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			“Nobody asked me if I was wild.”
—The Leopard
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			Fade in: Just off the Penrose exit of I-70, past the wheeling eddies of night snow and the orange diffusion of road flares (semi truck, black ice) there is a remote gravel lot occupied by a squat, unassuming beige building, the color of synthetic flesh: Paradise. At the door a young, stoic, and very large black man named Payroll checks your ID. He knows you at this point, but in this economy they can’t afford a fine. Same old soup, just reheated, is how he is doing. He blows on his fingers, it is cold and the tips are cut off of the gloves, but he still knows he is lucky to have the work. Through the purple velvet curtain, across the dark, drab carpeting (its function is to be absorbent, not cosmetic), past the hollow-eyed men watching the Penguins game and nursing their beers (this economy is not for the thirsty), and skirting the over-cologned perimeter of the Colonel, proprietor of Paradise, who wears a silk black shirt under which his gut rests like a hibernating animal and holds court—You think you want my job, lemme tell you, one week a month all their periods sync up and you got forty basket cases on the floor, it’s nuttier than squirrel shit, lemme tell you—you find a table near the main stage and order the first of the mandatory two drinks you will make last (you have the money, but not the palate for what passes for alcohol around here), and you wait. The girl currently dancing is Japanese, skinny and with a long face, but her race is rare enough in this corner of the world to ensure a niche market; the girl following her is white with an upper body of normal proportions but a behind so wide and round it’s like a post with two tetherballs hanging from it; the girl after that has been doing this so long you can almost hear the creaking of her joints over the beat, “rode hard and put away wet,” as it is said in the local vernacular, she could easily have daughters working here. You give money to all (not enough to be conspicuous, you are the only man in here whose coat has buttons and not a zipper, and you don’t need more attention); you could try to count the number of naked female bodies you’ve seen in your time but you could also try to count the grains of sand in an hourglass as they fall; nevertheless you have found something beautiful in every single one of them, because there is always something beautiful about sadness. But you are not here for them, or any of the others running their fingers through your hair or along your pectorals with a sweet plaintiveness under the usual hustle; they each want you to pick them because you are tall, dark, and handsome, your coat has buttons on it and your hands are smooth, your presence here is a mystery unto itself and they are, as always, the terminally curious sex.

			They are wasting their time. You are here for her.

			Finally the DJ calls her name and your heart does a small leap, it is pleasant to be reminded that the old boy has some life left yet, and under the black lights, she shines: legs feminine but muscular, even with those sparkling monstrosities on her feet she could walk a tightrope without looking down, some gyroscopic connection between the spread of her hips and the rolling muscles of her belly and the earth’s core (or, in the local vernacular, “built like a brick shithouse”), hair shaved military style along the sides with a floppy Mohawk down the middle, and that smile, the pure and almost religious totality of her smile, as though that pole were her salvation and she was sharing the Good News with every other wretched soul in the audience, the way ancient spiral dances maintained the dance of earth and the heavenly spheres, she smiles with her entire body, every inch of her feels beautiful and sacramental in the tide of desire that washes over the room. It has been a long time since you, weary traveler, cold, capricious hunter, have seen anything like the girl on that pole; you remember the last time acutely and carry the weight of it with you to this day; so long since you’ve needed anything you couldn’t find in the mirror, since you’ve experienced this feeling of cavernous, exquisitely unbearable wanting.

			Her name is Desire.

			�

			After her set, Desire went to the dressing room to catch her breath and give herself a quick once over with baby wipes before hitting the floor. It was a cramped room with yellow lighting that created the opposite effect of the black lights in the other room: all flesh in there looked aged, jaundiced, past its sell-by date. There was a whiteboard with the evening’s roster next to a sign admonishing not to play more than two rap songs in a row—it was a commonplace in the industry that “once a club goes black you don’t get it back.” The gossip of the day was the return of Mystery Man, who once again sat by himself and politely declined dances before he quietly disappeared, and the recent goat mutilations. Many rumors unsubstantiated by the press had been proffered: that satanic symbols had been painted in blood, that certain body parts had been removed, that the goat-killer ate their vaginas. It was taken as an article of faith that this was a harbinger of more to come, who knew what a sicko like that was capable of. Desire was not so sure. She had seen things in her time and found something adolescent about this one, a lonely cry for attention. But she would not deprive the other girls the sensationalist frisson that any one of them could be next. 

			Ravyn crouched by Desire and asked, when she had a minute, if she could have a look down there, she didn’t feel right and thought it might be an infection. Though Desire was the club’s star attraction it did not engender ill will in the other girls, because it was known that Desire had strange powers and she used them to help out her coworkers free of charge. But Ravyn’s timing was bad, no sooner had she made this request than a vengeful specter appeared in the mirror above them, a rim of inflamed redness around flared white nostrils. This was Strawberry Shortcake, the club’s previous star attraction (before Desire’s arrival). It would be an exaggeration to say Desire’s presence was accepted with equanimity by all the girls. Strawberry Shortcake was a pale redhead, nearly the height of a man and whip lean with high cheekbones, the kind of build and bone structure that probably would have meant being plucked from the sidewalk by a modeling scout had she been born somewhere else. But she had been born here, with nothing to show for her otherworldly beauty but a meanness and mercantilism that calcified into a shell she wore on the inside. Desire had only been working at this club since the fall, when the recession hit in full force, and was quick to express deference to the resident queen bee, who was, objectively speaking, the superior beauty, and at any rate such a different physical type that they not only were not in competition, but in the wake of the recession their combined presence combatted the overall decline in club traffic. Her flattery and solicitousness, however, were wasted: from Desire’s first night Strawberry Shortcake was on the offensive, accusing her of stealing her stool in the dressing room even though there were none assigned and she herself was hours late (it was not abnormal for her to break club rules with impunity due to a much-speculated special relationship with the Colonel), or having the DJ switch out her music for abrasive and unmelodic heavy metal songs to disrupt her rhythm, or erasing her name on the whiteboard with childish conviction, as though this act would simply cause her to disappear. The other girls, long tired of Strawberry Shortcake’s bullying, offered to strike back on her behalf, but Desire demurred. Any evil you commit will only come back on you sevenfold, the only effective counterattack in this world is compassion—regardless of how interested its object may be in receiving it.

			“Are you kidding, you basic, short bus bitch?” said Strawberry Shortcake.

			The room’s chatter fell to a hush. Ravyn shrank like a chastised child.

			“First,” she went on, “how is it possible you bring that shit into an environment like this? There are more germs here than your mother’s sheets when the AC’s broke. Second, by bringing it here you are spreading it around on the pole and the stools and whatever else your skanky ass comes into contact with and then we get it, too. Third, and I can’t believe I have to explain this principle to you, men do not want to go home smelling like unwell pussy. Now pack up your shit and do not even think of bringing that snatch back to my club when it’s going to steal money from out of my pocket.”

			Ravyn stammered an apology which Strawberry Shortcake cut short with a “get out of my sight” glare. No one said anything. Though Strawberry Shortcake did not have the authority to send a girl home they all knew what would happen if she went to the Colonel about it. Desire adopted as obeisant a posture she could, knowing it was her reaction alone that Strawberry Shortcake was trying to elicit with this display, but it was impossible for her to suppress a fleeting glance at the mirror of the most offensive of all possible reactions: pity.

			“Who are you looking at?” said Strawberry Shortcake. “You know that dyke haircut drives away business, too?”

			Desire said nothing, looking fixedly at the rack of various hanging boas and tassels to avoid further accidental eye contact in the glass.

			“If I wanted to work with trash I would have been a garbageman,” Strawberry Shortcake announced, vexed that she would get no more from her rival. She shoved a duffel bag on the floor from her path with her heel and sat on an open stool.

			The door swung open. Payroll. He wasn’t supposed to come back here, but there was a situation. He needed Desire.

			She followed him to the ladies’ room. He explained that Jasmine had collapsed on her way to a private dance. Appendix or some shit. But she refused to go to the hospital because she wasn’t insured, because who the fuck here was? Maybe Desire could talk her into seeing a doctor, some kind of sense into her. Faintly over the music Desire could hear moans inside the bathroom. She said she’d see what she could do.

			Inside, Lexus, Jasmine’s roommate, was sitting on the floor cradling the sick girl’s head in her lap. The floor was no kind of place to be; when women came into the club they hovered over the toilet seat out of paranoia and often missed. But Jasmine was writhing and making those sounds that made the state of the floor a small consideration. Payroll cringed. Like most men he was helpless in the face of pain. Desire squeezed his arm, then crouched over Jasmine. She placed her hands an inch or two over Jasmine’s abdomen and held them there. Lexus told her Jasmine had been acting strange, not eating, complaining about cramps for days.

			“Baby, you can help me more with your mouth closed,” said Desire.

			She remained motionless over Jasmine for another few moments, then stood. She instructed Payroll to go to the kitchen and get a jar with a lid, or Tupperware, something sealable, and then stand outside the door and not let anyone in. He nodded and disappeared. She then went to the sink and washed her hands thoroughly, and more than once. Lexus asked what she was going to do. Desire tore a sheet of paper towel from the dispenser and dried her hands. She then opened the dispenser and pulled out the entire roll. From this she tore off four feet or so of continuous sheets, and placed the roll on the counter. She folded the length of paper towel she was holding in half and placed this on the floor next to Jasmine. Lexus asked what she was going to do again.

			“Worrying is praying for what you don’t want,” said Desire. “You have one job for me right now and that’s to be strong. If you can’t do that I’m going to have to ask you to wait outside.”
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