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IT MUST HAVE BEEN QUITE a sight in 1905 when the Colorado River burst the levees near Yuma and overran towns and farms and a railroad in the Salton basin. By the time the burst banks were repaired, the expanse of water created in the basin was forty miles long and thirteen miles wide. It covered four hundred square miles.

When it was all over and the damage was done, the water remained behind. It couldn’t drain south into the Sea of Cortez or north into the L.A. Basin. There was nowhere for the water to go, then or now.

They began calling it the Salton Sea, but it wasn’t much of one. At most, it was fifty feet deep in places, and more likely thirty feet on average. At 225 feet below sea level, it was just five feet higher than Death Valley’s lowest elevation.

The Salton Sea thrived. During the late 50s, the developers couldn’t resist. They moved in to take advantage of the location to create a recreation and resort destination. Yacht clubs, marinas, restaurants and nightclubs all vied for the attention of the rich and famous that came to escape big-city L.A. to the north. Like moths to a flame, they were drawn to the excitement on their newly discovered California Riviera.

The party didn’t last long.

In the early 70s, heavy rains created runoff, and floods damaged the area. The coastline towns and resorts were flooded and re-flooded when water levels rose. To add insult to injury, not one but two hurricanes swept through and the flame was finally, permanently, blown out.

People walked, ran and drove away. Eventually, almost everything was closed and abandoned. Only scattered junk remained behind to be salvaged by anyone who chose to stay, or by those who wanted to escape El Lay and move to the isolation of the dilapidated, rusting former resort towns located on the shore of the Salton Sea.

In summer, daytime temperatures often hit triple digits, and the nights aren’t far behind. The once-successful resort area is only a faint memory for the old-timers scattered around the Salton Sea. The towns are mostly deserted, populated only by the few regulars who have remained long past their best-before dates. They live in broken-down trailers and houses built in the 60s when times were good.

In a place such as this, the dream died fast and hard a long time ago.
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I HIT THE ROAD RUNNING hard every September. It could be a little later, depending on where I was when the fall weather hit. Cold, rain, sleet, and snow were too familiar to the people that never left. I became fed up with it on a regular basis and bugged out on a whim and cold morning dew that would turn too fast to frost.

I wasn’t looking for much. I followed the retreating warm weather on the hunt for a place to park and a roof that didn’t leak. I tried on the Florida Keys for a while, but that turned out to be a giant snooze-fest. Eventually, I rode west to southern California. It fast became my temporary refuge of choice.

By the time late spring arrived, it would be time to hurry home to see what I missed. Usually it amounted to not much of anything. Over time, I became unable to turn away from the siren call of California and the seductive warmth she offered up that resembled the warm, sweet insides of a willing woman’s thighs.

There was always a problem with things like that, though. As with returning to a buffet table too many times, one could often get too much of a good thing. So I deserted her and wondered why it took me so long.

Mexico next became my favorite place to spend a winter. It wasn’t the mainland that appealed to me. The more isolated states of Baja, California—Norte y Sur—were the ones that beckoned.

Fickle as I was, I chose them both, one after the other. The pattern was as random as only a single paved road running up and down the length of the peninsula for a thousand miles could provide.

The winter sun danced on the Sea of Cortez. The locals called it the Golfo de California. Blue sky, sunshine, warm weather and friendly, unassuming locals made for an enjoyable stay. Occasionally, I’d encounter a kind woman, local or imported, who would offer to help while away the hours and keep me warm in the darkness of short winter nights.

The beer I liked—Sol—wasn’t so bad, either.

I discovered Playa Bonita while on a ride to Puertecitos on the Sea of Cortez. Someone graded a trail over the sand in the direction of the gulf. Out of boredom, I turned off the main road. At the end of the trail, I discovered a bar with a pool table and a second-floor patio. It allowed me to sit and enjoy an early-morning Sol while gazing across the Golfo and to wait for the sunrise.

My tent found a home on a cement pad under a palapa and I was happy. The closest neighbor, when there was one, was a hundred and fifty feet away. To say I was content would have been an understatement.

The playa was so out of the way it never became swamped with RVs full of Hawaiian-shirt gabachos trying to recapture long-lost youth. The poor trail over drifting beach sand probably helped with that. Capable four-wheel drives overloaded with college kids often showed up during spring break.

That’s when I would make a run for it. I’d break camp and disappear completely, headed for the border in a run for the summer up north. Not always, though. Sometimes I’d go scarce for only a week. Sometimes, if I was late to leave, I’d get an occasional spring breaker who wanted to investigate. I’d smoke her dope and feed her booze and cook for her, and if she stayed around for a few days, I was happy.

If not, I didn’t care. Easy come. Easy go.

Either way, I would pack up and be gone after a winter spent drinking good beer and wasting away. I didn’t mind. I never did. Better that than shovel snow and grow old doing it.

Crossing la línea—the border—on the way home was never a problem. The drug dogs on patrol never looked cross-eyed at me. I would lower my sunglasses in advance so the whites of my eyes were plainly visible to the border guard. I’d plant a grin on my face, and tell him, I’m just happy to be here.

It worked every time. It brought a chuckle followed by a knowing shake of the head and a wave-through with nary a question. A stop for fuel in Calexico followed by another in Indio, and from there I’d be home-free.
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I got on the road long before sunup. I wanted to kill miles in the cool, early-morning desert air. I was running hard to get as far north as I could in a single day. Come mid-morning, I needed a break from the dust and dirt and monotony that was kicking me in the gut as only four-lane blacktop can do.

I was seventy miles north of the border and I was looking for a pull-off, somewhere with a gas-and-go. Across the highway in the distance I caught a reflection. The brand-new casino grew bigger and brighter in the mid-morning sunshine. It had to be calling my name. I never could resist a siren’s call, no matter who or what was doing the calling.

On a whim I downshifted, changed lanes and hit the binders to make the turnoff into the welcoming oasis. I figured on taking a quick break. I wanted to get something to chew on that I wouldn’t have to choke down with cheese for good luck. Coming hot out of a winter spent in Mexico will do that sometimes.

My bagger was running good. Maybe too good, if that was possible. I prided myself on that. I ran many hundreds, sometimes a thousand miles, on any day when I was trying to make time and distance. Today was one of those days. I was well on my way to hitting that thousand.

After taking on a full tank, I moved to park on the shady side of the building and walked around front to enter the air-conditioned splendor. I grabbed a quick cheese and chicken chimi—a chimichanga—and a water and settled in to enjoy my break in the cool air. I didn’t burn any daylight, though. I was back on the road in twenty minutes and ready to turn north onto the 86.

Fickle lady that luck was known to be, she deserted me as I pulled out of the parking lot to get back on the road. My cranny slipped a gear. The engine revved. I was done for dinner and stranded, a little better than half-way up the west side of the Salton Sea. In the middle of nowhere.

If it wasn’t nowhere, somebody should take the time to explain why.
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I manhandled the bike back to the shady side of the gas-n-go and opened up my tools. I tried a couple of things to get back on the road. No luck. Like I said, fickle lady luck deserted me. I stowed my tools and took a look around the fresh asphalt in the parking lot. Waves of heat rose with the exhaust from idling semis lined up in rows with cabin air on full.

My bad luck started to turn a little better when I spied the flatbed tow-truck languishing in a deserted corner of the lot. If I was real lucky, I wouldn’t end up getting hosed by a call-out fee.

I wandered over and placed a hand on a cold hood. The driver had to be inside, probably trying to hit it big. All I had to do was wait him out. I was betting on a long wait, and sure enough, it was long enough. Either the driver had been busy re-investing his winnings or he was independently wealthy.

He walked out and squinted into the early afternoon sunlight and the heat radiating in waves off the fresh asphalt. He made for the flatbed and I took my cue. I caught up just as he opened the door to climb into the cab. I felt like a puppy glad to see anyone. Desperation would have been a better name for it, but I was never going to admit that.

The driver—Billy according to the name embroidered on his powder-blue shirt—was quick to work out a cash deal. Satisfied, he backed up to my ride and tilted the bed. He let me hook up to my front forks. I balanced the bike as the driver winched it onto the flatbed.

I figured there was no sense wasting space. I maneuvered my ride sideways, working it in close to the cab, and tied down. Billy had enough room left for a small car. If he got another call he’d make a little more cash to fund his next trip to the casino.

So much for the bike.

Most everything I rode past after crossing the border was closed, abandoned or rusted junk—and for me, that included Calexico and El Centro. The flatbed driver mentioned a motel a couple of miles up the road. He wasn’t ready to abandon the casino just yet. He made arrangements for one of his casino compatriots to drop me off on the way and went back in to the casino to spend his new-found riches.
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I tossed my bag on the floor of the half-ton free taxi ride and got in. The surly driver barely uttered word one on the four-lane drive north. He must have been thinking he’d be better spending his time and his money back at the casino. He turned east off the highway into town, and I knew right away I was somewhere I didn’t want to be.

Calling the place a town was generous. Empty desert landscape surrounded vacant subdivision lots fronted by paved streets. It resembled a real-estate development on hold. Taken by the absurdity of it, I never thought to ask questions. The driver halted at a beat-up, single-story motel.

The Palms wasn’t much, but it was enough for me. It almost overlooked the sea. It would have if a second story had been added when it was built back in the 60s. Now it looked to be barely hanging on in a place that long ago had passed its own best-before date.

I opened the door to the office and checked into nowhere to get a key. Okay, technically it wasn’t exactly nowhere, but it was close enough. I could still be on the south side of the border down Mexico way with a broke-down motorcycle and no place to park.

That would be nowhere.

New bath towels. Fancy comforters. Well-lit parking in ten paved stalls. All that according to the brochure on the front desk. What a draw. If I needed to hide, this was definitely the place.

I walked into my room. Cranked up the window shaker. Turned on the water in the showers and ran through on slow to get wet. I dried off with one of the advertised new bath towels. Cool air was drumming out of the window-shaker. At least it worked, even if it rattled.

I collapsed on the bed and fell into an exhausted sleep. I dreamed of being back on the road first thing in the morning. I didn’t bother to get up in the middle of the night to check on which part of the parking lot was well-lit.

I was just happy to be here.
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First thing in the morning, the flatbed growled into the motel parking lot. I stepped out into the low sun to greet it. The driver would have figured I wasn’t going anywhere. I climbed onto the tipping flatbed and slid down beside the bike until both wheels rested on solid ground.

“Fifty cash ought to cover it,” Billy, the driver, said. He hadn’t unfastened my front forks yet. Maybe thought I was going to skip out and ride off into the sunrise and the Salton Sea.

I already paid the man in the casino parking lot. How much money did this guy lose at the casino’s single table? “Fifty? Shit, I could’ve pushed it here for that.”

“You want the bike or not? This time, when I drag it up the bed I’ll be sure it’s on its side. You won’t need to help.”

“No, don’t do that.” I grinned a nervous grin and reached into a back pocket. “Thanks for everything.” I counted out the fifty like it was the last cash wasting away in my pocket. It nearly was. I figured he’d be back at the casino burning that fifty in a Las Vegas minute. On a whim I added another ten to the thin roll and handed it to him.

You never know.

“Thanks. Are you good now?” Billy the tow-truck driver asked as his flatbed whirred.

I was. “You bet. I’m going to hunker down until a friend does his thing and ships me some parts.”

“You could do worse than this place,” Billy said. “It’s clean. Not too far from a place to eat. You might even get lucky and find a ride to the casino for a change of scenery.

“I’ll keep that in mind.” I could use the place to eat, too.

If I was able to, I would have escaped at sunup in the cool of the desert morning. Not so this time. I was trapped. And now I was leaning against a rusty neon signpost, killing time watching a flatbed leave town and wanting to be on the road right behind it.

It was the best I could hope for at The Palms Motel in Bombay Shores.
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I HEARD IT BEFORE I saw it. The beater rumbled and rattled its way into the parking lot. The well-lit parking lot, according to the brochure I snagged from the front desk. The lonely overhead light was still on, too. Except it was morning, so I guess the parking lot was well lit after all.

The driver bumped her shoulder against a door hanging on rusty hinges. They squeaked and she wrestled it open. The driver swiveled in the seat and put two feet on the pavement. She straightened and managed to push-slam the door closed with an errant swing of a well-formed hip swaddled in tight jeans.

The dilapidated old car had definitely seen better days. A lot better. The paint was faded by too many years under desert sun and salt-laden sea air. The windows were all down, probably because the air conditioner stopped working sometime in the last ten years.

All right, so calling it a beater was too kind.

I stood my ground leaning against the motel signpost and waited for her to walk past to the office. I took a nice long drink with eyes shaded by dark glasses. I looked down and up and back down again just because I could. I couldn’t help it. I never could.

I smiled because I liked what I saw. If it annoyed her, I didn’t care.

I pushed my sunglasses over my forehead. Hers kept me from getting a look at her eyes. I liked to see their eyes. You can tell a lot about someone from the eyes.

Up close she wasn’t anything special. No makeup. Thin lips. Small breasts. But she had dark hair and behind those sunglasses, I hoped for dark eyes to match the hair. Although, the long, dark hair alone was enough to get me interested.

The bridge of her nose had that little bump on it that always caught my fancy.

This one wasn’t a shy one. She almost brushed up against as she went by. I turned to get a fresh look at the other side. Like I would a steak on a grill. I always liked to check both sides.

Even with those flap pockets in the back that make a woman’s ass look fat, hers didn’t look that way at all. It was nice and tight looking, aided as it was by snug jeans. It was nice enough that I hoped I’d get to see more of it.

That, and I wondered what her legs were like.
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I manhandled my ride to the parking spot in front of my room and retrieved my tools from a saddlebag. In no time I had the primary cover off and the clutch loosened up. That was pretty much it until the courier showed up.

I was buttoning everything up to keep the dust out. Shoes scraping sand on asphalt got my attention. I looked up. Whoever it was had me squinting against the sun into a silhouette. Could it be?

“Hello,” she said.

Yes, it could. And with a soft, gentle voice. “Hello. You’re the woman I saw getting out of the car.”

“Yes, that was me.”

Things were starting to pick up in these parts. “You staying here?” I asked, as I stood up for a better look.

“No. I make up the rooms.”

I looked across the empty expanse of asphalt. “Not too busy today, are you? The well-lit parking lot is almost empty.” I grinned up at her.

She grinned back. “You read the brochure. We only had a couple of rooms rented last night. You make three.”

Good. She wasn’t busy. “It’s kind of sleepy here.”

“It’s okay if you want to escape,” she said.

“Are you escaping?” From what I could tell squinting into a shadow, her eyes appeared to move off.

She changed the subject. “You want your room done right now? I can come back later if you like. I live just down the street.”

For sure I was interested. “Now would be okay. I’m going to be busy out here for a bit. Let me know when you’re finished.”
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Twenty minutes and she was back. Or maybe it was ten. This time I didn’t have to squint to get a look. She made sure she was facing the sun. I took another long drink. I was pretty sure she knew what I was doing, even behind my sunglasses.

“Your room is done,” she said.

“Thanks.”

She cast a glance in the direction of my ride. I’d say you’re going to be here for a while.”

She must have talked to the guy at the front desk. Dell, according to the name embroidered on his bowling shirt when I checked in. I wondered where the bowling alley was, but I didn’t ask.

“Is there anything else you need?” she asked.

Actually, there was. I needed to see the rest of her. I could use a little bit of alabaster to rub the brown of the Mexicanas off. That wouldn’t hurt, either. I didn’t say any of it out loud. “Is there a restaurant or a diner close by?” I wasn’t holding out hope.

“I’m going to the casino in a bit. You can tag along if you like.”

“Sure. Give me a couple to put away my tools and clean up,” I said.

––––––––
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We made small talk on the short drive in her beater. She was working at the motel to make enough cash to get farther north. “Then I got stuck here. It could be worse, I guess. At least I have a job.”

I never asked how she got stuck. “Lucky you. I’m headed north after spending the winter down Mexico way on the Baja. And I don’t have a job.”

“And then your bike broke down and now you’re stuck here, too.” Her voice had a sympathetic tone. Or so it seemed.

“That’s pretty much it until I get some parts. I’m stuck in nowhere wasting my cash on a motel room. By the time I get the bike back together I probably won’t be able to afford a tank of gas.”

She stopped asking questions after that. She probably figured I was just another down-and-out broke-ass biker missing two nickels to rub together. She wouldn’t be far wrong, considering my situation. “I’m Frank Ross, by the way. What’s yours?”

“Jade Walker.”

Well now. I was right about the alabaster. I was proved right about the car’s air conditioner, too. The only breeze blew in through the open windows. We pulled into the casino’s parking lot and I unstuck myself from the seat. I stepped out into the high-noon sun burning itself into the casino’s fresh-paved, black as night parking lot.

“Do you work here?”

“No. My friend does,” Jade said. “Tammi will be getting off her shift in a bit. When you’re fed and watered come find me and we’ll head back.”
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I didn’t want to miss the ride back. I made my way to the deli counter and wolfed down a sandwich in a hurry. I paid and wandered past the doorway into the small casino. Slots, mostly. A single game table.

The place reeked of tobacco. Most everyone was sucking on a cigarette. I searched the smoky room looking for Jade. I caught her, leaning against a slot. She was deep in conversation with a long, tall, good-looking drink of cool water.

Two for two. Not so bad. My luck on the road seemed to me to have found a sunny side. I approached the pair and conversation ceased in a hurry for an introduction.

Jade introduced her friend. “This is Tammi.”

I reached a hand out and she took it. “Tammi Dominga. Pleased to meet you, Frank.”

“Jade and I met back at the motel,” I told her.

I barely paid attention to the other woman. Jade had my attention, and she knew it when she caught me checking her out while I introduced myself to Tammi. What the hell, she’s a woman. She ought to be used to it by now. I let her see my eyes flick over her one more time and then I looked her straight in the eye.

Well, what now, I wondered.

“Tammi and I were talking about going over to my place to hang out and listen to some music. You can come if you like,” Jade said.

I could barely hear Jade against the noisy backdrop of the small room. She turned to Tammi and I took another good look, up and down. Still a nice fit in those jeans. She had a bra on under her white blouse, holding just enough to keep my curiosity piqued.

That was okay with me. I liked small-breasted women. They weren’t always trying to stick their tits in my face to get what they wanted. They had other ways to do that. Ways I liked a lot more.

“I need to finish up a couple of things on my ride. How about if I show up later?”

Jade didn’t take any time considering. “That’s okay with me.”

Tammi didn’t say anything, but I don’t think she minded, either. I knew that to be true when she aimed both breasts at me and arched her back. Things were looking way up.
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We piled into Jade’s beater for the ride back to the deserted town. Tammi took a turn and volunteered her story. Unlike Jade, she was a local girl with no car and high school had been a bus-ride away. After graduating she couldn’t wait to blow the desert ghost town. She did a circuit around Southern California, Arizona and New Mexico for a year. When she ran out of cash she took part-time jobs to make up the difference.

I wanted to know more. “What did you work at?”

“Nothing too exciting. Mostly I wanted to see the sights. Working part-time gave me the chance. When I had enough I came home and got lucky when the casino hung a help-wanted sign in the window.”

Tammi had to be leaving something out. On the roads I travelled, the only people I knew who did a circuit were carnies, pole dancers and peelers. I left out truck drivers. She didn’t look like one. I wondered which of the three she was, but I didn’t ask. We all had secrets, and some were anxious to keep them.

“So now you’re saving cash for your next adventure.”

“Well, I don’t know about an adventure,” Tammi said. “I had all the adventure I needed after I pulled up stakes the first time. I’m ready to take a break. How long it’ll last is anyone’s guess.”

That sounded good to me. “I know how you feel. I’m itching to get home, too. All I need are some bike parts to make good my escape.”

I never asked Tammi if she had a boyfriend. I figured she had a local she went to school with. Next you know she’d be shacked up, knocked up and getting smacked up regularly by her old man on drunken Saturday nights. On Sunday morning he’d be crying his way to forgiveness at the breakfast table and finding his salvation in church later in the day.

Life goes on. Like I was such a prize.

Broke-ass and stuck in a nowhere town after spending the winter down on the Baja. I was lucky I made it out of Mexico before my bike did its number on me and broke down. At least the ass wasn’t torn out of my jeans.

Yet.

I still had a bit of cash in my pocket. Probably enough to get me home if I counted real careful. I was a prize all right.

Jade turned off the highway and pulled into the motel’s lot. “When you’re ready my place is just down the street toward the sea. You’ll see the car out front.”

––––––––
[image: ]


The air conditioner welcomed me back to my latest home away from home with window-rattling comfort. The man-made breeze proved to be a relief from the oppressive afternoon heated air conditioning of Jade’s beater.

I stripped down, washed up and hit the rack for a mid-afternoon siesta. You can’t be too careful.

And I’m not getting any younger.
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IT WAS LATE AFTERNOON when I came to. I recognized the rattle in the window and opened an eye to confirm I was still where I didn’t want to be. The room was a lot warmer than when I passed out, and I wondered what it would be like on a real hot day. I decided I didn’t want to be around to find out.

I dove into the shower, turned around to get wet, and stepped out. I dried off with one of the flyer’s advertised new bath towels. I dug in my bag for the clean clothes I always started with when I headed out on a run.

Satisfied with the new look in the mirror the same as the old look, I headed out hoofing it down the road. I kept an eye out for Jade’s beater. There weren’t a lot of doors to knock on, but my guess was good. Tammi framed herself in it when she showed up to open it. For spite she turned sideways to show me what I was missing. Turns out it was plenty. She was one good-looking woman. Hell, if I wasn’t already interested in Jade I’d be all over her.

She leaned back against the door, forcing me to walk past her to get in. One at a time, her breasts brushed lightly against my arm. Or maybe I imagined it. For an instant I considered stopping between them. I kept on into the trailer. Or were they called manufactured homes now? I could never remember.

“Where’s Jade?” I asked Tammi.

“She went to the store. She thought you might like some real food since you’ve been down in Mexico all winter,” she replied. “She’ll be back shortly.”

The tow-truck driver was right about a meal being not far from the motel. I was pretty sure he hadn’t meant this place, but I wasn’t about to quibble. “She’s not wrong about that. I can’t wait to get a taste.”

I grinned. Tammi grinned back. We locked eyes and she made sure I saw hers flick the length of me. Mine followed, glued to her. I figured we were in some kind of a standoff, but what the hell. She wasn’t shy either.

Women. I never could understand them at the best of times. This was shaping up to be one of those times.

Without Jade to distract me, I enjoyed a better look. For sure Tammi was no slouch in the assets department. She had a nice little body to go along with the pretty face. She was tall, too. Taller than me by a couple of inches. The extra length was all in her legs. More dark hair, but her eyes were the brightest blue. I’d have to watch out for this one, but I was more interested in finding out what Jade might offer up for dessert.

The door slammed and Jade revealed herself in a green sun dress. I knew right then and there I was going to have a problem, but not with Tammi. Jade was a plain-looking woman—not that it was a bad thing. Even so, the color of that dress set her up perfectly, and she knew it. She even went to the bother of applying a little lip gloss for makeup. Nothing else. It was all she needed.

I was hooked. And did she have legs. I scolded myself for thinking she might not beneath the jeans when I first laid eyes on her. The half I could see hanging down from the bottom of the dress looked interesting. It made me want to see the rest of them as soon as I could.

She smiled. “Were you wondering if I abandoned you?”

Just what I needed. Real trouble. “Only until Tammi told me where you were.”

“Good. I don’t like to be too predictable when I’m getting to know someone,” she said.

It was looking like I might have a comfortable wait for my bike parts to show up.

––––––––
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Jade shooed us into the living room while she rattled dishes doing her thing in the kitchen. It was my chance to ask Tammi about her and I went for it. “What’s Jade’s story? She isn’t a local. Did she end up getting stranded here too?”

“No. Well, yeah, kind of. Her boyfriend ended up down here. Jade wanted to support him, so she came with him. He was looking to keep his dream alive by escaping L.A. He wanted to live a life of leisure across the sea in that concrete jungle junk-yard with no money, no ideas, no hope, and no future.”

“Junk-yard? What do you mean?” I heard similar stories so many times they all sounded the same. “And she’s still here?”

“Slab City. It’s on the east side of the sea. You probably haven’t seen it.”

The boy was busy enjoying the free lunch when the girl finally caught on and threw his lazy ass out. He skipped with her money, her car and her future. The dream died fast and my bet was this particular boy hasn’t been seen in these parts since.

“How did that happen?” I wanted to know.

Tammi ignored the question and I knew my guess had to be as good as any. “She makes a little cash to get by. She found that wreck of a car over at Slab City. She had some help working on it. She got it running and when she drove by the motel there was a help wanted sign hanging in the window. You know the rest.”

“Yes I do. And here I am.” We shared the laugh at two of us stuck in this hell-hole and the fact that neither was getting out any time soon. Although, I’d bet good money that I’d be the first to leave.

“Hey, you two, you’re having too much fun out there,” Tammi called from the kitchen. “And stop talking about me. I’m only in the next room. I can hear everything.”

I had one more question for Tammi. “You don’t seem to mind it here. Did your adventures tire you out so much that you’re home to stay too?”

I never did get an answer. Instead, Tammi excused herself to join Jade in the kitchen. I heard some whispering I couldn’t make out, and then Tammi made a lame excuse about having to get home.

I didn’t mind. I used the excuse to take the extra dishes off the table. I didn’t want anything cluttering up the place besides me.

“There’s candles in the drawer by the sink,” she said.

I lit them while Jade put dinner on the table. In the subdued light everything looked pretty good. Especially Jade.

I might have thought about pinching myself. I didn’t.
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