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My name is Codi Lynn Cassidy. I’m really excellent at three things: writing and playing music, getting into trouble, and daydreaming. At the time, I found myself attracted to the third since I didn’t have my guitar with me, and I didn’t feel in the mood for trouble. So, I decided to daydream. I snapped out of my reverie and focused on the scenery passing by the window of the old bus. I took a moment to glance at the GPS on the dashboard. After getting both values, I compared its arrival time to the time on the radio display. Then I calculated I had forty-seven minutes, give or take until we arrived in Quincey, New Mexico. 

I looked at the driver, a tall hunk of a man, who currently entertained himself by singing to the radio while keeping the bus between the white lines. 

“You want me to drive?” I asked. 

He looked over at me and shook his head. “How many times have we had this discussion? There’s no way you could handle this machine.”

“I had to ask. You good for the next hour? If you need to pull over and take a rest, go ahead. We don’t need to be there until this evening,” I said. 

Bozeman James dismissed me with a wave of his hand and turned his attention back to the road and the radio. 

He was right, though. I couldn’t drive the big bus. It was over thirty feet long and handled like a brick on wheels. Since I only stand two inches under five feet and can’t tip the scale over one hundred pounds wearing my heaviest boots, it’s not designed to be driven by a waif like me. I bought it from a retired musician who moved into a retirement community. Although I really didn’t need something so large, since he was a good friend of my mom’s, he made me an offer I truly couldn’t refuse. I admit, there were times I regretted buying the rolling fortress, but those times were far and few between. Bozeman is a skilled tinkerer who keeps the old bus rolling with equal parts mechanical know-how, duct tape, and magic. We have an equal partnership, and we split the bus duties fifty-fifty. Bozeman drives the bus and handles the maintenance, and I keep it clean, and the tiny refrigerator and the adjoining pantry stocked. It’s important that the bus feels like a home. We spend over three hundred days on the road, traveling from town to town, doing laps through every state west of the great plains. After all, I can’t make a living as a roaming singer/songwriter and cowgirl poet if I don’t roam.  

Bozeman reached forward and turned the volume down on the radio. “You plan out the set list for tomorrow night?”  

“Almost have it done. I need to talk to Sam before I firm it up. We’ll see her tonight when we meet her for dinner. From what I gather, it’ll be mostly covers, but I’m hoping to get a few originals in.”

“How long we playing for? Our usual ninety minutes?” 

“Need to shore that up, too. It’s one of those gigs where we’re playing a set through dinner, and we may do a separate set after dinner.”

Bozeman shook his head. “C’mon, Codi, you know how I hate playing during dinner. People are more interested in those side conversations and eating than they are in paying any attention to us.”

I understood exactly what Bozeman meant. A concert over dinner meant no attention paid to us, like we were nothing more than background noise. And usually, we got a cold plate of food ten minutes before the diners finished their meal. But it was a paying gig, and exposure, and if it’s one thing I liked to do, it was getting good exposure. “I appreciate you hate them, and I normally wouldn’t accept, but I’m doing it as a favor for a friend.”

“Am I off track, or do you end up booking most of our gigs based on you doing favors for friends?” Bozeman asked.  

I offered a smile as an answer, even though Bozeman didn’t see my grin while he kept his eyes on the road. It was true. I booked a lot of shows based on leads from people in my circle, but that only accounted for just over fifty percent of the shows we did every year. The entertainment business was all about meeting people and collecting contacts and business cards, and you never knew who would be at a show. Lots of folks on the radio got there because they played a gig that some music producer or executive was at on happenstance.

“Hey, did I not get us at the Colorado State Fair last year? I didn’t know anyone there,” I said.  

I glanced over and saw Bozeman trying to hide a smirk. 

“Hey, I said most of the gigs, not all,” Bozeman said. “I’m going to take a quick break after all. There’s a wayside coming up.”

A mile farther down the road, Bozeman pulled into a rest area and parked the bus between two idling semi-trucks.

“Are you getting out?” he asked as he unclasped his seatbelt and opened the door.

“I don’t have to. I think I’ll check on the kids.”

Bozeman nodded, then disappeared through the door, and a glance through the window told me he needed to use the facilities in the worst way. Although we had a functioning bathroom on board, we visited public restrooms whenever possible, since Bozeman hated pumping out the gray water and black water tanks. I don’t blame him for that, and every time it needs to be done, I suddenly have other important tasks I need to attend to. 

I unbuckled, stepped into the kitchen, and rummaged around in a cabinet until I found the container of cat treats I wanted. Carefully, I shook three of the fish-shaped, salmon scented goodies into my palm, replaced the container, and started my search for Gibson.

Since we were on a bus, that meant limited places for Gibson to hang out. I looked around the small common area that contained the kitchen area. The area also held a small table, four chairs, and a built-in entertainment center that held a sound system and a television. Gibson was nowhere in sight. I walked down the hallway past the closed bathroom door, and the closed door to the room where we stored our performing gear. That left only two options. 

I took a quick peek into Bozeman’s room, and it took little effort to see Gibson wasn’t in there, either. Bozeman is a tidy man, almost to the point of annoyance. He made up the twin bed with military precision. He squirreled away all his clothing in the small closest or compartments in his room. The small space smelled a bit like lemon, so I guessed he must have deep-cleaned recently, which he did once a week without fail. His room, like mine, had a small dressing table with a folding office chair, and his table held a few sheets of manuscript paper and a coffee mug filled with pens. I stepped over, glanced at the paper, read his scrawl, and determined he was writing a tune about some girl named Jenny. I continued on my quest to find the cat. 

Way in the bus’s rear was my bedroom. My bedroom, like Bozeman’s, was spartan and held only a bed, table, and chair. Unlike Bozeman’s room, mine looked a little more lived in. My bed had a bookshelf headboard stuffed with paperbacks, and although I pulled the bed’s comforter up, the bed still looked messy. The foot of the bed held the two shirts I had tried on that morning before I settled on the T-shirt I currently had on. My desk held a couple more paperbacks, my laptop, and my favorite hairbrush. I owned a coffee mug that was a twin to Bozeman’s. Instead of having only pens like his, mine held a single pen, hair ties, paper clips, pocket change, a butterscotch candy, guitar picks, and other assorted items. Around every six weeks, the mug fills up, then I’m forced to dump out the contents and clean it out. It’s always a surprise to me what I find. I shouldn’t have that mug at all since sometimes Merle or Dolly get in there, look for treasures, and spread the stuff all over the bus. On the bed were two pillows stacked one on top of the other, and on the top of the highest pillow slept Gibson, my cat. As I entered the room, Gibson opened one eye, stretched out a paw, then yawned while I approached. The five-year-old tuxedo cat sat up when I opened my hand and offered the treats to him. They were Gibson’s favorite, so he ate them right out of my palm. 

“Who’s a good boy?” I picked up Gibson, put him over one shoulder like I was burping a baby, and scratched his ears and rubbed his back. In response, he nuzzled my ear and purred. I met Gibson at a gas station outside of Provo, Utah. When I headed to use the restroom, I heard a mewing coming from a cardboard box, and when I opened the box, there was Gibson with his big green eyes. He was only a couple months old then, was undernourished, and was the most pitiful creature I had ever seen. Of course, I fell in love with him right away and adopted him on the spot. The bus rocked, which meant that Bozeman had returned, so I gave Gibson a kiss on the forehead and placed him back on his pillow and returned to the passenger seat. 

“How is everyone?” Bozeman asked as he strapped in and turned over the engine. 

“You were back too soon, so I only found Gibson.”

“I guessed that already,” Bozeman said.  

“How could you tell?” 

“The black fur on your left ear.”

Instinctively, I tugged at my ear, then looked in my hand. Sure enough, there were three black strands of hair between my fingers. I brushed the fur on my jeans and returned to my duty of watching the world go by.

Bozeman swerved to avoid a tumbleweed, and a mile later, we passed the sign welcoming us to Quincey, New Mexico, which was founded in 1861. We passed block after block of one-story houses, then turned left on Main Street. 

There was something that always appealed to me about small towns’ main drags, but it was something I could never put my finger on. As we headed downtown, the buildings inched closer together, until businesses on entire blocks shared party walls. Had Quincey been a county seat, I’m certain there would’ve been a courthouse directly in the middle of the town. Since it wasn’t, Main Street continued straight through the little burg. We drove past a movie theater that featured Rear Window on the marquee. The theater was next to the florist, followed by a clothing store, a hardware store, and a consignment shop. Sometimes I passed the time playing a game in my head where I had to spot certain businesses. Like a diner or a barber, or other establishments that were common to ninety percent of America’s tiny towns. Today, though, I simply looked at the buildings as we passed them.  

“Where are we supposed to park this beast?” Bozeman asked. It was a valid question since Main Street barely handled the cars already parked along the road. As it was, I was nervous that Bozeman was going to knock off a side mirror or two as we passed cars. 

“There’s an empty lot behind the bakery. The GPS says the bakery is another two blocks up on the left. Turn left on Jefferson Street, and it will be right on the corner.”

Bozeman found Jefferson, turned left, and took a quick left turn into the lot. There was a rusted sign that identified the lot as ‘Smith’s Motors’, but other than the sign, there was no suggestion that a business had ever stood on the property. Bozeman parked the bus and shut it down. He stood and stretched. “Long ride. I’m glad that’s over. When do we meet your friend?” 

“We’re supposed to meet her for dinner at seven, but since we’re so early, I might try to see if I can find her. What are you going to do?”

Bozeman rubbed his chin. “Don’t know. I could use some air, so I might take a walk, maybe work on some music.”

I nodded, walked to my bedroom, and grabbed my copy of the bus keys, my wallet, and my favorite ball cap. Once I was ready, I said my goodbyes to Gibson and Bozeman and stepped out of the bus. I took a deep breath of New Mexico air, then walked back to Main Street. At the corner, I got a whiff of fresh baked bread from the bakery. My stomach rumbled, and I desired a loaf, but the locked door and the sign told me the store was closed. Dejected, I walked down the sidewalk and did window shopping as I passed a pharmacy, a used bookstore, and a confectioner’s shop until I came to the hotel. I noticed a brass plate attached to the building, and I loved learning about history, so I stepped close and read the plaque aloud. 

“The Quincey Inn. Established 1862 by John J., Quincey serviced the town along the stagecoach route from Texas to California. The hotel has hosted five presidents, and such notorious figures as Doc Holliday and Butch Cassidy. The Quincey Inn joined New Mexico Register of Historical Places in 1996.”

My eyes had barely focused on the last word of the sign when I heard a shrill, excited laugh come from my right side, followed by my name being called. 

“Codi Lynn Cassidy!”

I hadn’t even turned toward the noise when I saw a flash of long brown hair and I fell into an embrace that knocked the breath from my body. 

“Codi! I wasn’t expecting to see you until later. I’m so happy you’re here.”

With some effort, I pulled away from the hug and looked into the beautiful brown eyes of Samantha Henry. “Hi Sam, it’s great to see you too. You look great.”

I wasn’t lying. Sam looked great. Spectacular, actually. She was a good eight inches taller than me. She also had twenty pounds of muscle on me, and had a sparkle in her eyes that never died out, regardless of what she was going through in life. 

“What are you doing here so soon?” Sam asked as she hooked her arm into mine and led me away from the hotel and back down the street in the direction I initially came. 

“We left earlier than expected, and there wasn’t much traffic, so here I am.”

“I can’t tell you how grateful I am that you came. You know, I never wanted to be on the committee, and I especially didn’t want to be in charge of the entertainment. I was thinking of hiring one of the wedding DJs from one of the surrounding cities, but then I thought of you.” 

Once we got to the corner, Sam fished a set of keys out of her pocket and opened the bakery door. Immediately, the fabulous scent of baked bread enveloped me as she pulled me over the threshold and closed the door behind me. If there was a man-made scent as pleasant as the inside of a bakery, I was yet to find it. As Sam locked the door and set down her keys, I glanced at the display case. My salivary glands kicked into overdrive when I saw the arrangement of pies and muffins in the case. Clearly, I couldn’t hide my gaze or my intentions. 

Would you like something?” Sam asked. 

I’d love a muffin. Preferably blueberry.”

Sam went around the corner of the counter, took a muffin from the case, and handed it to me. By touch alone, I could tell that it was moist, and it looked like it came right out of a magazine. I took a bite and let out a moan. It was definitely the best muffin I had ever tasted.

“Good?” Sam asked. 

I couldn’t speak, so I just nodded. I couldn’t imagine where she had gotten the blueberries from, but they were the largest, juiciest blueberries I’d ever eaten. She topped the muffin with just a touch of caramelized sugar that added another layer of sweetness and a crunch that added to the overall texture. 

“Be right back. You enjoy that.” Sam disappeared into the rear of the bakery while I finished the muffin. She appeared three minutes later carrying a sheet pan of pies that she placed on the counter. 

“Would you like another muffin?” she asked. 

“I’d love another, but I can’t. You’ve seen how once I get started with something like that, I can’t stop. The button on my jeans would burst open in an hour.”

I dug around in my pocket for some cash. “What do I owe you for the muffin?” 

“How about sixty cents?”

Her answer flabbergasted me. “Sixty cents? How do you make a profit selling a muffin for sixty cents?”

Sam smiled. “I won’t make a profit on that one. The ingredients run around fifty-three cents, plus labor and whatnot. I usually charge three bucks for a muffin, but consider it the friend discount.”

I wanted to argue, but I also didn’t want to insult her generosity, so I handed her a dollar. “Thank you. It was wonderful. Keep the change.”

Sam accepted the dollar and set it next to the cash register. 

“What’s with the pies?” I asked. 

Sam took a stack of boxes from behind the counter and started boxing up the bakery. “Besides being in charge of entertainment, I’m also on the catering committee.”

“Sounds like a lot of work.”

Sam shrugged. “It’s not too bad. I’m only supplying the bread and the dessert. Rob and Lisa McMurtry from the diner are taking care of the lion’s share of the meal.”

Sam slipped back around the counter and captured me in a hug again. “It’s so good to see you, Codi. I almost didn’t recognize you with that hair of yours, but I figured it had to be you.”

Ah, yes. My hair. Growing up, I never did like my hair, unlike Sam’s, which was a consistent, beautiful brown. Thanks to genetics, I started going gray in my mid-twenties. Since then, I had been dying it practically every color under the rainbow, and at the present time, it was a light blue. You would think that would be off-putting for a country singer. But since I currently had a pixie cut, and I normally wore my cowboy hat when I performed, people rarely noticed, and if they did, no one ever mentioned it.

“How did you find me? I haven’t seen you in years.”  

“Social media. I keep tabs on you. When you broke the top forty and your song was on the radio all the time, I’d tell everyone I talked to you were a friend of mine, but of course, no one believed me.” Sam laughed as she stepped back to her pies. 

“How did you end up here? I thought you always wanted to be a big-time baker in Manhattan with your own cooking show,” I said.

“You, of all people, should know how those dreams work out. I had a place in Atlanta for a few years, but I didn’t like it. The bakery was making good money, but most of that was in wedding cakes, and those were something I never enjoyed making. Besides, how many bridezillas can one person deal with before they go nuts? Through some acquaintances I discovered this place was up for sale, so I took a chance, packed my bags, and headed west.”

“I’m surprised a town this small would have its own bakery.” 

“That same thought occurred to me, but I went over the numbers with the previous owner before I took the plunge. I have a contract with the diner to supply their bread and pies. Every morning, I do a pretty good donut and bagel business, and I still make cakes for birthdays and weddings. I’m actually making just as much money as I was in Atlanta, but here, I know all of my customers and can appreciate the small-town life.”

I knew what Sam meant about the small-town community. There was something special about a close-knit group of people that added value to everything. Going to work was much easier when the people you serviced were the people you knew. I even felt that way in my business, even though my small-town community had spread over a dozen states. It wasn’t the distance, so much as the people, that, for me, gave it a small-town feel. Every time we put on a show, I recognized a few faces in the crowd.

“So, what are you working on? Can I give you a hand?” I asked. 

Sam smiled. “Sure thing. I usually have a woman who works here with me, but she came down with the flu. How good are you at making pies and bread?”

It was my turn to smile. “Well, to be honest, I can bake a cake if I follow directions on the back of the box it came in, and I’m great at putting sliced bread into a toaster. Sometimes I even remember to plug the toaster in before I use it.” 

Sam motioned for me to follow her into the kitchen. The sight of the stainless-steel appliances, the multiple ovens, and huge bins of flour and sugar immediately overwhelmed me. I swear I saw a wire whisk that was half my height, and a mixing bowl I could probably swim in. I had been inside commercial kitchens before, but this was my first bakery. Once I got done looking around, Sam helped me into an apron and gave me a hairnet. 

“You’ll want to wear this instead of your cap. You’ll never get all the flour off it. How are you with taking things out of the oven, letting them cool down, and then putting them into boxes?” she asked.

Now she was on par with my skill level in the kitchen. “I think I can handle that.”

“Great. We’ve got one more batch to bake up and then we’ll head on over to the diner for dinner. You’ve got a boyfriend, right? He’s meeting us for dinner too?”

“He’s not my boyfriend, he’s my business partner,” I said. 

It was a common mistake that most people made. Everyone assumed that a man and a woman living on a bus together had to be involved romantically. But for us, it wasn’t the case. I admit, Bozeman is a hunk, but he’s not my type of hunk, and although we have a musical connection, we never even had a single spark of a romantic one. “I’ll call him when we’re ready to go over to eat. We’re both really interested in hearing what this benefit is all about.” 
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“What’s good here?” Bozeman asked as he set down the menu and looked around to check what other people were eating. 

“It’s Friday night, so it’s the pot roast that usually brings folks in. Meatloaf is pretty good too. Burgers are always a safe bet,” Sam said.

“What about the catfish?” I asked.

“I’ve never had it, but lots of people seem to enjoy that, too.”

The server approached the table and dropped off glasses of water for the women and a beer for Bozeman. “Have you decided on what you want for dinner?” she asked with her pen hovering an inch above her order pad.

Sam took a quick drink and set down her glass. “Lisa, this is my friend Codi, and her partner, Bozeman. They’re the musicians I booked for tomorrow night. Lisa and her husband, Rob, own this place and are doing the catering for the event.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Lisa said. She wiped her hand on her apron and shook with Codi and Bozeman. Lisa stood five-seven and had a bright shock of red hair atop her head, and dimples in both cheeks.  

“Likewise,” I said. 

Bozeman tipped his hat in his cowboy way. He preferred to stay in character when out in public. 

Bozeman ordered the pot roast, I ordered the meatloaf with a side salad, no dressing, and Sam opted for a burger. 

“Codi says we’ll be playing during dinner?” Bozeman said after a long draw on his beer. 

“For some of it, anyway,” Sam said. “The plan is to get the ceremony kicked off. Then, the important folks in the room will be introduced, dinner will start, and we’d like you to play for around twenty minutes. After that, there will be some speeches from the mayor and a couple of others while dessert is served.”

“What about after?” Bozeman asked. 

“After the dinner, it becomes a little more informal, so you can play for as long as you want to, or rather, as long as the agreed fee lasts. It was four hundred, correct?”

I nodded. “I hate to charge you at all, but we’ve got to cover our expenses.”

“Don’t be silly, Codi. Of course you should charge for being here. Everyone who is providing a service is getting paid. It’s not a benefit, it’s more of an awareness campaign. That reminds me, here.” Sam reached around and pulled an envelope from her back pocket. “Here’s the cash.”

I took the envelope, and without opening it, folded it and shoved it into the front pocket of my jeans. “Thanks. Tell us about the event. What’s it about, a fundraiser or something, right?”

“Well, see that guy over there at the table by the window? Wearing jeans and a sport coat and talking like he’s trying to draw attention to himself?”

Although Bozeman had a straight view, I had to turn almost all the way around to look at where Sam was pointing with her fork. Near the front window sat a party of five. The man sat in the center of the table, with his back to the window so he could look at everyone in the restaurant. Two people sat on either side of him, and the fellow in question was telling a story more loudly and more animated than the story probably dictated. From where I sat, if I concentrated, I barely heard his voice, but between the distance from him and the other conversations around me, I didn’t make out the words. I turned back around to face the people at my table. 

“That’s Sherman Stier. He’s our local real estate mogul. He owns a bunch of land outside of town, and he’s trying to get support to build a golf course and resort out there. Those people he’s with are potential investors he’s brought in from Phoenix, Taos, and Albuquerque. They initially proposed this event to rebuild and rebrand Main Street and generate more tourist business for the town. You know, spiffy things up a little, make this town a stop for people looking to get off the interstate and get a taste of the good old days. The committee has been working on the plan for seven months.”

“Who’s on the committee?” Bozeman asked. 

“Most of the business owners on Main Street, since we’re the ones most affected by the increase in tourist traffic. Me, Rob and Lisa, the mayor, the owner of the Quincey Inn, and a few others. You’ll meet most of them tomorrow night if you want to. Oh, and Sherman, of course. He’s the chair of the committee.”

“The mayor isn’t the chair?” I asked. “Wouldn’t that make the most sense?”

“No, she isn’t. Everyone assumed she would be the chairperson, but she declined. She’s got enough to worry about trying to run the town. To her credit, she’s gotten us pretty far in the three years she’s been mayor. Did you notice the potholes on Main Street when you drove in?” 

Bozeman leaned forward in his chair. “I don’t recall seeing any.”

“That’s because after probably a good twenty years of complaining, the new mayor got them all patched up. Even installed pretty cobblestone crosswalks at every intersection around downtown. She’s also been working hard at getting the local schools updated, and the water quality improved.”

“She sounds like a go-getter,” I said.

Sam nodded. “Sure is. She would’ve been the perfect choice to lead the committee. Unfortunately, we’re stuck with Sherman.”

“Is he doing a terrible job?” I asked.

“Let’s say he has a tendency to push things in directions that will benefit him the most.” 

“Like the golf course?” I asked. 

Sam nodded. “Exactly like that. Although he claims that bringing people into his resort will be good for the town too. A rising tide and all that.”

I spied Lisa approaching with a tray of food. Behind her trailed a tall, thin man in a chef’s coat. While Lisa passed out our food, she introduced her husband. “Rob, this here is Codi and Bozeman. They’re the singers for tomorrow.”

Rob offered his hand. “Glad to meet you,” he said. As Lisa finished food distribution, Rob simply stared at me. After a moment, he scratched his buzz-cut head and walked away. 

Lisa’s cheeks turned red from embarrassment. “You’ll have to excuse him. He’s a little shy around celebrities.” 

I spotted him rushing back from the kitchen with his phone in hand. “I’m not really a celebrity. And he can’t be that shy. He’s coming back.”

Rob reached the table and turned his phone so I recognized the person on the screen. “Is this you?”

It only took me a glance to determine he had pulled up the video of my one hit song. It was an excellent song, but I always hated the video. The producer headed in a much different creative direction than I wanted to, but I was only a kid and didn’t have a clue what was going on, so what did I know? “Yep, that’s me.”

Rob smiled widely. “I knew that was you the second I saw you. My gosh. I loved that video. Can I get a selfie with you? And maybe an autograph?”

In my peripheral vision, I saw Bozeman smirk. He wasn’t big on being approached by fans, but I didn’t mind. I always figured it was the fans who bought CDs and tickets and other merchandise. It was the fans who showed up at county fairs and other gigs. It was the fans who waited for the show in heat or cold or rain. I never turned a fan away. “Of course.”

I stood and pushed away from the table, and I stepped closer to Rob and put my arm around him. Rob handed the phone to Lisa. Since there was a good foot’s height difference between Rob and me, Lisa had to back up almost into the lap of the person at the table behind her. After a few photos, Lisa shooed Rob back to the kitchen. 

“I’m so sorry about that,” Lisa said.

“No worries, it happens all the time. I’ve got some promo photos on the bus. I’ll sign one of those for him and give it to him at the event tomorrow,” I said. 

“That would make his day,” Lisa said. “I’ll leave you to dinner. If y’all need anything, just call.”

I retook my seat and adjusted myself in front of the meatloaf and dug in. I was famished, despite the giant muffin I had eaten earlier. 

“That happen often?” Sam asked. “Getting asked for pictures and autographs?”

“It all depends. Usually on show nights I’ll get asked for a dozen or more, and occasionally someone will recognize me out in public and ask, but most people will leave me alone. I don’t really mind, though. It’s all a part of the business. The way you bake those muffins, people should ask for your autograph.”

Sam laughed, put down her burger, and wiped her fingers on the napkin. “Well, I get asked for recipes now and then, but that’s not quite the same thing.” 

“Sure, it is,” I said. “You provide something that people love, and they want to share that experience. Do you ever give them the recipes?”

Sam leaned in until our foreheads almost touched. “Yes, but to be honest, it’s not the complete recipe. I always leave out the secret ingredients, so their version never comes out quite like mine. Nothing to make the recipe fail, mind you, just something that will make their finished product just a little different from mine.”

“That’s really smart,” I said. “Keeps them coming back for yours.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

Bozeman finished his meal, drained his beer, and stood. “Excuse me, ladies. I have some work to finish on the bus. It was nice to meet you, Sam. I look forward to seeing you again tomorrow.” Bozeman winked at her, then walked toward the door. 

“He likes you,” I said.

“How can you tell?” Sam asked. 

“We’ve been partners for a long time. I could tell just by how he wouldn’t stop jabbering.”

Sam took the last bite of her burger and washed it down. “Jabbering? I don’t think he said over six sentences.”

“Yeah, but that’s a lot for him. He’s the strong, silent type. You’ll see more of his personality on the stage tomorrow night.”

“Didn’t he just leave you with the bill? Shouldn’t the cowboy pay? Is chivalry dead?” Sam asked.

“Not in this case. Whether he pays, or I do, it comes from the same business account. So, consider it a company expense,” I said.

“Ah, gotcha. That makes sense. You didn’t eat your salad.”

“Oh, yeah, thanks for the reminder.” I pulled a plastic gallon-sized bag from my pocket, and discretely as possible, dumped the salad into the bag and sealed it up. 
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