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      In the dusty hot parking lot of a local tavern, the trajectory of a woman’s life hangs in the balance after a short sharp memory from her childhood.

      

      All names, characters, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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      Sun glare temporarily blinded Janet when she turned west onto the highway frontage road as she was leaving to go to the drugstore, 15 miles south of this small eastern Colorado town. She flipped her visor down and continued driving with one hand on the steering wheel and the other hand fumbling through her purse on the passenger seat, searching for her sunglasses.

      She put them on and glanced to her right where the local tavern sat, its white paint flaking in the harsh dry air. The letters B-A-R stood atop the flat roof line and were painted red. That was the name of the place. Nothing fancy. And at night, a spotlight would highlight them so they could be seen from the highway. They weren’t lit up yet today, but they already had customers and Janet could see the cars sitting in the dust of the gravel parking lot.

      On the end of the lot, she saw a light blue truck and she slammed on the brakes, causing her car to fishtail. Then she turned her steering wheel to the right and brought the car to the graveled edge of the road and she sat there for a minute, her car in park, staring at the truck, her car’s engine coughing a bit to let her know what it thought of her rude treatment of it.

      The truck belonged to Tom, the boyfriend with whom she shared an apartment in town. He worked at the nearby Coors beer plant while she waited tables at a barbeque joint. He was supposed to be at work now. She saw his work schedule and knew that he was working the swing shift. He had told her as much as he left the apartment after their latest argument.

      Janet had both hands on the steering wheel, and her thumbs tapped out a rhythm while she thought about what to do. She really didn’t want to get into another argument, especially one that might be very public. On the other hand, the rent was due in a week, and they weren’t so well off that they could afford him to have a day off without pay.

      She had just a bit of money put aside in savings for a trip to California that they were planning to take in October. Janet really wanted to have a nice vacation in a good hotel without having to worry about running out of money. Tom knew she was saving for this, Janet fumed. And he was risking her anger for what? An afternoon of drinking?

      Putting the car back into drive, she made a U-turn back to the parking lot entrance for the bar, pulled in and parked. She turned off the car and put the keys into her purse before getting out, purse strap over her shoulder. She pushed the car door shut and slowly walked across the parking lot, crunching sounds from the gravel under her feet marking her steps.

      The sun was hot on her head and beads of sweat started to form in her hairline. When she got closer to the door, a wave of vertigo came over her so suddenly she almost fell. A bench ran alongside the wall of the place, left of the door, and she sat quickly as saliva filled her mouth. She spit it into the dirt, then leaned forward with her head between her knees taking in long slow breaths, her stomach twisted in a knot. The roof jutted out a bit from the wall and formed a bit of shade for which she was grateful.

      She had never fainted in all her life, but she thought it would feel exactly like this. And all from the memory that had just come over her like a wave.

      
      She must have been four years old. She remembered that her brother was just a baby in a carrier in the backseat of the car she was in with her mother. Mom had pulled their car into a lot like this one, on a similarly sunny afternoon.

      They had parked next to what she thought of as her father’s car, a taxicab that he didn’t really own but drove all the time.

      “Go in there and get your father,” Mom said. Her words had come out terse and tight from between teeth that were clenched tightly. Mom didn’t look at her. She was staring straight ahead into the brick wall of the bar.

      Janet was scared and confused. She’d never been here before and she could tell that her mother was angry. She pulled the latch and pushed the car door open. She’d had to push herself off of the front seat onto floor mat before stretching her legs out and onto the ground.

      She could hear her brother start to fuss with little baby whimpers before she pushed the door back shut. The car’s engine was still running and a part of her had wondered if her Mom would leave before she could come back with her father.

      The doors to the bar were large and carved out of thick wood. They felt rough under her hands as she first tried to push them open. They didn’t budge and she realized she needed to pull on the metal handle to open the door. She pulled on the righthand door and had to pull with all of her weight to get it to swing open.

      Stepping inside, she had felt a rush of cool air that smelled of stale cigarette smoke. She couldn’t see at first. It took a minute for her eyes to adjust to the dim light after the brightness outside.

      When she could see a bit, she had walked forward and looked around. There was a bar to the left and some tables to the right where folding chairs were set up around them, but the chairs were empty. Country music played softly
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