. They belonged to Mr.
Las Vegas himself, Wayne Newton.

Torres tried to sell the paintings to Colombian drug dealers
in exchange for one hundred ten pounds of cocaine. But the
drug dealers were working as informants for the FBI and the
Drug Enforcement Administration. A sting operation closed
in, and Torres was convicted and sentenced to nineteen years
and seven months in federal prison. When he was released
after eighteen years—his sentence shortened for good behavior
—he converted his criminal past into a shiny new future. One
of his former associates had landed a job in a casino and
arranged a job interview for Torres at a limousine service. The
manager of the company asked Torres about his years in
prison, then posed a pivotal question.

“How’s your driving record?” he asked.
“I haven’t had a ticket in eighteen years,” Torres replied.

The manager laughed, and Torres was hired.
L J

Ray Torres 1s summoned to the airport this morning via a text
on his cell phone. He calls the phone his office because he
doesn’t have an office, and his phone is forever pinging with
calls and texts and emails. Being a chauffeur in Vegas means
doing more than just driving. “If somebody wants a
helicopter,” Torres says, “if somebody wants a jet, if
somebody wants tickets at the fifty-yard line or bottle service
at a club, if somebody wants restaurant reservations or
designer clothes or some company for the evening, whatever
somebody wants—ijust about anything—I can provide for
them. Except anything illegal.”

The text he got from Toby last night was simple: Vegas,
baby, 8 a.m. pickup. Ready to rock and roll.

Now his client—bearded, middle-aged, his business suit



traded for a red hoodie and baseball cap—is sitting in the back
of the Rolls, headed to Resorts World, which he’ll call home
for the next month, maybe longer. When Toby’s in town,
Torres is on call, driving him everywhere: to the grocery store,
to a restaurant or the casinos, on all-night club crawls. “Ray
responds immediately,” Toby says. “I trust him with my life. If
it’s midnight and I call him and say, ‘I’m bored, me and my
friends wanna go to a strip club,’ he’s on his way.”

As they roll out of the airport, Toby is ready to indulge in
everything Vegas has to offer. But first comes the ride, a
preview of the coming attractions, starting with the line of
gigantic billboards advertising shows, spectacles, resorts, or
restaurants, each bigger and grander than the last. The front
side of the billboards—the ones facing visitors heading into
the city—feature seductive come-ons for Lady Gaga at the
Park MGM or the magician Shin Lim at the Mandalay Bay or
Thunder from Down Under, the all-male strip revue at the
Excalibur. The back side of the billboards—the ones seen by
those leaving Las Vegas—feature ads for personal injury
lawyers or FOR LEASE signs, or nothing at all.

Nobody s selling to anyone leaving Las Vegas.

Turning off the street named for the entertainer whose
stolen paintings sent him to federal prison, Torres merges right
onto Paradise Road and takes a left onto Tropicana West,
taking the longer, more scenic route into town. In the distance,
he can see the Mandalay Bay Resort and Casino on the Strip’s
southern edge, next to the massive glass pyramid of the Luxor.
Straight ahead and to the left are the pointed castle towers of
the Excalibur, and the Tropicana, built in the late 1950s and
updated as a gleaming ivory tower. On the right is the
sprawling, emerald-green MGM Grand, with its fifty-ton
bronze lion, its 171,500 square feet of gaming space, and its
hidden high-roller resort and private casino, the Mansion,
reserved for the biggest players. “I’ve driven clients there who
are sitting in the front seat next to me with bags full of
money,” says Torres. “Billionaires. I’'m talking, like, Louis
Vuitton bags full of money. Staying at the Mansion MGM



Grand for, like, a week.”

“Those villas are nice,” says Toby, who sometimes stays at
the Mansion himself. “Speedy Lee used to stay there and play
baccarat in their high-roller room.” Speedy Lee is the
nickname of a legendary gambler. “Speedy Lee has eight girls
with him in long red dresses, like his harem. He plays on two
tables at the same time, hooked up to an oxygen tank so he can
play for seventy-two hours straight, three hundred fifty
thousand dollars a hand on each table, the girls just sitting
behind him, watching. And everything has to be feng shui in
the room. They spray this special spray in the air to clear the
energy, because he’s very superstitious. When I saw him, I was
like, How small am I playing in my life? Speedy Lee is going
all out!”

“When Speedy Lee was at the Mansion, he had limos
waiting twenty-four-seven,” Torres recalls. “I was one of the
drivers waiting to pick him up, to take him whenever he
needed to go. But sometimes he’d have drivers waiting and he
never came out. Sometimes you wouldn’t see him for hours or
days, but there would always be a line of limos waiting for
him, both a day shift and a night shift. And every time he got
in the car, he always tipped at least a few hundred bucks.”

Torres takes a right onto Las Vegas Boulevard, and passes
New York—New York, with its replicas of the Chrysler and
Empire State buildings. The ultrahip Cosmopolitan (“Just the
Right Amount of Wrong”). Planet Hollywood. The Eiftel
Tower and Arc de Triomphe of the Paris Hotel and Casino,
which commands the skyline across from the Bellagio. Each
has its particular come-on: to gamble, eat, drink, dance, and
revel in almost anything that money can buy. Each one
prompts a memory.

Torres remembers a husband and wife he used to ferry
from the airport. “Wholesome family, kids and everything,” he
says. “The husband would come every once in a while by
himself, and I’d take him to a strip club. Then next trip, he’d
come with his family. One time, I picked him up from the
private airport and he looked like crap. Obviously drunk, in



shorts and flip-flops. I’'m like, ‘You all right?” And he says,
‘Nah. I’'m getting a divorce.’”

Toby leans forward. He’s gone through a divorce of his
own. “And afterwards I went on a Vegas rampage to make up
for the lost time.”
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“The guy goes, ‘It was my fault,”” Torres continues. “He
said that him and his wife used to come to Vegas and stay at a
hotel together. They came to an agreement where he would go
play around, she would go play around, and they’d come back
and share their experiences.” For the wife, though, one of
those experiences turned out to be more than just a playdate.
She met somebody she really liked, and she left her husband.

“She ended up staying with the other guy,” says Torres.

“Very dumb,” says Toby. He recounts his own story of
coming to Vegas after his divorce. It was a few years ago, he
says, when the Patriots were playing Atlanta in the Super
Bowl. He had a reservation to watch the game with a friend at
Sapphire, which bills itself as “the World’s Largest
Gentlemen’s Club.” Before long, the manager came over to
their table.

“You guys need anything?” the manager asked.

“Yeah,” Toby told him. Soon a dancer was at his table,
helping him forget about his ex-wife. “After my divorce,” he
explains, “I was like, I’'m just gonna enjoy my life.”

Which is exactly what he’s come to Vegas to do.

They pass the Bellagio, the Italianesque monolith rising
behind its enormous lake with its famous Fountains of
Bellagio. The sight triggers a new story from Torres, this one
about Andrea Bocelli, the blind Italian operatic tenor superstar.

“Andrea Bocelli is one of the nicest guys,” says Torres.
“When I drive him, I’'m always invited stage side to enjoy his
concert.”

Bocelli 1s fascinated by Las Vegas, even though he can’t
see 1t. He sits in the front seat, next to Torres, attuned to



everything around him.

“Ray, what kind of car is this?” he’ll ask, according to
Torres.

“It’s a Cadillac Escalade,” Torres will say.
“What year?” asks Bocelli.

When Torres tells him, Bocelli reaches out and turns on the
radio, knowing exactly where to press the touch screen.

“It’s amazing,” says Torres. “Then he’ll roll down the
window and he’ll just listen to the city as we’re going down
Las Vegas Boulevard. He doesn’t speak much in the car, but
sometimes he’ll sing. Last time, a Christian song came on and
he started singing along with it. But most of the time he’ll just
roll down the window and listen.”

And feel the red-hot energy of the town, palpable even to
someone who can’t actually see it.

Passing the white expanse of Caesars Palace brings to mind
another musician. “I drove for Elton John when he was in a
residency at Caesars,” Torres says, referring to the common
practice in Vegas of having a performer appear in a resort
showroom for an extended period, often months or years at a
time. “Another driver and I would pull right into the garage
connected to his dressing room, where his butler and chef
would be waiting to serve us food and drinks while we
watched the concert from a big-screen monitor in the dressing-
room lounge.” Next is the Mirage, where Torres says he once
picked up Brad Pitt. “My job was to take him to Signature
Flight Support, which is a private airport,” he recalls. “He had
a meeting in LA just to sign some papers, and he was gonna
fly straight back. It’s only a forty-five-minute flight, but I
wound up waiting at the airport for a few hours for him to
return from LA. When I dropped him off back at the hotel, the
security guard tipped me out. I didn’t even look how much it
was. But | waited because | saw Brad saying something to the
bodyguard. Before I pulled off, the guard tapped at the
window and said, ‘Wait, give me back that thirty dollars.’



Then he handed me a hundred. Brad must have asked him how
much he gave me, and told him to give me a hundred bucks.”

Farther along are the shimmering golden towers of the
Wynn, home to one of the city’s most exclusive nightspots: a
supper club called Delilah. “Clients will call and say, ‘Ray, we
wanna go skydiving, off-roading, hiking, we wanna go see a
show, have dinner at a certain place,’”” says Torres. “Delilah is
the hot new restaurant. Last time I checked, they were booked
for the entire year. You couldn’t even get in unless you knew
somebody.”

“Yeah, you got me into Delilah,” Toby interjects. “That’s
the newest, hottest place in town.”

“A lot of celebrities go there, a lot of socialites,” says
Torres. “I was there once with a major comedian and he was
so taken with Delilah that he pulled out his cell phone to take a
photo. I'm like, Man, what are you doing?”

Torres got an autograph for his daughter from Ryan
Seacrest once, when American Idol was being filmed at the
Wynn. Toby’s stayed there, too. “Right on the golf course,” he
says. “Steve Wynn used to have the last villa, a three-story
villa. If you were playing golf, you could see his artwork
through the glass walls. He had that one that was just painted
red and that was like fifty million dollars, and you could see it
from the golf course.”

Las Vegas Boulevard continues north, and soon, they arrive
at Resorts World, the first new major resort to be built in
Vegas since the Cosmopolitan in 2010, and the most expensive
at $4.3 billion. Its 59-story tower is home to three hotels and a
casino that encompasses 117,000 square feet—which architect
Paul Steelman designed to create an illusion of not merely
inhabiting another world, but becoming another person:

“The key to a successful casino design is to imbue visitors
with a feeling of being the suave and sophisticated James
Bond,” says Steelman. “The casino’s interior is carefully
orchestrated to create a profound sense of empowerment,
drawing patrons into a realm where they feel extraordinary.



Noticeably lower ceilings help foster a more intimate and
exclusive atmosphere, while warm and flattering lighting
enhances the allure of the space, making everyone appear and
feel their best. Curiously, you won’t find any mirrors adorning
the walls, for looking into one would only shatter the illusion
of being a debonair secret agent.”

This is where Toby will be spending the next month—or
longer, if the cards are kind. He’ll be up for the next twenty-
four hours but won’t start gambling until after midnight.

“I play better after midnight,” he says as he steps out of the
Rolls. “My brain relaxes then, and I go into a theta brainwave
state, like a Buddhist monk who has been meditating for thirty
years. Only I’m at the baccarat table in Vegas.”

Torres 1s already standing by, handing Toby his luggage,
offering him a ride anywhere he wants to go.

“When you pick me up later,” Toby says, “I’ll have more
stories for you.”

His very own Las Vegas residency is about to begin.



Chapter 3

THE ARRIVAL

THE WYNN

FOUR MIDDLE-AGED MEN from Atlanta are in a taxi
headed to the Wynn, a forty-five-story, copper-colored curved
building resembling a cupped, welcoming hand. This is the
last—and most spectacular—resort built by the Las Vegas
impresario Steve Wynn, who reinvented the city with his
colossal resorts. The men from Atlanta have stayed in most of
them. The Golden Nugget, the first luxury resort downtown.
The Mirage, with its South Sea islands theme. Treasure Island,
with its full-scale pirate battle raging out front. The Bellagio,
an Italian lake resort on steroids. And now, Wynn’s piece de
résistance. The one he named after himself. The one that tops
them all.

Back home, Damon Raque—who serves as both
cheerleader and guide for the men from Atlanta—is the owner
of a wine storage and tasting lounge called Bottle Bank. But in
Las Vegas, he becomes the ultimate thrill seeker: every trip is
an attempt to top the one before with new extravagant
activities that will, as he says, “make my buddies say ‘Wow,’
or ‘What an experience,’ or ‘Man, that was amazing!’”

Raque’s first stays in Vegas as a bachelor in the 1990s were
at the Palms, whose young owners “really brought the
nightlife wave to Las Vegas” with their Playboy Club and
Playboy Suite, complete with a replica of Hugh Hefner’s
circular bed. Then Raque moved on to the raging pool parties



at the Hard Rock, where noon was the new midnight and the
champagne flowed like water. He has sampled every hot new
nightspot in town, swum with the dolphins at the Mirage,
raced Baja trucks in the desert, done the skydiving and the
rock climbing, taken master classes in fine wine at the Rio and
prepared truffle risotto in a cooking class with Frank Sinatra’s
granddaughter at the Wynn. Whatever money can buy in Las
Vegas, Raque has done it. Been there, spent that. But of all his
visits, staying at the Wynn has always been the pinnacle
experience. “Because it’s the best,” he says. “The first time I
came into the Wynn, I said: This is the place that God would
have built if he had money.”

In the late 1980s through the mid-2000s in Las Vegas, the
man with the money was, of course, Steve Wynn. “After what
Steve Wynn did for Las Vegas, there should be a statue of him
under the WELCOME TO FABULOUS LAS VEGAS sign,” says Marc
Schorr, former chief operating officer of Wynn Resorts. And
while there is no statue of Wynn, who left Las Vegas in 2018,
the monuments he built remain: the Towers at the Golden
Nugget, the Mirage, Treasure Island, the Bellagio, and the
Wynn.

As a connoisseur of Vegas, Raque knows precisely who is
responsible for helping Steve Wynn make the Wynn look and
feel so great. He invokes the name with reverence, as if
referring to a deity.

“Roger Thomas,” he whispers.

For years, Thomas was the interior designer who took
Wynn’s wildest dreams and turned them into reality. Now in
his seventies, Thomas has semiretired to Italy after a long and
illustrious career, but even while no longer at the Wynn in
person, his presence is felt in every extravagant inch.

Roger Thomas knows Las Vegas because he is a son of Las
Vegas. His father, E. Parry Thomas, was a mentor, as close as
a second father, to Steve Wynn. As president of Valley Bank
of Nevada, Parry Thomas helped steer the city away from mob
money and into conventional financing. Roger Thomas



similarly helped lead Las Vegas out of the era when, as he told
The New Yorker in 2012, borrowing a line he had long heard,
“every casino looked as if it had been designed by two hookers
and a pit boss.”

“With the Bellagio, Steve asked me to give to him the most
beautiful, most elegant hotel on planet Earth,” says Thomas,
whose own elegant appearance The New Yorker described as
“so relentlessly well-groomed that even his rare forays into
scruffiness have an air of deliberation.” The designer rose to
the challenge, creating the most luxurious and audacious resort
Vegas had ever seen, a palace whose lobby ceiling 1s covered
by two thousand hand-blown glass flowers designed by the
glass artist Dale Chihuly, at a cost of $3.5 million. Then, in
2000, Wynn once again turned to Thomas and asked him to
create the greatest hotel on Earth.

“If I would have known you were going to ask me to do
that again,” Thomas famously told Wynn, “I wouldn’t have
tried so hard the first time.”

Wynn gave him a clear mandate for the new resort that
would bear his name. “If you appeal to the very most
sophisticated, well-traveled, most finely educated of your
guests,” the resort magnate told him, “if you satisty them,
everybody else is going to be happy.”

That mandate was delivered in the dramatic voice of a
showman. “He was very commanding,” says Wynn’s longtime
associate Marc Schorr. “He always stole whatever room he
was in. When Steve talked everyone listened. Being a bingo
operator, Steve’s father taught him public speaking. Because a
person who calls bingo is a speaker. You have to have rhythm
calling the numbers. B-3/ and N-35/ He taught Steve how to
do that, and Steve used that talent in telling his stories.”

“Steve told me that if you want someone to really
remember something, you pause before you say it, and you
pause after saying it,” says Roger Thomas.

What Wynn told Thomas next required long pauses on both
ends:



“He said he wanted the Wynn to be something that no one
had ever seen before, completely original.”

The result was an immense resort set on 217 verdant acres,
initially with 2,716 rooms, twelve restaurants, two ballrooms,
an eighteen-hole golf course, the giant Lake of Dreams, a
shopping mall, an enormous spa and fitness center, five
swimming pools, and, in the beginning, a Ferrari dealership.

“I’m a Ferrari collector. Steve’s an art collector, and we put
his art collection in the Wynn so people could see it,” says
Marc Schorr. “I said, ‘Steve, there are more people who would
rather look at a red Ferrari than look at a Picasso.” He said,
“You may be right.” 1 said, ‘There’s no Ferrari dealership in
Nevada. Let’s see if we can become a dealership.” So we got
the Ferrari-Maserati dealership at the Wynn, and we had
upwards of one thousand people a day.”

“I want people to be transported by the hotel,” Wynn told
Vanity Fair magazine in 2005. “I’m thinking: What is it that
would make people be delighted and amazed?” The resort’s
brochure was even less modest. “It took Michelangelo four
years to complete the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel,” visitors
were informed. “Your room took five.”

The grandeur begins on the street, before guests even enter
the hotel. “We had always put what Steve called a hook in the
front yard,” Thomas recalls. “At the Mirage it’s a volcano. At
Treasure Island it’s sinking pirate ships. At Bellagio it’s the
fountain. But that, we learned, was a mistake. The best view of
the fountain at Bellagio was not from Bellagio. It was from the
restaurants across the street. We determined to never do that
again.”

At the Wynn, the hook is as imposing as it is unmissable: a
mountain rising eight stories tall, covered with towering pine
trees and what seems like every species of greenery known to
nature. “It’s a KEEP OUT sign on the front lawn,” Thomas
explains. “It’s the mountain built in front, so you would have
to come inside to see what we have.”

Past the mountain, Damon Raque and the men from



Atlanta exit their taxi beneath the hotel’s porte cochere.
Guiding them past two massive foo dogs—Chinese symbols of
luck and wealth—Raque ushers his group through the hotel’s
revolving doors, and into another world.

The lobby alone always stops the men in their tracks.
Walking into the Wynn is like entering some surreal primeval
forest, with its gigantic ficus trees covered in twinkling lights,
from which hang enormous, multicolored flower-covered
ornaments, and its extravagant marble floor inlaid with
brightly colored floral motifs and glass mosaics, gleaming
with natural light. Even the air here 1s different—fresher, more
inviting somehow, instilling a fleeting moment of serenity
before the senses are overwhelmed.

“I wanted, as you entered the front door, for you to have a
moment of exhale,” says Thomas—the sense of relief after a
long journey. “Then the next thing I wanted was for you to
gasp—to inhale in awe. If you are not creating things that have
never been seen before—if you are not being more dramatic,
more romantic, more joyful, more mysterious, just more—then
why bother? We never tried to create any fantasy except that
you had arrived—that term in its most literary sense.”

The grandeur of the Wynn struck Damon Raque so
profoundly on his first visit that he had to commune with the
resort alone. “I wanted to be by myself,” he says. “It’s like
going to a museum. It’s not fun to go with people. You have to
go at your own pace.” Now, even though he has spent dozens
of nights here, Raque is experiencing the resort anew, just as
Thomas had envisioned. “People tend to take on the
characteristics of a room,” Thomas told The New Yorker.
“They feel glamorous in a glamorous space and rich in a rich
space. And who doesn’t want to feel rich?”

The men from Atlanta are feeling pretty rich right now.
Only a few steps inside the Wynn and they’re ready to empty
their wallets, on, well, everything: the cocktail lounges, the
pool services, the boutiques, the eateries. Together with its
adjacent sister hotel, Encore, the resort offers more four-star
award-winning restaurants than any resort in North America,



its website proclaims. Before Wynn came along, Las Vegas
was driven by the business concept known as loss leader.
“You made money in the casino,” as Thomas puts it, “and you
kind of almost gave away everything else.”

“You can experience things in Las Vegas differently than
you can anywhere else in the world because of economics,”
Raque says of the megaresorts that line the Strip. “Because the
casinos are basically ATM machines for the resorts. You’ll
walk into a restaurant, and they’ve spent twenty million
dollars building out the space, right? You couldn’t spend
twenty million dollars building out a restaurant anywhere else
because you couldn’t make the math work on the revenue side.
You’d have to charge eighty bucks for a baked potato. But
when it’s part of a four-billion-dollar resort, twenty million
dollars is nothing. So, the scale of what’s available—
everything from the moldings and the marble and the fixtures
to the restaurants, spas, and nightclubs—is just remarkable.
The casinos make so much money it allows them to do things
unlike anywhere else.”

Wynn recognized that every aspect of a resort—the
restaurants, the shops, the rooms, the entertainment—could
contribute as much to the bottom line as the gambling. If he
offered the best of everything, from the biggest and most
luxurious rooms to five-star meals, he’d make money before
the guests even made it to the casino floor.

The Bellagio cost $1.6 billion to build, but the investment
was quickly repaid. “Per guest room, the resort generated four
times as much revenue as the Las Vegas average,” The New
Yorker reported. In a desert town once known for its cheap
buffets and lower-end strip clubs, the approach was nothing
short of revolutionary., Wynn and Thomas “remade the
architecture of gaming itself,” according to The New Yorker,
“creating spaces that allow people to enjoy the act of losing
money, thus encouraging them to lose even more.”

Every facet of the Wynn’s ambiance has been carefully
calculated to seduce. The vast space is lit to resemble
candlelight, “because candlelight is the most flattering light to



all complexions,” says Thomas. Even the air, pumped through
a massive air conditioning system, triggers a subtle sense
memory. “You have to pay attention to the scent that’s in the
air,” Thomas explains. “It has to smell fresh and kind of sweet.
DeRuyter Butler, the architect of Steve’s resorts, always
designed the air systems to exchange the air more often than
anybody else did. Wynn resorts never smelled smoky. The
Mirage had a floral scent. Bellagio was kind of a floral spicy
scent. For the Wynn, the scent we asked for was ‘new mowed
grass.’ It was designed by a scent developer. It had a tiny bit of
lemongrass in it. It smelled like the best air on a spring day.”

Scent was first introduced by Wynn Resorts at the Mirage
via a system called Aromasys. “We interjected a Pifia Colada
aroma at the Mirage,” says DeRuyter Butler. “Because when
you go on vacation you like to lie on the beach with a drink,
and Pifia Colada 1s a vacation favorite. We wanted to appeal to
all five senses. Most resorts appeal to three at most. But they
neglect the all-important fifth sense of smell.”

The men from Atlanta are inhaling the Wynn’s intoxicating
air now. Nothing as mundane as luggage is allowed to break
the spell. Their suitcases and golf bags have been collected at
the front door and transported by conveyor system, like the
luggage of most every other guest, to the mezzanine, where
the mechanics of the hotel check-in—bellhops, carts, and a
baggage room—are stationed. “I always wanted guests to feel
like they could be a little more dramatic,” Thomas says. “I
wanted them to feel like they could make the romantic gesture,
they could say the romantic line. I wanted people to feel they
were in a really good movie.”

Just past the entrance garden, the Bar Parasol contains an
interpretation of the famous umbrella painting by the Belgian
surrealist René¢ Magritte—eighteen giant parasols, in a swirl of
colors, subtly moving up and down in what Thomas once
described as a dreamlike ballet. Beyond the ballet of the
parasols is the Wynn’s showpiece: the Lake of Dreams, three
acres of crystal-blue water, under a fifty-three-foot-high
waterfall, bubbling and shimmering in an ever-shifting display



of delights. Sometimes the lake transforms itself into a
rainbow. Sometimes it froths like the world’s largest glass of
champagne. Sometimes surprises rise up from its depths. For
many years, colored balls—one pink, one blue—magically
chased each other around the lake before being joined by a
little baby ball that pops up from the depths, a comic ending to
a flirtatious pas de deux.

Once, when country music superstar Garth Brooks was
celebrating his birthday at the SW Steakhouse overlooking the
lake, a twenty-five-foot animatronic frog wearing a cowboy
hat arose from the water and serenaded him with a twangy
“Happy Birthday.” The frog, created for the Wynn by a Disney
alumnus, was said to have been designed to help persuade
Brooks to emerge from his retirement and perform once more
on the Wynn’s main stage. The frog—along with a big
paycheck, transportation by private jet, and most importantly,
“his personal ‘testing’ of the Encore theater for its acoustics
and amenities,” says DeRuyter Butler, the resort’s architect—
sealed the deal.

To ensure that every guest has a stunning view of the lake,
an expensive solution was devised. Instead of installing
conventional, straight-line escalators, which had blocked the
view of the fountain at the Bellagio, they purchased two of
what were then the few existing curved Mitsubishi escalators
in the United States, which now cost around six million dollars
each.

“It’s the wow! moment,” says Damon Raque, who revels in
the sight of the Wynn’s lake on each visit. “Because the
escalators are curved, you look out and see the entire Lake of
Dreams. It always makes me want to work harder at home to
be able to come here, while also forcing me to slow down and
appreciate the moment. It’s inspiring. It sets the tone.”

Now, even before going to their rooms, the men from
Atlanta are ready to hit the casino, where they can hear the
jangle of slot machines. There, Thomas had yet another mind-
bending innovation. “We wanted to make the gamblers feel
they are playing at their blackjack table, their roulette table,



their craps table,” he says. “Steve always asked me to think of
intimacy. But making a large place feel intimate and personal
is a great challenge.”

On the surface, the solution Thomas came up with seemed
simple: placing chandeliers over every table in the Wynn’s
cavernous casinos. The problem was, the chandeliers blocked
“the eye in the sky,” the high-tech array of cameras the
casino’s security team monitors to catch cheaters and card
counters. “Steve allowed me to spend a fair amount of time
and money developing a chandelier equipped with integral
cameras, and we were able to prove that they not only
provided the view prescribed by the Nevada Gaming Control
Board, they improved it,” Thomas recalls. The Wynn patented
the devices, but thus far, no other casino has tried to copy the
idea. “No one else understood that having a chandelier over a
gambling table makes you instantly relate to your dining table
or your kitchen table in your home.”

“There will never be another Steve Wynn, who would take
the time and spend the money for the right resort,” says Marc
Schorr. “Today the Wynn stands above all other resorts and is
still the number one resort in Las Vegas in occupancy and
revenue.”

For Raque, the Wynn is a cathedral of inspiration. Even
after all his years coming to Vegas, all the wild days and crazy
nights and high-priced thrills, he’s still looking for a way to do
the seemingly undoable, still in search of something new and
radically different than anything he has done before. The
Wynn makes him want to top himself, just as the resort topped
what Wynn, Thomas, and their associates had achieved with
the Bellagio.

“It makes me determined to commit to excellence in my
own life,” Raque says. “To create a Vegas experience as
beautiful and impactful and memorable as the hotel.”

By the time he enters his room, high in the Wynn Tower
Suites, overlooking the golf course and the mountains and
desert beyond, his audacious new idea to top all he has done in



Vegas before has arrived.



Chapter 4

THE VIP HOST

THE VIP WING OF A MAJOR LAS VEGAS RESORT

THE GAMBLER IS prepared to spend a fortune.

He’s a mystery man from overseas, a roulette player. Eddie,
a VIP host, gets a call from the man’s associate, stating that
the gambler plans to “post”—meaning place money on deposit
in the casino—around one million dollars in checks.

Eddie is paid a sizable salary to field calls like this. As a
VIP host, his job is not only to fulfill the needs of every guest,
no matter how last-minute or outlandish, but also to handle
minor setbacks and full-blown crises with an equal measure of
courtesy and calm—especially when a gambler is prepared to
post a million in his resort.

As he speaks to the associate, Eddie does a quick online
search of the gambler’s name. The guy looks legit: he’s an
international businessman, so his checks should be good. “We
always have to verify the checks,” Eddie explains, “to be sure
there’s no holds or stops on them.”

But there’s one snag: the gambler needs transportation
from Los Angeles. Can the resort send its jet to pick him up?

Now Eddie is the one who has to gamble. The flight is less
than an hour from Los Angeles to Las Vegas. But sending the
resort’s jet won’t be cheap. It’s “a beautiful plane,” Eddie says,
and the round-trip flight will cost the resort around twenty
thousand dollars.



It’s a white-knuckle moment for the VIP host. Is the
gambler good for the money? Is he a whale? Or a wannabe?

Time is of the essence. The associate has already sent the
checks to the casino, and the credit department has begun the
process of trying to confirm them. The gambler is waiting for
an answer.

The VIP host checks with his boss, but it’s really just a
formality. Eddie is a very experienced host. He’s come through
with major players in the past, and his boss trusts him
implicitly. It’s pretty much his call.

Eddie sends the plane and awaits the verdict.
L

Standing at his post in the luxurious VIP area of the resort and
casino that is his second home, Eddie could be part of the
resort’s opulent design. From every aspect of his ultra-
hospitable demeanor to his friendly manners and copious
charm, he serves as a best friend to well over a hundred
regular clients. This morning began like every other: on the
phone.

“I woke up and there were fifteen texts from people and a
few phone calls,” he says. “It’s people just needing things.
Because we live in a society where everyone is so last-minute.
And I get it. They’re on vacation. They have needs and wants,
whether it be dinner reservations or a limo ride. There are a lot
of last-minute details that need to be ironed out before their
trips. And unfortunately, everyone waits until twenty-four
hours before they come.”

VIP hosts form a veritable army in Las Vegas, hundreds of
men and women whose mission is to attend to the high rollers
who flock to the most exclusive wings of the city’s most
exclusive resorts. Once these clients arrive, it’s the job of the
VIP hosts to keep them there, dining and drinking and
gambling in the all-encompassing worlds that begin and end at
the resort’s VIP entrance. The hosts don’t just arrange
reservations at exclusive nightclubs or tickets to a Lady Gaga



concert—they often accompany their clients when they go out
at night, partying with the high rollers before ushering them
safely back to their VIP accommodations.

Eddie has been attending to guests since he arrived in Las
Vegas years ago. He had traveled a fair amount and wasn’t
looking to settle permanently, but a friend who was working in
Vegas uttered the magic words: Why don't you apply for a job
here? And, just like that, Eddie could envision his future.

He quickly realized that the real money and gratification
wasn’t in hotel management but in managing VIPs. His
tremendous work ethic and easy smile quickly got him
elevated to the VIP check-in desk at his first major resort.
“That’s where I met this amazing cast of characters,” he says.
“We got everybody—Tom Cruise, Nicole Kidman, Michael
Jackson. Big, big, big celebrities.”

And not just fame. There was money, and lots of it.
“People would come with big bags full of cash,” he says. “It
was like something out of the movie Casino,” the 1995 Martin
Scorsese movie starring Robert De Niro and based on the life
of Frank “Lefty” Rosenthal, who managed Vegas casinos for
the Chicago mob.

There was also royalty. “It was the first time I saw a royal
title on a credit card,” Eddie says, recalling a certain aristocrat
rolling up with her retinue in grand style.

Along the way, Eddie learned the fine art of anticipation,
knowing what guests need “before they arrive at the hotel, or
even think of it themselves.” Whatever they desire—from
sports or concert tickets to stocking their rooms with
beverages, flowers, and other amenities—the veteran VIP host
is there. “If they’re celebrating a special occasion like a
birthday, I arrange for theme cakes, and special tables at
restaurants, along with shopping excursions at the stores where
I know the salespeople,” says Eddie. And there are the cars, a
vast array, dispatched with chauffeur to ferry the chosen
around town. He’ll do anything and everything—except
provide companionship for the evening. “I’m often asked, but



politely decline to assist in that area,” he says. “Because it’s
illegal.” There are legalized brothels in rural Nevada, but not
in Las Vegas.

As Eddie reminisces, his phone rings. It’s always ringing.
It’s only nine in the morning, but he’s already fielded a dozen
calls. His phone is his command center, buzzing and pinging
and lighting up around the clock, 365 days a year. He used to
sleep with the thing, but then he couldn’t sleep. Because his
clients never do. “They need things,” he says. “Always
needing things.”

And Eddie has learned never to say no to anything legal—
no matter how bizarre or eccentric the request. “This is their
recreation, and I’m the person who facilitates all of it for them.
I’m important in their lives, because I’'m their fun. This is their
Disneyland. Disneyland for adults.”

On the phone is a cherished client—meaning, above all, a
big spender. “I would say, anywhere from fifty to a hundred a
day. Thousand. Comes to gamble. Mostly slots.”

But as Eddie listens, his seemingly perpetual smile
vanishes. “Oh, no!” he says. “You’re kidding? Oh, no! I’'m so
sorry to hear that.”

His client is entangled in some sort of crisis.

“Oh, I'm sorry. Oh, boy! Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. Right. Sure,
I’m the same way. I’m so sorry!”

He hangs up, wishing he could rush over and console his
client. “I genuinely like people,” he says. “And when they’re
in trouble I want to help them.

“You become friends with your clients, and that’s the
beautiful part of my job,” Eddie says. “Because I find them
fascinating, these people. They run big businesses, and I learn
a lot from them. But they’re also just nice people.”

L

The tradition of providing guests with VIP hosts began like so
many other Vegas innovations—back in the swinging, ring-a-



ding-ding era of the 1950s and ’60s Sands Hotel. Gamblers
arriving on junkets from New York, Chicago, and Miami
needed someone to get them reservations for dinners and
shows. And the casino needed someone to set up the credit
lines for the gamblers.

“The casino host was the top credit manager, taking care of
VIP players,” explains Ed Walters, who served as a pit boss at
the Sands during the 1960s. “But we didn’t want to say ‘credit
manager.” We wanted a word to say, ‘We’re here to help you
with whatever you need.” The Sands was very service
oriented. The floorman was watching the games. The pit boss
was watching the pit, which was my job. And then you had
someone who walked around everywhere—the restaurant, the
casino. He was there to help our good players with whatever
they needed. And that person came to be called the host.”

The first to assume the host role at the Sands? “My father,
Marty Goldberg,” writes Anne Hodgdon, adding that Marty’s
uncle, Texas oilman Jake Freedman, was the president and
principal owner of the legendary resort until his death in 1958.
Freedman introduced the “eye in the sky” surveillance
cameras that all casinos now use, and he imported gaming
executives and others, including Marty Goldberg, from across
America to serve his clientele. “Perhaps you could say my dad
coined the ‘host’ identity in Las Vegas,” says Hodgdon.

Goldberg first came to Las Vegas from Philadelphia to
oversee the liquor operations at the Sands’s Copa Lounge, a
role that quickly expanded into something new. Red Norvo, a
jazz musician who played the Copa Lounge, wrote a song
called “Marty’s Walk” to “pay tribute to the way my father
walked all night, greeting people and making them feel
important,” says Hodgdon.

“His key role,” she continues, “was to know ‘who was
who,” and to ensure they were recognized and treated like
royalty while guests at the hotel.”

The VIP hosts not only accommodate guests once they’ve
arrived; they also bring VIPs into the resort. When Steve



Wynn bought the Desert Inn Hotel and Casino, which would
become the site of the Wynn, he put “his whole bankroll at
risk,” says the longtime Wynn associate Marc Schorr. “We
didn’t know it was going to be a success. We knew we had to
make a destination hotel; we had to make it the place to be.
Bellagio was surrounded by resorts with thousands of rooms.
But the site of the Wynn had none of that; it had a closed
Frontier across the street, a closed Stardust nearby. You had to
build your customer base one customer at a time.”

Having sold Mirage Resorts to MGM, Wynn was left
without a customer base. “The new owners kept our customer
base,” says Schorr. “To build a new customer base, we fished
where the fish were.”

And those doing the fishing were the VIP hosts. “We’d go
to the racetrack, where the people at the clubhouse were the
customers we wanted,” Schorr continues. “We’d have a Wynn
table in the clubhouse. If one host couldn’t hook the guy, we’d
send another host to get him. Eventually we got them all. In
the end, you’ve got to build a better mousetrap where the
customer wants to be.”

b

Today, gaining access to VIP hosts like Eddie and the VIP
suites and towers that have been built in most of the major Las
Vegas resorts—complete with their own private entrances and
elaborately designed lobbies—is based on a gambler’s
“spend,” a system of carefully calibrated tiers. “We rate
customers based on their playing,” says Eddie. “They start out
at the casino rate. That’s somebody you just want to encourage
to come. You give them a little bit of a discount, say 10 to 15
percent off the room rate.” The same discount applies to
“guests of’—friends of established gamblers. “I put in the
rooms at the casino rate, to give them a little discount,” he
continues. “But they still check in at the regular front desk.”

To get to the VIP hosts and the VIP suites, guests must be
prepared to spend serious money at the tables. “My guests start
at five thousand dollars in play,” Eddie says, meaning the



amount a guest commits to playing during their stay. “That
probably gets them a room comp.” The next tier are the RFB
players—meaning room, food, and beverages are all on the
house. “RFB begins when they have a budget of ten thousand
dollars, and they play to it,” Eddie says. “You can’t just have it
sitting there. It has to be in action, whether at the tables or the
slot machines.”

The casino attempts to determine the precise level of play.
Supervisors track the players’ wagers at the tables, and loyalty
cards, which players insert into slot machines, automatically
show their level of play. This enables the players to be rated by
the casino, although some players prefer to play in anonymity.
However, being rated and being issued a loyalty card enables
the gambler to earn complimentaries, or “comps.” Once
issued, the gambler takes the player’s card to either the table or
the slot machine, and their play is tracked. Hopefully, just a
small percentage in cash, “because we don’t want people
taking the cash out of the casino and buying things,” Eddie
notes. “We want them to use it for gaming purposes only.”

Most VIP hosts have to hustle to get their clientele. Not
Eddie. “I do very little marketing,” he says. “Since I became a
host, most of my gamblers are established clients or come to
me by referrals from other players. So it’s just about fielding
phone calls.” They come from all over: from Venice to
Vancouver, from Paris to Prague, from Minneapolis to
Madagascar. “But I would say the majority of my people are
within driving distance. Seventy-five percent are from
California, Arizona, Colorado, and Texas.”

The biggest gamblers have always come from the most
lucrative industries, be it oil and gas or mining and
manufacturing. In his younger days, Eddie would party with
his clients. “But now that I’m older, I don’t. And believe it or
not, ’'m not a gambler. I don’t gamble one penny.” Nowadays,
he sticks to dinners, opulent affairs with his favorite whales. “I
had a very high-high-high-high-end client,” he says. “He had a
very big personality. He’d come in with four hundred thousand
dollars.” They’d dine together at luxe French restaurants,



where they’d drink Petrus, the most expensive Bordeaux, with
every course, then rare Cognac with dessert—the bill
sometimes running over ten thousand dollars.

His phone rings. “Hi, buddy. Did you miss your flight? Oh,
okay.” The client has left something valuable behind in his
room, as they often do. “I’ll run up there and get it. Do you
want me to have it shipped to you? Or I can hold on to it if
you’re coming back soon. Yeah, I’ll hold on to it. Oh, you’re
welcome. My pleasure! All right, have a safe trip home.”

Eddie remembers how he once landed a client. “He was
going to a blackjack tournament at another casino, but they
sent an older plane to pick him up,” he recalls. The guest was
upset. “So he called me up.”

Send your best private jet, the guest said, “and I’ll be a
customer for life.”

It was early morning, and Eddie had to move fast. Was the
jet available? Would it get to his guest in time to fly back to
Vegas for the tournament? “I really had to scramble,” Eddie
said. “I was under the gun—there was a lot of pressure to do
it.”

The VIP host pulled it off. The guest opened a major line
of credit. And he’s been loyal ever since.

b

The plane is in the air, en route from Los Angeles. The
gambler is on board, headed to Vegas. Throughout the flight,
Eddie has been working with the credit department to confirm
the checks. If there are any problems, then the VIP host is in
trouble, along with the gambler.

Just before the plane touches down, word comes in that the
gambler 1s good for the money. The checks will clear. Eddie
rolls out the red carpet.

As soon as the gambler lands, the pampering begins: the
limo from the private airport, the seamless arrival through the
VIP entrance to the suites in the sky. The whale is dressed



casually. He knows no one here, but his connection to Eddie is
enough.

In the end, the guest doesn’t turn out to be much work for
the VIP host. He spends almost all his time in the casino,
asking only for dinner reservations. He winds up playing “the
full line,” meaning he gambles his entire line of credit—all of
which he loses.

But he loses it happily. “It was very quick, in and out,” says
Eddie. “He didn’t even spend the night. We ended up flying
him back that same day.”

As the whale leaves for the airport, his associate turns to
Eddie and says the words every VIP host longs to hear—
especially when his gambler is leaving a loser.

“He had a great time,” he says of the gambler. “We’ll be
back.”



Chapter 5

WHEEL OF FORTUNE!

HARRY REID INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT

IT’S TEN MINUTES until boarding, and Megan Toole-Hall is
about to become a big winner in an unlikely place.

An insurance agent, Toole-Hall has left her home in Flower
Mound, Texas, for Las Vegas in the midst of a weeklong ice
storm, accompanied by her husband, Darien, and her district
manager and his wife, for a few days of gambling and fun.
“I’ve got a large staff, ’ve got my cell phone,” she assures her
manager. “We’ll be back after the weekend.” She won’t post
anything on Facebook, so nobody will even know they’re out
of town.

Now it’s 10:30 a.m., and Toole-Hall is sitting in Las
Vegas’s Harry Reid International Airport awaiting her flight
home, ruing her losses and waiting for her plane to take off.
Like many gamblers, Toole-Hall arrived in the city with no
strategy for winning—only hope, always hope. They stayed at
Aria, the megalopolis hotel rising up within a sprawling urban
development on South Las Vegas Boulevard that is part of the
largest privately financed construction project in the history of
the United States. Built for approximately $9 billion in a joint
venture between MGM Resorts and Dubai World, and opened
and operated by MGM Resorts in 2009, the massive complex
of hotels, casinos, restaurants, and the Crystals shopping mall
encompasses eighteen million square feet. Two of the hotel
casinos in the development, Aria and its adjacent sister hotel,



Vdara, are now wholly owned by MGM Resorts.

Right off the bat, Toole-Hall hit the blackjack tables and
won $500. Her zeal to gamble was limited only by the cash in
her pocket—and by her district manager, whom she tasked
with serving as her “accountability partner.” He agreed to
stand beside her at the tables and rein her in, forcing her to
walk away before she blew any winnings or got too far down.
At first, Toole-Hall was on a lucky streak: She followed up the
$500 win from blackjack with another $920 in winnings at the
slots. Then she cashed out and headed to the Yves Saint
Laurent shop in Aria’s megamall, where she bought a wallet in
which to keep her winnings.

The money didn’t stay in her new wallet long. Toole-Hall
spent much of the trip at the roulette wheel—winning, losing,
winning, losing—and drinking a vodka cocktail, her “go-to.”
Finally, emboldened by liquor or luck, she decided to go all in,
pushing in $2,500 in chips on black.

The wheel spun and landed on red. She lost it all. By the
time Toole-Hall headed to the airport for the flight home, her
new YSL wallet was not only empty—she was down $3,600.

Except for three crisp $100 bills her husband had given her.
Not for gambling! To pay their nanny, stuck in the ice back in
Flower Mound, babysitting their three kids.

An announcement fills the terminal. Southwest Airlines
flight to Dallas will be boarding in ten minutes at gate twenty-
five. Passengers begin to gather their belongings, but
something calls to Toole-Hall: one of the slot machines that
stand like sentries all over the terminal. She decides to try her
luck one last time. There are more than one thousand slot
machines in the airport, strategically placed throughout each
terminal, encircling every Starbucks and Quiznos and Jamba
Juice and Lucky Streak bar. The one that calls to Toole-Hall is
the loudest and gaudiest of all, a swirling phantasmagoria of
light and color. A machine that sings with the sound of a
crowd shouting the name of a TV game show that has
entranced audiences for almost fifty years:



WHEEL! OF! FORTUNE!!!

With her husband and accountability partner waiting at the
gate, Toole-Hall parks her pink carry-on suitcase beside her
and sits on the cushioned seat before the slot machine. All she
sees in front of her are the three swirling slot-machine wheels
that, if lined up correctly, will give her a chance to unleash the
jackpot blinking in lights at the top of the machine. Today’s
payoff stands at $302,000.

Toole-Hall pays no attention to the number. She’s just
looking for one last win, a thrill to end her getaway on a high.
She takes one of the $100 bills out of her new wallet and slides
it into the machine. I'm just trying to make it spin, she tells
herself. If she lines up one WHEEL OF FORTUNE SPIN symbol, the
big wheel at the top of the machine will spin, just like it does
on the game show, and she’ll pocket whatever amount it lands
on.

She begins hitting the lighted buttons, followed by the 2X
button to double her bet. Nothing. She punches away, over and
over again, until her $100 is gone.

Only five minutes left before boarding. Toole-Hall is
getting frustrated. She feeds another $100 into the machine
and starts hitting the buttons. Up comes one WHEEL OF FORTUNE

SPIN symbol.

The wheel at the top spins and starts chanting the TV game
show’s theme.

WHEEL! OF! FORTUNE!!!
The wheel stops at 75.

Seventy-five bucks! Toole-Hall thinks. /'ve almost won my
first 3100 back.

Then she realizes she’s sitting at a quarter machine, not a
dollar machine. Meaning she just won seventy-five quarters. A
whopping $18.75.

Now Toole-Hall is seriously pissed off. Hell, she thinks. At
this rate, I'm never gonna win my money back.



Inserting her last $100 bill into the machine, she decides to
stretch her money by punching the 1X button, meaning one
quarter, wagering 25 cents at a time. But the clock is ticking.
The plane’s about to take off, she thinks. I'm not gonna win
anything—I better just play this out.

She starts hitting MAX BET.

MAX BET. A loser.

MAX BET. Another loser.

MAX BET...

The first reel stops on the WHEEL OF FORTUNE logo.
The second reel stops. WHEEL OF FORTUNE.

The third reel starts spinning rapidly, making a noise that
sounds like the engine of a revving racecar.

It's not going to hit, there s no way, Toole-Hall thinks.

But the third reel comes to a stop, and everything goes
crazy:

WHEEL! OF! FORTUNE!!!

The slot machine begins screaming, every wheel spinning,
every light flashing, a lurid frenzy unlike anything she’s ever
experienced in her life.

“I think I won!” Toole-Hall cries, happy to have recouped
her losses with one last bet. “I think I won!”

The noise and lights draw a crowd. A woman approaches
Toole-Hall and taps her on her shoulder.

“Ma’am, you did win,” the woman tells her.
“What?” Toole-Hall says. “What did I win?”
“Look up! Look up!” the woman replies.

Toole-Hall looks up to the top of the machine. There, in
dazzling lights, is a number.

$302,000!



Toole-Hall begins running around in circles, dancing and
clapping, trying to grasp the impossible. “I won! I won!” she
screams.

People close in on her. “Can I touch you?” they ask, hoping
that some of her luck will rub off on them.

“It’s an adrenaline rush,” Toole-Hall recalls of the moment
she won. “You just feel like you’re out of your body.” She
feels herself levitating, floating above the scene like some
celestial spectator.

Suddenly, she returns to reality. My husband. Where is he?
“Darien! Darien!” she screams.

Alerted by someone at the gate, Darien cuts through the
crowd to join her.

“I just won $302,000!” she screams.
“Oh, my fuck,” he says.

As they wait for an official to arrive and verify the win,
Toole-Hall instructs her husband to play $100 on another
Wheel of Fortune slot, hoping he can piggyback off her Max
Bet luck. Dutifully, Darien does as he’s told. He winds up
winning another $2,400.

Now, even more people want to touch Megan Toole-Hall.

A dozen cell phones are hoisted high in the air, harvesting
videos of the winner. After someone posts a video of the
jackpot online, the airport win goes viral. Footage of the
moment ends up on The Tonight Show that evening.

So much for sneaking off to Vegas during an ice storm.



Chapter 6

THE WEDDING QUEEN OF
THE WEST

LITTLE WHITE WEDDING CHAPEL

“WHAT IS LOVE to you?” the Wedding Queen of the West
asks the nervous couple standing before her.

Moments before, they had been sitting in the lobby, side by
side, looking apprehensive.

Is this a good idea?

The groom was talking and texting on his phone. The bride
was wide-eyed and jittery, wearing a dress that looked fancy
compared to the groom’s casual attire. Both seemed ready to
bolt. Then Charolette Richards entered the lobby.

Then eighty-six, Richards is a small woman, but a giant in
the business of love in Las Vegas.

She is the Vegas pioneer who invented the drive-through
wedding. She helped put Las Vegas on the matrimonial map
with the Elvis Pink Cadillac Ceremony, in which couples
exchange their vows while sitting in or standing next to
Richards’s own long 1971 pink Cadillac. Its personalized
plates proclaim 4ELvIS beneath a canopy emblazoned with the
words THE TUNNEL OF LOVE flanked by two cartoon Cupids

firing their arrows into the hot desert sky.

Ms. Charolette, as she is known, leans over the couple
waiting in the lobby of her Little White Wedding Chapel. She



looks into their eyes and smiles.
“How did you meet?”” she asks.
“On a dating site,” the bride says.
“Who’s got the ring?” Richards asks.

“We don’t have one,” the woman replies. “Spur of the
moment.”

“The ceremony takes two hours,” Richards warns.
“Huh?” the couple gasps, in unison.
“I’'m joking,” Richards says, laughing. “Ten minutes.”

She points to one of her assistants. “She’s going to start the
music and you walk down the aisle,” Richards tells the bride.
Then she leads them into the little chapel adjacent to the lobby.

White twinkling lights. White flowers spilling from white
vases. White chandeliers of giant intertwined wedding rings
studded with tiny white lights. And twenty white tufted love
seats. As if a vast congregation of witnesses is expected,
instead of this single couple, about to sail into a new life
absolutely alone.

“I’ve only done this fifty thousand times,” Richards says,
instructing the groom to stand beside her at the altar as his
betrothed walks down the aisle. For many years, the musical
accompaniment was provided by Rhoda Jones, the chapel’s
now retired, ninety-nine-year-old organist/accordionist. She
would handle the wedding march with whatever song—or
tempo—a soon-to-be-newlywed couple desired. These days,
it’s usually a recording.

“Here we go!” Richards adds, as if experiencing it all for
the first time. “Here comes the bride!”

It’s only a dozen steps to the altar, but it must seem like an
eternity to the nervous bride. Her groom turns off his phone
and stands fidgeting next to Richards, as if startled to suddenly
find himself on the precipice of marriage.

“I just know you two are going to have a beautiful life



together,” Ms. Charolette begins. “Because God is here. I
invited Him here.”

There’s no reaction. But Richards isn’t worried. She knows
how to reach them. Some couples ask if they can skip even the
quickie ceremony and just pay for a marriage license. Others
show up drunk, barely able to stagger down the aisle. But if
people are too sloshed or impatient to say vows, Richards
turns them away. To her, the marriage ceremony is sacred,
even if it only takes ten minutes. It can’t be disrespected. The
couple standing before her has paid seventy-five dollars for the
basic Little White Chapel Ceremony, which comes complete
with music, a witness, and all document processing—not
including a voluntary gratuity for the minister, who, at the
Little White Wedding Chapel, is often Ms. Charolette herself.

Now the Wedding Queen of the West delivers her signature
line:

“What is love to you?”

o

Love in Las Vegas, for Charolette Danielson Richards, began
as a hurting thing. A long and lonely drive out west for a
young bride from the sticks, with three young sons at her side.
Wilson Wright, her wandering husband, had sent her one
hundred dollars and instructed her to drive their old Ford—*a
jalopy,” as she calls it—from Sandy Hook, Kentucky
(population five hundred), to Las Vegas, Nevada, a strange and
glittering oasis in the desert, to meet him at the Stardust Hotel
and Casino, the newest and grandest resort on the Strip.

On June 10, 1959, smack in the middle of a blistering heat
wave—with a record-setting number of days without rain, and
with the highest temperature reaching one hundred thirteen
degrees—Charolette pulls into town and goes looking for her
husband. She wears long pants and a stifling woolen sweater,
which sticks to her skin in the sweltering heat. In her arms is
her three-year-old son. Her two older boys trail behind in a
lonely parade of woe.



The Strip is becoming the main thoroughfare of a town still
experiencing growing pains, a place where mobsters rub
shoulders with cowboys, and where many of the casinos have
Wild West themes, evoking the area’s frontier spirit. Elvis
Presley is still in the army, Howard Hughes has yet to buy his
first stretch of land in Las Vegas, and the mob is plowing its
ill-gotten gains into new casinos at breakneck speed: the
Flamingo, the Tropicana, Hotel Last Frontier, the Sands, the
Desert Inn, and now the Stardust, its giant neon sign lighting
up the sky. It’s the largest hotel in the world at that point, with
over one thousand rooms and a massive casino. Bob Hope tells
jokes in the resort’s showroom, and an array of other
performers consider it their second home. It’s where
Charolette expects to find the father of her three children.

Wilson “Willy” Wright had swept her off her feet when she
was only seventeen years old, dishing up sundaes in an ice
cream parlor in Eugene, Oregon. He was said to be what was
then called a “mechanic,” a gambler who would prearrange the
odds in his favor while he was at the table. Wright would
saunter in to play in the card games upstairs, always taking the
time to order a vanilla shake. Months of milkshakes led to a
proposal, and Charolette became a teenage bride, married by
the justice of the peace. Wright took her to live in a series of
small towns, until finally, to lighten his load, he left his wife
and kids at his parents’ home in Kentucky, and took off. “Mr.
Wright,” Charolette Richards later says, “was Mr. Wrong.”

Before long, an envelope arrived at the Sandy Hook post
office, containing one hundred dollars in cash and instructions
for Charolette to take the kids, drive across country, and meet
her husband at the Stardust. But when she finally arrives and
parks her beat-up Ford in the lot and enters the gleaming white
resort, she finds... nothing.

No greeting. No explanation. No Wilson Wright.
Nobody at the Stardust has ever even heard of him.
And since children aren’t allowed in casinos,

Charolette and her kids are summarily given the boot.



Using her last dollars, she rents a cheap motel room and
spends the days and nights walking the Strip with her children
in tow, scanning the crowds for any sign of Wright. After a
week of searching, her money is just about gone and the kids
are screaming and there is no sign of her husband.

Then, just as she feels like she’s about to fall to the
pavement, sobbing and exhausted, a “very good-looking man”
on the street stops and smiles at her.

“How come I see you here every morning?” he asks.
Charolette doesn’t know what to say.

“Where 1s your husband?” asks the stranger.

“I don’t know,” she replies. “I’'m looking for him.”

Her tale comes pouring out in a torrent of tears. She pulls
out her last dollar and a few cents. “This is all I’ve got left,”
she says. “I don’t know what to do.”

The man introduces himself: Merle Richards, a
photographer and the owner of the Little Church of the West
wedding chapel. He finds her a place to stay and a babysitter
for her kids and gives her a job at his wedding chapel adjacent
to the Algiers Hotel on South Las Vegas Boulevard. He picks
her up every morning and drives her to work. There, inside the
little chapel, Charolette makes herself indispensable: taking
payments, calling the ministers to perform the ceremonies,
keeping the books. In a few years, she’ll open her own flower
shop.

A few months after her arrival in Vegas, Wilson Wright
reappears, hoping to reconcile. He hadn’t intended to abandon
her and the kids on the street, he explains. He’d just been
unable to find them. But Charolette is ready to call it quits.

She hitches her star to Merle Richards and his wedding
business. Both eventually formally divorce their respective
spouses and marry each other. Her new husband isn’t a
gambler like Wright, but he has his own demons. Many nights,
Charolette Richards closes up the wedding chapel and goes
home alone. After ten years, her marriage to Merle 1s over.



Soon she is an ordained minister, ready to perform her first
wedding. A couple arrives at the chapel, their names and
marriage date lost to time. Before this point, Charolette
Richards had been a mere “wedding hostess”: she would bring
couples into the church, fill out the paperwork, and hire the
photographer, usually Merle. A reverend would then perform
the ceremony. Not Charolette. Never Charolette.

But on that day, when the couple arrives, Richards puts on
the robe and prepares to recite the immortal words that will
join a husband and a wife.

“You’re the first people I’ve married, so excuse me if I
make a mistake,” she tells the couple. Thus, Richards retrieves
all of the love that she had lost to two errant husbands,
transferring it to the strangers standing before her and infinite
couples thereafter. “I was proud once I got through,” she says,
“and I started doing those weddings like they were candy.”

Charolette Richards had found her -calling, always
beginning her ceremonies—ten minutes short, but powerful
enough to last a lifetime—with what would become her
trademark:

What is love to you?

Before long, another savior appears. Bert “Wingy” Grober,
the casino host at Caesars Palace, has been coming to
Richards’s flower shop for the signature lucky carnations he
wears in his lapel. He lends her fifty thousand dollars, which
she uses to buy her own wedding chapel, a cute little cottage
with white clapboard siding and a short steeple rising up into
the desert sky. It’s called A Little White Wedding Chapel.
Now, she’s not only a licensed, ordained minister but also a
notary public, founding her own business on the very thing
that had lured her to Las Vegas and broken her heart: love.

o

It’s a Saturday in June, and the metal doors to the Little White
Wedding Chapel, at 1301 South Las Vegas Boulevard, are as
hot as a branding iron. But today, like every other day—365



days a year—the doors swing open every few minutes,
welcoming a veritable parade of love, lust, and overnight
devotion. Couples arrive either on their own or accompanied
by friends and family. Some come by car, limo, or motorcycle.
Others on foot, skates, or skateboards. Many change from
street clothes into tuxedos and wedding gowns in the chapel’s
outdoor bathrooms, which serve as changing rooms.

“I used to do twenty-four hours a day,” Richards says,
recalling the days when her chapel was open around the clock.
“In one day, I performed 124 weddings.”

Now the hours are constrained only by those of the county
marriage license bureau, which has taken to opening at 8§ a.m.
and closing at midnight. Still, some key elements from the old
days of Las Vegas weddings remain. No blood tests. No
waiting period. To get married in Las Vegas, all you need is a
license and ten to fifteen minutes.

Richards used to practically live in her chapel, available
whenever love came calling. “I never know when Cupid is
going to strike,” she says. So she waited—I/ove is patient, kind
—and they came in droves, rich and poor, famous and
unknown: Joan Collins and her fourth husband, Peter Holm, in
November 1985; Michael Jordan, wearing a red Polo shirt and
arriving by taxi at 2:30 in the morning to marry his first wife,
Juanita Vanoy, in September 1989.

Richards decorated the room for Frank Sinatra and Mia
Farrow’s wedding in July 1966 (“He was upset that she had
cut her hair”). She arranged flowers for the weddings of Elvis
Presley and Priscilla Beaulieu in the Aladdin Hotel in May
1967 (“I was his wedding coordinator,” she told the Herald in
Scotland. “I got the judge, the flowers, his cake, everything.
And I made sure that everything ran well.”), and for Wayne
Newton and Elaine Okamura in June 1968 at the Little Church
of the West. On November 21, 1987, she was summoned to a
suite at the Golden Nugget to marry the actors Bruce Willis
and Demi Moore. “I didn’t know who they were,” she tells
Vegas Magazine. “When I pronounced them husband and wife,
they were crying.” Willis lifted Moore into the air, then gently



lowered her until their lips met. “It was like a movie,” she
recalls.

She once married five couples at the same time. In another
ceremony, she lined up twenty couples who had been married
in her chapel and renewed their vows in a single go. The stars
she has married are many, all standing with their beloveds
before Richards or her emissaries. But celebrity matters little
to her. “I’m not into stardom,” she says. “I’m into God.”

It took only six months for Charolette Richards to pay
Wingy back. Slowly but surely, marriage by marriage, she
transformed herself into the Wedding Queen of the West. After
making the arrangements for Frank Sinatra’s wedding, she
found herself semi-famous in Las Vegas, sitting in the front
row at the International, watching Elvis Presley perform.
Then, like something out of a dream, Elvis leaned down... and
drawled in a voice full of Memphis molasses, “Come here,
honey.” He reached down and grabbed her hand to bring her
onstage, where she sat beside him as he serenaded her. It
eventually gives her the idea for an Elvis impersonator
wedding. It’s an instant hit, and couples flock to the chapel.

“I love love,” Richards tells everyone she meets, passing
out cards printed with her Recipe for a Happy Marriage:

2 Hearts Full of Love

2 Heaping Cups of Kindness

4 Armfuls of Gentleness

2 Cups of Friendship

2 Cups of Joy

2 Big Hearts Full of Forgiveness
1 Lifetime of Togetherness

2 Minds Full of Tenderness

Stir Daily with Happiness, Humor and Patience.
Serve with Warmth and Compassion, Respect
and Loyalty.



The big names keep coming to Richards’s Little White
Wedding Chapel: Sarah Michelle Gellar and Freddie Prinze
Jr.; Natalie Maines of the Dixie Chicks; “Stone Cold” Steve
Austin; Joe Jonas and Sophie Turner; and Ben Affleck and
Jennifer Lopez, who write in an online post about the
experience, “In the end, it was the best possible wedding we
could have imagined.”

“We’ve had people who got married here 50 years ago...
and their kids and their grandkids are getting married here,”
Richards tells John Katsilometes, then of the Las Vegas Sun.
“That’s a wonderful history to have.” They come from Africa,
Asia, Europe, and Australia. But mostly they come from the
state next door: California. Richards marries them wherever
their heart desires. But mostly it’s in her chapel or, for many
years, in her chapel’s own hot air balloon, which she
emblazons with hearts and stars and the words A LITTLE WHITE
CHAPEL IN THE SKY. One man, a doctor from Germany, asks
Richards to perform a wedding ceremony on a small private
plane. She boards the plane, only to discover that it’s a stunt.
After the jet takes off, high above the desert, the man pulls out
a ring and proposes to her.

“Will you marry me?” he asks.
Then he gets up, opens the door, and leaps out of the plane.

Later, Richards learns that the German doctor was also a
parachute developer. He had a parachute under his formal
wedding dinner jacket, but it malfunctioned, and he plunged
ten thousand feet to his death. She never found out why he
wanted to marry her.

If Bugsy Siegel turned Vegas into the gambling capital of
the world, it was Richards who found a way to capitalize on
the gamble of love. Back when wedding licenses were
available twenty-four hours a day, Richards would sleep in her
chapel, emerging at all hours to perform weddings, which gave
her another idea for innovation: to make weddings more
convenient by sparing brides and grooms from even getting
out of their vehicles to be wed. One of her sons broke down



one of her wedding chapel’s walls and installed a window—
and just like that, the drive-through wedding was born.

The window opened on Valentine’s Day, 1991. Couples
pulled up in their cars, motorcycles, or mobile homes and
pressed a buzzer. Richards would appear at the window, slide
back the glass, and lean out, US4 Today reported, “looking for
the world as if she is ready to take their order.”

The average cost of a wedding that year, according to
Modern Bride, was $13,310. Couples at the drive-through
window spent $25. “Some don’t even unfasten their seatbelts
in the car,” reported USA Today.

By 2002, Richards owned five wedding chapels in Las
Vegas, each with tuxedo rentals and florists and gift shops
offering every possible wedding amenity. She had sixty-five
employees and a fleet of fifteen limousines. Many came for
the Elvis wedding, complete with an Elvis impersonator
crooning “Love Me Tender” and done up as an Elvis from one
of the various periods of the King’s life: hip-swiveling
rockabilly, smooth matinee idol, overweight Vegas showman.

In November 2022, Richards sold her chapel to the rival
matrimony venue Vegas Weddings, marking the end of an era.

Over the course of sixty years, Richards figures she and her
chapels have presided over more than five hundred thousand
weddings. She tries not to judge anyone, but she worries about
some of the couples. “Do you realize what you’re doing?”’ she
told Katsilometes in the Las Vegas Sun that she wants to ask
them. “That this is forever? Never to part? That your hearts are
going to belong to each other, and you’re going to be as one?”
And so she stands before the multitudes, hoping for the best.

One sweltering day, in a single twenty-four-hour period,
Richard says, she and her crew performed more than 574
weddings, which is believed to be a record. Over and over,
hour after hour, looking into the eyes of each new couple
standing before her, Richards poses the same question at every
ceremony.
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“What is love to you?” the Wedding Queen of the West asks.

The nervous couple standing before her glance at each
other, not knowing how to answer this personal question, this
so-close-to-the-heart query from a woman they met only
moments ago.

“Love is patient, kind, it’s joy,” says Richards. “Love never
fails. God is love.”

The bride begins to softly cry. The groom remains stoic.

“I want you to look into each other’s eyes,” Richards
continues. “These are the eyes you will look into for the rest of
your life. These are the eyes that will cry. These are the eyes
that will laugh. These are the eyes that will wonder what to
do.”

They look into each other’s eyes.
“What would you like to say to each other?”” Richards asks.

Suddenly, something shifts between the couple. The room
seems to spin. Richards’s words have touched something deep
inside them both. Seconds ago they were on two different
planets. Now they are joined as one.

“I never thought I’d have somebody like you,” the groom
says, his facade cracking, his voice trembling, his eyes wet
with tears.

“Oh, my God!” the bride gasps.

As if on cue, the music in the chapel swells and the
twinkling white lights blaze. The Wedding Queen of the West,
Cupid’s emissary in the city of sin, has struck again.

“Your endless love starts right here,” she tells the couple.
“By the power vested in me by the state of Nevada...”

The couple’s kiss goes on and on. They seem to have
forgotten that they’re in Las Vegas.

“Congratulations to you both!” Richards exclaims,



beaming as if she’s just performed her very first wedding.
“Hooray! Hooray! Hooray!”

The newlyweds walk out of the chapel and into the heat of
Las Vegas. For the first time, they gaze upon the city as a
married couple.

The Wedding Queen of the West, once again triumphant,
steps into her chapel’s foyer.

“Okay,” she asks her attendants, “who’s next?”



Chapter 7

FROM VILLAINTO
VISIONARY

THE MOB MUSEUM

OSCAR GOODMAN HAS a dream.

It’s June 28, 1999, and he has just been sworn in as mayor
of Las Vegas, his victory an improbable, only-in-Vegas feat.
After arriving in the city on August 28, 1964, as an ambitious
young lawyer looking for work, Goodman became known as
the go-to attorney for the mob. Over the years he represented
everyone from lowly soldiers to the—as Oscar is always
careful to emphasize—allegedly crooked kingpins who ran
rampant in the town. He took on cases few others would
accept, much less win, and usually received his payment in
cash.

Now, as the city’s new mayor, Goodman has once again
emerged triumphant. Just as he did when he defended Tony
“the Ant” Spilotro, who served no time for any of the more
than twenty murders the FBI claimed Spilotro committed. Or
when he won an impossible acquittal for drug smuggler Jimmy
Chagra, accused of hiring a hitman to kill a federal judge.
Now, taking his place behind his desk in the mayor’s office, on
the tenth floor of City Hall, the first thing Goodman sees
through the window is the U.S. Post Office and Courthouse,
where he had tried and won his first federal case, representing
the stepbrother of an—alleged—mobster.



The old federal courthouse, like much of downtown Vegas,
is in sorry shape. Opened in 1933, it has stood empty for years,
its stately neoclassical facade crumbling, its forty-two
thousand square feet vacant and unloved. The site of so much
history, it has become a daily reminder of the hard times that
have befallen downtown Las Vegas, an eyesore in a city where
image is everything.

Goodman has only been in office a matter of hours but
immediately swings into action. Picking up the phone, he calls
the General Services Agency in San Francisco, the branch of
the federal government that owns the building. After
introducing himself as the new mayor of Las Vegas, he gets
right down to business.

“What’s going on with our old courthouse?” he asks.

Absolutely nothing, he is told. The building is listed as
surplus, an unnecessary and unwanted relic of the past. The
city of Las Vegas is welcome to purchase it for a dollar, if the
city will restore the courthouse to its original condition and
use it as some sort of cultural attraction. “Like a museum,”
Goodman is told.

“We have a deal,” the new mayor declares.
Then he hangs up, and returns to reality.

Las Vegas doesn t do museums, he thinks. No one will come
to our blighted downtown to see artworks or sculptures. They
don t even visit the glistening galleries on the Strip.

The historic courthouse he has just purchased for a buck
occupies his thoughts all day. That night, after his customary
three or four Bombay Sapphire with a jalapefio martinis, he
has an epiphany.

Where did we come from? he asks himself. We are unique.
We were born from the mob.

Goodman decides then and there that he will turn the old,
decaying courthouse into a museum. A museum dedicated to
the dark forces that built Las Vegas:



A mob museum.
There’s only one problem with the idea.

Most people in Las Vegas hate it.
L J

As Goodman presents his idea around town, he’s met with a
mixture of disbelief and outrage. A mob museum? The idea is
considered so ridiculous, so far afield, that if he weren’t mayor
he might have been laughed right out of town. Throughout his
years as a lawyer, Goodman had denied that the mob even
existed. Now he wants to build a mob museum? What'’s he
going to do to our reputation?

Which makes Goodman laugh. “Reputation?” he asks. “Sin
City?”

Goodman meets with various civic groups, including a
prominent Italian American organization, whose members are
dead set against it. “How dare you demean us?” he remembers
someone shouting.

“It got so bad I thought they were going to hurt me,” says
Goodman. “They were livid that I would even suggest a mob
museum.”

Ever the skilled attorney, Goodman defuses the tension
with a joke. “I’m just kidding!” he tells the group. “I meant a
mop museum. You know—mops, vacuums, brooms.”

Goodman knows his idea is in trouble. How do you sell a
city on spotlighting the very thing it has always consigned to
the shadows? How do you save a derelict building in a town
that prefers to blow up old buildings and replace them with
something new and shiny?

Finally, he hits on an idea: he will seek the support of an
old opponent, one he squared off against in court for so many
years.

He reaches out to the FBI.

Special agent Ellen Knowlton is retiring after twenty-four



years with the FBI, serving as special agent in charge of the
Bureau’s Las Vegas office since 2002. Her position didn’t
exactly endear her to Goodman and his clients. But now, to her
surprise, he’s coming to her with a proposition.

“Will you help me enlist the government’s aid in building a
mob museum?” he asks.

Knowlton has heard the naysayers, and the whispers that
Goodman is building the museum as a tribute to his clients—
and himself. But after years in front of skeptical juries,
Goodman is a master of winning people over. The museum, he
assures Knowlton, won’t glorify criminals. It will present the
true history of the mob and the story of the FBI’s dogged fight
against it. The “even handed” approach will even be
highlighted in the new institution’s formal name, inscribed at
the very top of the old courthouse: the National Museum of
Organized Crime and Law Enforcement.

Knowlton agrees to take the idea and a delegation of city
officials to meet with the criminal division of the FBI at FBI
headquarters in Washington, DC. “The meeting went well, and
the members of the criminal division, who were responsible
for the FBI’s national organized crime program, pledged their
support,” says Knowlton, who had previously agreed to chair
the museum’s first board of directors.

With the FBI in his corner, Goodman feels sure he’ll be
able to get the city and state power brokers on board.

Now all he has to do is figure out how to build the damn
thing.

L

Dennis Barrie is at his desk in Cleveland when the phone
rings. “Oscar Goodman’s office calling,” he’s told.

Barrie is something of a legend for his ability to create
museums devoted to seemingly unlikely subjects. He
cocreated and served as the first executive director for the
Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, which opened in 1995, a rousing
testament to an original American art form. In 2002, he



developed the International Spy Museum in Washington, DC,
offering a total immersion in the history and intrigue of
government espionage.

That’s why Goodman is on the phone. The mayor of Las
Vegas has just finished touring the spy museum, and he wants
Barrie to create a similar experience in Las Vegas. With one
notable difference: “It will focus on the mob,” he tells Barrie.

The museum creator gives a one-word response: “Great.”

Barrie heads to Vegas to meet with the mob-lawyer-turned-
mayor. But the meeting doesn’t go well. Goodman always
trusts his gut when it comes to first impressions, and he takes
one look at the bearded, intellectual museum creator and
doesn’t like what he sees.

“I made my feelings known,” Goodman tells Cleveland
Magazine. “I was cold, aloof, distant.”

But the mayor soon discovers he has made a colossal error.
One day, during a break in a televised baseball game “upon
which I had a very substantial bet,” Goodman starts flipping
through channels, looking for something to pass the time. By
chance, he lands on Dirty Pictures, a Golden Globe—winning
TV movie from 2000 starring James Woods as none other than
Dennis Barrie. The movie dramatizes Barrie’s valiant fight as
director of the Contemporary Arts Center in Cincinnati in
1990, when he was arrested and charged with “pandering
obscenity” for presenting an exhibit of photographs by artist
Robert Mapplethorpe, whose work had become a target of
right-wing censors. After standing up to a vicious campaign of
harassment and intimidation, Barrie was not only acquitted—
he became a First Amendment hero.

Goodman immediately calls Barrie. “Boy, did I make a
mistake in judgment,” he admits. “I apologize. You’re my

2

man.

It doesn’t take Barrie long to realize that, with the mob
museum, he’s got another bruising fight ahead of him. Some
city boosters in Las Vegas are still opposed to the idea. And



Goodman envisions the museum dedicating itself exclusively
to the history of the mob in Las Vegas—along with the law
enforcement history of fighting the mob in Las Vegas.

Focusing on Vegas as a city, Barrie knows, will limit the
museum’s allure, reducing it to the kind of “back in the old
days” exhibit that only appeals to local history buffs. Back in
their office in Cleveland, Dennis and his wife Kathy, the
museum’s codeveloper and curator, had a breakthrough: their
research had shown that organized crime organizations in
cities across America all had ties to Las Vegas. “It was like our
own version of RICO (the Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt
Organizations Act), which is all about illustrating a pattern of
criminal activity throughout a criminal enterprise. We could
see in the patterns from an earlier time in mob history that Las
Vegas was the nexus.”

It becomes clear that the mob’s influence in Las Vegas had
reverberations nationwide. “All the mobsters who came to Las
Vegas came from somewhere else,” says Dennis Barrie. “They
could come to Las Vegas and not get busted like they had in
Chicago and Kansas City and New York and Cleveland.”

The Barries told Oscar Goodman and the museum’s board
members that the museum “really should be more than the Las
Vegas story—it’s the national story of organized crime in
America.”

“What Dennis and Kathy said made a lot of sense to me,”
Goodman says.

All of this will give the museum a bigger story, one that
will encompass the history of the mob in America. “That
opened up the entire world of organized crime,” Barrie says.
“You could go deep into the stories, whether it was Chicago or
New York, because they all ultimately had a connection to Las
Vegas.”

o

The first challenge Barrie and the museum’s board face is how
to get their hands on the goods—the kinds of artifacts and



letters and photographs and memorabilia that will attract
visitors to the museum and bring the history of the mob alive.
Mobsters aren’t exactly known for keeping diaries or
scrapbooks, and Barrie already knows the horrors of trying to
assemble a museum collection from scratch. When he was
launching the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, he’d been told that
sixty thousand pieces of memorabilia had been collected—
only to find just “five or six cardboard boxes” of second-rate
stuff. Barrie had to scramble to put together a creative team
and launch a global search to build a massive collection of
rock artifacts.

This being Las Vegas, the mob museum would compete
with anything Barrie has done before in both budget and size:
forty-two million dollars for seventeen thousand square feet of
exhibits, a cultural spectacle in a city of spectacles. But the old
courthouse, which has been placed on the National Register of
Historic Places, comes with conditions: its walls and
architectural features cannot be altered. And the courtroom on
the second floor, where Oscar Goodman got his start, is
considered sacrosanct. Not because of Goodman, but because
in 1950, the courtroom had been a stop in the legendary
Kefauver hearings, when a special investigative committee
chaired by freshman senator Estes Kefauver of Tennessee
toured the country to expose an innocent America to the world
of organized crime. The televised hearings, which featured
testimony from some 600 witnesses, became a national
sensation, viewed by more than thirty million people. But
when the hearings reached Las Vegas, they were forced to
adjourn after only half a day. The reason? “When they were
asked to appear,” Barrie explains, “all of the mobsters left
town.”

The old courtroom will be the centerpiece of the new
museum. And this time, with their former lawyer running the
show, the mobsters themselves are prepared to cooperate.

Barrie and the museum’s board get some unexpected
assistance from the blitz of media coverage that accompanies
the project. VEGAS MUSEUM OFFERS A MOB HISTORY YOU CAN’T



REFUSE reads a headline on National Public Radio’s website.
VEGAS TO REMEMBER ITS FOUNDING FATHERS WITH A MOB MUSEUM
reads another in the Seattle Times. SHRINE TO THE WISE GUY: LAS
VEGAS BUILDS MOB MUSEUM WITH FBI SUPPORT trumpets the
Associated Press. Suddenly, the phone at Barrie’s office begins
ringing at all hours. The callers aren’t just collectors who
possess some rare piece of memorabilia, but people who had
been personally acquainted with organized crime—everyone
from retired mob associates to former FBI agents.

The agents, Barrie says, put him and his wife Kathy in
touch with “some of the mob figures they had worked with
who had gone into witness protection.” A meeting is set with
one of them, the former hit man Frank Cullotta, known as the
elder statesman of the mob in Vegas.

How does one prepare for a meeting with a former hitman?
wonders Kathy Barrie. When Cullotta meets the museum’s
team, he is out of witness protection and has already spilled
everything to writers and filmmakers, including for the Martin
Scorsese movie Casino. Cullotta knew the inner workings of
the Chicago outfit in Las Vegas, the crimes committed, the
individuals involved, and the documentation left behind. “He
told us what it was like for him being so deep in the Mafia,”
says Kathy Barrie. “It was like meeting the mob in one
person.”

“Frank, what was it like playing yourself, killing the guy in
the movie?” she asks Cullotta of a scene in the movie, Casino,
in which a character based on Cullotta commits a murder.

“Kathy,” he replies, “them guys deserved to die.”

Susanne Dalitz calls. Her father, Moe, who played a pivotal
role in putting the city on the map, came to Vegas in 1950 as
the behind-the-scenes owner of the legendary Desert Inn after
a career in Ohio as a bootlegger and rumrunner during
Prohibition. Dalitz knows her dad will be a central figure of
the mob museum, and she wants him treated with respect. Yes,
he had been called “America’s most secretive and most
successful mobster” in a 2009 biography entitled Mr. Mob. But



he was also a licensed casino owner, a hotelier, and a civic
leader who built hospitals and supported local charities. His
daughter “opened up her home to us, and her father’s papers,”
hoping that we would “present a fair representation of her
father’s life and legacy,” says Kathy Barrie.

Barrie and his team meet with family members of the late
crime boss Sam Giancana, and his Vegas-based girlfriend, the
singer Phyllis McGuire. The son of Robert Mayhew, a
longtime aide to Howard Hughes, has a wealth of artifacts—
including the long memos Hughes wrote by hand when he was
living like a hermit on the top two floors of the Desert Inn.
Others come forward with guns that they insist were used in
notorious crimes. Upon analysis, though, most of the guns
don’t turn out to be true artifacts. For instance, one gun,
reputed to have been owned by Bugsy Siegel, wasn’t even
manufactured until after his death. “Most of the time the guns
aren’t legitimate,” Dennis Barrie says, “because they threw the
guns away after they committed a crime.”

But along with the trash comes the gold. A collector offers
up the barber chair in which Albert Anastasia, underboss of
the Mangano crime family and a cofounder of Murder, Inc., a
mob-related group of contract killers, was slain at the Park
Sheraton Hotel in New York. Victoria Gotti, widow of New
York crime boss John Gotti, donates one of her late husband’s
suits and enables the museum to acquire Gotti’s red 1972
Jaguar XKE.

Then one day, “out of the blue,” Dennis Barrie gets a call
from the niece of a show-business entrepreneur named George
Patey. “I have the wall,” she says. On February 14, 1929, in
what became known as the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre,
seven members of a bootlegging gang were lined up against
the wall of a Chicago garage and gunned down in a hit
believed to have been ordered by Al Capone. Patey’s niece
says her late uncle purchased the wall when the garage was
being demolished and had it reassembled, brick by brick,
behind the urinals in the men’s room of his Roaring Twenties—
themed restaurant in Vancouver, Canada. “When the restaurant



shut down, he gave the wall to his sister in Las Vegas,” says
Dennis Barrie. “She had it stored in her suburban garage, each
brick wrapped and identified.” The museum buys the wall, all
three hundred bricks of it.

“Everyone on the board was making and receiving calls,
including Ellen Knowlton, formerly with the FBI, and Robert
A. Stoldal, the longtime Las Vegas TV executive,” says Kathy
Barrie. “All were instrumental in attracting and acquiring
donors and artifacts.”

As the calls multiply and the collection grows, Dennis and
Kathy Barrie and the museum’s board realize that they are
developing something more than “a cartoony version of
organized crime,” as Dennis puts it. The museum is shaping
up to be a deep look into the history of the mob in America. If
they can pull it off, the museum will not only feed what he
calls the public’s “fascination with the underworld, the dark
version of the American Dream,” it will revitalize Las Vegas’s
downtown.

It’s a long shot. But in Las Vegas, long shots sometimes
pay off.

o

When the National Museum of Organized Crime and Law
Enforcement opens on February 14, 2012—the eighty-third
anniversary of the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre—the Mob
Museum (as it’s more commonly known) is mobbed. The
street 1s closed off by the police, and the museum’s front hall
teems with hundreds of invited guests cheered on by thousands
of excited onlookers. THE MOB MUSEUM IS A HIT, MAN reads the

headline in USA Today.

It’s a grand opening like no other, in a city that reinvented
the meaning of grand. But this time, instead of movie stars and
the monied class, the guests of honor are mobsters. Henry Hill,
the snitch who sold out his Lucchese crime bosses to the FBI
and inspired the Martin Scorsese movie Goodfellas, has flown
in, fresh from witness protection, flanked by two bodyguards.



Reputed former Boston capo Vinny Ferrara, known as “the
Animal,” is mingling with local luminaries in the front hall.
Meyer Lansky II, grandson of the powerful “mob accountant”
whose empire stretched from Miami to Vegas, is in attendance.
So is the man known to the museum’s creators only as “Tom
Machine Gun,” a shadowy figure who sold the Mob Museum
his tommy gun—always calling from a pay phone, and never
using his real name. Even two of crusading, mob-exposing
Tennessee senator Estes Kefauver’s daughters attend the grand
opening.

Oscar Goodman arrives like a star in an old-fashioned
paddy wagon flanked by two Las Vegas showgirls dressed in
white. He cuts the ribbon with his trademark giant martini
close at hand. He served three back-to-back terms as mayor,
but after twelve years, his wife, Carolyn, succeeded him in
2011—the only known instance of one spouse succeeding the
other as mayor in the United States.

“Are you the mayor?” someone asks Oscar Goodman at the
event.

“No,” he responds, “but I'm sleeping with her.”

Then the doors are thrown open, and the crowd gets its first
look at the museum. It’s a veritable Disneyland tour
celebrating the city’s unique culture. But instead of Walt
Disney, the man who welcomes visitors—in the form of a life-
size cardboard cutout in the lobby—is the lanky figure of
Oscar Goodman, who shares stories of his clients and their
alleged crimes as part of the museum’s audio guide.

Today, visitors begin the forty-five-minute audio guide tour
—with more than forty stops—on the second floor, where the
old courtroom has been meticulously re-created down to the
historic 1950s paint colors and original benches to look as it
did the day the Kefauver hearings came to town. “The
hearings are about to begin!” booms a voice. Giant screens
unfurl from the ceiling and videos play, transporting visitors
back to when the crusading senator attempted to expose the
truth about the mob.



On display is Estes Kefauver’s battered briefcase and his
raccoon-skin cap, which he began wearing after an opponent
accused him of being a “raccoon-like communist puppet.”
Another exhibit showcases Oscar Goodman’s old briefcase,
which he called his Gelt bag, the audio guide explains, “since
he used it to carry his money, or Yiddish Gelt, home after
defending clients.”

As visitors pass a police lineup, mug shots are taken
through one-way glass. Notorious gangsters are seen captured
in photographs from old government files: Mickey Cohen,
Joey “the Clown” Lombardo, Lucky Luciano. A short film
featuring Al Capone is projected onto the actual brick wall
from the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre, telling the story of the
bootleg wars that led to the massacre. There’s a framed ticket
from the 1919 World Series, believed to have been “fixed” by
the New York City gambler and racketeer Arnold Rothstein.
There’s an old awning from the Arizona Club, a saloon that
predated the city, and a dazzling display of artifacts from the
Flamingo, the casino that started it all: canceled checks,
yellowed ledgers, a slot machine, even one of the pink ceramic
Flamingo figurines that Bugsy Siegel personally handed out to
his two hundred guests at the casino’s grand opening on
December 26, 1946.

The expansive Skim Room, its walls papered with
hundred-dollar bills, shows visitors exactly how much cash the
mob skimmed annually from each casino to avoid having to
report it as taxable income or share it with investors: a grand
total of three hundred million dollars “easy” from the
Flamingo, Sands, Thunderbird, and Riviera between 1950 and
1960. The “Getting the Money” exhibit tracks eight bundles of
five thousand dollars in cash, for a total of forty thousand
dollars—*“the amount Maishe Rockman could carry back to
his partners in Cleveland”—as it’s passed from one mob hand
to another on its eastward journey.

True to Goodman’s promise when he first enlisted help
from the FBI, the legendary law enforcement officers who
tried to stop the mob are also represented. One exhibit displays



the gun, holster, and hat of Ralph Lamb, the heroic county
sheriff “who worked with the FBI to build a file on mobsters
that he and others suspected were moving into the desert
town,” according to the museum’s website. The exhibit extols
Lamb’s toughness: he “slapped the cologne” off Handsome
Johnny Rosselli, the Chicago Outfit’s man at the Stardust, and
“reportedly greeted a rolling herd of Hell’s Angels by first
destroying some of their motorcycles, then giving the men
haircuts.” The Nevada Gaming Control Board’s black book of
“excluded persons” is on display, as is the execution chair
from the Nevada gas chamber, in which thirty-two prisoners
were put to death.

“The museum mixes attraction and repulsion,
sentimentality and hard-edged realism, relish and disgust,” the
New York Times observes. “Like a gangster movie, it seduces
us with these figures on the one hand, and with the other
reminds us of the demands of justice.” With more than one
hundred seventy employees and an annual operating budget of
around thirteen million dollars, the museum quickly makes
good on Oscar Goodman’s dream of a revitalized downtown
Vegas. Four hundred thousand visitors flock to the Mob
Museum annually, spending double-digit millions a year in the
once-blighted downtown. And they don’t just visit—in
museum parlance, they /inger. “The average linger time is two
and a half hours, which is unheard of,” says Kathy Barrie.

For Oscar Goodman, it’s a moment to savor. The son of a
Wharton-educated lawyer whose grandfather owned a bar in
Philadelphia, Goodman earned his University of Pennsylvania
law degree and headed west, like so many others before him,
to make his fortune. Once scoffed at for his alleged mob
connections, he rose to become not only one of the city’s most
elite and influential players, but part of the city’s history.

About halfway through the audio tour, as visitors peruse
memorabilia from the movie Casino, Goodman shares the
story of how Martin Scorsese cast him to play himself in the
movie, representing the mob affiliate Frank “Lefty” Rosenthal,
on whom the character played by Robert De Niro is based, and



Tony “the Ant” Spilotro, who inspired the character played by
Joe Pesci.

But there was a “big problem,” Goodman tells museum
visitors on the audio tour. “I can’t memorize. 1 couldn’t
remember a darn line. As far as the production was concerned,
I blew line after line after line.” Scorsese had to have cue cards
made for Goodman and shoot multiple takes to make sure he
got what he needed. “I finally got through it,” Goodman says,
“and breathed a sigh of relief.”

Goodman was embarrassed to have blown his lines. But
one day, he learned that he was in good company. He was on
the set of a TV show, once again playing himself, and he
remembered something the actor Laurence Fishburne had told
him. Goodman told him the story of how he had struggled in
Casino. “Well, don’t be embarrassed,” Fishburne told him.
“Because Marlon Brando needed cue cards, too.”

Brando’s famous role in The Godfather, arguably the
greatest mob movie of all time, is of course also well
represented in an exhibit in the Mob Museum, brainchild of
Oscar Goodman.

“From being a villain to the naysayers,” Goodman says, “I
became a visionary.”



Chapter 8

THE HEALER AMONG THE
HUSTLERS

THE SAPPHIRE LAS VEGAS POOL AND DAYCLUB

WITH THE SUN high in the desert sky and the glittering
spires of the Strip stretching out before her, the young woman
stares through the windshield at her future home. Her name is
Kaitlyn. The twenty-one-year-old nursing student sits behind
the wheel of her old Toyota Camry, packed with all her earthly
belongings—her books and clothes, her pots and pans, her
pictures and posters. She’s fleeing her one-school, two-church
hometown, where nothing ever happens, for the city where
everything does.

“Oh, my God, oh, my God!” she screams, taking in the
sights of Las Vegas for the very first time. “I’m actually going
to live here!”

Earlier that day, she stood in the driveway of her childhood
home in California, bidding farewell to her mom and dad and
little brother. Her parents couldn’t understand why she was
leaving. “The same people I went to elementary school with
here are the same people I went to high school with,” Kaitlyn
explained. “There’s no room for growth. Nothing that 1 will
ever become, other than a wife and a mother.”

“What’s wrong with that?” her mother asked. “Why do you
have to leave? And why does it have to be Las Vegas?”

Kaitlyn had already considered other options. New York?



Too far and too cold. Los Angeles? Closer, but too big and too
sprawling, with too much traffic. Then it hit her. The town
whose very name conjures “money, good times, and beautiful
people.” The town “everyone wants to go to.” The two words
that, for as long as she can remember, “just kind of called my
name.” Las Vegas.

I'm going to meet some pretty awesome people in Vegas,
she thought. There’s not a single famous person that hasn't
been to Vegas.

Now, after years of planning, she’s ready to set off. If her
father is apprehensive about how his beloved daughter will
fare in Vegas, he tries not to show it. “I love you and I know
you’re gonna do good,” he tells her, his eyes filled with tears.

It’s an eight-hour drive to Sin City, but Kaitlyn’s not going
for the sin. She’s going to care for the sick and the injured.
She’ll be attending nursing school and working as an
emergency medical technician with a Las Vegas ambulance
service.

Little does Kaitlyn know that she will find her future—and
earn her fortune—in a swimming pool.

Lo

Kaitlyn’s nursing school i1s in Summerlin, a planned
community built by the heirs of Howard Hughes on twenty-
five thousand acres he purchased on the edge of Las Vegas.
The apartment she rents is a one-bedroom, tiny and scruffy,
“but 1t’s all I could afford at the time with my salary”—ten
dollars an hour as an EMT.

Her visits to the grand resorts on the Strip are limited to the
back of the ambulance—never a limousine—dressed in her
drab EMT attire: tactical pants, blue work shirt, steel-toed
boots. The calls come nonstop, one after another. A heart
attack at Caesars. A stroke at the Sahara. A birth at the
Bellagio. Drunks, drugs, delirium. For her first year in Vegas,
this is her life: everything an emergency, sirens wailing, crazy
hours, saving lives—being on call nights, weekends, every



spare hour in between.

But while Kaitlyn keeps her head down at work and school,
she’s also keeping an eye on the young women of Las Vegas,
the movers and shakers, the ones who seem to have conquered
the city. They come from all over the world, and in every club
and casino, the women all appear to have one thing in
common: breast augmentation.

“If you want to make good money in Vegas,” Kaitlyn says,
“you have to get it done.”

Nothing over the top, she thinks—just a boost to get herself
noticed, to give herself a crack at a better-paying extra job. But
when she calls one of the city’s myriad cosmetic surgery
specialists, she’s staggered by the price they quote.

Fifty-four hundred dollars. Far beyond the reach of a
student making ten bucks an hour as an EMT.

Kaitlyn 1s undeterred. She calls her ex-boyfriend back
home and asks him to lend her the money. Once she undergoes
the procedure, she assures him, doors will open and she’ll pay
him back—with interest.

Her ex-boyfriend agrees. The procedure takes a few hours,
followed by a few weeks for recovery.

Two days post-op, Kaitlyn looks in the mirror, and begins
to cry—with joy. “I felt so happy and overwhelmed,” she says.
Kaitlyn feels reborn. More confident. More outgoing. It gives
her “a new outlook on life,” she says. From this point forward,
she puts on makeup and styles her hair every single time she
steps out her front door.

She is becoming a citizen of Las Vegas.

Gone is the drab attire of a small-town nurse-to-be. Now,
when Kaitlyn goes to her closet, she reaches for “something
revealing”—silks and satins and body-hugging clothes that
reflect her newfound confidence.

It doesn’t take long for her investment to pay off. Only a
few weeks after her recovery, a job offer wafts in on the hot



desert breeze: working as a “promo girl” for a liquor company.
“You stand there, hold drinks, smile, look pretty, and try to get
people to buy it,” she’s told.

Promo girls are everywhere in Las Vegas. Resorts and
nightclubs spend thousands for young women “just to hang
out,” says Las Vegas VIP superhost Steve Cyr, who sits beside
his friend Kaitlyn one night in Barry’s Downtown Prime, a
new steakhouse in the Circa Resort and Casino. “When you go
to the club, why do you think there are forty girls there?
They’re just hanging out? No. They’re there because they’re
getting free drinks and they’re getting paid. They’re there to
flirt with the guys and give ’em hope. Prime the pump.”

“The technical title for a promo girl is ‘atmosphere
model,””” adds Rich Baldwin, a connoisseur of all things Vegas
and a longtime friend of Kaitlyn’s and Steve Cyr’s. “They’re
the ones at the day-pool clubs, the nightclubs, and everywhere
else where they want to sell you a fifteen-hundred-dollar bottle
of vodka. The guys come to spend money, and it helps a lot if
there is a group of hot girls who they think they have a shot
with. As [ always say, ‘Alcohol is the ultimate social
lubricant,” and most guys want to look like a big spender. So
they’ll spend a fortune buying drinks for the atmosphere
models and everyone else at the club.”

The pay for a promo girl is an hourly wage, plus tips—
several times more than what Kaitlyn earns as an EMT. And
she’d get to make her own hours.

She thinks about it, but not for long. She’s determined to
keep her steel-toed feet on the ground. But she knows that
time is short. “There’s always going to be younger, prettier
girls to take your spot,” she says. At twenty-one, she figures
she has seven years to cash in on what seems to be her most
valuable asset in the club world of Las Vegas—her beauty—
before she “ages out,” as she calls it.

She promises herself that she won’t *“get lost in the
industry,” the glittery world of Vegas entertainment that leaves
so many young women broken and broke. So she takes the job,



while also continuing to work for the ambulance service and
studying for her nursing degree.

Her first client is a beer company. The job is simple: hand
out free samples of beer at a place called Sapphire.

L

The next afternoon, Kaitlyn walks into Sapphire Las Vegas,
which bills itself as the world’s largest gentlemen’s club—a
massive complex of stages, VIP skyboxes, private rooms, and
bars. She gives her name at the check-in desk and is directed
to the swimming pool out back. After walking through the
pool’s restaurant, where lunch is being served, she passes a
kiosk selling everything from sunglasses to bikinis embossed
with the dazzling blue Sapphire logo, turns a corner, and...

gasps.

Sprawling before her is not just a swimming pool. It’s an
entertainment venue: three pools in a mammoth Las Vegas
dayclub totaling forty thousand square feet. And even now, in
the early afternoon, a party is raging. Five hundred people
swimming and dancing and reclining on lounge chairs and
daybeds and in VIP cabanas. DJs in elevated booths, blaring
hip hop and party music, the nonstop songs of summer in the
eternal summer city. A full staff of topless female bartenders
racing to keep the cocktails flowing, a popular drink being an
elixir served in a watermelon rind, while a seemingly endless
spray of champagne hovers over the pool like mist. Some
young women wear pink wristbands, which identifies them as
“entertainers” from the adjoining Sapphire gentlemen’s club,
where as many as three hundred women perform every night
in the club (but not at the pool, whose entertainment doesn’t
include the Sapphire dancers). The club has 13,000
entertainers in its database.

Kaitlyn’s eyes grow big as moons. “Everybody’s splashing
in the pool, everybody’s singing, everybody’s dancing,
everybody’s having a good time,” she recalls. And
everybody’s topless. All right out in the open, in broad
daylight.



Kaitlyn has arrived at the Sapphire Pool and Dayclub. It’s
the pinnacle of the dayclub revolution in Las Vegas, which
began with a Sunday party called Rehab, at the Hard Rock
Hotel and Casino in 2004. Back then, the resort was looking
for a way to turn its guest-only swimming pool, which was
selling an anemic ten thousand dollars in drinks on summer
weekends, into a profit center. One day, after returning from a
boat party on Lake Mead, the hotel’s nightlife director had an
epiphany: turn the Hard Rock’s swimming pool into the
world’s first dayclub pool party.

Rehab was an instant sensation. Partygoers in swimsuits
lined up around the block to get in; liquor sales instantly hit
ninety thousand dollars a day. The pool party gave birth to the
now-raging Las Vegas celebrity DJ revolution, as Paris Hilton,
Kim Kardashian, Drake, and Shaquille O’Neal showed up to
spin tunes. The Hard Rock had discovered a way to turn day
into night—and in Las Vegas, more night means more money.
By 2007, Rehab was raking in about six million dollars in the
course of its twenty-one scheduled Sundays.

But the party was just getting started. Lindsay Lohan,
Justin Bieber, Puff Daddy, Dennis Rodman—they all flocked
to Rehab, where daytime partygoers engaged in activities like
“making it rain,” during which hundred-dollar bills were
tossed to the crowds from cabanas above the pool. It wasn’t
uncommon for regulars to spend one hundred thousand dollars
a season on VIP cabanas. The dayclub even inspired a reality
TV show, Rehab: Party at the Hard Rock Hotel.

The party raged for fourteen years, unstoppable even when
undercover cops arrested seven people on narcotics charges
and one for solicitation of prostitution in 2009. By the time
Rehab closed in 2018, almost every major resort in Las Vegas
had its own pool parties: Wet Republic at the MGM Grand,
Ditch Fridays Pool Party at the Palms, Drai’s Beachclub at the
Cromwell Hotel and Casino, Tao Beach Dayclub at the
Venetian. By the time Kaitlyn walked into Sapphire, the club
was on its way to winning the Las Vegas Review-Journal
reader’s poll for Best Day Club eight years in a row.



Unlike the entertainers and the bartenders, Kaitlyn keeps
her top on. She’s working as a promo girl for the beer
company, not Sapphire, so she isn’t required to follow the
club’s topless dress code. She walks around in her black shorts
and tank top bearing the beer company logo, handing out beer.
Then one day, in the middle of the mayhem, a man approaches
her and introduces himself as one of the bosses at Sapphire.

“Do you wanna work here?”” he asks.

By now, Kaitlyn knows that what she’s making as a promo
girl 1s small change compared to what the Sapphire day pool
can offer. The man standing before her holds the keys to the
big money, a cash advance on her youth.

“He gave me his business card,” she says, “and I started the
next day.”
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Now when Kaitlyn drives from her apartment in the suburbs to
Sapphire, she enters the entertainers’ locker room, punches in,
and is handed a pair of blue bikini bottoms with the Sapphire
logo on the back. She removes her top and heads to the pool.
The pay is actually the same that she made as a fully clothed
promo girl. But with her top off, she discovers a world of
difference. Drinks that used to sit untouched on her tray
suddenly fly off it. Young men order bottles of champagne and
whiskey from her at one thousand dollars a pop—or more.
Kaitlyn 1s “bringing bottles out left and right,” and the
corresponding tips are enormous.

She’s earned serious money on the side to have a couple of
drinks with a guy, and even more to sit at a table with a group
of men at a resort’s meganightclub. All talk, no touching. “The
thing 1 appreciate about Sapphire is that it’s a very safe
environment while also being a very fun environment,” she
says. “At the end of the day, it’s a job.”

One day, a real estate investor from Tennessee shows up.
As Kaitlyn serves him shots in his nine-hundred-and-fifteen-
dollar-a-day cabana, he asks, “What would it take to go to VIP



with you?”

Kaitlyn studies the gentleman. He’s dressed “head-to-toe
Gucci”—mnot a good sign. “Nine times out of ten, people
dressed head to toe in Gucci don’t have money, because they
spent it all on their clothes,” she says. “People who come in
with ‘dad shoes,’ those are the ones who have the money.”

“I’'m not a dancer, I'm not an entertainer, so I’'m not
allowed to go to VIP,” Kaitlyn tells him. “Unless you buy me
off the floor.” Which means paying whatever she asks for
precisely one hour of her company.

She sets her price, which is sizable. The man happily pays
—in cash.

In the VIP room, Kaitlyn, as a nondancer, is required to
keep her top on. He drinks and they talk about life. She tells
him about her work as an EMT and her classes at nursing
school, and he gives her investment advice. He enjoys the
conversation and the champagne so much that he pays for a
second hour. Kaitlyn is now holding more money than she has
ever held in her life.

“It was like a high,” she says. Not just the money, but what
it could buy her: a better place to live, time to herself, a
nursing degree, a future.

By the time the five-month day-pool season comes to a
close, a week after Labor Day, Kaitlyn has earned more than
she would have ever dreamed possible before landing in Las
Vegas.

As promised, she repays her ex-boyfriend the fifty-four
hundred dollars he lent her for the breast augmentation—with
interest.

L

Kaitlyn’s not just making money, she’s also making
connections. Two months after she starts working at Sapphire,
one of her fellow cocktail servers comes to her with a
proposition.



“We should dance at Rhino,” her friend says.

Kaitlyn knows the place: the Spearmint Rhino, a legendary
gentlemen’s club where four hundred exotic dancers serve a
Who’s Who clientele. The club’s owner, John Gray, known as
the Lord of the Lap Dance, ran a Las Vegas construction
company before figuring out how to turn exotic dancing into
big money by adding an element of fantasy to the experience.
“We don’t want people to feel embarrassed,” he once told The
Guardian. “It’s about getting value. It’s a one-to-one
experience. There’s nothing seedy in it.”

Kaitlyn had never danced on a pole or table before. But by
this point she’s fully embraced the animating spirit of Las
Vegas: extreme risk brings extreme rewards.

“I have no idea what I’'m doing,” she tells her friend, “but
let’s go!”

After heading home to pick up some lingerie, they drive to
the Rhino for an audition.

“What’s your name and where are you from?” the manager
asks the two women.

They give their names and hometowns.
“Okay, walk back to that wall.”

They turn and walk back about ten steps.
“Okay, turn around and walk back.”
They do as they’re told.

“Okay, you’re hired,” he says.

The audition is over. Along with a punch card for the club’s
time clock, Kaitlyn is given a stripper name: Cosmic.

Out on the floor, before her first dance, Cosmic is nervous
but drinks whatever the bartender gives her, and the mix of
alcohol and adrenaline soon has her ready to go. She knows
what she needs to do. The goal isn’t merely to “shake your
butt for dollar bills,” she says. The goal is to perform—to
convince the clientele to take you back to a private booth or



the VIP room. That’s where the real money is. Not in the
twenty-dollar lap dances, which wear you out. Not in the tips
you get for being up onstage twice a night, for two songs per
appearance. “I’ve made zero dollars up on the stage, and I've
made seven hundred dollars in dollar bills up on the stage,”
Kaitlyn says. But in the VIP rooms, the sky’s the limit. “You
set your own prices. You can charge whatever you want.” Just
to dance, talk, and drink with the clientele, who always want
more, and which Kaitlyn never supplies.

“Half of them you sit and you drink champagne and just
talk, and the other half you give them dances,” she says.

Now she’s holding down three jobs—serving cocktails at
the Sapphire day pool, dancing at the Rhino, and riding to and
from emergencies in the ambulance—and attending classes at
nursing school. There’s not a moment to waste. Four years and
counting since Kaitlyn arrived in Las Vegas, she knows time is
short before she “ages out” and is replaced at age twenty-eight.
“In Vegas, there’s a lot of Kaitlyns,” says a friend.

What sets her apart, in Kaitlyn’s estimation, is that she
hasn’t let the money go to her head. “A lot of these girls out
here, that’s all that they care about—money, money, money,
money, money.” In the quest for cash, and all of the designer
clothes and handbags and jewelry it can buy in the boutiques
along the Strip—the “stuff that’s not going to matter in five
years”—they end up working for too many years just to
maintain their lifestyle. “You could work in some of these
casinos as a cocktail server until you’re fifty,” Kaitlyn says.
“But if you’ve been working in this industry since you’re
twenty-one, like I have, you should have plenty of money
saved up.”

In January 2022, she becomes a cocktail server at the Tao
Beach Dayclub at the Venetian, where customers dance and
frolic and dip in plunge pools under the noonday sun in a
forty-seven-thousand-square-foot  “Asian-inspired tropical
oasis,” according to the Tao Beach website.

“It’s a move up,” says Kaitlyn. “The clientele is high class,



the money tends to be better, and you’re selling more of a
good time as opposed to a sexual image. And we can keep our
tops on.”

Over her four years in Las Vegas, Kaitlyn has banked
roughly three hundred thousand dollars—which she has been
“saving and saving and saving to pay all cash for a house,
which is happening in February 2024. I’m building it from the
ground up.” She still works part-time as an EMT, for roughly
the same salary, though she got a small raise. “I got thirty
cents more an hour in the last year,” she says. With her
bachelor’s degree, she dreams of one day opening her own
“med spa”—a combination medical center and day spa,
providing a wide array of cosmetic procedures to the city’s
clamoring clientele. Her business ambition mirrors the twin
paths her life has taken since she arrived in Las Vegas: the
small-town girl committed to caring for others, and the big-
city entertainer who knows how to take care of herself.

“Im hanging on to my hometown values,” she says.
“Never forgetting that relationships and people are always
going to be more valuable than money.”



Chapter 9

WHAT HAPPENS HERE,
STAYS HERE

R&R PARTNERS ADVERTISING AGENCY

TWO MOMS, MIDDLE-AGED, middle class, in middle
America. Best friends. They’re sitting in a nondescript
conference room on folding chairs, sharing their thoughts
about Las Vegas with a group of strangers. They’re part of a
focus group assembled by Billy Vassiliadis, the Las Vegas
advertising wizard who oversees the ad campaigns for a city
that 1s built on ad campaigns. Suddenly these two ordinary, all-
American women—"“with a couple of kids and schools and
doctor’s appointments,” Vassiliadis says—have the room’s
complete and undivided attention.

They’re revealing their deepest secret. And it’s a wild one.

Every year, the women confess, they save up their money
and tell their families they’re going to a spa or low-key resort
in the Midwest. “A mom’s escape weekend,” they call it. Just
for three or four days. To sit by a pool with a book, get a
massage, maybe have a glass of wine over dinner. A chance to
relax and recharge. They pack their bags and kiss their
husbands and kids goodbye and head off to catch their flight.
But when they get to the airport, they don’t board a plane to
some boring spa or meager heartland hotel. Instead, they head
for the destination they dream and scheme about all year long.

Las Vegas.



They’ve never told a soul before now about their secret
getaways. And they never do anything to betray their husbands
or families: their wedding vows are sacred. But the escape that
Vegas affords them is sacred, too: the resorts, the restaurants,
the pools, the shows, the gambling, and the drinks, lots of
drinks, all of which keeps the two women sane for the rest of
the year. They may spend their days “on life’s treadmill,” as
Vassiliadis says, but stepping off it for their surreptitious three-
day adventure is when they really, truly come alive.

The women strike a chord in Vassiliadis. Like them, he had
arrived in Vegas from the heartland and immediately felt
liberated by his new hometown. “Doing things here that |
would never do anywhere else,” he says. “I mean, it’s a place
where people transform. You see it in what they wear, and the
level of energy they have, and the kind of activities that they
do. The city literally becomes an escape, a transformation,
where people become free. Free from being judged, free from
calendars, free from schedules, free from picking up and
dropping off, free from mom’s house for dinner on Sunday,
free from whatever it is they feel obligated to do.”

He soon discovers that the two women’s story is merely the
tip of a mammoth iceberg of longing and need. The
researchers that Vassiliadis and his advertising agency, R&R
Partners, send out to conduct focus groups across America and
interview people on the Las Vegas Strip hear similar themes
over and over: A “very mild-mannered, very polite” woman
saves her money all year to leave her humdrum life behind and
blossom into a strutting peacock of fashion and fun on the
Strip. A guy who feels judged by nosy neighbors, even in his
own backyard, for the simple act of having a beer, can’t wait
for his annual stroll down the Strip with a huge, fancy drink in
his hand. Because in Vegas he feels free. A creative young
man, who never gambles in his normal life, mails his winnings
home to preserve his cash and keep the fun going.

“He told us Vegas is where he feels like a king, and he
wasn’t going to lose his shirt and, in the process, lose that
feeling,” says strategist Kirsten Gunnerud, who led the



research. “By mailing his money home, it actually kept that
good feeling going even longer.

“To bring all these stories to life for the team, the image I
shared was of a shook-up can of soda exploding,” she
continues. “People were hungry for a place where they could
go and just feel totally free for a minute. Where no one
thought or cared about what they said or did and where no one
at home would ever have to know. Vegas was the pressure
valve. I didn’t realize until I started working on this account
how deeply ingrained in human nature this need is, to ‘let go’
of it all from time to time. To let our ‘wild’ side out. And for
many, Vegas is the only place where they felt they could.

“There, they could disappear from who the world wanted
them to be, to freely explore who they themselves wanted to
be—people their normal lives might not recognize. Which
then, ironically, gave them the power to go back to their
normal lives again.”

There is a world of desperation out there, seekers flocking
to Vegas to be unleashed, to lose themselves and in the process
sometimes find themselves, in a rite of passage shared by
civilizations “since the beginning of time,” says Gunnerud.
“Almost every pagan culture had some event or ritual where
people were allowed to freely let their wild side out and escape
from the day-to-day for a short period of time: back to the
Mayans and Egyptians and Romans. They recognized this
truth and gave people that outlet.”

“I can wear a crazy shirt and nobody tells me I look
stupid,” one person tells the researchers.

“I drink margaritas when I’m there, but at home I don’t
even drink,” says another.

“I feel like a lion in Vegas: powerful, respected, listened to,
honored, full of strength and energy,” says a third.

Interviewees reveal exploits that run the gamut from “the
surprisingly benign to the most hedonistic extreme,” says
Gunnerud.



The research leads to an idea, which leads to an advertising
campaign they call “Adult Freedom.” This will soon become
the linchpin of the consumer TV campaign for R&R Partners’
biggest client: the Las Vegas Convention and Visitors
Authority, which has an annual advertising budget of fifty-
eight million dollars a year. R&R are the pros who, according
to the Las Vegas Sun, have learned “to sell Vegas, the way
Nike sold shoes and McDonald’s sold burgers—by setting a
scene and telling a story.” They’re the ones, in short, who tell
the world why the world should come to Las Vegas.

And the ones who will unleash the bold new image of Las
Vegas are Billy Vassiliadis and his team at R&R Partners.

L

Billy Vassiliadis first landed in Las Vegas at age eighteen, a
Greek American boy choosing to attend the University of
Nevada, Las Vegas, despite the snickers from his high school
classmates back in Chicago. What are you going to study? Slot
machine repair?

But Vassiliadis soon discovers that he has a knack for
selling people on things. In 1982, after graduating from
college, Vassiliadis finds himself running the campaign for a
long-shot candidate for sheriff of Las Vegas.

And winning.

With the win came the rewards, and soon he was on the
phone with the king of Las Vegas advertising: Sig Rogich.

Vassiliadis knows the Sig Rogich story. Rogich was five
years old when his family emigrated from Iceland to America
and eventually settled in Las Vegas, where his father got a job
as foreman at a factory making the city’s most iconic symbols:
neon signs for casinos. With a degree in journalism and
marketing, Rogich worked briefly as a journalist, then in TV
advertising, before entering the political arena, writing
speeches and handling other duties to help elect candidates
like Paul Laxalt as governor of Nevada. After opening his own
agency, R&R Advertising, in 1973, Rogich began to shape the



city’s image, becoming one of Vegas’s most powerful and
influential figures. He socialized with the likes of Frank
Sinatra and Wayne Newton as his agency became the largest in
the state of Nevada, spearheading the massive Las Vegas
Convention and Visitors Authority contract and, according to
the New York Times, representing “Howard Hughes’s casino
hotels, home builders and car dealerships.”

Introduced to Billy Vassiliadis by a mutual friend, the
political adviser Kent Oram, Rogich put Vassiliadis on retainer
before hiring him as a full-time R&R employee several years
before the agency won the Las Vegas Convention and Visitors
Authority contract. Soon, Billy became an account manager
and, later, “basically an office manager” at R&R, says Rogich.

Vassiliadis oversaw the agency when Rogich went to
Washington, DC, in 1984 to work for Ronald Reagan as one of
three directors of the Tuesday Team, which created the highly
acclaimed “Morning in America” campaign for Reagan’s
landslide reelection. Later, George H. W. Bush asked Rogich
to serve as director of advertising for his 1988 presidential
campaign. After Bush was elected, Rogich served in the White
House as a senior assistant to the president, and in 1992, he
became US ambassador to Iceland. Upon his return from DC
and Iceland, Rogich sold R&R to Vassiliadis and his partner,
who renamed the agency R&R Partners.

Vassiliadis, in the words of the New York Times, is now
“the pied piper of Las Vegas.” Known as Billy V—*“the most
powerful unelected person in Nevada”—he oversees the
largest ad agency in the state. His wife, Rosemary Vassiliadis,
followed him out to Las Vegas in 1983 and has since become
the director of the city’s Harry Reid International Airport.
Billy Vassiliadis not only serves as the advertising point
person for the Las Vegas Convention and Visitors Authority
but i1s a major player in every aspect of the city’s life. His
client list, the Times reports, “includes home builders, miners,
ranchers, liquor distributors, hospitals, airlines, utilities,
telecommunications firms, and the big casino hotels on the
Strip.” If you have something to sell in Las Vegas, Vassiliadis



is the one you want advertising it.

No one knows the power of a good slogan better than Billy
V. It was R&R that came up with “Nobody Does It Better,” in
response to Atlantic City’s legalization of gambling. It was
R&R that coined “The American Way to Play,” celebrating the
revival of patriotism in the wake of Ronald Reagan’s victory
as president. It was R&R that minted “Resort Bargain of the
World,” the mantra that brought Vegas back from the 1987
recession by promoting cheap shrimp cocktails and bountiful
buffets. The agency created “Las Vegas: Open 24 Hours” (a
campaign focusing on the new megaresorts and attractions on
the Strip) and variations of the freedom theme, including
“Freedom to Start Your Own Party” (during the 2000
presidential election), plus “Vegas Calling” (with comic Don
Rickles on the phone, asking temptingly, “Don’t you want to
come to Vegas?”).

These later ads were a departure from the 1994 campaign
designed to bring families to Vegas, promoting the city’s kid-
friendly attractions. That, Vassiliadis now decides, was a
mistake. The family era of Vegas is over—its death knell
sounded by the shuttering of the MGM Grand theme park in
2002. “Las Vegas being a family destination is absolutely
terrible in terms of setting ourselves apart from the
competition,” Vassiliadis tells Las Vegas Mercury magazine in
2004. “We needed a campaign that would once again give
adults a sense that they can create their own experience here—
within the bounds of legality, of course.” So Vassiliadis gives
his creative team a new directive—one that draws on the spirit
of the two heartland housewives from the focus group and
their “mom’s escape weekend.”

Vassiliadis is determined to create an ad campaign that will
excite the masses and distill the magic of Vegas in a few words
and 1mages. Not just a catchy tagline, but a story, one capable
of ushering in a new era—something bigger, better, and
brasher than anything that has come before.

Every member of the creative team at R&R, around
twenty-five of the company’s two hundred twenty employees,



begins working feverishly, each hoping to be the one to strike
on the concept for the new campaign—the story, images, and
tagline—that would reinvent the city. What is it that makes
Vegas Vegas? Out of the all-star talent devoted to the task, no
one in their right mind would have placed a bet on two junior-
level twenty-somethings to be the ones who would strike
advertising gold.

b

The two young ad men bouncing ideas off each other in their
side-by-side cubicles at R&R Partners have been in town less
than a year, and both still look like tourists, dressed in flip-
flops, shorts, and T-shirts.

Jeff Candido, age twenty-six, moved to Vegas from San
Francisco, where his college degree and advertising
aspirations had been met with “closing doors and pink slips.”
When a job offer came in from R&R Partners, he didn’t
hesitate. ““You only live once,” he says. But so far, his work
hasn’t exactly been glamorous—mostly slot machine come-
ons and scripts for the in-room videos that hotels on the Strip
use to promote their amenities. He’s also known for coining
the racy tagline for Thunder from Down Under, the all-male,
all-Australian strip show, WATCH A REAL SWORD FIGHT! “I
presented it to my supervisors within the agency, but it never
went any farther than that,” he will say.

In the cubicle next to him sits Jason Hoff, twenty-three
years old and fresh from New York City, where he’d been
freelancing at ad agencies. But when the economy reeled after
9/11, ad jobs had dried up. “The only work I could find was a
temporary job as a secretary on Wall Street,” Hoff says. He
sent his portfolio everywhere he could think of, and received a
response from what he considered the most unlikely place:
R&R Partners in Las Vegas. Three weeks into the new job, his
work has been even lower rung than Candido’s: churning out
flyers for various attractions around town. “Telling potential
clients that there’s a $9.99 buffet at Circus,” he says. “Things
like that.”



Hoff and Candido are determined to do something big and
smart and fun and bold—*“swinging for the fences,” as Hoff
puts it. “That was the bond, that was the magic, that was the
desire.”

Their ticket out of their cubicles crosses their desks one
day in the summer of 2002. It is the “biggest, juiciest
assignment at R&R,” Candido says—a summons to create a
new ad campaign for the Las Vegas Convention and Visitors
Authority, the agency’s biggest client. This time, the bosses at
R&R make clear, they want to push the limits. They don’t
want the “happy smiley kind of work, the things you typically
think about tourism advertising,” says Hoff. They want to
“bring the city’s advertising back to a more authentic tone,
something of the bad-boy town.” Hoff and Candido are struck
by one central idea in the brief: “The stories you come up with
in Vegas, the stories that become the highlight of people’s
lives, the stories that keep people coming back, aren’t
necessarily stories you want to tell everybody.”

The two young guns look at each other and smile. This is
why they got into advertising—to tell stories in a different
way. They know that the agency’s other teams, with far more
experience, are also vying for the big prize. So they work
nights and weekends, pausing only long enough to grab lunch
at the Suncoast, where they know they can win enough money
at the three-dollar blackjack table to pay for the eight-dollar
buffet. They keep returning to the idea that “the things in Las
Vegas are the things you can’t put on TV.”

It’s a tantalizing thought. But it’s also a creative
conundrum. How do you make a TV ad that tells the kinds of
stories you can’t put on TV?

Hoff and Candido hit on a solution. They won’t tell the
stories in full—they’ll only hint at them. “Because when you
let people fill in the blanks,” explains Candido, “they usually
fill it in with something raunchier than you can ever actually
tell them to begin with.”

From that germ of an idea, they begin kicking around



potential taglines, scribbling down their thoughts on yellow-
lined legal pads. It’s a nonstop brainstorming session.
“Hanging out together, talking, throwing ideas back and forth,
throwing out lines, go home and think about it and come back
the next day and start all over again,” says Hoff. As they write,
they read their ideas aloud:

“Anything Goes!”

Lame.

“Where You Know How It Goes.”
Lamer.

“Keep It Between Us.”

Hmm.

“Get In on the Secret.”

Getting warmer.

Then, as if by magic, they both read out loud a line they’ve
independently scribbled on their legal pads. It’s a line that’s
been spoken throughout time, a “five-word phrase uttered
sotto voce by long-ago traveling salesmen and sailors on shore
leave,” according to the Washington Post, along with anyone
else adrift, alone, naughty, and free:

“What Happens Here, Stays Here.”

The two young men look at each other. They smile. Then
they laugh. They immediately know.

It’s a line that conveys a big idea in a split second. A line
that promises freedom. And secrets. A line that is clearly
meant for adults, not kids. A line that makes you want to know
more.

“It was radical,” says Candido. And it was different. R&R
had long moved past selling Las Vegas by focusing on the
things that Vegas offers: the resorts, the casinos, the
restaurants, the shows, the showgirls, the shops, the swimming
pools. The agency had realized that you don’t have to tell
people about all that—everybody already knows it. Candido



and Hoff’s tagline doesn’t state what’s obvious. It hints at
what’s hidden.

“It has legs,” one of them says.
“I can already see it on a T-shirt,” says the other.
“It will work!” they exclaim in unison.

They take their idea to R&R’s creative director, Randy
Snow. They know the agency wants something new, but they
also know that the “What Happens Here” concept will be an
uphill battle. R&R’s ads for Las Vegas once highlighted what
Billy Vassiliadis calls the city’s “ten billion dollars in
infrastructure on the Strip”—the resorts, neon lights,
showgirls, casinos, and swimming pools. This new idea, by
contrast, will tell you nothing about Vegas. It tells you that it
can t tell you.

Candido and Hoff launch into their pitch to Snow. They
have rough scripts and “a few little images,” says Hoff. Each
script tells the story of people in Las Vegas, without telling
what they actually did in Vegas. “We must have written a
couple hundred versions in a million different ways,” says
Candido.

Maybe it’s a husband and wife, searching for a Vegas tattoo
parlor before heading to the airport, not to get a tattoo—but to
have one removed. Then the screen cuts to black. In the center,
above the Las Vegas logo, are five little words: WHAT HAPPENS

HERE, STAYS HERE.

Maybe it’s a bride-to-be and her girlfriends in the back of a
limousine early in the morning, clearly exhausted. Then one of
them starts laughing, and the laughter is contagious. You can’t
help but wonder what they’re laughing about. Followed by:
WHAT HAPPENS HERE, STAYS HERE.

Or maybe it’s an older woman in a casino bar or a coffee
shop, writing a postcard to the folks back home. But when she
looks it over, she quickly reconsiders and smudges out some
of what she’s written. Followed by: WHAT HAPPENS HERE, STAYS
HERE.



“We liked it because it introduces a tiny truth, one that
everyone knows but has not been publicized,” Hoff later tells
the Washington Post. “We felt the truth was the way to go.”

“It makes you smile,” adds Candido. “It makes you
remember the last bet you placed, the last girl you talked to,
the last thing you did in Las Vegas that you wouldn’t do
anywhere else.”

“We want to be like that little reminder in the back of your
head,” says Hoff. “We want to scratch that little itch, fan that
little flame of: 1'd love to get away with something stupid for a
few days.”

“Interesting,” creative director Snow responds. He takes
the “What Happens Here” concept upstairs, along with several
other ideas, eventually meeting with Billy Vassiliadis in the
agency’s Creative War Room, its walls painted in camouflage
and adorned with an image of a giant hand grenade.

“I think we can move forward to Rossi with these,” says
Vassiliadis. Meaning Rossi Ralenkotter, then the marketing
director of the Las Vegas Convention and Visitors Authority.

As Rossi Ralenko