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      “Nightcap?”

      Dinner had been wildly unsatisfying for them both, and while they weren’t exactly in the middle of nowhere, they were far from anything familiar. And yet, here they were, stuck between two pinpoints of the United States—one on the West Coast and one on the East—a muddled middle-of-nowhere piece of the country where your late-night options were a diner with slippery floors and greasy tables (and greasier cheeseburgers, as they’d discovered), or nothing at all.

      The hotel they’d booked for the night was fine, but they were both eager to get back on the open road come morning and leave this funky little patch of mid-south in the rearview mirror. If everything went to plan, in two days they’d be pulling into the driveway of their new home in western Pennsylvania, leaving behind the smog and traffic and overpopulation of Los Angeles for three acres of woodland and a house big enough to hold a family of four (which was the long-term plan, after all).

      Sitting in the passenger seat, however, Diane is unnerved.

      Driving back to the hotel through the same twisting, unfamiliar roads at night feels a lot different than driving them a couple hours ago. At least then the sun was still setting and you could see land all around, giving you a sense of where you were at and where you were headed. Now she feels as if they’re driving through outer space, the night around them so dense it seems to douse the headlight beams, the darkness itself eagerly pressing against the car windows, wanting inside.

      “Did the hotel have a bar? I didn’t notice.”

      Paul shrugs. “Doubtful. Looked like the only employee in the evenings was the kid who checked us in. But maybe we can find a bar out here. . . what’s the GPS say?”

      “I don’t want to start driving around blindly,” she says, feeling sluggish and full after the diner meal. “This area is weird.”

      “Yeah. . . maybe we’ll just raid the mini bar.”

      “I don’t recall seeing a mini bar either,” she says with a chuckle. “But I do think I want to get back.”

      “Agreed,” Paul says. “Is this the turn?”

      “Uh. . .” Diane taps the car’s touchscreen, opens the GPS map. “Shit, it doesn’t even show this as a road.”

      “Well, that can’t be good.”

      “No, it’s not. I think you better turn around and go back. . . here, see?” She points to the GPS screen, where the curvy black line of known road is slowly receding behind the blue dot of their vehicle, which seems to have come untethered from reality and now floats freely in an obscene sea of green.

      “I could have sworn this was the turn. . .”

      “Paul, it’s pitch black out there. I can’t see any landmarks at all.” Diane scans the surrounding darkness, but sees nothing but dense forest encroaching the narrow road, a blank black sky hovering above.

      “At least it’s not raining?”

      “Paul, I’m⁠—”

      “Hey, look.”

      Paul points at something ahead. Diane leans forward, notices a soft white light coming from the side of the road a little ways off, just past a wall of tall trees. As they drive closer, the shoulders of the road widen, the forest retreats, and the source of light comes into view.

      “That’s not the hotel.”

      “Duh,” he says, sitting up eagerly. “But it might be a bar.”

      “A biker bar, maybe.”

      “Even cooler!”

      “Paul. . .”

      “Let’s just. . . let’s just see.”

      As the building comes into full view, Diane realizes (with a mixture of relief and misgivings) that it is indeed a bar. By the looks of it a honkytonk. The exterior is all dark, wide wood board and batten siding, neon-splashed tinted windows, and honest-to-God wagon wheels on either side of the porch entrance.

      Surprisingly, there’s a large gravel parking lot near capacity.

      Above the porch roof, painted in bold (if weathered) white letters that span the entire length of the building, are the words: HAPPY’S BAR & GRILL.

      “Look at this!” Paul says, obviously thrilled with the discovery. “And not a single motorcycle in the lot. Just good ole folks having a good ole time. Hell, I bet there’s even a band playing.”

      “Paul. . .”

      “Bar and grill? Honey, we could have eaten here. I bet the burgers are the best in the state.”

      “Paul, I’m tired.”

      “One drink,” he says, parking the hybrid crossover between two mud-spattered pickup trucks. “One drink, and we go back to the hotel. I just want to, you know, experience different stuff. Take in some of the local color.”

      Diane sighs. “Fine. One drink. But listen, band or no band. . .” she says as she pops the door open and steps into the cold night.

      “What?”

      “No dancing.”
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        * * *

      

      The couple step up onto the broad, wood-planked porch, then pause in front of the closed front door to study a sign tacked to its face:

      
        
        NO GUNS

        NO KNIVES

        NO FIGHTING

      

      

      Diane gives Paul a sidelong glance, which he matches.

      “Darn it, honey,” she says sweetly, “we better leave the AR-15 in the trunk.”

      “Like hell I am,” Paul says gruffly, hands on hips. “This is America, dammit.”

      Diane laughs, but neither of them lifts a hand toward the door, as if there was an invisible barrier between them and whatever waited inside, a vibrating membrane of resistance that would take a concerted effort to pass through.

      “They’re open, right?”

      Paul nods. “I hear music. And the cars. . .” he adds lamely, motioning to the full lot of vehicles behind them.

      “Sure, of course.”

      Abruptly, as if pulling off a Band-Aid, Diane steps forward, reaches for the large handle, and pulls.

      The door opens without resistance. Warm light spills over their bodies and onto the surrounding porch. Something soulful and rhythmic—old electric blues in the vein of Stevie Ray Vaughan or Jeff Beck—vibrates the air around them, beckons them inside.

      Paul and Diane share one more—one last—quick look.

      This is okay, right?

      Then Paul shrugs, puts his hand on the small of his wife’s back, and together they walk into the bar, into the light, into the music.

      Behind them, the door swings silently closed. . . and locks.
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