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One




Mom’s eyes glisten in the morning sunlight as she walks me down the driveway. “Call us when you get there, Jordan,” she says. “And check in whenever you stop.” With a glance over her shoulder she whispers to dad, “We should driver her there ourselves.” 

It’s like listening to the same old song on repeat. “I know, Mom, I won’t forget.” If I can make it through these next few minutes, then I’ll finally have some quiet and much-needed space. I love them, but at some point, everyone needs to go out into the world on their own, and it’s my turn to leave the nest.

With slow strides, Dad follows, concern etched on his face. “Is that a tear?” Dad says, reaching for Mom’s cheek.

She slaps his hand away. “Never you mind.”

He chuckles like a kid. “Young lady, is your cell charged?” Dad asks me, struggling to hide his grin.

“Uh-huh.” A failed attempt to conceal my annoyance. I open the driver-side door of my little red Fusion, prepared to flee. If Mom’s tears keep pouring, eventually I’ll break down with her, at which point I’ll have no choice but to admit to myself that I’ll miss them.

“Checked tire pressures?” Dad continues.

Ah, yes, it’s time to talk about road safety. Again. “Yes, Dad, and the oil and washer fluid.” Will the inquiry never end? For three weeks straight, this is all I’ve heard. It’s not like they’ll never see me again, but I guess it’s the job of a parent no matter how old we get.

“First aid kit?” Mom asks.

“Flashlight included,” I say, nodding. Overprotective for life. Are all parents like this?

Dad clears his throat. “Extra ba-”

“Batteries, yes, Dad. Can I go now?” My voice comes out like a whiny child, feeding into their parental woes.

Dad sighs, holding his arms out.

Snuggling into his burly arms, head against his chest, I breathe in the familiar spiced scent of his aftershave. My year off has gone by much too fast. Moving away is exciting, but I’ll never admit to them how nervous I am. I’ll get used to it, according to Dad. Yet, the freedom that comes with living alone gives me butterflies. I can come and go as I please without having to check in or deal with their ever-watchful eyes.

Last night Dad told me, “Once you get a taste of freedom, you won’t even think of coming home.”

Mom replied, waving a scolding finger, “Yes, she will. Every holiday.”

I’d promised to email them updates, include pictures, and be back to visit often. Yet no matter what I said, the worry was clear in their expressions and in their voices. When I lay in bed, all I could think was, tomorrow will be worse.

I was right.

One last family hug, while unwanted tears trickle down my cheeks, and then I get into my car as the scent of cherry-vanilla air freshener surrounds me. One scent would have been more than enough, Mom. Rolling down the window, I hear them whispering.

“I still think we should drive her there ourselves!” Mom says.

“Stop worrying so much,” Dad replies. “She needs her own set of wheels to get around once she’s there.”

Mom gasps. “You’re worried too; I can see it in your eyes.”

He shakes his head. “You’re imagining things. She’ll be fine.”

“Love you!” I shout out the open window.

“Don’t forget to-”

“Call. I know, Mom.” That’s four times since breakfast. Where does she think I’m going — the moon?

“Drive safely!” Dad shouts.

It’s not like I’m going to drive like a maniac. Nothing I say will calm them, not until I arrive and send them an update. I back the car out of the driveway, take one last glance at the house I grew up in, and wave as I drive off.


      [image: ]Blaring Kelly Clarkson on the radio, windows open, wind blowing my hair around; I feel free. The ‘rents won’t be watching over my shoulder, or “guiding” me as they call it, through every aspect of my life. From now on, I’ll do things my way!

After a couple of hours of driving, I am getting tired. It’s time for a salty snack to raise the blood pressure and keep me alert. A bit of sugar probably wouldn’t hurt either. Stopping at a gas station, I notice a beautiful black Chrysler 300 pull in after me. How much would that cost? Way more than I can afford, at least for now. Once I finish school, become a vet, and open my practice, I can get any vehicle I want. Red though, not black.

It feels great to stretch. Arms overhead, I glimpse the 300’s driver: black cowboy boots, black jeans, black t-shirt, dark sunglasses, and dark hair that is possibly chestnut brown. As he walks past, I notice the wolf tattoo on his left arm. His muscular arm. A whiff of musky cinnamon tickles my nose. Yum. But seriously, goth much? It wouldn’t surprise me if there were eyeliner beneath those shades. I follow him toward the store’s entrance, and he holds the door for me. When I thank him, he nods in response but doesn’t meet my gaze. The strong, silent type and a gentleman. All in black. Plus, he smells so good.

Focus, Jordan. You’re here to pick up a snack, not a cowboy.

My stomach growls while I survey the aisle of goodies. Cool Ranch Doritos and a Diet Pepsi; perfect. A pack of Reese Peanut Butter Cups is not a bad idea. It’s not hot enough to melt if I keep it out of the sun. Once the clerk scans my treats, I hold my bank card against the debit machine’s screen, and the 300 Man’s warm scent reaches my nostrils. He’s behind me.

“You can remove the card now, ma’am,” says the lady behind the counter, interrupting my thoughts. A knowing grin reaches her lips while her gaze drifts behind me.

My cheeks flush, and I shove the card into my wallet, grab the plastic bag, and spin around. He is right in front of me. I stand in silence, trying to see his eyes through the dark shades.

“Excuse me,” 300 Man says, stepping aside. His voice is deep but not very country-sounding. What’s with those boots? Does he work on a farm?

“Oh, sorry.” Being my awkward self, I move around him and head for the door. On my way out, I glimpse his backside. Very nice.

As I drive off, I glance in my rear-view mirror; the man gets into his 300. I crank the volume on Kelly and open my bag of chips. A couple of minutes later I notice the 300 still behind me. Where is he going? Is he meeting someone or starting a new chapter in life like me? Either way, we are heading in the same direction, so maybe we’ll meet up again. That wouldn’t be so bad.


      [image: ]Food is my jam. Two more hours on the highway and I feel empty. Next stop is a restaurant on the riverside. Taking a balcony table overlooking the water, I order chicken fingers with honey-dill sauce and fries with a side of gravy. The late-morning sun is hot, but the gentle breeze coming off the water is refreshing. The umbrella overhead helps, yet the one on the back deck at home is much better because it covers a larger area. Mom’s face enters my mind. Knowing how she feels about me travelling alone, I decide to send her a quick text: “Hey, Mom, I’ve stopped for lunch. All is well. Miss you!” The positive words will hopefully set Mom’s mind at ease.

There aren’t many people in the restaurant; hopefully, it’s not a reflection of the food quality. Right, it’s Thursday and most people are working. The lunch rush isn’t for at least another forty-five minutes, so, thankfully, I stopped when I did. Each balcony table has unlit candles, which would be the perfect romantic evening. If there’s a hotel room nearby, maybe I can stop for a night on my way home. Even if I’m alone, reading a book by the river would be peaceful. Maybe they’re licensed.

The food arrives at the same time as Mom’s reply: “Good girl! Don’t eat dessert. It will make your sugar levels rise and crash. Don’t want to get dozy behind the wheel now! Miss you, too!”

I shake my head. Even four hours away, she still makes decisions for me. I reply: “Okay, love you, Mom.”

She sends a heart emoji, which is easier than texting, I guess. Or maybe she’s having fun with it.

The chicken fingers are delicious, especially with the home-style honey-dill sauce, but the gravy could use a little help. Too runny, and it tastes like a package mix. If I return for dinner in the future, I’ll remember to skip the gravy. I slip cash into the bill folder and leave it on the table, including a two-dollar tip, just like Mom would have done. Then I stop myself. Mom’s not here, and I’m a grown-ass woman. One dollar would suffice. Besides, the fries were too skinny, like at McDonald’s, and they didn’t even come around for drink refills.

Before leaving, I stop at the washroom, and then on my way out the front door, I notice 300 Man at the till with a foam container. He doesn’t seem to notice me. With a shrug, I head across the parking lot. Even sexy cowboys get hungry, too. Funny how we stopped at the same time again.


      [image: ]Things become strange. The black 300 is always behind me, and when I slow down, he slows down. He never passes me. My heart rate increases. When opportunity knocks, I take it. The rig ahead is going slow, hauling a heavy load based on the way the trailer sits. The yellow dotted line and lack of oncoming traffic, makes this the perfect moment for me to pass and get some distance between myself and the black car. Just to be safe.

Increasing speed, I signal and drive into the left lane, pass the truck, and then return to the right lane. Regardless, I’m not slowing down. The 300 remains behind the rig, and the tension that had built in my chest eases. What was I thinking? He’s not following me. We’re just going in the same direction; it’s just a fluke. The road curves to the left, and both vehicles are out of sight.

I’ve inherited this over-worrying from my parents; mental note to thank them later. Although if I told them what was happening, and how I’m panicking over nothing, they’d want me back home pronto. Nah, I’ll keep it to myself. Besides, everything is going as planned, and I can’t wait to get to my new apartment to start a new chapter. It’s time to take life as it comes, one day at a time. If I meet up with that man again, instead of being awkward and afraid, I’ll walk right up to him and introduce myself. Well… maybe.

As the road straightens, the rig comes into view. The 300 shoots out from behind and flies past, driving much faster than the speed limit. Slow trucks must piss him off. The black car’s engine roars, but just as fast as he sped up, he decelerates and maintains his course behind me.

My stomach churns. Maybe he is following me. If so, why? Is he one of those maniacs who goes around kidnapping pretty girls? Or maybe he’s just interested. Too interested, for my taste. Dad always warned me about guys with intentions. I’ve dated before but always behind his back, and I can’t imagine how he’d react in this case.

Whether or not the 300 Man is following me, if we meet again in public, maybe I’ll try to talk to him. He’s mysterious, like a romance novel.

Besides, you only live once.
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