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Acclaim For the Work of
JOYCE CAROL OATES!


“Few writers better illuminate the mind’s most disturbing corners.”

—Seattle Times

“I love her writing…Oates is simply the most consistently inventive, brilliant, curious, and creative writer going, as far as I’m concerned.”

—Gillian Flynn

“Dread, in fiction, can be a magnificent thing…Oates isn’t writing horror fiction, but she might as well be. Her stories pack the same kind of visceral wallop.”

—Los Angeles Times

“Oates is a mind-reader who writes psychological horror stories about seriously disturbed minds, and it’s hard to tear your eyes away.”

—New York Times Book Review

“Wrenching…a grim examination of how humans cope with unspeakable physical and psychological pain. She illuminates the darkest corners and shows us the startled, troubled creatures hiding there, nursing their wounds, staring back at us, their kin.”

—Cleveland Plain-Dealer

“Brilliant…A shattered spirit, furious, violent, confused, a creature of the gothic underbelly where Oates’s sympathies most often lie…breathtaking.”

—Washington Post

“Grimly compelling…terrifyingly hallucinatory.”

—Wall Street Journal

“Sinister, edgy, delectably creepy.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“A graceful and excruciating story.”

—USA Today

“Powerful…feverish…”

—The New Yorker

“Immensely moving.”

—People

“An urgently compelling and drastically revealing study of evil, habitual terror, and survival.”

—Booklist

“This unsettling tale showcases Oates’s masterful storytelling.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A raw and earnest mix of fiery drama and…bone-cold truths.”

—NPR, All Things Considered

“A disturbing psychological thriller.”

—New York Post

“Haunting, terrifying, disturbing.”

—Atlantic Wire

“Oates veers between strikingly precise images and feelings recounted in eloquent prose and bluntly direct incomplete sentences that jab at the reader with knifelike edges.”

—Boston Globe

“[Oates is] a superb storyteller…unsurpassed.”

—Atlanta Journal-Constitution

“One of America’s most accomplished writers.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch

“Joyce Carol Oates, author of dozens of grim novels, knows the dark side of life better than most and explores it here in a lean and disturbing tale that reverberates after its ending.”

—Columbus Dispatch

“Oates makes us squirm as she forces us to see some of the action through [a] twisted and warped perspective.”

—Kirkus

“Joyce Carol Oates’s latest book is a horror. As in horror story, frightening, alarmingly realistic. The monsters…are people, not fantastical creatures from the deep or outer space. They are human.”

—PopMatters

“Ambitious, complex, and powerful.”

—Greensboro News and Record

“A torrentially imaginative, compulsively readable tour de force.”

—Sunday Telegraph

“A book of irresistible and terrible locomotion.”

—Commercial Appeal

“Overwhelmingly vivid and powerful.”

—New York Review of Books

“She is a genius.”

—Independent

“A writer of extraordinary strengths.”

—Guardian

“A phenomenon.”

—Daily Mail

“A chilling thriller…Gothic in its paranoia, but thoroughly modern in its observations.”

—Bustle

“Dark, bloody, and unforgiving.”

—Barnes & Noble Review

“Oates creates characters that make you think about the potential madness in others, something that, in the end, turns out to be more than a little scary.”

—Missourian

“Makes your skin crawl even as it also seems completely believable, like something you heard once, from where, you can’t remember.”

—Minneapolis Star Tribune

“A book not to be taken lightly…[it] pushes us to confront what lurks behind the front door.”

—New York Journal of Books





The murdered man had been identified as “William Raymond Cobb of Elton, California.” His wallet and rented car, a new-model Infiniti, were missing, and Nevada State police were searching for a female companion with whom he’d registered in the motel as “Mr. & Mrs. Elton Flynn of Los Angeles.”

The desk clerk at the Paradise Motel told police that it had been obvious to him that “Mr. & Mrs. Flynn” hadn’t been married. The man had behaved nervously and guiltily, making awkward jokes; must’ve been twenty years older than the woman; the woman was beautiful, glamorous; looked like a supermodel, or an actress, or a hooker—“but a high-class hooker.” Another witness, staying at the motel, claimed she’d seen the woman swimming in the pool, wearing a tiny yellow bikini; the woman and Cobb were swimming and splashing in the pool, drunk; later, in the cocktail lounge, the couple had been observed quarreling by several persons, including the bartender. The desk clerk described the missing woman suspect as platinum blond, approximately twenty-three years old, stylishly dressed; about five foot five, weighing maybe one hundred pounds. Other witnesses recalled her seeming drugged, or drunk; as friendly and smiling; as not friendly at all but stiff, icy-cold—“Looking at you like she’d like to slit your throat…”
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STARR BRIGHT WILL BE WITH YOU SOON








For John Hawkins, long a secret sharer

I resolved in my future conduct to redeem the past.

—ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON. Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde





How many of you pigs. Emissaries of Satan. Adulterers in your hearts & fornicators. How many rapists & despoilers of the innocent, how many creatures groveling in lust. How many of you deserving of God’s wrath STARR BRIGHT might have killed & chastised had I not been run to earth before my time I cannot know for such knowledge is withheld from us in the wisdom & comfort of the LORD GOD. AMEN







I










1
At the Paradise Motel,
Sparks, Nevada


In the desert, through shimmering planes of light, the hazy mauve mountains of the Sierra Nevada in the distance, autumn sunshine fell vertical, sharp as a razorblade. The sky was a hard ceramic blue that looked painted and without depth as a stage backdrop. “Starr Bright” woke startled from her druggy reverie of the past several hours wondering where she was, and with whom. A familiar-unfamiliar succession of motels, restaurants, gas stations, enormous billboards in Day-Glo colors advertising casinos in Reno and Las Vegas—but it was CITY LIMITS SPARKS, NEVADA they were entering, Billy Ray Cobb behind the wheel of his classy rented platinum-gray Infiniti with the red leather interior smelling of newness. “Starr Bright” removed her smoke-tinted designer sunglasses with the dazzling white frames to see more clearly, but the glare was blinding. Her eyes felt naked, exposed. She wasn’t a girl for the harsh overexposed hours of morning or afternoon in the desert, her nocturnal soul best roused at twilight when neon lights flashed and pulsed into life. But why am I here, why now? And with whom?

Not knowing she was awaiting God’s sign.

Proud and perky behind the wheel of the Infiniti like an upright bulldog was Mr. Cobb of Elton, California, an electrical supplies manufacturer’s representative—as he’d introduced himself the previous evening at the Kings Club. A sporty fun-loving loud-laughing man of any age between forty-five and fifty-five who perspired easily, with a thick neck, heavy-lidded bulldog eyes and wattles and a damp, hungry smile punctuated by chunky teeth. He wore casual vacation clothes—this was his vacation, after all—an electric-blue crinkled-cotton shirt monogrammed B.R.C. on the pocket (so maybe “Billy Ray Cobb” was his name?), checked polyester trousers creased tightly at the thighs, a “Navajo” hand-tooled leather belt with a flashy brass buckle into which his soft, prominent belly pressed. A black onyx fraternity ring on his right hand and a gold wedding band on his left hand, both rings embedded in fatty flesh. Almost shyly he asked, “Had a little nap, Sherrill, eh?” Or, his breath quickened as if he’d run up a brief flight of stairs, he sounded shy. Then boasting, “Well, we made good time. Two hundred twenty miles in under three hours.”

“Starr Bright” perceived that Billy Ray Cobb was one to crave praise from a woman like a dog craving tidbits at the table—no matter what tidbits, however dried out or tasteless or not even food at all, rolled-up paper napkin pellets would suffice. In her sexy throaty voice she murmured, “Hmmm, yes. Fan-tastic.”

Seeing how Mr. Cobb was peering eagerly at her she quickly replaced the dark glasses. Don’t stare at me God damn you don’t you stare at me. But of course she was poised, at ease, gave no sign of annoyance. “Starr Bright” was always elaborately made up; her heart-shaped face a flawless cosmetic mask like something hardened to a single substance, a single texture. She knew she looked good, and more than good, but in this damned white-glaring desert sun she might look, if not her age precisely, for “Starr Bright” never looked her age, but maybe thirty-one or -two, not twenty-eight as she’d led credulous Mr. Cobb of Elton, California, to believe.

So far as he knew she was “Starr Bright”—an “exotic interpretive” dancer at the Kings Club, Kings Lake, Nevada. An independent young woman with a flair for the performance arts—not just dancing but singing as well (she had a lovely trained mezzo-soprano voice). Before Kings Lake she’d worked in Lake Tahoe, California, and before that in Los Angeles, San Diego and Fresno; before that, Miami and West Palm Beach, Florida. And there’d been an interlude in Houston, Texas.

Before that, memory faded. Like once-colorful travel posters on a wall frayed and weatherworn with time until one place looked very like another.

*   *   *

It was not yet 6 P.M. And bright as noon. Yet Billy Ray Cobb was eager to check into a motel. Pawing and squeezing “Starr Bright” as he drove the Infiniti, now slowed to forty miles an hour, along the crowded two-lane highway; he was panting and florid-cheeked. Stop staring at me God damn you. His sporty-macho smell was mixed up with the aggressive smell of the red-leather interior; the air-conditioning hummed like a third presence. “Starr Bright” was flattered by her new admirer’s sexual attraction to her, his look of awe commingled with frank doggy desire, or should have been; but it was a bummer his wanting to stop so soon. “Just that I’m crazy about you, baby,” Mr. Cobb said, a whining edge to his voice as if he suspected that “Starr Bright” might not believe him. “Like last night, you’ll see.”

“Hmmm.”

Did she remember last night, no she didn’t remember last night.

Wouldn’t remember tonight tomorrow night, or so she hoped.

Her father’s long-ago voice gentle in wisdom You won’t remember tomorrow what seemed so important today. But he’d meant worldly vanity, tinsel hopes. Not being fucked like a dog in heat.

So: Billy Ray Cobb did not drive on to Reno as “Starr Bright” had been led to believe they would; and from Reno to Las Vegas.

Might it have made a difference if they’d driven on to Reno?

Only a half-hour drive, more desert but it would have flashed by glittering like mica.

God damn you: no. But her face betrayed no unease, not even annoyance as, impulsively, Billy Ray Cobb swung the Infiniti into a motel that was one of dozens or possibly hundreds of “bargain-rate” motels along the Sparks-Reno strip, just inside the Sparks city limits. PARADISE MOTEL BARGAIN ROOMS & HONEYMOON SUITES! VACANCY! HAPPY HOUR 4-8 P.M. EVERY NITE! “Starr Bright” narrowed her aching eyes trying to recall if she had been here before. Maybe yes, maybe no. It was all vague. Billy Ray Cobb was chattering excitedly and she was murmuring “Hmmm, hmmm—” in her throaty just-mildly-bored exotic-performer’s voice.

If ‘‘Starr Bright” was bitterly disappointed in the Paradise Motel, in Sparks, Nevada, having envisioned a first-rate casino-hotel in Reno for the night, smelling beforehand the insecticide-odor of the shabby room, she gave not the slightest clue. She was not that kind of girl.

With her ashy-blond hair cascading to her shoulders and her strong-boned classic face and her long dancer’s torso and legs, certainly “Starr Bright” was accustomed to the close scrutiny of men; and knew to keep her most mutinous thoughts to herself. Never to bare her teeth in a quick incandescent flash of anger; never to frown, or grimace, bringing the near-invisible white lines of her forehead into sharp visibility. Never to raise her carefully polished thumbnail to her teeth like an unhappy adolescent girl and gnaw at the cuticle until she tasted blood. Never never never so long as you are “Starr Bright.”

While Mr. Cobb checked the two of them into the Paradise Motel, “Starr Bright” strolled restlessly about the poolside area, an interior courtyard flanked by thin drooping palm trees that looked brittle as papier-mâché. A six-foot concrete wall painted Day-Glo orange blocked the view of an adjacent motel and cars, buses, motorcycles and campers moving relentlessly along Route 80, but could not keep out the steady noise of traffic. The kidney-shaped pool, in which several near-naked swimmers splashed, smelled sharply of chlorine. And there was the familiar odor of insecticide pervading all. “Starr Bright” glanced quickly about to see if she recognized anyone at poolside—if anyone recognized her—for, having been acquainted with so many men, over a period of years, she must always be vigilant.

In fact, eyes had drifted casually onto her. Strangers’ eyes both male and female. But that was to be expected: “Starr Bright” was used to the attention of strangers and would have been discomfited if no one noticed her, so leggy and glamorous in this third-rate Paradise Motel.

No one seemed to recognize her, however. Nor did “Starr Bright” recognize anyone.

Thank you, God!

Uttered quickly and shyly in her inward voice, her head bowed. As one might murmur words of gratitude to an elder, not wanting to be heard, exactly. Not wanting to call attention to oneself.

Of the ten or twelve guests in the courtyard, most had positioned themselves luxuriously in the waning sun: visitors to the Southwest, obviously. “Starr Bright” heard a foreign language being spoken—German, she guessed. Why would anyone come so many thousands of miles to spend even a single night here? And others were midwesterners, oily gleaming bodies in scanty bathing suits, bathing suits straining against flesh, young firm flesh and aging raddled flesh, dreamily shut eyes reckless in the sun’s killer rays. Of course, they’d smeared on “suntan lotion”—“sun block”—in childlike trust that such flimsy protections could shield them from cancer. There were pastel-bright drinks with melting ice cubes in tall glasses, empty beer, Coke and Perrier bottles accumulated on the wrought-iron tables. From overhead amplifiers, rock-Muzak made the air vibrate; the pulse quicken. “Starr Bright” felt a wild impulse to dance. She was worn out from the drive, she’d taken her meds for a placid low-voltage buzz, yet the music excited her; that heavy erotic beat, the slamming percussive rhythm. After the initial attention she’d received she was now not being noticed: why? Look at me, here I am, why are none of you looking at me? Here is “Starr Bright”! She was wearing a tight silky-black miniskirt that came barely to midthigh, and a gold lamé halter top that fitted her good-sized breasts tightly; her long blond smooth-shaven legs were bare; her feet bare in cork platform heels. A thin gold chain around her left ankle, a tiny gold heart dangling. Pierced earrings that fell in glittering silvery cascades nearly to her shoulders, a half-dozen rainbow-metallic bracelets tinkling on each arm. Crimson lips moist as if she were quick-breathing, feverish. And the glamorous designer sunglasses that hid bruises, or the shadow of bruises, beneath her eyes. Why will you not look at me? I am more beautiful than any of you.

“Starr Bright’s” first celebrity came early, at the age of thirteen, when she’d won first prize in a children’s talent competition in Buffalo, New York, singing “I’m Always Chasing Rainbows.” She’d been dazed by the sudden applause, a cascade of applause, strangers’ faces beaming and their lifted, clapping hands and the blinding heat of the spotlight on her so she’d felt naked, yet blessed.

They love me. These people I don’t know—they love me.

How long ago? Don’t ask.

When they stop staring, and their eyes go through you, one of the older dancers at the Kings Club had told “Starr Bright,” you’re in deep trouble. You’re on your way to being dead meat. So be thankful for the rude stares. Those pigs are money in the bank.

“Starr Bright” didn’t want to think they were pigs exclusively. She’d had many admirers, and many of these were gentlemen—almost. Billy Ray Cobb for example. The kind of well-intentioned guy, if you got to know him when he was sober, gave him half a chance, he wouldn’t be half bad.

Strange how, after their initial interest, the poolside loungers at the Paradise Motel didn’t seem to notice “Starr Bright.” Even a fattish man sprawled in a canvas chair had returned to his copy of USA Today. Which was God’s sign, too, as “Starr Bright” would afterward realize. Not knowing at the time the import of such signs just as she did not know but would subsequently learn from newspapers and TV that Billy Ray Cobb was signing them into the Paradise Motel as Mr. & Mrs. Elton Flynn of Los Angeles, CA.

In the pool there was an outburst of noisy-splashy activity. A voluptuous young woman in a tiny yellow bikini was squealing and kicking, hugging an inflated air mattress striped like an American flag to her breasts, as a tanned muscled young man tickled her; their cries and laughter pierced the air. What exhibitionists! Both were good-looking, with well-developed bodies; youthful, young—in their late twenties perhaps. “Starr Bright” stared at them covertly, in envy. But she was disapproving. So close to naked, their bodies gleaming and squirming and thrashing, so vulgar!—the girl and her boyfriend were almost making love in the pool, in plain sight. Bright water heaved and rippled about them. Others at poolside stared openly, gaping and grinning; the lovers behaved as if they took no heed, though obviously delighting in being watched. Yes, look at us, how happy we are, how beautiful we are, how we deserve happiness because we’re beautiful, young and beautiful, what pleasure our bodies take in one another, aren’t you all jealous? jealous? jealous? The girl’s shapely arms flailed in a pose of helpless alarm, her heavy breasts nearly exploded out of the skimpy bikini bra, her strong legs thrashed and the young man pushed himself boldly between them, aiming a biting kiss at her throat, as the striped air mattress slipped from them and they began, wildly squealing, to sink beneath the surface of the water. Amid the splashing, paddling, squealing “Starr Bright” pursed her lips and looked quickly away.

It was at this point that Billy Ray Cobb caught up with her. He’d been lugging suitcases, and set them down on the puddled concrete; he was panting, and a vexed little frown gave his face a pouty, petulant cast. He closed his fingers around “Starr Bright’s” left wrist. Saying two things to her in a lowered jocular voice and afterward she wouldn’t be able to recall which he’d said first. One was, “Wondered where you’d got to, sweetheart,” and the other was, with a smirk, “Looks like the fun’s already started, eh?”

*   *   *

Not in her slightly scratched leather Gucci bag, a Neiman-Marcus gift from an admirer now forgotten, but in her midnight-blue sequined purse crammed with wallet, cosmetics, amphetamine and Valium tablets, did Starr Bright carry what she called protection. A pearl-handled stainless steel carving knife with a slender five-inch blade. Very lightweight, very trim. Kept wrapped in tissue at the bottom of the purse, its razor-sharp blade not yet put to the test. Protection she thought it, not a weapon; still less a concealed weapon. So far as she knew, without making inquiries (“Starr Bright” was not one to make inquiries about such things), carrying such a knife on one’s person was not illegal, in the states in which she’d been traveling; this was after all a carving knife, a kitchen knife, readily enough purchased in any household supplies store. A knife for preventative purposes, not for any act of aggression.

Protection after she’d been accosted and arrested in a cocktail lounge of a luxurious Hyatt Regency in Houston, Texas, by two plainclothes vice squad detectives who’d detained her in “custody” in a squad car for hours during which time they’d forced her to commit upon their pig-persons sex acts of a repulsive nature, under threat of charging her with “public soliciting” and “resisting arrest.” Never again will “Starr Bright” be humiliated, never again will “Starr Bright” service pigs on any terms but my own.

*   *   *

That night “Starr Bright” dreamt so strangely!—obsessively, in anguish, of the motel pool, and the air mattress floating in the pool.

She’d scarcely seen the mattress, had little impression of it except it was made of plastic, red, white and blue stripes, about five feet long, not a child’s but a grown-up’s plaything; a mattress to float on, basking in the sun; an object of salvation if you were in water over your head and couldn’t swim.

No death worse than drowning, a slow choking agonizing death and your life flashing before you like a crazed film reel.

“Starr Bright” wasn’t much of a swimmer, water frightened her. The transparency, the eerie buoyancy that can’t be depended upon; the disequilibrium when you tried to walk in shallow water, or in the surf; the loss of control. Though, of course, she’d always liked to lounge beside pools and on attractive beaches: “Starr Bright” in eye-catching swimwear; “Starr Bright” lavishly oiled against the sun’s rays; a wide-brimmed straw hat on her head, dark sunglasses protecting her sensitive eyes. She was a beautiful shapely blonde of the type seen at such places, or in advertisements of such places: luxury suited her, she was a luxury item herself. But water frightened her, the thought of trying to swim, having to swim to save her life, gave her a taste of panic cold and metallic in her mouth.

In her druggy dreams that night how cruel to find herself naked in the tacky motel pool, not a glamorous sexy figure in her sleek black bikini but a helpless flailing naked figure, an object of male derision, crude teasing. She was clutching at the air mattress sobbing, gasping for breath, heart pounding as someone (a man, a stranger, faceless, squat-bodied) tried to pull her from it and into the water to drown. Like the girl in the yellow bikini she’d kicked, thrashed, flailed about, screamed; but this wasn’t play, this was deadly earnest. It seemed that her assailant might be Billy Ray Cobb (except she couldn’t remember his name), then he was a stranger, then there were two men—or more?—jeering at her terror, which was a female’s laughable, contemptible terror, their fingers hard and pitiless as steel tugging at her ankles, her bare vulnerable legs, arms, gripping the nape of her neck to force her face into the water as cruel children do to one another. “Starr Bright” was naked, defenseless as a child, the water lapped darkly about her and was no longer the synthetic bright turquoise of the motel pool. If only she could pull herself up onto the air mattress she could save herself!—but her arm muscles were weak and flaccid, her feeble strength was rapidly fading, her mouth filled with poisonous water it would be death to swallow. And the jeering, the laughing!—the hard hurting male fingers!

Help me! Please help me! O God!

I will be your servant forever, if You save me O God!

So “Starr Bright” thrashed about wildly, flailing her arms, kicking, fighting for her life—yet she was paralyzed, and could not move. Waking bathed in perspiration, cold clammy sweat; her muscles rigid, face contorted. Waking—where? In an unknown bed, a bed of damp rumpled smelly sheets, in an unknown room that hummed loudly with cheap air-conditioning that could not dispel odors of whiskey, cigarette smoke, human sweat and semen and insecticide. “Starr Bright” was not alone but beside a stranger, a fattish naked man who lay sprawled on his back in the center of the bed, a sheet pulled to midchest, head flung back and mouth gaping, wetly snoring.

Mr. Cobb it was. Who’d been unexpectedly rough and impatient with her. The first time, at Kings Lake, he’d been shy, boyish and fumbling like a new husband; last night, reddish-veined pig’s eyes contracting and his vision going inward as Uh! uh! uh! he’d grunted grinding himself stubbornly and then desperately and at last furiously into “Starr Bright.” But I thought you admired me, my dancing; I though you were “crazy” about me…Twenty pitiless minutes she’d clocked this copulation as she’d clocked their earlier episodes, eight minutes, twelve minutes, sixteen; a part of her brain detached and clinical despite the line of coke she’d snorted with her bulldog-jowled friend whose name, or names, kept eluding her. She hadn’t even pretended to respond, her usual low throaty sexual moaning as if she were being tortured but loving it, loving it but tortured, why bother, Cobb wasn’t paying attention. They’d checked in early at the Paradise Motel for this purpose, were naked in bed trying to make love as Cobb called it; thrashing about on top of the bed for a while; then rose to go out hurriedly not taking shower and cleanse their sticky bodies as “Starr Bright” badly wanted; yes, and to shampoo her hair; it had been two days since she had cleaned herself thoroughly and how badly she wanted to wash between her legs, her chafed tender thighs, run the shower in the bathroom as hot as she could bear it but Cobb grown suddenly bossy insisted upon going out to buy a bottle of Jack Daniel’s and several grams of cocaine innocently white and powdery-granular as confectioner’s sugar and so the night had shut abruptly about her like walls pushing inward, threatening suffocation. C’mon baby! What’d they call you—“Starr Bright”? Loosen up.

Though the man was a stranger to her, “Starr Bright” seemed to know beforehand that it might be a wise move to anesthetize herself. So she’d only pretended to inhale a second and a third line of coke held on a shaky spoon-mirror to her nostrils; in fact in the secrecy of the ill-smelling bathroom, the only place she could go to hide from Mr. Cobb, she’d quickly swallowed not one, not even two, but a risky three tablets of Valium, the most she ever allowed herself in even the worst emergency situations, or when alcohol was involved. (Trying not to think of women she’d known, dancers like herself, “exotic” or otherwise, who’d overdosed on drugs and alcohol, overdosed and died and their names forgotten.) So she’d been more or less dulled against Mr. Cobb’s grinding, grunting and panting; his semi-flaccid penis like a hunk of blood sausage that though limp yet has substance, and can be made to hurt, jammed into her; his hard grasping hands like tentacles; his red-rimmed frog’s eyes, his escalating demands. How quickly the man had changed: as if they’d run through a twenty-year marriage in twenty hours, Mr. Cobb aging and coarsening before her eyes. How many minutes, how many hours, precisely where they were, and why she, “Starr Bright,” a top “exotic interpretive dancer” admired by other dancers for her Ice Princess glamor and her evident intelligence and sensitivity, more than once compared to the French film actress Catherine Deneuve—why she was here, in this despicable bed, in a despicable man’s arms, she could not know, could not comprehend. But the Valium had kicked in, the Valium was precious as any savior, she was sinking to sleep again, shivering, cold with sweat like congealed oil, trying discreetly to keep as far as possible from the snoring man in the center of the bed. She knew from experience You don’t want to offend them, don’t want to make them angrier than they are. And sinking into sleep again, “Starr Bright” found herself another time in a swimming pool—in a distant city, in a distant time, she was a child again, nine years old, and she’d been brought to a park by an older girl cousin who lived in town, what a treat for little Rose of Sharon Donner visiting for the day, excited as always when visiting her relatives in Yewville, which seemed to her a large city of mystery and adventure. (And it pleased her, too, that for some reason her sister hadn’t been included. How much more fun without Lily, who was so shy and hanging-back!) But something seemed to have gone wrong: her cousin Beverly wasn’t watching her as she was supposed to, Beverly had gone off with her own friends and so Rose of Sharon in her pink swimsuit found herself surrounded in the pool by children she didn’t know. Hey who’re you? Where’re you from? Older boys of eleven or twelve, skinny strangers with hair wetly rat-slick and narrowed curious eyes that Rose of Sharon believed were friendly eyes, she was a child accustomed to being admired, being liked, of the Donner girls it was Rose of Sharon and never Lily of the Valley people fussed over, poor Lily was so shy, and Sharon was so bright and bold and outgoing and pretty, naturally boys paid attention to her. So she told them her name, and they laughed at such a name—but nice-laughing teasing-laughing. She told them she was from Shaheen, and they laughed saying Where? for Shaheen was miles away in the country, not even a town just a place. She told them proudly that her daddy was Ephraim Donner, Minister of the First Church of Christ of Shaheen, and that impressed them she thought, that made them listen! So they invited her for a ride in their big inner tube, which was a truck inner tube, the biggest in the pool. Rose of Sharon had seen other children riding in the tube, so big, shiny-black and floppy, the center of much splashing and hilarity; it seemed to her that only privileged, favored girls were allowed to ride in this tube, head and arms thrust through the opening, legs kicking behind, so of course Rose of Sharon said yes, she hadn’t even glanced around to look for Beverly, in her excitement she’d forgotten entirely about Beverly. The Yewville boys were so friendly, grinning at her so of course she trusted them, she was nine years old and a country child and the favorite of her daddy, so Rose of Sharon Donner trusted these boys though they were strangers and her mother had warned her not to play with children she didn’t know unless Beverly was with her but in the giddy excitement of the pool this was forgotten. Hey c’mon little girl! Blondie Blue-Eyes. Don’t be scared! So she let the boys push her through the inner-tube opening, she was squealing, giggling and kicking as the boys tugged the tube across the pool, and toward the farther end of the pool where the water was five feet deep and Rose of Sharon began to be frightened but the boys doggy-paddling and splashing beside her said not to be scared, not to be scared she was O.K. because the inner tube couldn’t sink. The boys were ducking beneath her and jostling her, pulling at her feet, tickling at first and then pinching; poking their hard fingers into her ribs, between her legs as she began to thrash her arms and legs, panicked, helpless and sobbing. She tried to cry No! no! let me go! but she swallowed water, there was so much noise in the pool no one could hear her, the boys wouldn’t let their pretty little blond captive go, a gang of them now was hooting and chortling tugging her across the pool into the deep water where only older children and teenagers were allowed to swim, and at last a lifeguard intervened, a teenaged girl blowing her whistle and shouting so the boys quickly shoved Rose of Sharon out of their tube and into the water and escaped, and Rose of Sharon sank swallowing water, flailing about and would surely have drowned except for the lifeguard rescuing her, carrying her out of the pool and onto the puddled concrete where she lay sobbing and coughing up water, stricken as a wounded animal. And so ashamed! so humiliated! When she’d thought the boys had liked her so much! Her cousin Beverly was squatting over her, guilty, frightened, saying how sorry she was, how sorry she was please not to tell on her, begging Rose of Sharon not to tell either of their mothers ever, and so the nightmare was ended, and Rose of Sharon never told. For to tell would be to admit how she’d been tricked, made a fool and humbled bawling like a baby among staring strangers.

Except: the nightmares of childhood never end but continue forever beneath the surface of memory as beneath the surface of choppy murky water. So long as memory and life endure.

*   *   *

So it was that “Starr Bright” woke agitated and confused, half-choking out of her drugged sleep another time. She was not “Rose of Sharon Donner” now and had not been “Rose of Sharon Donner” for a long time. Luminous red numerals floating in the dark beside the bed indicated 4:46 A.M. There would be no more sleep for “Starr Bright” that night.

*   *   *

Through discolored Venetian blind slats a fluorescent-crimson neon sign flashed in rumba rhythm, PARADISE MOTEL. PARADISE MOTEL. Quietly “Starr Bright” slipped from the damp smelly pigsty of a bed and discovered herself naked. Naked! Shivering in the drafty refrigerated air though her body was covered in sticky sweat and there was a burning sensation between her legs. Dared not waken the man, what was his name, Cobb. Had to escape from him, a dangerous man, cruel, surprising how he’d changed after a few drinks, snorting coke and he’d become a real bulldog, he’d hurt her, bruised her breasts he’d said were so God-damned beautiful they drove him crazy with wanting to suck suck suck the first time she’d undressed before him in the privacy of his Kings Lake motel room, but this time he’d been a different man, squeezing and pinching her breasts, bruising the insides of her creamy-pale thighs, grinding his only part-erect penis into her grunting Uh! uh! uh! as if he’d wanted to kill her, eyes bulging and pink-flushed face swelling like a balloon about to burst. Drunk, and high on cocaine, not a man accustomed to cocaine, he’d turned into a bully, a pig, and he’d lied to her, too, promising she could bathe herself, wash her sticky hair, like all of them he’d lied to her, he had no pity for her suffering.

Must change my life. Help me O God. I’m run to earth.

For God had sent her the miracle-dream, a dream of her lost, repudiated childhood. She had not had the drowning-dream, as she called it, for eight years or more. Since West Palm Beach. Or had it been Miami. A sign of Your terrible love.

Quickly, fumblingly, “Starr Bright” dressed herself in the dark palely raddled by flashing crimson neon from PARADISE MOTEL PARADISE MOTEL outside the window. Stepping into the torn black lace panties Cobb had ripped from her, struggling into the absurdly tight skirt, the phony-gold lamé halter. And where were her shoes? and her Gucci bag? and the blue-sequined purse?

One day they would ask why hadn’t she fled Billy Ray Cobb and the Paradise Motel. Why not run out of the room, why not run for help into the motel office, bright-lit and open for business at 4:46 A.M. as at 4:46 P.M. For indeed “Starr Bright” might have done so, seeking refuge on foot in Sparks, Nevada, a police station perhaps, except she feared and loathed the police, above all you can’t trust the police. Nowhere to go, run to earth.

When God sends His sign, it’s after you are run to earth. And beaten, broken utterly. So you cast your eyes upward to Him, there is no one but Him.

There stood “Starr Bright” hastily clothed now pausing to look through Cobb’s clothes flung onto a chair. The fake-Navajo belt with the brass medallion buckle. The monogrammed shirt smelling of sweat and deodorant, the polyester trousers. By the rhythmically flashing light she could see only well enough to go through the trouser pockets, remove the wallet thick with bills and credit cards, the keys for the rental car. Hands shaking but determined. And there on a table the almost-empty whiskey bottle, somehow she’d taken hold of it, and she raised it to her mouth and drank impulsively, regretted it immediately as she began to cough and Billy Ray Cobb’s snoring ceased and he woke and sat up muttering, “Eh? What? Who’s that?”

*   *   *

There followed then an episode distended and distorted as in a dream never to be recalled precisely by “Starr Bright” except in quick-jumping flashes, images.

She told the groggy suspicious man it was just her, it was just “Starr Bright” and he should go back to sleep, but Billy Ray Cobb had flared up in anger swinging his bare legs out of bed, demanding to know, “Baby, why’re you up? It’s fucking night.” And she’d tried to hide the wallet and car keys inside her clothes, turned from Cobb, saying she needed to use the bathroom. But by now Cobb was on his feet. You wouldn’t have believed a man his age, his size and fattish condition could wake up so quickly, must have been adrenaline charging him, swaying but belligerent demanding to know what the hell was going on. He was just a little taller than Starr Bright in his bare feet, no more than five feet nine but he outweighed her by one hundred pounds. Saying, advancing upon her, “Yeah? Happens the bathroom’s in this direction, sweetheart. Or were you gonna take a leak on the floor?” And “Starr Bright” was stammering trying to explain she wanted to take a shower, needed to take a hot shower, wash her hair, couldn’t sleep smelly and dirty as she was and Cobb interrupted, “Shower in the middle of the fucking night? You expect me to believe that?” She was about to make a run for the door though knowing the door was chain-bolted and double-locked and she wouldn’t have had a chance to escape and by this time he’d seen the wallet and car keys in her hand, and grabbed her, limp and weak as a rag doll she was as he shook her, slapped her. “What the fuck, bitch? Caught you, eh?” getting a hammerlock on her and grunting dragging her toward the bathroom. “You say you want a shower, eh?—dirty hair washed? Dirty cunt washed? How’s about in the toilet bowl? Think you can put something over on me! Make an asshole out of me! You’re messing with the wrong man, bitch!”

“Starr Bright” was on her knees. Cobb was slapping, punching her furiously, an undertone of shame in his voice, “—Telling me all that shit last night and I fell for it! What a sucker! Shoulda known you whores are all alike, don’t deserve to live! Going into my wallet! Can’t wait till morning to be paid!” and he’d picked up his wallet where it had fallen to the floor and extracted a handful of bills tossing them into the air in derision and pushing “Starr Bright” down on hands and knees where they fell, saying, “Crawl for it, bitch, pick ’em up, bitch, pick ’em up with your cunt,” and when she refused to move he pushed her down and straddled her, heavy sweating naked body on her back, penis and testicles flopping against her back, “Hey, you like it, babe! You know you like it! ‘Starr Bright’—what a crock of shit! Phony bitch, all of you phony bitches, whores! Don’t deserve to live, you contaminate the world for decent women.” He snatched up his belt and began to strike her with it, the brass buckle against her legs, thighs, buttocks, he was laughing, “Giddyup, horsey! Giddyup, horsey! You like it, eh?—cunt? Sure you do,” and when “Starr Bright” collapsed beneath his weight Cobb ground himself into her, penis like a steel rod now, hardened with fury, loathing, the wish to hurt, and the rattling air-conditioning muffled their cries if anyone had been listening, if anyone had cared to listen here at the Paradise Motel, Sparks, Nevada, but of course no one did, as Billy Ray Cobb hooted and laughed and collapsed onto her, and lay heavily panting, unmoving for several seconds. When he rose from her, “Starr Bright” lay limp on the floor.

Cobb was immensely pleased with himself, you could hear it in his voice. Not just he’d punished a thief but he was right to do so, it was a good deed he’d done, her punishment deserved. And more: “Now get out of here, ‘Starr Bright.’ Before I get mad.” He prodded her with his foot, he grabbed her by the hair, teasing, “Before I do something can’t be undone,” teasing, “Don’t play no more games with me, cunt, like you’re hurt or something. Like you’re so sensitive or something. This room I’m paying for, get out.’’ Forcing her to crawl in the direction of the door, through the scattered bills, his fingers gripping the back of her neck. How triumphant he was, how triumphant other men had been at such moments, waves of animal heat rippling from his body that was covered in coarse graying hair like wires. Saying again she didn’t deserve to live among decent women, lucky he hadn’t broken her jaw, “Starr Bright” fumbled for her sequined purse lying on the floor and he said, “Yeah! Right! Take your trash with you! Stinking up the room.” He unbolted and unlatched the door, opened it as “Starr Bright” managed to stand, her clothes torn, her nose bloodied, Cobb sighted her cork-heeled shoes on the floor and snatched them up and tossed them out the door, “Trash! Stinking! Get out!” and when “Starr Bright” failed to move quickly enough he gripped her again by the back of the neck about to fling her through the doorway after her shoes but in that instant no longer dazed and fumbling for God gave me strength, guided my hand according to His desire “Starr Bright” had the knife out of her purse, held it with desperate tightness and drew its razor-sharp blade swiftly across Cobb’s throat and he cried out more in astonishment than in pain as at once he began to bleed profusely, a virtual fountain of blood springing from his throat, he clutched at it trying to stem the flow, his clumsy sausage-fingers trying to repair the terrible damage in his flesh, and “Starr Bright” leapt free of him as he fell, sinking to his knees, murmuring with what remained of his voice, “Hey, what—? My God, help—help me—’’

No help. None. No pity, and no mercy for she’d been bled dry of such herself. Run to earth, and broken utterly. And suffused with God’s will. God gave me strength, guided my hand and so it was, and so it would be. So “Starr Bright” calmly watched Billy Ray Cobb die as you would see a task through to its necessary and inevitable completion. As you would not even wish to hurry such a task, surrendered to a greater will. Thank you God. Thank you God. Thank you God. The quivering pig-body amid a gathering pool of pig-blood dark as oil staining the cheap nubbed carpet in the flickering crimson-neon winking from the window.

Why “Starr Bright” dipped her forefinger into the pig-blood, to test its heat perhaps, to test its viscosity, she would not know and would not afterward recall. Whispering aloud, in wonder great as the dying man’s before God’s wrathful throne, “Now you see! Now you see! Pigs and fornicators!”

*   *   *

In the light of early morning, not yet dawn, an eerie calm prevailed. It was the silence of the West, the vast empty desert, the vast empty Western sky, the silence of unclocked time. In the courtyard of the Paradise Motel the kidney-shaped swimming pool was deserted, looking smaller even than it had looked the night before. And there floated the inflated air mattress, not striped like the American flag as “Starr Bright” had thought, but only red and blue stripes. A toy for adults, something demeaning and sad about it floating on top of the insect-stippled turquoise water that was like a skin stretched out over something living, invisible and inviolable and unknowable.

At 5:47 A.M. and in no apparent haste, “Starr Bright” quietly departed room 22 of the Paradise Motel; shut the door behind her, and crossed the empty courtyard to the parking lot at the rear of the motel; unlocked the platinum-silver Infiniti sedan with the Nevada rental license plates; placed her Gucci bag on the passenger’s seat, and her midnight-blue sequined purse on top of the bag. Had there been an observer he would have noted a tall, poised, coolly attractive blond woman in white linen trousers, a pale blue silk shirt, practical flat-heeled sandals. Oddly, she was wearing gloves; and though the sun had not yet risen, her eyes were hidden behind dark, smoke-tinted glasses. Her ashy-blond hair, still damp from the shower, had been brushed back neatly from her face and fastened into a chignon. She was stylishly attractive but not glamorous; her flawless cosmetic mask was subdued in tone, her lipstick beige-pink; she might have been an executive’s assistant, or a professional woman herself, alone on holiday. Certainly she appeared utterly natural departing the Paradise Motel at this early hour, showing no sign of agitation, nor even of unease. As if Starr Bright had been here before. In His sign. And all has passed in a whirlwind in His terrible justice and mercy.

In the eastern sky, beyond the fake-Spanish facade of a neighboring Holiday Inn, dawn was emerging out of an opalescent darkness of massed clouds. A fiery all-seeing eye. Beneath the scrutiny of this eye “Starr Bright” drove the Infiniti out of the parking lot and on Route 80 turned left and steadily east and south she would drive on that road and on Route 95 curving through the desert planes arriving later that morning in Las Vegas where amid a vast sea of sun-glittering vehicles parked at the Mirage she would abandon the Infiniti. She meant, for as long as she could, to keep that fiery eye before her.









2
At the Golden Sands,
Las Vegas, Nevada


She was here, somewhere. He’d know when he saw her and maybe, even, she’d know him.

He carried himself through the crowds with the cocky air of a man bearing a secret too good to keep for long. Sucking a cigarette, licking his upper lip with his tongue as if savoring it, eyes roving, searching. He wore $150 cowhide boots with a substantial heel, designer jeans, a sporty wide-shouldered Italian-style gunmetal-gray silk-cotton-and-polyester jacket and a black silk shirt open at the throat. He was, with the heels, almost five foot ten; muscular through the chest and shoulders (a former athlete, maybe? high school football?); his flesh just slightly soft, going flaccid at the waist (but the stylish jacket hid that); his hair, receding sharply at the temples, was brush-colored and wiry and had been combed at artful angles to minimize hair loss. With his close-set watchful eyes and sharp-boned western-looking face he resembled a hawk ever vigilant for prey. Here in Vegas for the weekend he was thinking he deserved a good time, deserved some God-damned happiness like anybody else and he meant to get it.

In the Barbary Coast casino into which he’d stepped out of a sun-glaring temperature of 97°F a blast of refrigerated air caressed his forehead like a woman’s soothing fingers. Mmmmm he liked the sensation, he believed it was his due.

Back home in Sumner County, Nebraska, he had a life known to many: a “career”; an identity linked primarily to the career. He was proud enough of this without being blind to the fact that probably he’d never be promoted much beyond his present rank. When thinking along these familiar lines he was in the habit, when alone, of shrugging and muttering aloud, “So? What the hell.” Smiling a quick pained smile as if some asshole had told a joke meant to be hilarious and, sure, Ernie Fenke was a good sport, he’d laugh.

It wasn’t the first time he’d flown to Vegas for a weekend. And this time a three-day weekend, end of October. Leaving the Omaha airport late on Thursday, taking a single suitcase containing his Vegas clothes which were not clothes he wore in Sumner County, Nebraska. They were not clothes his wife knew about, nor anyone in his family; he kept them in a locker at headquarters. Going to Vegas once or twice a year was his own business, nobody else’s. None of his colleagues knew, either. In dreams he saw himself illuminated and virile as on a video screen. In dreams he had the power to gamble away all the cash in his pocket, reaching deep into his pockets and drawing out more, more, more, no end to the cash he had, he’d live forever. At craps, at blackjack, at poker betting ever higher stakes and winning as strangers watched in awe; beautiful women watched in awe. He worried he might be a binge gambler, maybe a binge drinker, he knew from professional experience what a deadly combination this was, what it did to even intelligent, decent people but he was too smart to allow any such weakness to overcome him. It’s just I deserve a good time, shit a man deserves some happiness doesn’t he!

His wife Lynette, poor sweet dumb girl he’d married, already pregnant, out of high school, the best-looking of the varsity cheerleaders but he’d always known how to keep her in line. Not scared of him exactly but never fully at ease, not her or the kids, never taking Ernie Fenke for granted the way the wives of most of his friends took them for granted. Why couldn’t I come with you just once, Lynette would ask, and he’d tell her bluntly no, these were professional trips, not vacations; these were “conferences” and “seminars” he had to attend, not in Vegas but, for instance, Salt Lake City, another time Albuquerque, this time Des Moines—hardly places a man would choose to spend a three-day weekend. And maybe Lynette believed him, and maybe she didn’t; looking sometimes as if she had more to say but hesitated to say it.

Though never once in eighteen years of marriage had he hit her, and vowed he never would, Ernie Fenke wasn’t that kind of man. Not in Sumner County, Nebraska.

*   *   *

In Vegas he rented a car and checked in, not at one of the big hotels, but at the Golden Sands Motor Lodge on the strip, a motel of no distinction, moderate-priced with a pool he wouldn’t use and where each room opened out directly onto the parking lot. Which was what you required when you required privacy. Not like the high-rise hotel, the Sahara, he’d made the mistake of staying in on his first Vegas visit six or seven years ago, bringing a girl back to his room and when things got too rough the girl had lost it and started screaming and within minutes a house dick had pounded on the door and he’d had no choice but to open it, disheveled and sweating and wearing only trousers he’d hastily yanked on, but managing to say in an offended voice, “Officer, there’s nothing wrong here, just my girlfriend and me,” and the detective said pleasantly, “I’ll need to look around, it’s just routine.” And so the man had come in and looked around, sniffing like he smelled a bad odor, and the girl was in the bathroom hurriedly fixing herself up, and Ernie said, “My girlfriend is a screamer, that’s all it is. Somebody called down to the desk?” and the detective said, pausing outside the bathroom door upon which, too, he knocked, “Oh, yeah? Is your girlfriend a screamer?” and Ernie said, managing to laugh, laughter like clearing his throat of clotted mucus, “Yeah, but I don’t hold it against her.” The girl then emerged from the bathroom, in a kimono wrapped tight about her short-legged, chesty body; she’d slapped on makeup to disguise the welts on the underside of her jaw, and she was wearing bright lipstick, and she was smiling; stiff-bleached hair falling over half her face, and her eyes glassy as marbles. “Tell this officer there’s no problem, Sonya,” Ernie said, and Sonya said, “Officer, no problem,” with a twitchy smirk. Ernie was wondering if he should offer the detective a bill or two, fifty dollars maybe; or would that be a mistake of offering him money which was a God-damned insult—as if he, Ernie Fenke, was looking for bribes; as if he, Ernie Fenke, was in fact bribable!—which maybe in another set of circumstances he might be, but these days sting operations were so common, in the papers and on TV, so anyone who imagined Ernie Fenke was stupid enough or desperate enough to be tempted to take a bribe had insulted him doubly. So he decided no; and the girl was convincing enough; and the detective seemed to want to believe them, backing off and saying in a bored voice, “O.K., kids, but take it easy from now on.” So it was O.K. but Christ he’d resented having to deal with it. He resented his privacy invaded and scrutinized by some s.o.b. private cop near enough to him in age, size, disposition and possibly income to be his twin brother. So he’d never returned to any big hotel again, much preferring the small two-story motels along the strip like the Golden Sands which was about two miles from the center of Vegas.

At Caesars Palace, at Pleasure Island and the Mirage and the Hilton and the Sahara. At craps, at poker, at blackjack and at craps again. He’d won a few bucks, and lost; lost, and won; drew on his American Express card taking a chance he’d win enough to keep going, and so he did; for five hours of strain coming out a lousy $238 ahead. And he hadn’t yet hooked up with a girl, he’d been so anxious waiting to get hot, really hot; but it wasn’t happening.

I need one, I need a woman. For luck.

He had a habit, not nervous exactly but half-conscious, of slipping his hand inside his jacket and rubbing his chest; touching the .32-caliber pistol he carried close beneath his heart everywhere he went as if to check yes it’s there, he’s O.K.

In Barbary Coast cruising the slots hawklike and alert for prey. A man handsome and stylishly dressed as Ernie Fenke with his macho swagger Yeah, I think pretty well of myself and you would, too, in my place shouldn’t have trouble attracting desirable women, right? His hair oiled and combed to hide the balding spots, a gold chain glinting at his throat, and chest hair just visible at his opened collar. Of course there were always hookers, high-priced whorehouses outside the city limits (with shuttle service provided, he’d tried it once) but Ernie Fenke wanted something better. And deserved something better. The cowhide boots giving him a full inch or more in height, so he moved through crowds catching sight of himself in mirrors and reflective surfaces and admiring what he saw. But he was disdainful of the many homely, frankly ugly and overweight women in the casino; so many middle-aged, old and even elderly men and women playing the slots, dozens, hundreds, acres of them in Vegas, everywhere in Vegas, their clawed arthritic hands covered with liver spots and visibly trembling as if with palsy or Parkinson’s and some of them blind or in wheelchairs, or both, Ernie was shocked to see such behavior among his elders, people his parents’ age, damned depressing sights, and most of them smoking, too. The slots were, generally, depressing. Rigged for the house to win, for penny-ante suckers to play, lowest level of gambler. Not like the more manly games poker, blackjack and craps where intelligence and gambling ingenuity might prevail.

It was late, he was getting anxious, his eye snagged on two young women in jeans and designer blouses and too much makeup squealing with excitement as a small jackpot of silver dollars spilled out of a machine to the accompaniment of flashing red lights and hurdy-gurdy music. Ernie saw it was just a $277 jackpot, chump change but the girls were making a show of catching the coins in paper cups, exclaiming to each other. “Hey girls, congratulations!” Ernie said, and the plumper of the two actually whirled about and hugged him, a total stranger, smearing lipstick on his cheek like it was New Year’s Eve or Mardi Gras. So Ernie fell to talking with them, and bought them drinks at one of the bars, Irma and Janice who were “executive assistants” as they called themselves, meaning probably secretaries, from Topeka, Kansas, here in Vegas for the weekend. Their first time in Vegas, their first jackpot ever, oh they loved Vegas it was even more exciting than they’d hoped, there was surely nothing like Vegas back in Kansas! Breathless and giggling displaying their young bodies for Ernie Fenke and, yes, he was moderately turned on, bought them another round of drinks and listened to their chatter, then suddenly bored he said, “Hey, you gals are terrific but I gotta run. Have a great weekend,” tossing bills down for the waiter and walking off knowing Irma and Janice would be hurt, disappointed. The tall homely one with the buck teeth and the shorter plumper one with the brown cow-eyes like Lynette’s gazing after him wistfully as he strode off brushing his oiled hair back with deft motions of both hands.

Eat your hearts out, girls.

*   *   *

Enough of Barbary Coast, where his luck wasn’t with him. He left, crossing the street, surprised to see it was dusk already, almost night. In the casinos, which were windowless and clockless, you were led to forget there was such a thing as time. Or, glancing at your watch, you saw it was 10:48 not knowing was this morning or night. And there’s a satisfaction in that. Like the time he’d poked a girl with the .32, teasing, tickling, nudging her breasts and belly and between the legs, not rough, really just playful and even affectionate, and she’d been laughing, high and laughing and suddenly she’d stopped laughing and got scared and it came to him in a flash You could, you know—just do it. And there’d be a satisfaction in that, for sure. Ending everything, not just her, whoever she was, but him, too. But in the next moment he’d forgotten, of course—Ernie Fenke could think of better things to do with a woman than blow her away.

He was headed for the Century, a tall golden-glimmering tower of lights against the murky sky. Grateful the sun had gone down though it was still muggy, hot; temperature in the high 80s; and the hazy-gritty air hard to breathe. He was excited, edgy; he recognized the symptoms; another drink helped, but not enough. Knowing his luck wasn’t with him yet but, God damn, he was too restless to keep from trying it; found himself at a blackjack table where he dropped $370 in four minutes. To prove what? When he already knew? Not lonely but keenly feeling the absence of a woman, a good-looking sexually charged woman at his side. A woman to bring Ernie Fenke the luck he deserved, a woman to explore that king-sized bed at the Golden Sands Motor Lodge with him. Not a screamer if he could help it but how’d he know beforehand? He never did.

Wandering through the crowded noisy smoke-filled casino with rainbow spotlights overhead, crisscrossing one another like the tails of random comets. What a place, Vegas: a dream, but not a dream you had to sustain, yourself: an easy dream, a pure-pleasure dream, like a fold-out 3-D children’s storybook. His pockets were stuffed with coupons, everyone trying to give away something, or give that illusion to bring the suckers in. He had coupons for a half-dozen meals but hadn’t sat down to one yet; too much excitement, too much electricity in the air. It was like being a teenaged kid again, in Vegas; horny as hell, charged up ready to explode. In his cowhide boots, in his sexy Italian-style jacket, his black silk shirt open at the throat he was a predator uncertain of the specifics of his prey but knowing it was in his vicinity, he’d locate it soon; knowing he had to eat, and soon. Following a woman then abruptly losing interest when he saw she was his age, at least—late thirties; following another, fantastic ass in almost-translucent purple shorts and a tiny halter top, punk-style dyed green hair meaning she’d be wild as hell in bed and wouldn’t need to be respected, but, God damn, he lost her to a guy. Mostly the Century was packed with couples, all ages, all sizes and races; Vegas had changed in just the six or seven years he’d been coming here, more ordinary people every season, more families with kids; there were couples who reminded him of his parents and in-laws; couples who reminded him of himself and Lynette as they’d been ten years ago, or would be twenty years in the future, God! No wonder he hadn’t any appetite to eat.

At last at a crowded roulette table he sighted a good-looking redhead in an eye-catching costume: sexy gold lamé minidress and high-heeled cork shoes, she appeared to be alone, though plenty of guys were noticing her; numerous rings on her fingers so he couldn’t tell if she wore a wedding band, but in the case of a woman like this, what would a wedding band signify if the husband wasn’t within a hundred feet of her? A divorcee, Ernie supposed; maybe spending a few days in Vegas to clear out her head; looking for a pickup, too—maybe. It was Saturday night, after all. (In Vegas it was always Saturday night except for a few depressing hours on Sunday morning.) He saw her pushing chips out, and not getting chips back; pushing chips out, and not getting chips back. He saw a hurt, stung, scared look in her face that’s the look of a woman losing a bet; he couldn’t see how much she’d lost, but he was glad she’d lost; when a woman wins, she isn’t likely to need a man. He followed her when she left the table abruptly, walking quickly in her high-heeled shoes, her pale face slightly flushed, a breathless look to her, hoped to hell she wasn’t meeting up with some guy. Red-haired and sexy and not too old for him, in her late twenties possibly; reminded him of Sharon Stone, that tough-sexy look. Like her legs would wrap around you and practically break your back and you’d love it. He didn’t like it that she was tall, preferred shorter women, of course the heels added inches to her height and when she kicked them off she’d be more to his taste. A creamy-pale face smooth as a mask, not much expression, a bright red mouth like something gouged into flesh. He followed her through the casino, in and out of crowds, possibly she was aware of him by now and not minding it that he, a good-looking guy, was following her; you don’t dress like that, wear your hair tousled like that, unless you want men to look seriously at you, and think serious thoughts about you. Jesus!—that gold lamé dress that fitted her slender but voluptuous body as if she’d been poured into it! The sight turned him on, shiny gold fabric tight as a tourniquet especially at her belly, pelvis. Her legs were long as a dancer’s legs, maybe she was a showgirl, or had been; long, bare, smooth legs; a thin gold chain around her left ankle. Honey look at me: Ernie Fenke’s your man. He was disappointed, though, she’d gone to the slot machines; losing at roulette and back to playing slots, both of them sheer blind chance and slots the lowest form of casino gambling. And she wasn’t having luck here, either. Slots was a sucker’s game, took no brains at all, still there’s always the flutter of hope you might win; rigged to favor the house ninety-nine times out of one hundred but you might win; there were wins timed regularly in a row of machines to keep the credulous hopeful; to keep the suckers going, going and gone.

Until the last quarter is gone. And the good-looking redhead was losing; playing with an air of expectation tinged with hurt; a childlike look to her glamor-face; she was playing and losing, playing and losing so Ernie felt sorry for her; it was an emotion he enjoyed, feeling sorry for women. As long as it wasn’t expected of him. This woman was looking anxious now, and she was looking more and more like someone in need of company. She paused in her playing to open a blue-sequined purse to look for, Ernie guessed, a pack of cigarettes she couldn’t seem to find. “Here y’are,” Ernie said, his own pack in his hand, there he was smiling and available and ready to assist; the woman lifted her eyes to him in mild surprise, pleasantly, as if she hadn’t been aware of him watching her intensely for the past ten minutes or more. She smiled in return, and accepted the cigarette, and said in a throaty, husky voice so soft Ernie Fenke had to lean close, inhaling her perfume, to hear, “Why, thank you.”

*   *   *

So they met in the Century, in the midst of numerous strangers avidly playing slots, and became acquainted; very quickly acquainted, for in Vegas there isn’t time to spare. “What’s your name?” he asked, and in her soft-sweet-sexy voice she said, “Sherrill,” and he said, “‘Sherrill’—I like that name. Sherrill what?” and she said, “Sherrill Dwyer,” so easily and looking him full in the face so he believed absolutely she was telling the truth. He grabbed her hand and shook it, squeezing the soft, rather cold fingers hard, “I’m Earl Tunley,” which was the name of a right-wing state congressman from Sumner County, Nebraska, and she said, “‘Earl’—I like it, I’ve never known any ‘Earl’ close up,” and he said, “There’s always a first time, Sherrill, right?” and they laughed together as if this was quite a joke. And he saw that Sherrill Dwyer’s eyes were a cool bluish-gray, like pebbles washed by rain; he saw without exactly noting that he saw, in the excitement of the moment, white near-invisible lines radiating outward from the corners of her eyes. He smelled something metallic and ashy beneath the ripe-peaches scent of her perfume. He liked what he saw, and what he smelled, and the effect she was having on him, a sexual stirring he understood to be the stirring of his luck, returning to him. He asked would she like a drink, and she said yes; and later he asked would she like something to eat, and she said yes; it was clear they got along, Earl and Sherrill, they liked each other a lot, understood each other it seemed; maybe even, as Sherrill speculated, they’d somehow met before, in another lifetime. Wasn’t that possible? So Earl Tunley laughed indulgently and said, “Sweetheart, in Vegas anything’s possible.”

It was 2 A.M., a giddy crazy hour in Vegas and not really a time for serious eating. So they left most of their food on their plates and retired to the Golden Sands, to room 19, to become better acquainted. Ernie who was Earl bought a bottle of Jim Beam en route and two packs of Camels and they were feeling good, keyed up and amorous and grateful to have found each other. Their first time in bed, to be specific on top of the king-sized bed, was so great so terrific so fantastic it truly did seem, as Sherry insisted, they’d known each other in another lifetime. And Earl sighed yes, could be. Lying then naked and luxuriant smoking cigarettes, sipping whiskey out of tumblers, still too excited to sleep. In Vegas, who wants to sleep? Earl Tunley was saying he was from Council Bluffs, Iowa; owned a TV and video store; Sherrill who’d become Sherry in his arms, blowing in his ear and moaning in sexual heat, described herself as a PR girl from Fresno, California, between jobs. She was staying in a motel farther out on the strip, not liking the congestion of the big hotels—“And all these crude guys hitting on you.” Earl wasn’t a married man any longer, he’d been married for almost ten years and lucky he and his wife hadn’t had any children so he was spared child support and his ex-wife was remarried so she was out of his hair permanently; and what about her, Sherry?—and glamorous red-haired Sherry said, sighing, for a fleeting moment sad, that she’d been married, too, at the age of eighteen; but it had ended a few years later, and she tried never to think about it. She said, “I was just a child, back in—this small town in Pennsylvania no one’s ever heard of. I thought it was true, deep love Michael and I felt for each other but it was a delusion, oh I was flattered this rich man’s son, who’d been a football hero at our high school a few years ahead of me, was crazy about me.” And she wiped carefully at her eyes, not wanting the silvery-blue eye shadow and the inky black mascara to run; perhaps the makeup was waterproof, since it didn’t run.

In a playful growling voice Earl who was Ernie, unless he was Ernie who was Earl, said, “Sweetheart, anybody’d be crazy about you.” And it was time to make love again. Jesus, he was feeling good!—feeling his old luck return, coursing through his veins, into his cock, like molten gold. Whoever he was, Earl, Ernie. Tunley, Fenke or somebody not yet known he was grateful to this terrific woman, and he was the kind of good-sport good-hearted basically generous guy to show it. Only watch.

*   *   *

Am I afraid?—I am not.

Am I despairing?—I am not.

For You have given me a sign, & Your blessing. & I am patient, I have learned to bide my time.

The next man, maybe. Always there was the promise of the next man. When she danced, always there was the promise of being singled out, raised above the others, a photo-feature in a newspaper, or in Nevada by Night: “Starr Bright.” Always the promise of a really serious male admirer who would love her for herself alone and wish to marry her.

Now, no longer dancing, lacking that arena for display, “Starr Bright” was temporarily disadvantaged. And her money was rapidly running out.

Not just money for food, for necessities and a decent place to stay, but money sufficient to maintain “Starr Bright’s” cultured-classy appearance; the crucial “Starr Bright” appearance that made all the difference. For you can’t attract the attention of a worthwhile man unless you look good; and looking good, even if you’re a beautiful woman, doesn’t come cheaply.

Where had the money gone?—her money she’d earned. She’d counted $692 from the man’s wallet before tossing the wallet away in a developer’s landfill off Route 80 where no one would ever find it; $692 which should have been enough to stake her for a while, staying at the cheapest motel in Vegas she could tolerate, and mainly playing the slots which was minimal risk with the possibility of a big jackpot; in fact she’d won a $444 jackpot at Vegas World on her second night but hadn’t been able to repeat the win; believing that her luck was building up, gradually building up like steam pressure that had to explode eventually. When the slot machines disappointed, she’d tried blackjack, roulette, keno and the Nevada State lottery, praying Just this once, O Lord, and I will never ask another favor of you. And perhaps she believed this, and meant it. As years ago, when they were little girls, she’d cajoled her sister Lily into praying with her, reasoning that double prayers had double power.

One of “Starr Bright’s” problems was that if she’d been drinking she was susceptible to wild mood swings. She was susceptible to behaving impulsively. Bursting into tears—tears of happiness?—when she’d won the $444 in silver coins. And later that night meeting up with a sobbing fat woman who’d lost all her money in the casinos and said she had nowhere to go and the woman’s name was Lilia (which could not have been a coincidence, could it?) and “Starr Bright” had peeled off three crisp $50 bills to press into the woman’s hand. And the woman had stared at her in disbelief, and stammered thanks, and blessed “Starr Bright” as an angel of mercy sent direct from God.

Just this once, O Lord. And I will never sin again.

Though knowing that God disapproved of gambling. Disapproved of these sinful cities of the plain, Sodom and Gomorrah. As in her innermost heart she disapproved. For hadn’t she been brought up in a devout Christian household to love God and her savior Jesus Christ above all earthly vanities; brought up to know that the wages of sin are death. But: there are times of upheaval when you have no choice except to gamble, gamble your very life, you’re desperate and run to earth and this was one of those times, He would understand, surely He would understand. A God of wrath but also a God of mercy and forgiveness.

For this was the one true fact: He was always guiding her hand.

“Starr Bright’s” trembling hand gripping the razor-sharp carving knife that was her secret protection.

For if He had not guided her hand, how could she have acted? How could she have defended herself against her violator?

As, that morning in October, she’d driven in the rental Infiniti from Sparks to Reno, from Reno to Vegas, how many solitary hours in the desert singing hymns at the top of her lungs she hadn’t sung in more than twenty years, singing a tune of her childhood:


“Starr Bright will be with you soon!

Starr Bright will be with you soon!

Starr Bright, Starr Bright!

Starr Bright will be with you soon!’’



And laughing, and talking to herself, and already she’d begun to forget; what had happened in the Paradise Motel she’d begun to forget; for forgetting is part of healing, and God’s grace is to heal. At dawn as the fiery eye emerged from the dark side of the earth she’d known that she would be guided, she would not come to harm. A wind rose out of the desert blowing dust and tumbleweed across the highway and she’d arrived in a gritty cloud obscuring the sun. Calmly locking the Infiniti with a gloved hand and tossing the keys beneath the car and walking away unobserved carrying her Gucci bag and other items, traveler’s items, through the sea of vehicles parked at the Mirage. And I saw a sea of glass mingled with fire and knew I had come to the right place. In this Sodom and Gomorrah of the desert “Starr Bright” stepped into a dream, but it was not a dream of her own, it was not a dream that depended upon her to sustain it, it was a dream already existing, in which she could hide, as a hunted creature can hide in the wilderness; she’d been in such cities before, and knew the solace of such anonymity. And in a women’s rest room at the Mirage she’d changed certain of her outer garments and fitted her beautiful red wig exactingly to her head, it was a finely woven $300 human-hair wig she’d purchased for professional reasons in Miami that had the power to change her appearance, and her personality, utterly. And so if pigs’ eyes moved onto her snagging onto her they were not eyes to capture her.

Thank you O God for this safe passage.

Strange then the next morning to read in the tabloid Las Vegas Post the banner headline

BLOODY RITUAL EXECUTION
“PIG DEATH” IN SPARKS MOTEL ROOM

because already she’d forgotten so much. Because already she’d begun to heal. Like the ugly welts on her breasts and her belly and between her legs that were beginning to heal, with God’s grace. Like the bruises at the nape of her neck and at the small of her back where he’d straddled her. It was an ugly, lurid but fascinating story the Post had featured on its cover and inside front pages. How many times such had happened, and would happen. In the desert, beneath the vast empty sky into which you might fall, fall forever. A DO NOT DISTURB sign had hung outside the door of a motel room for a full day, the blinds of the room had been closed tight and the customer’s car was gone from the lot and there appeared to be no activity and at last a maid unlocked the door to discover to her horror what waited inside to be discovered. A forty-seven-year-old California man lying in a pool of congealed blood. A corpse bloodied, mutilated, naked. His throat slashed so he’d bled to death and there were multiple stab wounds in the genital area and there was blood splattered everywhere, even on the ceiling. And on the wall beside the bed in eight-inch bloody letters

DIE PIG FILTH
DIE SATAN

[image: star]

The murdered man had been identified as “William Raymond Cobb of Elton, California.” His wallet and rented car, a new-model Infiniti, were missing, and Nevada State police were searching for a female companion with whom he’d registered in the motel as “Mr. & Mrs. Elton Flynn of Los Angeles.” A photograph of Cobb reprinted in the paper had not resembled anyone “Starr Bright” could recall. She was certain she’d never seen this man; she’d never seen any bloodied wall. The maid must have written those words on the wall, & the star-sign to cast suspicion onto “Starr Bright.” As in a vague, shifting dream she could remember a swimming pool filled with bright turquoise water that stank of chlorine, and she could remember a child’s plastic toy or inner tube floating in the pool; but she couldn’t remember any “William Raymond Cobb” and doubted that she had ever been in such a man’s proximity. At Kings Lake, as elsewhere, so many men had introduced themselves to “Starr Bright,” how could she remember them all? And why should she remember them all? She studied the face squinting up at her out of the cheap tabloid paper, a jowly middle-aged face, a coarse male face, a face “Starr Bright” might pity as one might pity the face of a victim of any brutal or humiliating misfortune. God, have mercy on this sinner. If You deem such a sinner worthy of Your mercy. “Starr Bright” was skeptical that, as the article claimed, Cobb had been married for twenty-two years; and was “survived by” a wife and children, a brother and a sister.

The desk clerk at the Paradise Motel told police that it had been obvious to him that “Mr. & Mrs. Flynn” hadn’t been married. As if it mattered! The man had behaved nervously and guiltily, making awkward jokes; must’ve been twenty years older than the woman; the woman was beautiful, glamorous; looked like a supermodel, or an actress, or a hooker—“but a high-class hooker.” Another witness, staying at the motel, claimed she’d seen the woman swimming in the pool, wearing a tiny yellow bikini; the woman and Cobb were swimming and splashing in the pool, drunk; later, in the cocktail lounge, the couple had been observed quarreling by several persons, including the bartender. The desk clerk described the missing woman suspect as platinum blond, approximately twenty-three years old, stylishly dressed; about five foot five, weighing maybe one hundred pounds; the bartender, who was a woman, described her as dishwater blond with a “coarse skin,” thirty-five at the youngest, heavily made up, five feet eight or nine and weighing possibly one hundred twenty pounds. Other witnesses recalled her seeming drugged, or drunk; as friendly and smiling; as not friendly at all but stiff, icy-cold—“Looking at you like she’d like to slit your throat.”

“Starr Bright” laughed angrily. A tower of Babel, a crowd of false witnesses, she would pay them no further heed.

But for curiosity’s sake, and as memento of her Nevada visit, she tore out the pages from the Post containing the account of William Raymond Cobb’s murder. And carefully folded them, and placed them inside the slightly tattered silk lining of her Gucci bag; with a bulky brass belt buckle wrapped in toilet paper. And she counted the cash in her possession that bright-glaring October morning: $692.

*   *   *

Next day, the Post published a police artist’s drawing of the “female suspect” who’d shared a room and a bed with Mr. Cobb of Elton, California, and who was now missing. An ugly picture, “Starr Bright” thought: a stark, staring hungry face, oversized lips and tousled showgirl hair, of any age between twenty-five and forty. This is not me, nor anyone known to me. What relief in such knowledge!

The dead man’s rented car had been discovered in the parking lot at the Mirage; a Reno woman, a psychic who’d worked with Nevada State police in the past, claimed she’d had a vision of the suspect dead herself at the bottom of a ravine in Red Rock Canyon, but a search in that desolate area had turned up nothing; there had been, and would be, numerous scattered sightings of the suspect through the Southwest, as far away as Nogales, Arizona, and San Diego, California; but nothing came of these leads; police were reported “continuing with their investigation” but no arrest had been made.

Not me, nor anyone known to me.

In her red wig, her miracle-wig that altered her appearance and her personality entirely. “Sherrill” she was now, or “Sherry.” And “Starr Bright” in hiding secret as the dark side of the moon.

Except most of the money was gone. Not only the fat woman sobbing her heart out in a women’s rest room but waitresses, waiters, the motel maid who was a Hispanic girl of about sixteen, and pregnant—these parties “Starr Bright” couldn’t resist tipping, sometimes with $5 bills. So the money was going, down to $37 the night she met up with the man who introduced himself as Earl Tunley.

Trying not to be scared, living as she was from day to day, hour to hour. The slots, blackjack, roulette and keno and the lottery and again the slots. Waiting for her luck to change. Waiting for a man, the right man. Waiting for a sign. And there was Earl Tunley so powerfully attracted to her, she saw desire shining in the man’s eyes suffusing her like flame. Hadn’t she reason to believe her life might be changed for the better. Hadn’t she reason to believe her bad-luck streak had ended.

Wanting to believe that Earl Tunley in his cowhide boots, black silk shirt and Armani-style jacket, Earl Tunley with his hot, quick hands and mouth was truly from Council Bluffs, Iowa; for she had the idea that a man who sold TV and video equipment in Council Bluffs, Iowa, was a man you could trust. And he’d promised to stake her “as much as required” and this, too, she wanted to believe.

Except hadn’t there been, from the start, something swaggering and authoritarian in his manner? As if, somehow, she’d met this man before?

After their fantastic lovemaking, there she lay naked and content in Earl Tunley’s king-sized bed in the Golden Sands Motor Lodge lazily stroking Earl Tunley’s chest, running her long polished fingernails through his steely-gray chest hairs and stroking the glittering gold chain he wore around his neck which looked like the real thing, 24-carat, and she’d thought with girlish naivete This one, this one maybe I could love, maybe seeing in her mind’s eye dimmed and confused by alcohol and by the late hour something looming chalky white, a dreamy image of Council Bluffs, Iowa. And her new lover was smiling saying, “You want it, sweetheart? Take it.” And for an instant she thought he was serious, then she realized he was being sarcastic; and she said quickly, “Why no, Earl,” and he said, “Sure, sweetheart, it’s yours.” He tumbled to undo the clasp and she stopped his fingers and said in a husky, earnest voice, “Earl, no. I don’t want a single thing from you, ever—except a little more loving.” So he shrugged and said, “Well, O.K.,” staring at her smirking Sure you want my gold chain, sweetheart. You know and I know you want all you can get from me, right? But she’d pretended not to know, and kissed him, and ran her hands rapidly over his muscular body, stroking his clammy-cool penis reverently until he groaned forgetting any sarcasm, any doubt of her motives, and it was all right between them again. Or seemed so.

“Oh, lover. Oh my God—”

Later in the bathroom, readying herself for another stint of casino gambling (though in fact she’d rather have soaked in a hot tub and gone to bed to sleep, alone) she realized that ugly moment between “Sherry” and her new lover had been her own damned fault. She’d made the guy anxious alluding to a former husband—a “boyfriend”—God knows, men are worried about their sexual performances, this one had tensed up at even the hint she might have been comparing him to some teenaged “football hero” stud. That was it!

An error “Starr Bright” vowed never to make again with Earl Tunley, or another.

*   *   *

JACKPOT!

$1000 SILVER DOLLARS JACKPOT!

“Oh, Earl! Look!”—as the slot machine released a cascade of silver dollars like madness.

Laughing, incredulous, cigarettes clenched between their lips, they held CASINO AMERICANA buckets to the machine’s opening, to catch the miraculous coins. “Baby, you’ve got the touch. Congratulations!” Earl said, kissing her as a small crowd of onlookers cheered and applauded. Envy shining in their eyes, “Starr Bright” could see even in the midst of her exhilaration. Envy not just that “Starr Bright” had won a $1000 SILVER DOLLARS JACKPOT—the machine lighted up red, white, and blue like a berserk American flag, hurdy-gurdy music playing loudly—but that she was a beautiful glamorous sexy redhead in a gold lamé dress tight as a tourniquet across her breasts and pelvis and she had a lover, good-looking, manly, a gold chain glinting around his neck, clearly crazy for her. Thank you God thank you God thank you God.

“Now, let’s play craps. Slots is small-time.”

“Oh, but Earl, honey—”

“Baby, don’t worry, I’ll stake you—five hundred dollars. The one thousand is all yours.”

“But, Earl, craps scares me; you can lose too much too fast. I trust the slots.”

“Baby, I told you: slots is small-time. Craps is the real thing.”

Earl had staked “Starr Bright” for the slots; she’d played as many machines simultaneously as she could manage, while he looked on indulgently, supplying them both with drinks, cigarettes. Now it was 3:43 A.M. in the casino at the Americana amid lavish neon-flashing red-white-and-blue American flags, eagles, replicas of Uncle Sam and Abraham Lincoln, George Washington, John F. Kennedy gazing out over the swarming sea of gamblers. “Starr Bright” had been playing the slots only twenty minutes when she’d won the jackpot and she owed her good luck to Earl Tunley, leaning now against the man, twining herself around him inhaling his rich ripe manly odor liking it that people were watching them, sad-faced fattish women with too much makeup who hadn’t ever won a jackpot and hadn’t any man to love them like Earl Tunley. “All right, lover,” she said, sighing, hugging the bucket of gleaming new-minted silver coins, “—you know best.”

So they left the slots, and went to play craps; “Starr Bright” dazed with excitement, exhaustion; smiling upon everyone she saw; in a state of bliss. Her lover Earl was excited, too; edgy, positioning himself at the craps table with “Starr Bright” beside him, at his left elbow—“Now don’t budge. You’re my good luck, baby.” Calling her “baby” so frequently now she guessed he’d maybe forgotten her name.

Earl pushed out $300 worth of chips and got into the game immediately. And when “Starr Bright” opened her eyes again he’d won: chips were being pushed in his direction. “Starr Bright” kissed him, crying, “Terrific, lover!” But Earl scarcely paid attention, gathering in his new chips and mingling them with the old. He counted out $500 worth of chips for “Starr Bright” and told her to do what he said; they’d both be betting, and he intended to win, big. “Starr Bright” pretended enthusiasm; she’d been drinking whiskey sours, on a near-empty stomach; she smiled, smiled and looked gorgeous which was what a gambling man required, a great-looking redhead beside him at the craps table. “O.K., baby,” Earl said, drawing in a deep, exhilarated breath, like a man on a high diving board, “—bet pass.” When “Starr Bright” hesitated, Earl closed his hand over hers and pushed out a pile of chips. The principal player at the table was a fattish flush-faced man with startling blue eyes; he was the one who wielded the dice, and all eyes avidly fastened upon him as he shook, and rolled—and whatever it was, half the players at the table seemed to have won, along with him; and half the players seemed to have lost. Earl grunted with satisfaction, squeezing “Starr Bright’s” hand so hard he nearly crushed the bones, so she figured they’d won. How much? It looked like a lot.

At 4:10 A.M. it was Earl Tunley’s turn to shake the dice. “Starr Bright” had been drifting off, woozy and blissful in her private space thinking My jackpot! My 1000 silver dollars! She hated craps, a fast cruel confusing game involving numerous players, side bets on bets, “points” that were made, or lost; the rapid motion of dice, chips, dice, chips was too much for her eye to follow; the pattern of numerals and figures on the tabletop, the calm expressionless manner with which the uniformed casino girl (beautiful, years younger than “Starr Bright”) raked in piles of chips with a little Plexiglas rake, taking hundreds or even thousands of dollars from losing players without a blink of an eye—God, what a cruel game! “Starr Bright” followed Earl’s directions betting he’d make his point, she wasn’t aware of how much she was betting only that he’d staked her and she couldn’t lose, could she?—the bucket of silver dollars was at her feet. She wanted him to love her, she’d experienced, almost, a glimmer of emotion, and of sexual excitation, in his arms, in his king-sized bed at the Golden Sands Motor Lodge. There was something consoling about Council Bluffs, Iowa—wasn’t there? A pig like any of them, a mask of Satan. You know. Earl was nudging her impatiently to place a bet, “Everything you have, baby,” and “Starr Bright” said in a pleading little-girl voice, “Oh, Earl honey—everything? I’m scared to go all the way.” Earl’s face shone with an oily perspiration and the gold chain glittered around his neck like a living thing. His eyes were red-veined, but sharp. He was saying, boasting, “Redheads are my good luck,” loud enough for other players, men, to hear. “Starr Bright” saw both her hands, trembling just visibly, push out a messy pile of chips onto the pass line. How much? How much was she risking? Grandly, Earl shook the dice, shook and rolled and all stared as the dice turned up four and three.

“Seven! Won!”

Earl was grinning, excited as a kid. The casino girl scarcely gave him a glance as she pushed a large pile of chips in his direction. Cool as swabbing down an emergency room splattered with blood, “Starr Bright” thought. That was the kind of professional hauteur you needed to be an exotic dancer, too.

Thank God, they’d won. Five thousand? Or more? Earl gulped down the remainder of his drink, sex-moaned in “Starr Bright’s” ear, “Oh baby, baby—’’ but didn’t otherwise pause. No time to rest, no time to catch his breath, Earl wanted to stay in the game now he was hot. “Starr Bright” was beginning to feel faint. Not long ago she’d been a terrified passenger in a Porsche being driven at one hundred miles an hour along a rain-slick highway and it was the identical sensation—exciting, exhilarating, but crazy and dangerous. Too much too fast.

By 4:35 A.M. they’d won—what? Thirteen thousand, Earl was saying. He was counting his chips, muttering to himself, grinning and wiping his damp face; his eyes were glassy and bright and his lips slack, loose. There was something about him “Starr Bright” could almost identify, some characteristic, trait—but what? As if she’d met him before this night, or someone very like him. He was looking flushed with success. He hadn’t wanted to take time to shower or even wash himself after they’d made love, eager to get back to the casinos, and now a powerful odor wafted from him, “Starr Bright” hoped no one else at the table could smell it—male sex, male heat, male passion. A filthy pig like any other. You know. She had to admit, winning made a man sexy; winning made a man desirable; this was a man she could love, maybe. Except he’d developed a habit of nudging her in the breast saying, irritated, “Stand still, right here, don’t be moving around, I told you. You’re my good-luck piece of ass.” And he laughed loudly, and “Starr Bright” tried to smile. He was shaking dice again, he’d pushed out half his enormous pile of chips and wanted “Starr Bright” to bet he’d make his point, so vaguely, blindly she pushed out half her pile of chips, too.

Thinking God, don’t let us lose. Let him love me. A dazed-groggy prayer that was the same prayer mouthed everywhere in Vegas by hundreds, thousands of anxious gamblers every second of every hour of every day.

Another time, Earl Tunley rolled and won.

Following this things became even more confused. A roller coaster going faster, faster, faster. They’d won $12,000? 15, 20? Her lover from Council Bluffs, Iowa, and glamorous sexy red-haired “Sherrill Dwyer” from—somewhere in California. Earl was saying, gloating, “Jesus, I’m hot. Back home they can kiss my ass. A man needs respect and this is it.” He’d been squeezing “Starr Bright’s” upper arm, there were red welts in the flesh. Now that she had money again, she could repay the loan from her sister—what had it been? $500, not much—she’d had the feeling that her sister’s husband, whose name she couldn’t remember, resented the loan, or loans; well, fuck him! Lily’s sister Sharon always repaid her loans and with interest, too.

“Starr Bright” must have been easing away, her feet aching in the ridiculous high-heeled shoes that pinched her toes forcing the weight of her body into a tiny pointed space, for Earl Tunley gripped her arm again and smiled hard at her and repositioned her at his side. “Now stay still, baby. We’re going for broke.” “Starr Bright” winced, “Please, Eddy—that hurts,” and Earl said, his voice slurred, “‘Ernie’ you mean—no: ‘Earl.’ You mean ‘Earl.’” And “Starr Bright” said quickly, “‘Earl’—that’s what I said, honey. ‘Earl’ is your name,” and Earl laughed harshly saying, “Fucking ‘Earl’ is my fucking name, not fucking ‘Eddy,’” his laughter explosive as a sneeze. He took up the dice again exuberantly and “Starr Bright” murmured, “Here we gooo! Sky’s the limit!” and planted a kiss on his burning cheek; but instead of rolling the dice as everyone expected, Earl turned to her, his lips drawn back from his teeth in a savage grin, and said, “Watch it, cunt. I’m warning you.” So “Starr Bright” went very still, and contrite. And Earl rolled the dice, and came up with a number that wasn’t good, muttered, “Shit,” so “Starr Bright” thought in a panic they’d lost, but, as it turned out, he had another roll and another chance, and this time he rolled—two sixes. And this wasn’t good, either. “Starr Bright” said in a giggly-drunken little-girl voice, a voice meant to dispel the sickening sensation in the pit of her belly, “Oh, damn! You’d think a twelve would be better than an eleven, wouldn’t you?”

But no one laughed. Glazed-eyed Earl didn’t hear.

No pause in the game. Not a heartbeat. A few of the players avoided Earl’s eyes out of brotherly sympathy perhaps. “Starr Bright” stared as the casino girl coolly raked in Earl’s big pile of chips—and “Starr Bright’s” without an eyeblink. How much had they lost? “Starr Bright” was whispering, “Oh, lover. Ohhhh.” She meant to console him slipping her arm through his but he shook her off, uttered something she didn’t catch, stooped to take up the bucket of silver dollars from the floor and as “Starr Bright” stared uncomprehending after him he went to a nearby cashier’s counter to cash the silver dollars into chips. And came back, grim, determined, sweat gleaming on his face like congealed grease, and the look in his eyes warning her not to fuck with him. “Starr Bright” tried to protest faintly, “Earl, honey, those silver dollars were mine, you said—you promised,” and Earl repositioned her at his side and said, “Just stand still, baby. And shut the mouth.”

So Earl bet one thousand dollars’ worth of chips on a single roll and “Starr Bright” hid her eyes behind her trembling fingers praying God oh God! though seeming to know the prayer was helpless to intervene. And even as Earl threw the dice, sent them flying and bouncing across the table, “Starr Bright” must have suffered a moment’s weakness, a mini-blackout—falling against him, so that, even as he lost the roll, he’d turned to her and slapped her across the mouth, the movement of his hand so swift that no one at the table saw, or seemed to see; and “Starr Bright” herself could not comprehend what had happened, except her lower lip throbbed with pain and began to bleed. Earl’s face had gone the color of bread dough and his bloodshot eyes glared. “Cunt, I told you not to fuck me up,” he said, advancing upon her as others at the table scrambled to get out of the way, leaving “Starr Bright” to her boyfriend’s mercy, “—didn’t I tell you not to fuck me up.”

“Earl, I’m sorry—”

“Y’know what you cost me, cunt?—twenty-seven thousand dollars!”

Abruptly as if he’d emerged from out of a trapdoor a casino security guard appeared, a hefty black man of few words, “That’s enough, mister, come this way please,” and before they knew what was happening they were being escorted politely but unerringly out of the casino. “Starr Bright” supposed that the girl at the craps table had summoned the guard with a secret buzzer. Earl was sullen, blustering and intimidated, his words slurred, “Butt out, asshole, this is a private discourse, this cunt cost me a bundle,” and “Starr Bright” was trying earnestly to explain, “Sir, he doesn’t mean it, he’s my friend, he didn’t hurt me, he’s excited ’cause he just took a big loss,” and Earl said angrily, “Shut it!” and “Starr Bright” said, “Really, sir, he’s the sweetest man, he never meant—” But the robotlike guard who was six foot five, two hundred fifty pounds and dark-skinned as a polished hickory nut seemed scarcely to hear as if this, his task, was too familiar and too boring to require from him more than a few clipped words mechanical as a recitation, “Thank you for patronizing the Casino Americana and perhaps another time you will revisit us under more favorable circumstances.” When Earl hesitated at the exit, the guard hoisted him into the revolving door and gave the door a fierce spin and a moment later Earl and “Starr Bright” were out in the warm, faintly sulphurous night.

Earl said, aggrieved as a lost child, wiping his face on the sleeve of his Italian-style jacket, “Craps is my game. I was w-winning.”

“Starr Bright” slipped her arm around his waist (which was warm and rumpled as damp laundry) and said, soothingly, “That’s right, Earl, you were winning. You were. You can win again. You can draw on your American Express card, can’t you, lover? Sure you can.”

*   *   *

Because I had hope, still, that he would love me. I would love him.

Because I was afraid to be alone that terrible night.

Because I wanted the $1000 he owed me.

Because I knew that my heavenly father would watch over me in time of peril.

*   *   *

And at first it had not seemed an unwise decision. She had not seemed in immediate danger.

Taking a cab back to the Golden Sands Motor Lodge because the man who’d introduced himself to her as Earl Tunley wasn’t in any condition to drive. Stumbling into the dim-lit room that smelled still of their bodies, and stained bedclothes; fecund odors of sweat, semen, damp wadded towels and insecticide. Always the odor of insecticide. And Earl was amorous in his misery, wishing not to think of the many thousands of dollars he’d lost which seemed to him in his confusion to have been his money from the start, stolen from him by the cruelty of chance and a woman’s blundering. Kissing “Starr Bright” roughly with his tongue, burying his hot face in her neck and between her breasts and moving his hands swiftly and hungrily over her. Like a drowning man he groaned, “Oh baby, baby—”

“Starr Bright” eased her neck and head away from her lover’s fumbling caresses, cautious he might dislodge her wig; the human-hair miracle-wig that fitted her head snug as a bathing cap. He’d slapped her pretty hard there in the casino and her lip was swelling but in the urgency of the moment she wasn’t thinking of it; anyway, other men had struck her and she’d survived; and maybe deserved being struck now and then for you’re a cunt, you know it and she guessed she knew and accepted this judgment for hadn’t she abandoned her own baby years and years ago, wished even to drown her own baby years and years ago and the very memory by now vague and faded like a Polaroid snapshot too long exposed to light. But, oh God: if he would let her alone and she could shower and cleanse herself and fall into bed and sleep, sleep. The sweet sleep of dreamless sinless oblivion. The sweet druggy-alcohol sleep like dying. And next day he could withdraw cash with his credit card and they would hit another casino, another craps table, and just maybe win, and win big. Because it did seem plausible to her that Earl Tunley deserved to win back the $27,000 he’d lost; he’d been winning, he’d been on a roll, and it had been taken from him unfairly. For this was gambler’s logic and it was “Starr Bright’s” logic in her innermost heart. That which you sow, you shall reap.

And when her lover got back the $27,000 that was rightfully his, she would share in it, too.

It seemed to be dawn. Hazy tendrils of flame in the eastern sky. The Venetian blinds of room 19, at the far end of the long graceless concrete-block Golden Sands Motor Lodge, were tightly drawn. On top of the TV was a nearly empty bottle of Jim Beam, and greedy Earl Tunley snatched it up and gulped its contents like a thirsty man. And “Starr Bright” sighed, and was going to make a practical suggestion about a little sleep, and suddenly Earl turned on her, cursed her, “—told you not to fuck me up, didn’t I?” and when she protested he grabbed her, and they struggled, and he said, grunting, “—could smash your face, cunt—make you ugly like you deserve! Strangle you—” and she was too terrified to scream for help, knowing that no one would hear, no one would wish to hear, and she was too weak suddenly to defend herself as the man pushed her backward, threw her onto the rumpled bed, and reached with grasping fingers up inside the tight lamé skirt to take possession.

*   *   *

God help me.

Waking with difficulty, her head aching, pounding where he’d struck it repeatedly against a wall. Slowly she disentangled herself from the snoring man, cautious of waking him. His hairy sweaty limbs had been flung over her, pressing her to the bed; his heavy torso, slack belly. And how heavy his head, his eyes shut upon a thin crescent of white like mucus. Eddy? Earl? Though knowing he had surely lied to her she saw again a fleeting vision of chalk-white cliffs—Council Bluffs, Iowa? Her mouth throbbed with pain, the lower lip was grotesquely swollen. Like a bee sting she’d had as a child, and her sister Lily had said Oh I wish the nasty bee would sting me, too! Her left eye, too, was swollen—he must have punched her there. And the nipples of both breasts had been pinched, hard. He hadn’t removed her dress but had pushed it up to nearly her armpits. He’d threatened to kill her if she screamed and perhaps he had killed her, it was not “Starr Bright” but her child-spirit Rose of Sharon who awakened in her now. Because the spirit cannot be extinguished, the spirit liveth and abideth forever.

The man stirred, groaned as if in pain—but didn’t wake. A wet whistling snore issued from his slack mouth. Except for black silk socks on his feet, the lower half of his body was stark naked; his shin was unbuttoned and open upon a fattish-muscular chest covered in isolated wirelike hairs. The skin was creased, the color of rancid lard. No beauty here. Only the glittering gold chain around his neck.

Recalling with shame how he’d jeeringly offered her that gold chain. As if he’d thought her a prostitute. Why hadn’t she fled him, then!

Pig, fornicator and despiser of women.

Emissary of Satan.

“Starr Bright” extricated herself from the man who’d raped her, beaten her, threatened death. It was just 7 A.M. She’d been unconscious for more than an hour. A fierce fiery light penetrated the slats of the window blind and the crack beneath the door. “Starr Bright” tried to smooth down her dress, which was badly stained, torn at the shoulder. In the bureau mirror she saw her wavering, cringing reflection. Yet the red wig was still in place. Her makeup had been rubbed virtually off, her face was white, pinched-looking, sickly; her left eye blackened, her lower lip swollen to twice its normal size. Is that me? Is that who I’ve become? God, have mercy…

“Starr Bright” would have slipped from the room and left behind the snoring man except: headed for the door, she stumbled upon the man’s jacket on the floor, and stubbed her toe against something heavy in an inside pocket.

She investigated, and discovered—a pistol.

A pistol! It shone like blue steel, with a short barrel of about four inches; compact, and deadly. “Starr Bright” stared at it in astonishment. She knew little about guns, she’d held a gun in her hand upon occasion but had never fired one and could not have identified this except to know that it was a revolver, each bullet in its chamber in the revolving cylinder. What a good clean metallic smell.

Its make was Ruger. Of this, she’d never heard.

As soon as the pistol was in her hand, “Starr Bright” felt a deep suffusion of relief. Though her hand visibly trembled, and her head and body were encased in pain. She understood that the child Rose of Sharon would be protected now, inviolate. “Starr Bright” knew that the man could not hurt her now. God had gifted her with unexpected power over the man.

“Thank you, God! Praise God!”

In other pockets of the jacket she discovered the man’s wallet, and a badge, and a law officer’s ID, with a photo: ERNEST D. FENKE DEPUTY SHERIFF SUMNER CO. NEBRASKA.

“Deputy sheriff—!”

And now she began to laugh. “Starr Bright” hooked up with a cop! An off-duty cop, one of the enemy.

You never could predict God’s designs. For the God of wrath was also a God of jokes, tricks. You had to have a sense of humor to comprehend Him.

Playful as a mischievous child “Starr Bright” affixed the shiny brass badge to the gold lamé fabric above her left breast, it snagged in the material, but held. Wild! She stood very tall in her bare feet, tall enough it seemed to brush the ceiling of the room with her head. She was suffused with strength and joy like a sudden fountain of clear, pure water; almost, she could stand on her tiptoes, a graceful ballerina.

“Wake up.”

She was standing above the snoring man, gripping the pistol in both hands to steady it. She’d released the trigger guard and cocked the hammer. She’d spoken calmly, with assurance, though very excited; when the snoring man failed to wake, she prodded his shoulder with the gun barrel. His eyes flew open, at first unfocused. Then he saw her. Saw the gun. The badge above her left breast.

She said, smiling, “‘Deputy Sheriff Ernest D. Fenke, of Sumner County, Nebraska.’ You are under immediate arrest.”

Fenke blinked rapidly as if a bright light was being beamed into his bloodshot eyes. A look of incredulity tightened his features, a stab of quick fear. The worst thing that could happen to a cop had happened to him: his gun had been taken from him. He said, “H-hey! Honey! Don’t kid around with that—”

“Deputy Fenke, get up.”

“Jesus, look—honey? Give that gun to me, it might go off and—you wouldn’t want—”

“So you’re a cop? That’s your secret? ‘Deputy Fenke of Nebraska’? Why’d you lie to me?”

“Please, honey—”

“You get to carry a gun, eh? Deputy Fenke? Persecute people? How many people has this gun killed, Deputy Fenke?”

“N-nobody.”

“You’re a liar.” “Starr Bright” spoke with a strange sort of authority. Her voice serene, glistening. As if the deep soothing peace coursing through her had brought with it an eloquence not her own; the purity of the child Rose of Sharon, that sweet clear delicate soprano voice.

“Out of bed, and on your knees. Now.”

And he obeyed her. Groveling, cowardly like all such craven men—he obeyed her. It was fitting that the man, part-naked, should tremble before the woman, his pig-eyes shining with fear, awe, trepidation; his limp fleshy genitalia like a skinned baby creature prominent between pale trembling thighs. “Starr Bright” saw the logic of it, how God had once again guided her hand in His shrewd wisdom. A man, kneeling before a woman of such power, has become, by mock-miracle, a woman.

“Starr Bright” said, “You raped me, and you defiled me, and you stole my money from me, Deputy Fenke—my jackpot, my one thousand silver dollars. And now you must repay me.”

Fenke pleaded, “Honey, I—I didn’t mean to hurt you! Ever! I thought we were—just—” He gestured toward the bed as if to say just fooling around, screwing around—nothing serious.

It wasn’t clear whether “Starr Bright” meant to arouse such fear in the man or whether, barefoot, her gold lamé dress riding up to her thighs, the glinting badge on her left breast, she was being playful, seductive in a new way. In almost an incantatory voice she said, “Rapist. Filthy pig. And thief—common thief, Deputy! Taking my jackpot from me when you’d promised it was mine to keep.”

“Honey, I’ll pay you back—I was going to pay you back—”

“You were, Deputy?”

“—I was going to draw five thousand dollars on my credit card tomorrow. Get back into action, the two of us—”

“That’s the truth? You lied to me once, Deputy Fenke, why should I believe you now?”

“Baby, I didn’t lie to you. I was maybe drinking too much—I got carried away. I’m crazy about you.”

“Yes? That’s why you raped me?”

On his knees, trembling before her, the man tried to smile. A sick guilty feeble smile. Staring at “Starr Bright” with his bloodshot eyes as if trying not to see the pistol in her hands, aimed at his face; trying not to acknowledge that he saw it. He was saying, “I—didn’t r-rape you, honey. That’s a terrible thing to say. I would never force a w-woman—”

“No?” “Starr Bright” indicated her swollen lip, her throbbing eye. Lifting her skirt to show bruises, welts. Torn black-lace panties.

And the man gaped at her miserably. Could only shake his head as if in honest befuddlement. I did such a thing? No!

“Starr Bright” began an interrogation. Asking the man did he love her and he said quickly sure, oh sure he was crazy about her! She asked was she beautiful in his eyes and he said eagerly oh yes, yes she was beautiful—“Baby, you know it! You’re terrific.” And she said coyly, redheads were his good luck, yes? Was she his good luck? and Fenke was nodding yes, emphatically yes when in a gesture of triumph “Starr Bright” yanked off the red human-hair wig, revealing her ashy-blond hair flattened and matted, pinned in unflattering clumps around her head. And Deputy Fenke’s slack pale hungover face showed yet more astonishment, incredulity.

Slyly “Starr Bright” asked, “Am I beautiful, Deputy?”

He’d swallowed hard, and was stammering, “Y-yes…”

“Starr Bright” laughed in delight. Like the cruelly prankish girl she’d been long ago. Rose of Sharon who was the unpredictable Donner sister but of course you forgave little Sharon, she was so vivacious, so beautiful. Taunting the man now, “Crazy about me, eh?”

“Yes…”

Laughing heartily at the look on his face. Sick sinking flailing look of a man who’s trapped. It was cruel, it was heartless, such taunting, but she could not resist. “Say, Deputy, a law officer is supposed to be observant. How old d’you think I am?”

“I—don’t know—”

“When you picked me up last night, put your moves on me, what age were you estimating?”

“I—don’t know—”

“Starr Bright” laughed even more loudly, thoroughly enjoying this interrogation. “I’ll be thirty-seven, my next birthday.”

Fenke laughed nervously. “That’s—not old. I’m thirty-nine…”

“Would you have picked me up, if you’d known my age, Deputy Fenke?”

“Yes!”

“You do think I’m a beautiful woman?—desirable?”

“Baby, I’m crazy about you—I said. Only please—maybe you should give me the gun now? So nobody gets hurt? And we can get dressed, and go out, and I’ll get some cash, and—”

Fenke was reaching out toward her, hesitantly, in appeal; but “Starr Bright” stepped away, frowning. She waved the pistol at him.

“No! Stay right where you are, mister. Or I swear I will shoot you right in the face.”

“Jesus, Cheryl—”

“‘Sherrill.’”

“—Sh-Sherrill. I meant to say.”

“My name is ‘Starr Bright.’”

“‘Starr’—?”

“You never saw ‘Starr Bright’ dance. You aren’t the one—that was another one—did you know him? ‘Cobb.’” For a moment she was confused in time; the men were confused, interchangeable; perhaps in fact they were the same man. It seemed to “Starr Bright” that in some mysterious way the men, or the man, knew her; and knew his ineluctable fate. So they might discuss it together calmly, as if reminiscing. “They said in the papers, on TV—‘Starr Bright’ slashed a man’s throat and danced barefoot in his blood. Drew the sign of the star in pig’s blood on a wall. I don’t know if it’s truth or falsehood, it was something that happened in Sparks, Nevada, at a certain hour and it was not a choice.” The memory of what had happened in that other motel room in the desert was blurred as tissue in water; this man’s lightened dough-face was a barrier between her and the memory. Or perhaps it was no memory at all, perhaps she’d only read about it in the Las Vegas Post and studied the photographs of Cobb and the blood-smeared wall. She said, smiling, “Oh, that one bled like a stuck pig, he was a stuck pig. All of you—pigs.”

“W-what are you saying, Sherrill?”

“Cobb. You know ‘Pig Death.’ It was written up in all the papers, it was on TV.”

Fenke stared at her, his eyes glazing over in horror. In a hoarse voice he said, “You’re kidding, aren’t you? My God.”

“Starr Bright” laughed in girlish delight. How like performing before an audience this was. She’d known, at age thirteen, this would be her life.

She told Fenke how, immediately, she’d liked him; he’d stepped forward to offer her a cigarette in a moment of need, a weak moment of hers, and she’d been grateful to him. She had a hopeful heart, she was a professional singer-dancer and yet a woman who craved love; a woman who wanted to be respected, treated right. And she’d thought, at first, for a while last night, that he was the man for her. “But then you spoiled it, Deputy. You raped me, and you defiled me. And you stole my thousand dollars.”

“I—I—I’m sorry—oh God, Sherrill, I’ll make it up to you, I promise—”

“You are sorry? That’s the truth? You won’t do it again?—hurt me again?”

“Honey, I promise.”

“You apologize? On your knees? To me? And to all the women you’ve defiled in your life?” As Fenke nodded with pathetic eagerness, “Starr Bright” continued to point the pistol at his head. She said, “Your wife?—do you have a wife? Yes? Back in Sumner County, Nebraska?” Fenke nodded, his eyes snatching at hers guiltily. “You apologize to her, too? You, an adulterer? Fornicator? How many times, Deputy? You apologize on your knees to all the women you’ve defiled? You beg forgiveness from them, and from God?”

“Y-yes…”

“And you’ll pay me back my thousand-dollar jackpot?”

“Yes. I’ll withdraw five thousand from my account right now, Sherrill. Let me get dressed, and we can go out and find a bank—”

“Stay on your knees. Why should I trust you, Deputy?”

“Please, you can trust me…”

“Why should I believe you? Any word out of your mouth? You say you’re sorry? But men are never sorry.”

“Sherrill, baby, I am sorry…”

“Starr Bright” was speaking more rapidly, in her high sharp soprano voice like flashing shears.

“Men are masks of Satan, never sorry. They can’t get it up unless they hurt women.”

“No, no! I’m not like that,” Fenke said desperately. “Jesus, I got a daughter—I’m the father of a daughter. I’m not like that.”

“Father of a daughter?—you?”

“Please, honey, let me make it up to you? Give me the gun, and nobody will get hurt…”

“Starr Bright” stood staring at the man. This part-naked man on his knees. But his shoulders were straighter now, his head higher. He seemed less afraid. Father of a daughter—him? A terrible clarity was opening in her brain, a tiny pinprick of light like a distant star rushing closer. Almost softly she said, “You won’t be angry with me, if I give you back your gun?”

“No! I promise, Sherrill.”

Fenke reached out hesitantly to accept the gun from “Starr Bright” and for a moment it almost seemed that she would surrender it to him. But there was a tawny light in her eyes, her smile slipped sideways like grease. Nimbly she sidestepped him, and raised the pistol higher to take aim between his eyes. She laughed. “And if I do? You won’t change your mind and be cruel again? And hurt me again? And say you’ll kill me?”

“Jesus, no. Honey, I was drunk. I didn’t mean it.”

“Because it’s in your power, Deputy. You’re a man, and a man’s got the power. And ‘Starr Bright’ has no power. Only just this.” She indicated the gun, smiling. “And if I surrender my power, what will stop you from hurting me again?”

“Sherrill, honey—no. I promise.”

“Starr Bright” backed away to the air-conditioning unit near the window, and turned the fan to high. She switched on the TV, loud. A morning talk show dissolved in peals of laughter switching abruptly to a jingly cartoon-bright advertisement for Sani-Flush.

Fenke blinked as if she’d slapped him. “W-what are you doing?”

“Deputy, tell me: are you in a state of sin?”

“S-sin?”

“Have you been washed in the blood of the lamb?”

“I—I was baptized—”

“Baptized what?”

“Catholic.”

“Catholic! You! So—you believe?”

“I…I believe.”

“In God, and in Jesus Christ?”

“Yes…”

“In Satan, and in sin?”

“Y-yes…”

“You believe God is watching over you? At this moment?”

“Yes…”

“God would not allow harm to come to you, then. Unless it was his wish.”

“Sherrill, please, honey. I said I was sorry…”

“Starr Bright” spoke rapidly, and clearly, to be heard over the noises of the fan and the TV. “A man is a mask of Satan, Deputy, and maybe can’t help himself. Like a scorpion. Born in sin and travail and lust and wickedness and a love of inflicting hurt on weaker creatures, Jesus saw, and didn’t judge. He said, ‘Forgive, and love thy enemies as thyself.’ But God says, ‘I am a God of wrath, and none shall hide from my vengeance.’”

Now she was wrapping a towel carefully around the pistol, and around her hand that held the pistol. Until the tip of the barrel was only just visible.

Fenke said, in a quavering voice, “Why are you doing that, Sherrill? Baby, please—”

“‘This is the Father’s will which hath sent me.’”

“Sherrill—”

“One thing about Vegas, people mind their own business. You might hear women screaming—you might hear firecrackers—might even hear guns sometimes. But people respect each other’s privacy.” She was advancing upon the kneeling man dancerlike, knowing how, in his terror, she grew ever taller, more radiant. The light from her face alone was enough to blind him! He tried to shield the naked part of himself with his arms, and by cringing, hunching over; bringing his thighs closer together. As if ashamed of the fleshy thing between his legs, shrunken now, of the hue and texture of a slug. “My first boyfriend. the first boy I loved, I told you his name was Michael but that was not his name. He raped me, took my love for him and defiled it. And shared me with his buddies. I was fifteen; never told a soul. Too ashamed. You count on us being shamed.” She paused, breathing quickly. “A cop raped me once—more than once. In Miami, and in Houston. Cops prey on the weak because they have the power. All this fallen world is, Deputy, is those with power preying on those without. You made a mistake, Deputy. You stole ‘Starr Bright’s’ thousand-dollar jackpot.”

A sickly jaundice-light shone in the man’s eyes. He was begging, shivering. “Please, don’t. Don’t shoot me…”

“Look, I’m a sinner, too. I am ‘Starr Bright’ and I am a fallen angel. My daddy warned me as a headstrong child and I failed to heed. My daddy was a man of God, a shining man of God and he spoke to his flock who adored him of the dark heart of mankind. He spoke of Jesus as his brother, and of Satan the fallen angel as his brother. The one walking at his right hand and the other walking at his left hand. I broke his heart, I betrayed my daddy’s love. All the days of my life I am accursed. I have not seen that man in fifteen years. Wishing to drown my own baby girl in sickness and despair and lashing out at those who would forgive me, and love me.” She wiped her tearful stinging eyes on her forearm. Her vision wavered as if about to be extinguished, then came into sharp, painful focus again. She saw the kneeling man cringe before her, yet saw his eyes ratlike and alert, waiting for an advantage. She said, slyly, “Well, Deputy—all I need is your credit card.”

“Sherrill, no. I’m begging you…”

“For what?”

“My life…”

“Then down. Down.” She was moving, dancerlike, closer to him. The high-humming air conditioner and the noise of the TV made the air jangle. If she stumbled, if she weakened he would know. By instinct he would know. He was cringing, craven and terrified yet ratlike he would know. The fact excited her, like sex. Like sex as it had once been. In her ecstasy, in her exultation, she was drawing dangerously near to him. Whispering, “Pray for forgiveness from the Lord, and ‘Starr Bright’ will forgive you, too.”

Fenke clasped his hands together clumsily, in an eager display of piety. His chest gleamed with sweat and his face was a mask of sweat, the creases in his forehead shining like metal.

In a stammering voice, a tremulously sincere-sounding voice, he began to pray, “Our F-Father who art in heaven—” then seemed to lose his breath, and needed encouragement, so “Starr Bright” said, “hallowed be thy name—” and quickly he continued. “—h-hallowed be thy thy name—Thy k-kingdom—” and again he paused as if his throat had closed, and “Starr Bright” was obliged to lead him, as, as small children, years ago in Shaheen, New York, she and her sister Lily had been led tenderly and firmly in prayer by their parents, “—thy kingdom come, thy will—” and the man eagerly repeated, “—thy w-will be done—on earth as it is in—in—”

Suddenly then making his move. Lunging at her, trying to grab the gun. But “Starr Bright” was prepared for this. Oh yes: “Starr Bright” was prepared for this. As if she’d been watching the kneeling man from a far corner of the room, or from a distant prospect of time. Noting how, his head bowed, chin creased against his chest, he’d been watching her covertly, desperately, in an attempt to deceive. “Starr Bright” gracefully sidestepped him, and pulled the trigger, sending a bullet into her enemy’s face.

Point-blank.

“Didn’t I warn you, Deputy! Deputy-pig!”

A single deadly shot aimed at the bridge of her enemy’s nose. A bullet piercing the man’s flesh, his bone, plowing into his brain in an instant. He had no time to cry out, to turn away or duck. He deserved no time to prepare himself. The towel wrapped around the gun had only partly muffled the sharp, cracking sound, but “Starr Bright” believed she was in no danger, no one would hear; God would protect her as He’d protected her all along. She stood over her fallen enemy, panting in triumph, “Didn’t I warn you, Pig-Deputy! Mask of Satan! All of you!”

But Deputy Fenke had collapsed, was dying, or dead. So swiftly, it had to be a miracle. His eyes were opened in astonishment and his lustrous-glassy gaze was fixed to hers—then fading, failing like a dimming light. “Starr Bright” bent to peer closely. Where was the man’s soul?—had it departed his body? Was it already gone? Gone—where?

Soft now and spineless as a creature pried out of its shell to die on dry land the man lay at her feet. Her bare feet. She stepped back, out of the flow of blood. Blood flowing darkly from the single wound to his broken face and soaking into the cheap nylon carpet of what unknown room he’d brought her to, to rape her; what unknown cheap hotel in this Sodom and Gomorrah of the desert that God might strike with lightning to annihilate should He wish at any time. “Starr Bright’’ was trembling, panting. Her thoughts blasted clean. For these are the days of vengeance, that all things which are written may be fulfilled.
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