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Empty Nest, Full Tank

I was parked in the driveway again, though this time it wasn’t for a quick grocery run or another round of chauffeuring Lizzie to volleyball practice, or even those late-night Sonic trips that had been my glory years. No, today was different. Today I sat there idling, trunk stuffed to its hinges with plastic totes, laundry baskets that smelled faintly of detergent and teenage perfume, and the awkward weight of boxes filled with “essential dorm décor” that, if you asked me, mostly looked like overpriced knickknacks designed to make a cinderblock room feel like a TikTok influencer’s studio. The backseat was stacked to the ceiling with pillows and blankets and a rolled-up rug that had no chance of surviving spilled ramen, and wedged in the corner sat a little stuffed bear that Lizzie hadn’t taken seriously since the third grade but suddenly couldn’t part with now. My cabin reeked of change, and it made my vents ache.

Traci stood on the porch with her arms crossed, giving Dustin the sort of look that said this is it, this is the day we lose her. He wasn’t crying, not visibly, though I’d caught him wiping at his cheek in the reflection of my side mirror when he thought nobody was looking. He tried to play it cool, leaning against me like he was posing for a family portrait, but even his weight felt heavier today, like the man carried not just his body but the years of fatherhood pressing down on him. Traci fussed with Lizzie’s hair, still treating her like the same little girl who used to sit in my backseat singing loudly and off-key, but Lizzie shrugged her off, too eager to get this show on the road. I’d never seen the girl so ready to leave home, and I’d never felt so unready to let her go.

You don’t think about the end when you’re a car. At least I didn’t. I was built for beginnings—road trips, first dates, late-night drives where secrets spill as easy as fries across a dashboard. I wasn’t designed to think about the day my kid, my rider, my everything, would pack her life into boxes and slam my doors shut with a kind of finality that even my shocks couldn’t soften. But here we were. My gas tank was topped off, oil fresh, tires checked. Full tank, empty nest. That’s the tradeoff, I guess.

The thing about this driveway—it had been my whole world. I’d watched Lizzie take her first steps on the sidewalk, her tiny hand clutching Dustin’s finger while Traci hovered with that nervous-mom energy that could make clouds worry about raining too hard. I’d heard every slammed door of adolescence, every shouted you don’t understand me! ricochet off my frame like hail. I’d held her through heartbreaks and flu seasons, carried her trophies home and her tears away. And now? Now my job was to carry her out. To deliver her not to ballet recitals or sleepovers but to a whole new life that might not need me anymore.

Lizzie hopped into the passenger seat, plopping her phone into the cupholder like she owned me, which, technically, she did. Her Spotify queued up before I could protest, blasting some pop anthem about independence and leaving the past behind. Fitting. I hummed along reluctantly, my engine catching the beat even though every note felt like a goodbye. She smelled like cheap body spray and nervous excitement, her knee bouncing against my glovebox in rhythm with a heart that was racing far faster than my idle. I wanted to tell her to slow down, to breathe, to remember that she wasn’t just leaving a house, she was leaving a whole ecosystem of love that had kept her fed and clothed and annoyingly grounded when she wanted freedom too early. But cars don’t get to make speeches. We just roll.

Traci slid into the backseat with a sigh that carried seventeen years of motherhood compressed into one exhale. She kept fussing with the straps on Lizzie’s duffel, like if she tugged them tighter it might tether her daughter to home. Dustin claimed the driver’s seat, which I both respected and resented. I’d gotten used to Lizzie behind the wheel these past couple of years, her hands tentative at first, then confident, then reckless in the way only teenagers with learner’s permits can be. But Dustin drove today, his hands steady at ten and two, his jaw clenched like he was holding back all the words he wanted to say but couldn’t. Fathers do that—they act like they’ve got nothing to add when really their silence is louder than a revving engine.

The road stretched out ahead of us, miles of highway standing between me and the first chapter of Lizzie’s independence. As we pulled away, the house shrank in my rearview mirror, and for the first time I realized it wasn’t just Lizzie leaving home. I was, too. The driveway that had been my throne, my stage, my resting place—that belonged to memory now. My kingdom would be a cracked blacktop campus lot, surrounded by cars who didn’t know me, who hadn’t seen what I’d seen, who hadn’t carried this girl through scraped knees and first kisses and the kind of growing pains that don’t show up in any mechanic’s manual.

I don’t know if machines can feel fear, but I swear I did that morning. Not fear of breaking down—though let’s be honest, my transmission had been grumbling like an old man for months—but fear of irrelevance. What if Lizzie decided she didn’t need me anymore? What if she traded me in for something shinier, faster, more “college cool”? What if I was just the vehicle that carried her to the starting line and then got left behind in the lot like an embarrassed parent waving too long after move-in day?

Yet even in that fear, there was pride. Pride that my seats were worn from years of her life, pride that my steering wheel had shaped her hands, pride that my scratches and dents were a family scrapbook written in steel and paint. Pride that I had made it to this day, dented but still rolling. Not every car gets to see their kid off to college. Some rust out in junkyards, some die on highways, some never even make it out of the dealership lot. Me? I was here. Engine purring, trunk overflowing, mirrors catching the last reflection of home as we merged onto the highway.

Lizzie pressed her forehead to the glass, watching the scenery blur by, and whispered, “I can’t believe it.” Neither could I. She thought she was talking about college, about freedom, about dorm rooms and professors and the great unknown. But I knew the truth: she was talking about everything. About life changing in an instant. About the child she was no longer and the adult she wasn’t quite yet. About the car who had always been her constant and now had to become something new—her partner in this next stage, her quiet witness to every success and every mistake that was coming.

Traci reached forward, squeezing Lizzie’s shoulder, while Dustin cleared his throat and muttered something about traffic on the interstate. They were trying to keep it together, trying not to let her see that they were unraveling in slow motion. But I saw it. I felt it. And for once, I didn’t mind the silence. Some moments don’t need words. Some moments just need wheels to turn, steady and sure, carrying all that unspoken weight toward the horizon.

That was the thing about beginnings. They always feel like endings. And endings? They never really end. They just roll forward, dented and determined, like me.
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Move-In Mayhem

If you’ve never been to a college move-in day, let me describe it for you: imagine the world’s worst traffic jam mated with a garage sale and then threw up in the middle of August. That’s what it feels like. Every road on campus clogged with honking minivans, every patch of grass smothered by futons, every sidewalk a warpath of nervous parents and wide-eyed freshmen dragging carts piled higher than their dignity. And there I was, Ruby Rose, stuck right in the thick of it with my trunk gaping wide, holding everything Lizzie owned and then some. My seats sagged under the weight of boxes, and my glovebox rattled with nervous energy. I’d survived road trips, breakdowns, heartbreak drives, but this—this was a new level of madness.

Dustin was driving, jaw tight, muttering curses at a Jeep that had cut us off like it owned the pavement. Traci perched in the back with the patience of a saint about to lose her halo, offering running commentary on every family we passed. “Look at that,” she whispered as we crawled by a Lexus unloading monogrammed luggage, “those parents definitely bribed the admissions office.” Lizzie sat in my passenger seat, vibrating like a tuning fork, clutching her phone in one hand and the strap of her backpack in the other, already trying to look like she wasn’t terrified. She smelled like cheap perfume and nerves, and when she glanced out my windshield toward the looming dorm
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