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CIRCUS CIRCUS





They were above them, the circus people, in costumes, swinging from ropes. A net was below and a small band played lifelessly in the corner, in near darkness. Colored spotlights followed the performers and an announcer introduced them and told the gathering crowd what was to come.


Jimmy Bodie stood watching, drinking a beer while the girl sat near the video games, drunk. She was in her early twenties, an average-looking girl, thin with black hair and blue eyes.


‘I think Warren and Nan got a room,’ he said when the show ended.


‘They did?’ she said and stood. ‘That’s what she said she wanted for her birthday.’


‘I guess she got it.’


‘Was it a good show?’


‘They’re all the same,’ he said.


‘I can’t believe they don’t get scared all the way up there.’


‘It’s practice,’ he said and finished the bottle. ‘Those fuckers probably practice all day long. Let’s go, I need another.’


‘I guess I could have another, too,’ the girl said and they began walking.


‘You’re done for tonight.’


‘I’m not that drunk,’ she said.


‘You can barely walk right. Anyway, you’ve passed out at the last four parties we’ve been to. Everyone thinks you’re a drunk.’


‘I wasn’t that drunk at all those parties. Maybe one or two, but not all.’


They took an escalator down to the casino’s main floor. Jimmy went to the bar and ordered two beers. He gave one to the girl.


‘Just don’t pass out on me tonight,’ he told her.


‘I won’t,’ she said, but she knew it was coming. She tried to count the beers she’d had, but couldn’t.


‘Did I tell you I used to work here?’


‘I’m not sure. I knew you worked at a few places but …’


‘I was a maintenance man. Me and this old guy, Turquoise. He was named that when he was a Marine. He always wore a turquoise ring that belonged to his sister who got cancer or something horrible like that. Maybe MS. I don’t know. I never even knew his real name, but I guess that doesn’t matter. He was a good guy, an old timer. He’d been around the casinos forever. He hated Mexicans – man, I never saw a guy that hated spicks as much as that guy. He wouldn’t even eat Mexican food, not even Taco Bell. He and I used to walk back to the kitchen of this fancy restaurant upstairs, he knew the head cook, they were friends, so he would set us up with steaks and shrimp every Wednesday night. Huge steaks, T-bones. They had a table in the back for employees. We’d just sit there and eat and eat. He’d keep bringing us out all this food. We’d be on the clock and he’d be telling me about being in the Marines in Korea, all kinds of crazy shit. Blowing up villages, killing people, friends of his who got their heads blown off.’


‘I don’t think you’ve mentioned him before,’ she said.


‘I’ll show you something,’ he told her and took her hand and they began to walk. ‘I’ll never work in the casinos again. They treat you like shit, they don’t give a fuck if you come or go. The management doesn’t give a fuck because they know you’re going to quit and they know someone else will take your job the next day. I stayed here a couple years then Turquoise retired. He was gonna move to Bullhead City with his wife. He was through with it. Tired of Vegas, tired of training people. We used to go through them. He’d done maybe fifteen years with Circus Circus, and they didn’t give him shit. Not a thanks or nothing, and that guy could fix anything. When he quit, I took his job, but it wasn’t any fun without him. I got sick of it and went back to work at Bob’s shop.


‘Anyway,’ he said and stopped. ‘See that door?’ He pointed to a hallway. ‘It’s not marked or anything, but it’s an executive bathroom. I used to take this cocktail waitress in there.’


‘I don’t want to hear what you did in there with someone else,’ the girl said. She finished her beer. She was beginning to have trouble standing. Her words came to her slowly, stumbling out. She didn’t want to go in there.


‘I’m with you now. Don’t worry. But I used to go with this girl, and she and me we’ve done it in every dump from here to old town. From the MGM to the Plaza, end to end and everything in between.’


‘Who?’


‘You don’t know her. She might not even be in town anymore.’


‘I told you I don’t like to hear about it.’


‘Don’t worry,’ he said and put his hand around her waist.


He led her towards the bathroom. The girl started to get the spins. All the lights and slot machines, and the people everywhere. She looked at an old man in a wheelchair playing video keno. He was missing both legs, cut off just below his knees. He wore an old brown western shirt, a cowboy hat, his face was red from booze and gray with stubble.


Jimmy opened the door to the bathroom and led her inside.


‘What we gonna do in here?’ the girl asked and tried to smile.


‘What do you think?’


‘What if we get caught?’


A set of fluorescent lights hung from overhead. The walls were pale white. There was a urinal, two sinks, and two stalls. Jimmy took the girl’s hand and led her into the handicap stall and kissed her. He ran his hand through her black hair and kissed her neck. He grabbed her shirt and pulled it over her head. He unconnected her bra and threw it in the corner.


‘I don’t want to get all the way naked. What if someone comes in?’


‘No one will come in.’ He dropped to his knees. ‘If someone does, we’ll just have to be quiet is all.’ He took off her black leather shoes, unbuttoned her skirt, and pulled it down to her ankles.


‘If we’re gonna do this, I need another drink.’


He handed her the beer he’d set on the tile floor.


She took a long drink and finished it.


He kissed her legs. He moved his hands to her thin black underwear, and ripped them from her and threw them on the floor.


‘Jesus,’ she said, ‘are you gonna buy me some new ones?’


‘As long as they’re black and G-strings.’ He began kissing between her legs.


‘They’re uncomfortable.’


‘I don’t mind,’ he said.


‘You wouldn’t,’ she said and ran her hands through his hair. She wanted it to feel good, but she was drunk. It became difficult just standing. She took a hold of the rails. After a time he stood up. He unbuttoned his pants.


‘You all right?’


‘I think I am.’


He kissed her, then turned her around, and she leaned over the toilet, with her arms stretched out and holding onto the seat.


‘Are you wearing a rubber?’ she asked but she knew it didn’t matter any longer.


‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m not gonna anymore, either. I want you and me to have a kid.’


‘I’m only twenty-two.’


‘I don’t want to talk about that right now. I hate talking when I’m fucking, you know that.’


He moved inside her. He ran his hands over her back, over her tattoos. He put his fingers on the small of her back where there was a silver-dollar-sized black swastika. Just above it to the left was a tattoo of the World Church of the Creator emblem. A circle with a large W inside it. He kept moving inside her. She tried to hold on, to keep standing, but she was beginning to black out. He wouldn’t stop. She tried to focus on the stainless steel pipe that was connected to the toilet, tried to read the words stamped into it.


When she fell, her head hit the metal pipe and cut a half inch line above her left eye, just above the eye lid. Blood ran down her face as she lay naked on the floor.


He pulled up his pants then bent down and moved her so she was sitting up. Blood leaked down her face. He tried to stop it with toilet paper.


‘Wake up,’ he said and shook her. He wasn’t sure what to do. He wanted to leave her there to teach her a lesson. He was ashamed of her, of the way she drank, the way she would just fall apart. He sat down next to her but his temper grew, and then he felt a wetness. He looked down and she was urinating. He stood up and yelled at her again.


‘Get up,’ he said over and over and his voice grew louder. But she didn’t move and he knew he’d have to dress her and carry her out.


He still knew people that worked there. He thought of everyone looking at him, sneering at him, making comments about him and his girlfriend. Maybe security would stop him, maybe the police would come.


He looked at her, at the blood again leaking, dripping from the cut. He saw the small pool of urine around her, and he kicked her. Just once, but as hard as he could, with his steel-toed boots. Kicked her in the leg, above the knee. Still she didn’t move, so he reached down for her clothes and began to dress her.












THE BASEMENT





She woke the next morning in his apartment. It was a studio that had been built in the basement of an old house. It had concrete floors, an unfinished ceiling, and cinder block walls painted white. She could hear the TV in the background. It was still early, just past sunrise, and light was beginning to hit the small window above the bed. She could hear him doing push ups on the floor and could smell coffee brewing. Her head hurt and she could barely sit up she was so sore.


‘What happened?’ she asked when he stood up. He was shirtless, his chest and arms bare, no tattoos. He wore blue jeans and black boots. Sweat dripped from his face.


‘You passed out in the bathroom at Circus Circus. You fell down and hit your head on the toilet. I don’t think you need stitches, but maybe you should check with a doctor. Maybe you have a concussion. I taped it the best I could. I tried to keep you awake but there wasn’t a chance of that. You remember anything?’


‘Not really,’ she said and smiled nervously.


‘I had to dress you after you pissed all over yourself. I had to carry you out the door. Security stopped me. Everyone was standing around, looking at me, looking at you. I had to explain it to them. They wanted to arrest me. They wanted to call the police, but I talked them out of it.’


She got off the bed and stood naked. She looked at her leg and saw the dark bruise just above the knee. She limped into the bathroom.


When she came out he was frying eggs in a pan with bacon.


‘I’m gonna go down to the shop. I don’t feel like being around you today.’


‘I’m sorry,’ the girl said and got back in bed. ‘I really am.’ She sat up with her back against the wall and covered herself with a blanket.


‘I don’t know what happened.’


He walked over to her and stood in front of her.


‘You used to be all right.’


‘I know.’


‘I don’t see how you can do that to yourself. You should be in AA. At least you’d have respect for yourself then.’


‘I know,’ she said and tried to look at him.


‘I’m tired of you embarrassing me, embarrassing yourself. And then you apologize. You apologize over and over but it’s still the same old fucking thing.’


‘Did you sleep last night?’ she asked.


‘I don’t know the last time I slept. But I’m not the one that passed out in Circus Circus.’


There was an American flag hanging by the door, and a lamp made from a fender off a 1946 Ford coupé. There was a couch and a table with books about cars, mechanic books, books on guns and self defense, books on tattoos, books on immigration, US history books. There was a framed picture of his mom and dad that hung over the TV, which was sitting on a beat-up stereo cabinet. He had a computer on a metal desk, and a corkboard behind it full of notes and articles he had found. There were records on the floor. Hank Williams, Johnny Cash, David Alan Coe, Buck Owens, Chet Atkins. Hundreds of country and rockabilly records.


He stood at the foot of the bed staring at her, then went to the stove, took the pan from the burner, and set it on a table that sat against the wall. He went to his dresser and took a pair of handcuffs from a drawer. He walked back to her, grabbed her left arm, and locked her wrist in the handcuff and locked the other side to the bed frame.


‘This is what it’s like being with you. Last night was like being handcuffed to a fucking bed. Imagine walking through Circus Circus with all the security and people watching, and then all the way to the car with people watching, and the whole time carrying that fucking bed. That’s what it’s like to be with you.’


He didn’t say anything else, he just pulled the blanket off the bed. She lay there naked and began crying. He went to a cupboard, took a plate from it, dished his eggs and bacon onto it, but he couldn’t eat. He left the plate full, poured himself a cup of coffee, and left.














THE VERDICT





It was ten hours before he came back. He stood in the doorway and took off his clothes. He was haggard and could barely talk. He came into the room, unlocked her, and collapsed onto the bed.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said and closed his eyes. He held her against him and fell asleep. She could smell the speed in his sweat and the alcohol on his breath. She waited for nearly an hour, until his breathing was steady and sure, before she got up. She then found her clothes, dressed, and left as quietly as she could.


It was past five p.m. when she made it to a main street and was able to catch a bus to her mother’s house. When she got off at her stop she walked to a mini-mart and bought a half a pint of vodka and a large fountain 7UP. Outside on the sidewalk she sat down, poured out a third of the soda onto the street, and replaced it with vodka. The sun was beginning to set and the heat was letting up. She took a long drink. She stood up and looked at her reflection in the window of a parked car and tried to fix her hair and clean her face.




   





Her mother’s house was in North Las Vegas. It was a two bedroom ranch house built in the 1960s and painted white with green trim, but the paint was now faded and cracking. There was a patch of grass in the front and a larger one at the back. Both were brown and dying. A carport with a green plastic roof ran alongside the house and wrapped around the back porch. As she walked up her street she could see her mom’s 1987 burgundy Chevy Lumina parked underneath it.


The air conditioner was on inside and her mother sat on the couch drinking a can of beer, watching TV. The blinds were closed and the only light besides the television came from a lamp next to the couch.


‘Hey,’ the girl said and sat down across from her in a recliner.


‘How was your day?’ her mom asked and then coughed. She was dressed in a worn-out Chinese silk robe. She was forty-seven years old and thin, with black hair flecked with gray. Her teeth were brown and she’d had three pulled that year. She had the face of a woman who drank every day and forgot to eat when she did. She took a Marlboro from a pack on her lap and lit one.


‘I dropped a tray with four plates on it this morning,’ the girl said. ‘I tripped and then dropped the order, then hit my face on a table. The food went flying everywhere. It was the most embarrassing thing. Everyone stopped. The whole restaurant just stopped and became silent. You’ve been there. You’ve seen how big it is. Can you tell if my face looks bad?’


The mother sat up, and the girl leaned over so her mom could see.


‘You poor thing,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t look too bad. But you should clean it out with hydrogen peroxide. I hated waitressing. Did someone trip you?’


‘No, it was just me being me.’


‘I’ve done worse, much worse.’ Her mother sat back and looked at the TV. ‘Look, here he is,’ she said and coughed again. ‘A Paul Newman marathon. I was gonna call you, but I couldn’t find Jimmy’s number. Will you write it down again and put it on the fridge? Anyway, it’s Paul Newman, all night and all day. Your dream man’s on a TNT Marathon. Paul Newman for twenty-four hours.’


‘Really,’ the girl said and tried to smile. ‘I rented The Verdict again last week. That’s what this one is. It’s a good one.’


‘It seems like it.’


‘So you still like Paul Newman, too?’


‘That’s one thing I don’t change on,’ her mother said and laughed.


‘Does it go on all night?’


‘All night.’


‘Do you mind if I stay here tonight?’


‘Of course not.’ She took a drink from her beer, finishing it, and set it on the coffee table.


‘You just get off?’


‘An hour ago. I’m supposed to go back on nights, but it’s a nice break to live like a normal human being for once. How’s the Plaza?’


‘All right,’ the girl said and took a drink from the soda.


‘You should start dealing. It’s not the best life, but the money’s pretty good. At least you don’t have to carry trays of food and bang your head into a table.’


‘I’ve been thinking about it. I don’t know. You need another?’


‘I got one in the freezer. It should be cold enough by now.’


The girl went into the kitchen and took the beer from the freezer and set it on the counter. She opened the refrigerator and looked inside. It was bare except for condiments, a quart of milk, a head of wilted iceberg lettuce, a gallon jug of water, and a half empty twelve pack of beer.


‘I think I’m gonna take a shower,’ she said and brought the beer back to her mother. ‘I put another one in the freezer for you.’


‘Thanks.’


‘I got paid yesterday. You mind if I take your car and go grocery shopping after I get cleaned up? I could make us dinner.’


‘The keys are on the counter. You and me, maybe Evelyn if she gets back in time. We could eat in front of the TV and watch Paul Newman, like a real family.’


‘Maybe I’ll make lasagna then,’ the girl said and walked down the hall and into the bathroom. She locked the door behind her, turned on the light, started water in the sink, and undressed. She stood in front of the mirror and looked at her face. The cut above her eye was swollen, but it was so close to her eyebrow it wasn’t that noticeable. Her nose and chin were swollen as well, but there was nothing she could do about that. There was dried blood caked around the cut, and she took a wash cloth from the bathtub and put it under the water. Her face was sore, but the cut didn’t look too bad once the blood was off.


She started the shower, grabbed the shampoo, held it in her hand, then turned off the light and in the darkness stepped into the tub, under the warm water, and sat down.


Her leg was sore and the bruise looked worse. Dark blue and purple and yellow. She put the shampoo next to her, felt around for a bar of soap, and washed her body. She let the water flow down. She sat back, opened the shampoo, poured some into her hand, and washed her hair. Then she turned the water hotter, curled in a ball directly under it, and finally let herself cry.














SAFEWAY





As she backed her mom’s Chevy onto the street she had the soda wedged between her legs. She’d added fresh ice to it and the last of the vodka. The radio was set on AM country classics. Her black hair was still wet and pulled back with hair pins. She was dressed in a pair of jeans and a faded black T-shirt that read ‘Johnny Cash Live at San Quentin’ in white block letters. She wore her mother’s large, mirror-lensed sunglasses and ran the A/C in the car on full.


The neighborhood was mostly Mexican. The majority of the white families who had once lived there had moved to the suburbs, to gated communities and planned estate housing. When she was a kid it had been different. She could walk down the street by herself at night. Her mom would send her and her sister to the 7-11 with money for milk or candy or soda. Now her mom wouldn’t even drive there. She would go to a store two miles away. They had installed window locks and bolt locks on the door. They had gotten a dog from the pound, a German Shepherd mix they named The Hulk. The car had been stolen twice, their house broken into once, and their barbecue was chained to the back porch after it had been stolen for the second time.


She parked in the lot in front of Safeway, but left the engine running until she had finished the soda. She cut the engine, opened the door, threw the ice from the cup onto the asphalt, and got out. It was Saturday, crowded, and she had to park in the back. She left her sunglasses on, found a stick of gum in her purse, and went inside.


Under the fluorescent lights, she saw them, the people, the kids, the shoppers yelling and running around all talking and in a hurry. A lady on an intercom announced: ‘Fryer breasts on sale for $1.70 a pound. Betty Crocker cake mix on sale for $1.99 a box …’


Her anxiety began as soon as she entered, her heart racing, her stomach beginning to knot. The liquor section was across the store, she could see the sign. She took a basket and headed in that direction.


She bought a half a pint of vodka, put the bottle in her purse, and began to walk up and down aisles with her grocery list. Soon she saw a large woman with three kids. One kid was in the cart and the other two were next to the woman. The girl was in the spaghetti section and they were farther down in the soup section walking towards her. Then they stopped next to her and the woman put two boxes of spaghetti into her cart.


As she went down the aisle she watched the woman, her large body waddling, her kids talking and surrounding her. There was a dark stain on the seat of the woman’s sweat pants. Her period, the girl thought to herself. She wanted to tell the woman, let her know. Run up to her and whisper in her ear. Watch her kids and let the woman go to the bathroom. But she just stood there and her nerves began again because of it. The fluorescent lights came back. So did the people. The store was full. The lines were long and slow. A Mexican family was walking up the aisle speaking Spanish. The lady with the dull voice began announcing specials over the intercom again. The girl walked down a few aisles before she set the basket down in front of the bathroom. Hiding herself in a stall she opened the bottle and took a drink.














PAUL NEWMAN





When she got back The Hustler had just begun. Her mother was rubbing BenGay on her legs and smoking a cigarette. Dark blue marks from varicose veins ran up and down her thighs and calves.


‘I’m glad you went to the store,’ she said during a commercial. ‘I couldn’t do it today. I’m beat. Maybe I’m wrong about dealing, maybe you should get a job off your feet. My legs have gone to hell.’


‘I’m already getting them,’ the girl said. She was in the kitchen making the lasagna.


‘You’re too young.’


‘Your legs don’t look that bad.’


‘Ha!’ her mom said as she rubbed her legs.


‘What’s happening now?’ the girl said.


‘I don’t know exactly, just a lot of talking and pool. I haven’t been paying attention. I need one more favor from you, and then I’ll let you be. You mind making a batch of hot water and Epsom salts for my feet? If you do that, I’ll be about perfect. You cooking me dinner, us together watching Paul Newman, and Evelyn coming home soon.’


The girl finished the last layer of the lasagna and put it in the oven. There was a small plastic tub in the garage and she grabbed it, mixed the salts and hot tap water into it, and set it down by her mother’s feet. Then she went back to the kitchen, opened a beer, and watched the TV from there.


‘You still seeing that guy?’


‘You mean Tom?’ her mother asked and lit a cigarette.


‘The tall guy. Black hair. I only saw him once or twice.’


‘That’s Tom. He was still married but I didn’t find that out until later. What a grease ball. I could go into it but I’d rather look at Paul Newman. How about you and Jimmy?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘I only see you here three times a week now. You gonna move in with him?’


‘I don’t know what I’m gonna do.’


‘Jesus, I’d be lonely if you and Evelyn both moved out.’


‘I don’t think I will. Anyway, let’s just watch Paul Newman,’ the girl said, taking a cigarette from her mom’s pack on the table. She lit it and sat down.




   





After supper they watched Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Her mother fell asleep and the girl drank coffee and ate ice cream and watched Paul Newman ride alongside Robert Redford. The two joking back and forth and robbing banks and hiding out together in Bolivia.


When the movie ended she woke her mother and helped her to bed. She put a glass of water on her night stand and made sure her alarm clock was set and the curtains shut.


She went to the bathroom, got nail polish remover, nail polish, and an emery board, then filled her coffee from the pot on the stove and sat back down. She had toilet paper balled up between her toes and was blowing on her nails when she heard the front door open. Her sister Evelyn walked in carrying a sleeping bag and a backpack.


‘What are you doing here?’ she said excitedly.


‘It’s a Paul Newman marathon. Nobody’s Fool is on.’


‘No kidding?’ her sister said and flopped down on the couch. She was sixteen, with the same black hair and blue eyes and thin body as her sister. ‘But he’s old in this one.’


‘Yeah, but he’s still cute.’


‘Cute in a gross old man sorta way. They shown The Sting yet?’


‘No, it’s coming up after this one, I think. They just finished Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid.’


‘I like Robert Redford better in that one,’ Evelyn said and took off her shoes. ‘But I like Paul Newman better in The Sting. I’m so stoned right now. We went up to the lake. Me and Junior and a couple of his friends. His brother rented a house boat.’


‘That sounds nice.’


‘What smells so good? Mom didn’t cook, did she?’


‘No, I made lasagna.’


‘I’ve hardly eaten all weekend,’ she said and went to the kitchen and came back with a Coke, a plate of lasagna, and a package of saltines. ‘You still staying with what’s his face?’


‘Jimmy.’


‘If you ask me he’s a loser.’


‘I’m looking at Paul Newman right now.’


‘He’s too old in this one.’


‘I’d go out with him.’


‘That’s sick, that’s like Mr Renton when he lived next door. Imagine if you were having sex with him. He’d be stuttering, then his teeth would fall out and hit you on the head.’


‘That’s sick.’


‘That’s what I’m trying to tell you. You want to see something?’


‘I’m not sure.’


‘It hurt so bad I started crying.’ She pulled her top off. She turned on the lamp next to her. There were silver rings in her nipples. ‘I got them pierced. It hurt so bad. Worse than my tattoo. It’s lucky I don’t have to wear a bra ’cause that would kill.’


‘My God, that looks painful.’


‘We were drunk and Junior talked me into it. He has this friend and he did it at his shop for free. I might take them out. It’s supposed to feel good but I don’t know. They say it’s not supposed to hurt for too long. I’ve been putting hydrogen peroxide on it three or four times a day, but still.’


‘Do you have to sleep on your back?’


‘Yeah, but I like sleeping on my back.’


‘The show’s on again.’ Paul Newman was in an old pickup truck. His kid and grandkid were there, sitting next to him. There was snow on the ground and they were having a hard time starting the beat-up truck.


‘How’s the Plaza?’


‘All right, but I should try to get in somewhere where the tips are better. Plus that place has the worst food in the world. At least a couple times a day I get yelled at ’cause of it. Even the drunk people complain.’


‘You should waitress in a fancy place and then you’d make a fortune.’


‘I should.’


‘Junior and I are going to move down to Mexico. His grandfather just died and he’s gonna get something like five thousand dollars. Can you imagine having that kind of money? You can rent a place on the beach down there for cheap. We could probably live a couple years on that alone. Plus Junior’s been making these necklaces and wristbands. Here’s what the wristbands look like.’ She put her wrist underneath the lamp and showed them to her. ‘He’s been selling them at school. On the way down we might go to LA and sell them along the beach for extra cash.’
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