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			Sucking weak coffee through a hole in the plastic lid of a red and green styrofoam cup, Sera spots a place to sit down. She has been walking around now for at least two hours and wants desperately to rest. Normally she wouldn’t dare hang around this long in front of a 7-11, but the curb looks high and, having recently accumulated a fresh coat of red paint, not too dirty. She drops down hard on the cold curb and hugs her knees, bending her head into the privacy of the dark little cave created by her arms. Her eyes follow the stream of light running between her two thighs, down to where it concludes in black lace, aptly exposed by her short leather skirt.

			She throws back her head, and her dark brown hair fans around her shoulders, dances in the turbulence created by a passing Sun Bus; a window framed profile begins to turn and vanishes in a cloud of black exhaust. In the red gloss of her recently applied lipstick there is a tiny reflection of the glowing convenience store sign, its cold fluorescent light shining much too white to tan or warm the beautiful face appealing beneath it. She modestly lowers her knees, only to have the black blazer fall open as she leans back on her elbows, revealing her small breasts under a sheer lace camisole. Making no effort to cover herself, she turns her head; her dark green eyes, protected by long mascara-laden lashes, scan up and down Las Vegas Boulevard.

			Tadatadatacheeda tacheek tacheek sheeka she catches on her lips an unrefined tune, already in progress. All but inaudible, composed clumsily out of fragments overheard in casino lounges, it nonetheless seems to guide the passing traffic, coercing the rumble and whine of the street to perform in symphony with the slide and twirl that exist in her head. Across the street—not yet over the shiver, nor to the goods—a dormant construction site, populated with skeletal cranes raising adolescent towers, stands smugly, silently, and in dubious approval. It wears the green and blue hues of the night. It knows not whence it came. It will lend her the benefit of the doubt. It will accompany her on the long, hard, painful ride in a car filled with chums. Sera’s arms are weak, but her pulse is strong. She smacks shut her lips and waits for a trick.

			The warm air gusts through an invisible maze. Sera watches little dust tornadoes rise and fall, pieces of litter riding on the currents. She finds in her purse a foil-wrapped towelette, salvaged from some now forgotten fast-food meal. Opening it, she discreetly reaches under her camisole and wipes her breasts, then the back of her neck. Looming in the distance is a hill, or mountain, or some such overrated nonsense.

			She watches as a staggering drunk, heading east on the near sidewalk, takes a dive directly in front of her. He lies motionless, and Sera, slightly concerned, calls to him.

			“Hey! Are you alive?” she says.

			He doesn’t respond, and she knows that he’s probably just passed out and that now she’ll have to move before the police come and pick him up.

			She tries again. “Hey, you better get up before the cops come. You want me to help you?”

			He groans out what sounds like no and starts to move. Feeling embarrassed for him she looks away, and when she looks back, after scanning the street for heat, he is gone.

			His point was made, and he moved along, in keeping with the tangential nature that must consume at least one of them. There is a bottle in his future—perhaps sooner a glass—elsewhere on the line. Sera is a circle, twenty-nine years around.

			Once a small girl in the east, she now lives here. There was time spent in Los Angeles, but the story that she knows is working well here, working at its best here, and she wishes to stay here in Las Vegas, where she arrived long enough ago that she now calls it home when speaking with herself. Her perspicacity intact—indeed, augmented by the rough spots—she came here deliberately and hewed out a life on her own terms which happens to fit quite nicely with local hustle-bustle policies. The tough, desperate life of the fictional prostitute, if she ever really knew it, is now long behind her; the tough is in fact manageable; the desperate turned out to be a not-very exclusive club. In any case, she can handle it, all of it. There will always be dark characters, but her life is good; it is as she wishes it to be.

			She can bring the most out of most of the men that she does; this is the hardest part, but it is also the best part. Unsuspecting, they are distracted by their imminent ejaculations and rarely realize that they have let slip some tiny communication, some clue to their identity, some test of themselves. Sera is far away from the well-known, overblown and arbitrary definitions of what accomplishment is. She sees these guys while they’re fucking her. Sometimes she talks to these guys. Sometimes these guys talk to her. This is a good thing.

			She stands and walks to a trash can with her soiled towelette, pausing along the way to pick up a discarded piece of cellophane, de-Twinkied and blowing across the 7-11 parking lot.

			And she is a good thing, good at this thing. Paying for and using her, there are always men available. The tricks turn to her, for she glistens with the appealing inaccessibility of the always introspective. They turn to the buyable quench—no lie, a promise in the panties—and she plays out the bargain with the competence of one consistently able to hit well the mark. No matter how long it has been since she last worked, she is never without a full arsenal of idiosyncratic performances, ready in an instant to fall into the groove and take command without missing a beat. Her tricks go away quietly, their burden of dissatisfaction lessened sufficiently to fulfill the terms of any implied agreement that may have been struck.

			The men that come to her are varied in appearance as well as disposition, though most share a few common denominators. They all are able to define a need and then take steps to satisfy it. Not lost in self-doubt over their masculinity, either at terms with it or indifferent to it, they come to and effect the logical connection between lust and money. They can translate one hundred dollars into thirty minutes of renting a female body, and they perceive this translation exactly as it is: a piece of commerce, not a profound commentary. Many are seeking fuel for masturbation, a highlight in the cycle, tangible experience on which to outline the fantasy. These men all find delight in the opportunity to relate to a woman on sexual terms with complete candor. Leaving at home all the potential drawbacks of the sex act—many their own doing—they are now in a clean environment where you ask for something and either get it or don’t, without putting at risk the whole circumstance. They are maintaining. They are maximizing solution and minimizing difficulty. They have generally similar, specifically different, reasons for seeing her. Sera turns and walks to the street, to the slowing car, to the greeting, to the initial rap.

			Cued by the fall of the power window, she leans to the car. She is not in, not even near the car, but with the flair of an illusionist she has the driver believing she is very close indeed. The perennial tingle in her tummy, a smile of measured insouciance, then: “Hi!” He’ll be okay. He’s about fifty, a little nervous, a regular bather, rather unattractive but with affable eyes. She tilts her head, catches in the rear window the red and green reflection of the convenience store sign, and says with an unprofessional giggle, “Were you looking to spend some time, or are you just here for a Slurpee?”

			Managing a smile—though this is clearly not what he ­expected—he says, “Well . . . yes. How much is a . . . Slurpee?” With this a twitch and a wider grin: trying to play along.

			Sera, deciding to abandon the metaphor before it gets too precious, presses her lips together appraisingly and whispers with a teenage wink, “One hundred. One hour max at . . . what hotel?”

			He gives her the name of a rather well-known and gaudy establishment, brightening at the opportunity to invoke it, and Sera could have almost mouthed the name simultaneously. He coughs, slightly uncomfortable again, and asks, “What’s . . . umm, what’s included? I mean, what will you do?”

			“Well, unless I miss my guess, I should be able to do just about anything you’re inclined to ask for.” Realizing that they’re spending too much time in such an overt situation, she looks around quickly and says confidentially, “We’d better work this out pretty quick.”

			“Ninety dollars,” he blurts out: a real pro.

			She likes him, gives him an A for effort. “Fine. Then you’ll be happy to hear that I’ve got change for a hundred.”

			He reaches over and pushes the car door open. Sera climbs in, and before reaching the hotel they manage to discuss prostitution, black girls, and his children—in that order. One block down from the 7-11, in a yellow Mercedes, which is parked in the shadow of a silver camper and bears expired British Columbian plates, sits a sallow-skinned man, cutting a lone figure indeed.

			On the eleventh floor of her trick’s hotel, having survived a misdirected march resulting from a wrong turn off the elevator, Sera lies on a surprisingly lumpy mattress and feels the familiar friction in her vagina. She stares at the ceiling, vaguely preoccupied despite herself, unable to give her full attention to the middle-aged man who is pumping away on top of her, but also aware that his is not the sort that would notice or care. He’ll come in a couple of minutes, then hurriedly whisk her from his night. Practical, not overly abusive, his type is her bread and butter. Though she did blush, momentarily and despite herself, when in his car he remarked of her beauty and smiled for her.

			She is thinking, as his freckled shoulder nudges rhythmically against her chin, of another trick that she turned years ago, on the corner of Sunset and Western in Los Angeles. (He was quiet and polite, and they quickly came to an agreement. She waited as he parked his car then took him down the block to a house that she had access to and which was kept for such purposes. Upon entering what would have been the living room, she instructed him to give twenty dollars to the fat Mexican sitting on the couch watching television. He did and the Mexican pointed to an open door next to an empty crib behind them. Sera led the man to the assigned room, carefully stepping around the four or five infants that crawled on the dirty carpet, crying and in various states of undress. The room contained a dresser and, surprisingly, an actual bed, not just a cot. Having tucked away her newest hundred dollar bill, she undressed. He had already taken a position lying on his back, so she put the rubber on him and, after sucking him for a few minutes, eased herself onto him. Twenty minutes later the time knock sounded on the door and he still hadn’t come. Sera felt somehow guilty and offered to secure ten more minutes, but he thanked her and refused. He had hardly spoken a word the whole time, and after he was dressed, she let him hug her and kiss her cheek. He tipped her with another hundred and went back to his car. Ultimately she was glad to have the extra money, as she really didn’t feel like working for some time after that.)

			The man ejaculates, gripping the mattress with one tense, white fist, Sera with the other. He rolls off of her and lies still, waiting for the turmoil to settle in his body, precious few years away, she guesses, from the time when moments like this will produce in him secret fears, imagined pains in his arm and chest. Sera, older and more weary than she was in Hollywood, still living in a world that plays in a time window not yet sullied by death­sentence venereal diseases, only occasionally insists on a rubber, relying on her judgment, experience, and instinct to tell her when. She reaches for a nearby towel and holds it between her legs as she walks to the bathroom. She cleans, dresses, says goodbye before shutting the door.

			She smiles at her reflection in a polished copper panel until, fully descended, the elevator doors open to the perennial cacophony of the casino. There is a poetry to this noise, and Sera has yet to tire of it. She looks her part; anyhow, the real mistakes are made in the larger rooms. So it is that a steel-eyed man with long and oft manicured fingernails blocks her path with his well-fed bulk and holds up two black disks. One hundred dollar chips, these, held each in its own well-kept hand, speciously and between their noses as if they were tokens of hypnosis. Disregarding passers by, he slowly lowers the chips and presses them against Sera’s chest, one each on the tips of her breasts. A wry grin on her face, she follows his hands with her eyes and continues to stare at them until the moment becomes protracted and uncomfortable.

			“What’s the problem?” says the man, dropping his hands. “You on strike?” This amuses him, and he walks away laughing loudly, so as to confirm to anyone who might be watching that it was he who commanded the situation all along.

			(She couldn’t help it. He had bought them all that beer, and she had had more than her share. But it didn’t help, ’cause when her turn came she was so nervous that she peed right on his hand. He got mad and looked like he was gonna hit her, but he didn’t.

			He stopped and looked around at them, all her girlfriends laughing at him, and he took his hand out of his own pants and walked back to the clearing in the front of the park. Sera was sorry to have ruined things, sorrier still about the look on his face as he left, like he had just gotten beat up.)

			“Aren’t you a cute little trick,” says another good-natured, lecherous cab driver to Sera as she falls into his backseat. He chats about his last fare and takes her back to the part of the Strip that she likes to work.

			She, feeling pretty good about finding herself in yet another harmless evening, chats back freely. This is standard fare, replete with the simple details of breathing and talking, of tasting and swallowing, of washing and drying, of watching and defining. She can and will do this forever. Rare in her race, rarer still in her class, she touches—even now—the things that others only grasp for futilely at the instant of unavailability. Her grass is very green indeed.

			And to it she returns as she rises from the cab and glances down the street, only to glimpse the same yellow Mercedes that she noticed earlier. The car backs quickly out of view, leaving behind the urgent echo of hot rubber on pavement and a protesting horn amidst the waning scream of internal combustion.

			This is bad news at best, for she once knew a man with a penchant for Mercedes and a proclivity for amateur surveillance, a man lurking in her past, lurking, hopefully, elsewhere. There is only one other girl in sight, and she was not here earlier, nor does she appear very attentive now. Furthermore, as far as Sera can tell only one thing happened immediately prior to the car’s hasty departure, and that was her obvious sighting of it.

			She settles on one more look at the empty space next to the silver camper, and relegating the matter to the back of her mind, she turns her attention back to the business at hand. After all, this Mercedes—this yellow Mercedes—is not quite in the same league with the very expensive, very tacky, gold-plated German chariots in her past, and it is not at all unusual for girls working the Strip to be watched for hours by nervous men or cheap-thrill masturbators.

			(“This is what you are, Sera! This is what I say you are!”

			She waited, almost hungrily, for the blade, the metal that would go into her flesh then be in her flesh. She wanted it, perhaps, because her experience had taught her that that which begins will also end. Face down, she bit the pillow.

			“Sera!” he cried. He was crying now. There were tears.

			But she preferred to concentrate on the sensation of warm, flowing blood. It seemed the simpler of the two fluids.)

			The Strip is swinging up, acting up as the midwesterners embrace their newly found early a.m. options. Sera really has no immediate need to be here, as she has earned enough already tonight for a full day at the tables tomorrow, but working fulltime has become a sort of habit for her, and she just doesn’t feel right when she goes home much before two in the morning. She decides that she’s about one trick away from her morning shower, just as three college boys, each wearing numbered jerseys and carrying the ubiquitous Heineken bottles, walk toward her from the street.

			“How much will it cost us to fuck you?” says the tallest, amidst the titters of the other two. His shirt bears the number sixteen—his age minus three, she guesses.

			Sera starts to turn away, then pauses to button her blazer. “Sorry guys, but I don’t know what you mean. Anyway, I never date more than one guy at a time,” she says.

			“Come on, we got money. Show her the money, Mike,” says sixteen. Both hands firmly entrenched in his back pockets, he gestures with his chin to his comrade.

			Number twelve opens his wallet to her, exposing several hundred of what she knows are daddy’s poorly-placed dollars. Of course it’s possible that this little episode is exactly what daddy had in mind: Where’s your son, Frank?—chuckles from around the club locker room—Why hell, Charlie, I sent ’im off to Vegas to learn the one thing I couldn’t teach ’im!. She realizes it’s a bad idea, but she bites just the same.

			She clucks her tongue: the disapproving mother. “How much of that did you guys want to spend?” she says.

			Sixteen brightens visibly, but catches himself; his earlier boasting has not embarrassed him as he feared it might when they actually came up with the money. All business: “How much you want? How about two hundred for an hour?” he says: not my money.

			“Don’t your friends talk?” she says, growing annoyed, despite herself, with this kid’s presumption. This is not a good idea; they’ll end up disliking her, probably mistreat hundreds of women down the road because of her. “Try three hundred for a half-hour.”

			“Three hundred for an hour,” says double zero, grasping the next logical step as he speaks for the first time. Mistake. Though her manner has put him at ease he can hear a quiver in his own voice, and he resolves not to speak anymore.

			“Three hundred and we’ll see how it goes,” says Sera, wondering if they could possibly all be virgins. Certainly one of them is, and she bets that this is some sort of ritual for his benefit.

			They all nod and twelve starts to count out the money to her with a certain dejected resolution. He hadn’t expected this to go so well, and hoping to be absolved from all responsibility by the older boy’s leadership, he had other plans for these crisp bills.

			She stops him with a gesture. “Where’s your room, what hotel?” she asks.

			They tell her, and it turns out to be a little motel, not far from where they are. Not exactly top security for her, but she just can’t muster a rational doubt about this trick. Anyway, they’re all impressed with their friend now—he’s so well-bonded that he’s practically glowing—and she would hate to let them down.

			“I’ll see you there in fifteen minutes,” she says. “You can pay me then. Why don’t you all take a shower while you’re waiting.”

			“In fifteen minutes?” whines twelve.

			“Don’t you guys live in a dorm or something? You must have some experience with quick showers, right? Didn’t you ever have two dates in one night?”—everybody’s all smiles now—“Look, I’ll only need one of you at a time, RIGHT? UNDERSTOOD?”—nods all around—“Well then, the other two can shower while I’m there.” She snaps her lips shut and stares at them: end of conversation.

			They walk off giggling. Sera goes into the store and buys a bottle of beer to help her decide whether or not she really wants to go through with this, but she arrives on time at their door and sixteen opens up in his Jockey shorts. She feels the tension as she goes into the room and is about to leave when twelve pushes the three hundred dollars at her. Against her better judgment, she stays, and starts undressing as double zero emerges from the bathroom, looking rather pale.

			“Who’s first?” she says.

			(Of all the girls, she always went out first. Once she came back and they were all still there, watching TV, laughing, some of them fucking.

			“It’s because I love you the most,” he said, “that I allow you to work the hardest.”)

			The boys look around at each other and at her. She doesn’t want to think that they’re checking relative positions, but she’s been in similar scenes before. She still can’t believe that these guys are dangerous.

			“I want to fuck her in the butt, Jim.” says twelve, looking hopefully at Jim. “You too, right?”

			“Forget that,” she says. “No one’s doing that. You’ll all go straight, one at a time. If you want I’ll suck you instead, but that’s all. Then I’m out of here.” Yes, now it moves fast. I can feel it getting fast in here, she thinks.

			“Jim, you said I could fuck her in the butt,” repeats twelve.

			“That’s it, I’m leaving,” she says. “Here’s your money back.” She picks up her purse.

			“No! Stay,” says Jim. “Shut up, Mike!”

			“It’s my money and I want to fuck her in the butt, Jim!” screams Mike.

			She turns on him. “Maybe you want to fuck JIM in the butt! Have you thought of that?” she says.

			Then, as she will remember it later, the scene begins moving really fast—way too fast to even think about fast—or perhaps it simply compresses, crystallizes into a complex moment of images. Her challenge brings the room to silence, and she sees that the boy’s eyes are filling up with tears. Feeling bad, she tries to apologize, but is stopped by a blow, catching her full in the face. A flash of colored sparks lead her into darkness, unconsciousness. She wakes hurting, her face in a bloody pillow and someone on her back. A scream and struggle bring only a glimpse of the tall one—Jim . . . his name is Jim—in his underwear, then more darkness. Sounds and cries come to her ears as she fades in and out between blows. “Go on! fuck her!” . . . “Fuck her in the rear!”  . . . “Can we go home now?” . . . “Look at me, I’m fucking on her!” Hot semen falls on her back, but she is too sore to know for sure if she is being violated at any given moment. She hears someone throwing up, and as she turns to look her hair is tugged hard, snapping her head back and exposing her face to another punch. “Stop that puking, Bobby.” . . . “What’s she gonna do, call the cops?” . . . “This is what she does for a living.” . . . “Don’t worry, she’ll be fine.” She is rolled over, wakes to see two of them urinating on her breasts, and is kicked sharply on the side of her head. There is a final flash of sparks, and she goes under, way, way under.
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			She bleeds freely, asleep on the well-bleached sheets, alone in the little room.

			(They were just boys, unwittingly paving their lives with misery.)

			A passing truck grinds by outside of the quiet room, its low rumble entering her dormant ears and echoing unnaturally inside her head.

			(The bars were covered with blood and spit. The cop’s hand slipped off the iron rail as he rose from her, and the girls in the lockup pretended to rush him. They mocked his panic as he bolted, his pants still around his ankles. She saw other cops laughing, and wondered if he would ever live it down.)

			Oooooooommmmmmmmaaaaaaaa, the sound oozes to the front of her head, first in a dream; then she almost knows it’s a real sound, and she starts to pry her eyes open.

			(Sera could tell, just by looking across the circular bar at them, that the expensive West Hollywood call girls had no time for her, and probably wished she wasn’t around.)

			The room is incandescent yellow at first, then white, altered by her mind as it recaptures awareness and strives for normalcy.

			(They were afraid, afraid to be with her and with each other. Their bodies moved too fast for their brains to keep up.)

			The pain knows that she is finally awake, and starts to assault her from all directions. Quivering, she pulls on her clothes. She knows that they won’t be back, and ignores an impulse to run from the room. She guesses that she has been sodomized more than once, and each step to the mirror brings tears to her eyes as the pain rips through her. She wipes the blood and makeup from her swollen face, realizing that she won’t be able to work for at least a week. She hopes that she can do well at the tables today, for a change. Finding her purse intact, she calls for a cab from the room phone; it arrives, and Sera, with visible difficulty, opens the door and sits gently on the bench seat.

			“What’s the matter honey, get a delivery at the back door that you weren’t expectin’?” says the driver, laughing at her discomfort. He’s a veteran, seen it all. Long ago, dues paid, he dispensed with his obligation to be courteous; never even had the inclination—goes with the territory, he tells the new guys. He goes with the territory. “Looks like you been knocked around, too. You got any money left? You gonna be able to pay your fare?”

			She silently pulls a twenty dollar bill out of her purse and, reaching forward, drops it on the front seat.

			“Oh, don’t wanna talk to me?” he says, offended. “Well don’t take it out on me, I’m just tryin’ to cover my ass. What the hell do you expect sluttin’ around like that, dressed like that? What the hell do you expect? You just oughtta be glad the creep didn’t nail you the way I would. At least the way you got it you know you ain’t knocked up. You oughtta be glad, that’s all. Where you goin to?”

			She mumbles her address through swollen lips.

			“Fine,” he says, easing up. “That’s fine, and you’ll have change comin’. How’s that? See, it’s not so bad. Hell, I didn’t mean to laugh at ya, but you should have seen the way you sat down: like it was on eggs. I’m sorry you got hit, but you oughtta be glad cause it could be worse. I’ve seen worse. But this is fine, you got change comin’ and you could be worse. See, I’m not such a bad guy. Now this is fine, okay? Whaddeya say?”

			“Yeah,” says Sera, “I’m fine. Thanks for asking. This is fine.”

			The cab zips by a tattered woman carrying two overloaded bags of laundry under the hot sun, several children in tow. Sera wonders at the woman’s pain—or her ability to remain ignorant of it.
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			The shade of the hotel tower has just crawled off of the yellow Mercedes; actually, it seemed to crawl slowly over the car and then dart quickly from the peripheral area, like a little girl who suddenly realizes that she is sitting next to a spider. The windows have been open all night, befitting the perpetual heat of the season. Taking advantage of the newly directed sunlight, the man in the car looks again into the cant rearview mirror at the image of a solitary gold chain, nestled in and somehow at home amidst his voluminous chest hair and unruly neck hair. He nods—an internal debate apparently resolved—and removes a second gold ring from his left pinky. There are now no rings on his left hand.

			There is, however, a single, heavily-jeweled ring remaining on his right hand—the index finger—and this is the hand that now, shaking almost imperceptibly, holds the plastic handle of a disposable razor. It scrapes dryly across his face, making an unpleasant noise until one of the hotel’s maintenance vehicles, brushes swirling, goes to work on a nearby area of the parking lot and drowns it out.
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			Passing the green and gray pebble lawn in front of the one-story apartment building, small change in the cab forgotten, Sera swings open the security gate and limps toward her door, distinguished from the others by a once black, now faded gray italic 6, permanently affixed and reaffixed to the veneer with various nails and small screws. Inside she shuts the door and feels, as she always does when first entering her apartment, both relieved and threatened by the surprising silence of her home, a silence somehow augmented by the low bombilation of central air and frost-free refrigeration. She puts down her purse and sheds her clothing as she hobbles about, restoring each belonging to its proper location in the appropriate room or closet, maintaining an orderly state of affairs. Herself finally naked and placed in the shower stall, she rotates the chrome knobs and releases the water, standing braced under the spray until her trembling knees fail and she collapses onto the tile wall in front of her; gripping the porcelain soap dish, she feels the water beat on her back and watches it disappear down the drain.

			(Even the black girls were constantly hassled. The outcalls, the houses, everybody was in the path of The Policy Cops and their pervasive attempts to piss off the Very Bad Guys. The only girls left working—other than those in the Korean houses—were the desperate junkies. For Sera the problems were even more critical, more personal. She was haunted, pursued, tortured emotionally, sometimes physically, day and night by the one who had made her the object of his obsession. She was and would become his last, best gold chain, an unwilling bauble on his furry chest. He had made it just too hard for her to stay in Los Angeles, so three years after arriving from the East, she had to move, had to leave the little life that she had built.)

			Spanking clean, she dries herself with two towels and walks tiptoe over the cold tile floor out of the bathroom and into her bed. As each muscle settles into temporary disuse, her mind, now entrusting control of her body to the soft bed, accelerates, reviewing the day, the week, the month—all the sublimity, all the poetically prosaic moments of her deliberate life—until it abruptly stops and, with the easy effort of survival, drops Sera and her past into a dreamless sleep.
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			Far outside of town on the way to Henderson there are four or five pawn shops littering the highway. In front of one of these is parked the yellow Mercedes, its owner waiting for the passing of a highway patrol car that might object to expired Canadian license plates. He has driven this distance to avoid being spotted at a pawn shop by anyone who may know him, but in truth there is almost no one who knows him.

			The air is hot and dry, and though this man is genetically built for such a climate, these days he is not properly wound for his environment, or perhaps he is simply naked for the first time. At least now he has some money in his pocket, fewer rings on his fingers.
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			Sera awakens roughly seven hours later to the early evening sounds of her neighbors returning home from their jobs. She turns to look at the clock and then stops before seeing it, remembering that, with her face beaten, she has no schedule of her own to keep, and with its disregard for hours, Las Vegas has none to impose upon her. Resisting a second impulse to look at the time, she gets up instead to urinate.

			At the bathroom sink she peers into the mirror and examines the current version of her look. She has, on the right side of her face, two distinct multicolor bruises, one each in the areas of her eye and cheek, the latter extending inward to swollen lips and upward to her nose, where, compounded by the swell of the former, it transforms her once and future beauty into quite an asymmetrical event. Certainly it’s been worse, perhaps will be again. The pain is really only as bad as the time spent on it, and apart from the dull throbbing ache, punctuated by occasional sharp stings of pain, she feels mostly irritation at the inconvenience. Not that she didn’t walk into it, almost ask for it by ignoring her gut feeling, but she has always tried so hard to play by all the rules, and she feels that in exchange for this acquiescence she should be allowed to proceed unmolested to conclusion. Or, if that is not quite right, at least she knows that she is as hard as she’s going to get and has been for a long time. Glaring at herself, she waits for her vexation to pass, knowing that it has no more basis than its cause. Nothing has changed; there is no toll to be collected, no psychological scar to flaunt. The world is evidently about to let her stick around: good deal, she knows. She also knows that this episode is now, physical evidence to the contrary, pretty much over. She goes to the television and turns on the evening news. In the kitchen she makes a pot of coffee, puts some bread in the toaster.

			Fed, feeling better, still in possession—not surprisingly—of the three bills from last night’s trick du jour—and then some—she brushes her teeth and hair, puts on her jeans and tee shirt and walks to the bus stop.

			(Intentionally she stayed a step behind, hanging back in the bushes—the woods to neighborhood children, actually just a small grouping of trees in someone’s backyard—not quite hiding deliberately enough so that she couldn’t plausibly deny it should she be discovered. The yellow bus came and went, leaving her alone at the stop and gleeful at the success of her deception. She waited in the winter wind for the next bus, the late kids’ bus, filled with not-so-familiar faces, kids that wouldn’t know her so well, wouldn’t know the mocking chants that stung her ears every other morning.)

			She arrives downtown and makes a few passes up and down Fremont before strolling into one of the virtually interchangeable casinos in that area. Finding an empty five dollar table, meeting the resentful glare of the dealer, whose arms are folded in judgment and inactivity, she slips into the center seat and smooths a hundred out in front of her, rotating and casually examining it in mocking anticipation of the dealer’s own predictable actions. He, the dealer, stands immobile; his only reaction is an annoyed “shuffle-up,” which escapes his rigid lips without the benefit of even an insincere exclamation point. Sera knows this guy. All regular gamblers know this guy. He’s the Las Vegas equivalent of the dour postal worker who’s irked at the propagation of correspondence in this country; except that there are many more angry dealers per peer capita than there are angry postal workers. This one is fanning out his cards in front of him, flips them over for a moment: everyone can see. Various ritualistic machinations follow, to the point where she finds herself in temporary charge of two green and ten red chips—these in exchange for her one hundred dollars—and two cards—these in exchange for her placing one of her red chips in the circle outlined on the green felt in front of her. She and the dealer then spend about twenty minutes swapping cards and chips back and forth without any substantial or lasting exchange of wealth.

			Sera is a competent player knowing all the right plays but has never been serious enough to learn the memory mechanics of card counting, a skill that would give her a slight advantage over the house and therefore more or less consistent winnings during the course of her habitual play. As it is she experiences only short runs of good or bad luck, with the balance of her play blending into a low profile blandness that seems to make the casinos happy as they whittle away at her money until it is gone. Only then, her leisure time completed, can she go home and prepare to earn more, which will be willingly offered up, with full cognizance that it is being sacrificed, when she sits again at the tables, in the casinos, which are under the jurisdiction of the Nevada Gaming Commission, which, small evidence to the contrary, has no wisdom that hasn’t long ago been gained by Sera.

			A well-built man wearing a gold cross chained around his neck, a moustache, and a cologne that he probably couldn’t name, nonchalantly sits down next to her and commences spraying her with quick sideways glances and vulgar grins. He offers to buy her a drink, and she points out that the casino would have already done that had she wanted one.

			“High roller?” he smirks, indicating her five dollar bet on the table. He adds a chip to his own bet, bringing it up to ten dollars. “There’s a charm. My name’s Stephen. Maybe I’ll bring you luck, ____.”

			“Sera,” she says. “Where are you visiting from?” San Diego.

			They both stand against the dealer’s four and lose to his drawn seven.

			“Damn!” says Stephen. “I hate those damn unfair twenty­ones. Phoenix, Sarah. You?” He puts another ten dollars in his betting circle.

			“They do seem unfair. Here,” she says. She decides to bet ten also and notices that when she does he raises his bet to fifteen. “You can’t bluff me, you know.”—indicating with a nod his bet—“This isn’t poker.” She smiles.

			“No,” he says, smiling back at her smile, “really, Phoenix.”

			Nodding, this time to his response, she drops it and increases her bet to fifteen before the deal. He quickly raises his to twenty.

			“What are you doing?” she says, indicating his bet.

			“Just playing the game, Sarah,” he says, and rubs the back of his neck with his left hand.

			The dealer busts and they both win. Stephen watches Sera’s bet before removing any of his own from the circle. She leaves her thirty dollars at risk. He adds ten to the forty already in front of him and then wipes his left hand on his pant leg. He is dealt a pair of fives against the dealer’s ace: a good start, for it is a total of ten.

			“It can’t get much worse. Split ’em,” he says, pulling out a fifty dollar bill from a large roll. He winks at her.

			It just did, she thinks to herself without looking at his draw, knowing that his ineptitude has turned a solid hand into two bust cards.

			“Money plays,” says the dealer, placing the fifty next to Stephen’s chips. For the first time he is attentive and almost enthused; he’s eating this up.

			“Why did you do that, Stephen?” she says when he loses both bets. “Hell, if you had to lose some money you would have at least been better off doubling!”

			He mutters something about taking a chance and excuses himself from the table. He probably would have preferred losing ten times that amount to looking foolish in the eyes of a woman. Sera realizes that he committed no crime, feels bad, wishes she had kept quiet, wishes she would get better at identifying the moment.

			(“Maybe I didn’t think that was so great . . . mmmebbie I want my money back,” he said, making his hand into a fist theatrically up in the air so she could surely see it.

			She watched him closely for a clue, but found none. Cursing her own indecision, she suddenly realized that his penis, still inside of her, was shrinking.

			“Maybe you should fuck yourself next time. Get off me,” she said. Though her heart was beating hard, pushing her better judgment frantically to her head, she kept her tone and manner solid, even a little bit bored and sounding aloof.

			His gaze dropped an inch, then even he knew that he had lost, had betrayed himself. He thought about killing her but decided to let it go, for there would be others. He stood up, releasing her. Keeping up the front, she walked unhurriedly to the bathroom, where she busied herself, always watching him in the mirror, watching his glassy eyes. But he now felt that he had walked through this particular scene before, and was compelled to pay very little attention as he dressed, left the room and hit the street. Sunset, unctuous and alive, fertilized him again, sprayed a peculiar, twitchy laughter on him. He walked down the street; his dick got hard.

			Watching through a dirty windowpane, Sera, though instinctively proud to have survived this wrinkle in the bed of a Hollywood motel, wished that she had someone to tell the story to . . . no . . . that wasn’t it. She wished that someone would listen to her tell the story.)

			She soon discovers that she’s on a good streak, winning about two out of every three hands. With her aggressive splits and doubles she can win a few hundred dollars in no time, even though her bets are relatively modest. She sticks around and plays it through, mostly head to head with the dealer, as no one else has gotten comfortable enough to remain in any of the other seats. They remain mostly empty, occupied only temporarily by the players who lack either the capital or sincerity to endure prolonged play, who orbit the clusters of tables in any casino, fidgeting endlessly with their ever diminishing silver and red stacks of one and five dollar chips—never green or black, these players—sitting abruptly at a table as though they were plunging into a pool, and losing their nerve along with their money when the half-life of their stack is reached; then rising, they fight their way out of the tangle of too many chairs and back into the periphery, roaming again the aisles or, tiring of that, the larger scale territory of the gambling districts themselves. Sometimes briefly the seats around her are semi-occupied by the desperate tragedies who stand behind them with momentary resolve, putting at risk the last third, fourth, or fiftieth of the grocery money or the rent, next week’s paycheck or the remnants of a pawned wedding band. They are not shaking or sweating, but they create a tension thick with guilt and persecution. Their luck being inversely proportionate to their need, they always lose. Sera is disturbed when they appear, and turns away, not from the hopelessness of their situation, which they take far too seriously, but from the intensity of their suffering, which will forever make them victims in their own minds. Eventually her own luck turns, her newly created little stockpile of green, twenty-five dollar chips is now in jeopardy. She has already made and lost two bets on the dealer’s behalf, so when she stands and he sneers, she simply thanks him and leaves.

			At the cashier’s cage she exchanges her chips for money and finds that she has won almost, but not quite, three hundred dollars; proving, she thinks grimly to herself, that tricking is still, for her at least, a more profitable gamble. She knows, though, that this money is different from that money. This money was once, and therefore will be again, chips. She and the casinos both know that chips are a wonderful, pretty tool, and possess none of the stigma of dollars. Dollars translate too easily into hours or houses or cars or sex or food or everything, and so losing a dollar is a much more tangible experience than parting with a chip, an object that looks more like a midway consolation token than a medium of exchange. To Sera, chips are the perfect symbol, symbolizing other symbols. It is this extra generation, the picture of a picture, that lets one become totally abstract about wealth in any degree; rendering it without meaning at first cursory glance, and inevitably, upon closer examination, with its most profound meaning; tying itself not to nothing, but to everything at once. She puts the cash, the once and future chips, into her wallet, interleaving it with her trick money as she arranges her bills. She is meticulous: all bills facing forward, right side up; new bills in back to be spent last, old in front—naturally; singles ahead of hundreds, and so on. She is so wrapped up in this familiar procedure that she bumps into a fellow cashee, who only glares at her as he places two small multicolored stacks of chips on the counter, one from each fist. He asks the cashier to count them separately. Sera hopes that when she loses money tonight it will be the money from the three boys, but now she’ll never know for sure.

			(“Maybe you should get in. It will be best on you.”

			The voice—some sort of accent—was emanating spectrally from the backseat of the car. She’d heard about this stuff and knew that sooner or later she’d have to deal with it.

			It was all she could do to resist bending down and looking into the car, but she was afraid that if she did she would be lost. Instead she said, “Look, I didn’t know, okay? I’ll work somewhere else tomorrow.”

			A woman’s whisper, then: “I’m not here to . . . Look at me! I’m not here to tell you where to work.”

			Sera felt the hands on the back of her shoulders, and then she knew that she would be in the car soon.)

			“Time to take a walk, honey.”

			She feels an authoritative hand gripping the back of her arm. She tries to pull away but the grip tightens. Turning, she sees the long arm of a casino security guard.

			“What’s the problem? Let go of me,” she says.

			“We don’t want you in here. That’s the fucking problem,” he says, “and you know it.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t know anything,” she says. She tries painfully to free her arm with a fast downward jerk. “Don’t worry. If you don’t want me in here then I don’t want to be in here. Just let go of my arm and I’ll walk out.”

			“Yeah, we’ll walk out right now, then we’ll both be happy.” He pushes her arm, forcing her forward very fast. His rigid march has her practically running to keep from falling. They reach the sidewalk and, without relaxing his grip on her arm, he grabs between her legs with his free hand and says in her ear, “Next time it won’t be so fuckin’ easy.” He pushes her towards the street and turns back inside.

			She is stunned. She looks around at the crowd of spectators. Baffled, their faces fixed in disapproval and apprehension, they look away from her and mumble nervously to each other. They move along. They have no time for people that get thrown out of places. They don’t get thrown out of places. This scene, punctuated with that thought, makes everyone happy with themselves. They’re glad that they don’t get thrown out of places. They move along.

			(A roller-coaster thundered overhead, then rattled down the track. The noise had frightened Sera, sending ice-cream down the front of her sundress; it quickly turned into a gooey, rainbow river, running down her chest, tummy and legs. Her father laughed and bent to clean her with his handkerchief. She looked about reflexively for her mother, a woman tormented by jealousy, and finding her nowhere in sight, embraced him.)

			Sera looks for a cab. Momentarily forgetting about her facial bruises, she wishes she were dressed for work. She’d like to turn a good trick. She heads for the Strip anyway: better drinks, a more well-behaved class of security guard.

			“Closed for remodeling. Try again,” says the cab driver.

			“No way. Since when?” she says, shutting the cab door and rolling down the window.

			“Last week.” He eyes her in the mirror. “You don’t want to go there anyway. How ’bout the Sands?”

			“How about the Trop,” she says.

			“All the way, the Trop. Mind if I play the radio?” He turns on the meter.

			“Go ahead,” she says.

			Turning down his dispatch radio, the driver clicks on a small AM portable hanging on a chain from the rearview mirror. It spits static and fragmented music as he tunes in a station. “I don’t usually do this, but you look like you wouldn’t tell anyone,” he explains.

			“You’re right, I wouldn’t,” she says.

			“. . . Thank you, John, and God bless you,” trebles the radio. “We have time for one more caller. You’re on the air. Hello? Reverend Phil? Can you hear me? Yes, you’re on the air. Go ahead. Reverend, I just don’t know what to think anymore. I mean, what exactly is happening in this city? You can’t walk down the Strip without seeing those filthy newspapers, you know the ones with those naked girls all over them. The casinos are all showing those topless shows, those French shows. Everyone is drinking on the street. Reverend Phil, you talk about God but where is he? These people are all tourists. What’s your name, dear. Jo. Well, Jo, sister—and isn’t that a lovely name that Jesus gave to you, Jo—You know that Jesus is everywhere. We need to remember that the only way to fight the evil is to lose it from your mind, Jo. Look away from that devil. Look away from that pornographer. Look away from that robber. Look away from that murderer. The Lord will deal with them. Have faith, Jo, that they will be swept from this city. The drunk, the prostitute, the will not, live not suicides, will be swept away from our clean floor and into the pit to burn. Then you, Jo, and I and our sisters and brothers will walk again without the tainted presence of those that embrace the evil. Yes, Reverend, I know, but I don’t understand. You don’t understand, Jo. You don’t have to. That’s his glory. It’s good or bad, us or them, black or white. Believe or burn, Jo. These books are written by the righteous. Do not dare to question that which can never need correction. This ark is long afloat, Jo. Come aboard and be safe. It takes no thinking. Pause not, and give only faith! Thank you, Jo, and God bless you . . .”
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A brutal and unflinching portrait of the low life in the city of high
rollers, Leaving Las Vegas is both shocking and curiously exhilarating.
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the most squalid materials. This is a beautiful and horrifying novel.’
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