One thing that Furnace Creek, the heart of the action in Death Valley did not have available was a pool table. So, one fine December evening on my way home from the car shop, dropping into the date stand shack with yet another overpriced sixpack of beer from the general store, Sal (Salvador Padilla, one of the date farmers there) says to me, "Hey Max! Jew know how to choot pool?" Yes, says I. But where? "Stateline!", said Sal. I'd not yet been to Stateline (on SR127, 20 miles north of Death Valley Junction). I'd heard there was a brothel and a gas station & mini-mart there on the Nevada border. One thing about Sal, when he got an idea into his head, no matter how insane, he followed through with it. So, I went to my trailer to get warm clothes for the ride to Stateline.

And we headed out, Sal & Marciano (Sal's younger brother) in the cab of Sal's pickup truck, Nacho & me bundled up in the truck bed to keep warm, leaning against the cab and huddled in a mass of sleeping bags. Somewhere around that gentle pass between Furnace Creek and Death Valley Junction, an Aurora Borealis appeared in the sky. I kid you not. I banged on the back of the cab window to get Sal to stop the truck, which he did. I pointed to the north. Look! It was incredible. It didn't last but a minute or so, then we all had to take leaks to unload the beer we'd been drinking, and continued onward to Stateline.

It is very rare to see an aurora that far south, around latitude 37 something. Rare, but not impossible. And we saw it.

I remember Sal pulling into the parking lot, a left turn off of SR127. The place was exactly right on the state line between California and Nevada. "Brothel", the dilapidated neon sign, but the “T” was broken so it flashed “BRO HEL”, casting pink and blue lighting over the entrance. I suddenly felt uneasy... my only way back home was in this pickup truck. What was I getting myself into this time? And what about Nacho, he was only 14? We all marched in. The lady behind the bar knew Sal & Marciano. Sal bought us beers all around (including 14-year old Nacho. Hey, we were in the middle of nowhere, Nevada!). And there, under stained-glass lights, looking a little like a forlorn church or chapel, was the pool table. Not the 25-cent variety either. The lady behind the bar handed Marciano a tray of balls, with cue stick chalk in the middle just like a real pool hall. We chose our cue sticks (not much of a choice there at Stateline), and a game of 8 ball was on. I couldn't help noticing the "ladies of the evening" 30 or so feet away from where we were, in a dimly lit parlor area beyond the pool table. I tried not to notice them noticing me. I had never been in a whorehouse before. This was one of the strangest evenings of my life so far, ever. I don't remember who won or lost at 8 ball, it didn't really matter, it was all in fun. I'd had too much to drink, and I was glad I didn't have to drive us home. Which worried me, because we were all drunk, including whoever was going to drive us back to Death Valley, which I also don't remember. It should have been Marciano, because he was the least crazy of all of us. But I can't say for sure.

We finished our 8 ball, drank a few more rounds of beer, smiled at the ladies, called it a night & headed back to Furnace Creek. No aurora display on the way back. Just the cold wind, a million stars against a black night sky, and the steady hum of the old reliable Chevy pickup truck engine carrying our drunken weary bodies back home to live another day in Death Valley.
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