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[image: ]




JILLIAN BURKE’S ELBOWS edged the diner table, chin rested on folded hands. The long lashes of her sea-blue eyes batted as she studied her daughter’s behaviour, slouched in a chair and arms crossed tight. 

She mimicked the pouty lips and furrowed brow of the cute face staring back. “Okay, Evi. There’s some attitude happening. Why?” 

“Gee-whiz, Mama, I’m so bored. We should be on the West Coast already. It’s taking forever! Why did we have to stop in this stinky town anyway? We’re in the middle of nowhere in a lousy highway restaurant. I’m eight years old and I don’t get a say? It’s not fair!”

Yes, honey, life just isn’t fair sometimes. 

Thirty-two years old and with a young child, Jillian was thrown into the world of widowhood. Everything the word signified challenged her life since Terrance’s death thirteen months ago.  

But time does have a way of healing and she accepted her fate. Somehow, she had managed the hardship and survived the pain, for her inner soul found resilience and the deep ache in her heart had lessened.

Jillian’s gaze softened. “We agreed not to rush this trip, Evi, and second...”

“My bums not even sore yet, Mama. We could have gone another hundred kilometres today—easy.”

“And second,” Jillian repeated, her tone crisp and precise with each word. “I can’t explain why I stopped. I just decided it’s best and called it a night.” 

Boy, did I ever.  

Their adventure started off with high hopes and excitement since leaving Manitoba. She could afford this trip now—barely. But the motivation was about fulfilling a promise Terrance made to Evi and, in the process, hopefully bring closure for the child still grieving her daddy’s death in the worst way. 

During the three days on the road, a few minor vehicle problems, unforeseen construction and long detours had Jillian questioning if she made the right decision. 

Yet those issues weren’t the cause of Jillian’s frazzled nerves. It was the unexplained and bizarre twist their journey took a mere twenty minutes earlier. 

A weird sensation—hyper awareness, as if on the verge of a life-changing moment overwhelmed Jillian. She’d never experienced perception like this before and couldn’t rationalize her strange insight. She made a sudden change in plans and pulled into a restaurant’s parking lot. 

And here she sat, in a diner her daughter protested about, waiting for some service in hopes of calming her worries.

Amidst a deep sigh, Jillian scooped hair from her collar and ruffled the long auburn curls. “Listen, honey, I apologize for making the decision without asking you first. We’re here now and it’s getting late. So, let’s have our supper and we’ll settle in at a motel for a good sleep. Tomorrow’s a new day with unlimited possibilities. We’ll say adios to Springs of Buffalo and start fresh.”

“It’s Buffalo Springs, Mama. Population is 960.” Evi’s scowl warmed with a slight smile. “I am hungry.” 

The child tightened her ponytail, brushed the blonde wisps from her cheeks and picked up a folded map she brought with her. “Hey, check out the names of these places. Buffalo Jump, Buffalo Hump, Buffalo Bump, Buffalo Mumps...”

“You’re making those up.” 

“Maybe, maybe not.” Evi’s nose turned up and her head did a little shake. “You’ll never know, because we’re stuck in this crappy town.” She explored the map beyond their current location.

Jillian bit the delicate flesh on the inside of her lip as she considered a response to her daughter’s behaviour. 

After a couple seconds of consideration, she yawned and snatched a menu instead. 

All of a sudden, the hair on the back of her neck stood on end with the most intense feeling of being watched. 

Across the narrow aisle separating the tables, sat a man with the deepest brown eyes she’d ever seen. 

The man looked her way. Not hostile—the contrary, though too intense to be just sociable. His gaze wasn’t lewd either, however, it carried a message of interest, of male appreciation perhaps.

He was older than herself—late thirties or early forties, with strong masculine features sculpted by time and possibly life itself. A large man, although how tall she couldn’t tell as he sat in the cramped diner booth. 

His body hard and well-built under the cotton chambray shirt caused her eyebrow to arch. 

Rancher, she guessed. But a quick glance at his hands belied the idea. They appeared strong and capable, but also soft, not hard or callused from a life of physical labour. 

Her gaze shifted upwards and she enjoyed the visuals for a second time—until she landed on his crooked grin and intent stare. 

Jillian’s muscles stiffened, for she had ogled this handsome man over. For how long, she couldn’t say.  

Oh, way to go. Stay calm, breathe.  

He nodded, acknowledging her presence. 

She said a friendly hello—or at least tried. Throat tight, the word strangled in her voice. She shied away and focused on her daughter, all too aware of the interaction. 

Evi gawked at the man with a sparkle in her big blue eyes. “Hey, do you live around here?” she asked. 

He bowed his head. “Yes, I do.”

“Well, is there any town named Buffalo Mumps?”

“Evi,” Jillian exclaimed, bemused with her daughter’s boldness.

“Sure,” the man said. “It’s about a section or two north of Buffalo Crumps, nestled between Buffalo Gwumps and Buffalo-a-Frumps.” 

“Buffalo-a-Frumps—Gwumps.” Evi’s giggles rolled into an uncontrollable subdued squeal. She slapped both palms on the table. Her body slumped in the chair and bum slid to the edge.

“Hudson Drake, are you causing a ruckus here?” a waitress asked as she approached with a pot of coffee. Her black leather pumps squeaked in annoyance with each step.

Jillian’s smile welcomed the petite, heavy-set lady. “Oh, the coffee smells so tempting, but I’d like a decaf tea instead.”  

“Of course, my dear,” the waitress replied. “My name’s Ruth. Our specials today include either homemade tomato soup or split pea and ham, which I must say are fantastic.” She sent Evi a wink, then wedged a pen under a purple scarf tied around her head of short black curls. 

“I’d like tomato soup and a large orange pop,” Evi said. 

“I’ll have the pea and ham,” Jillian added, “and one order of a club sandwich on whole wheat. My daughter will have a regular milk—no soda, and the tea of course.”

As Ruth removed the third and fourth cutlery settings, she continued. “Gravy on the fries?”  

“Sure, why not.” Jillian folded the menu and slid it behind the salt and pepper.

“Great choice,” Ruth said. “I’ll return with your drinks. The rest should be ready shortly.” She trotted away, but stopped long enough and filled the raised cup held by Hudson.  

Sudden lightning flashes lit up the sky. Cracks of thunder rumbled within the diner. In an instant, rain pummelled the ground and encased the restaurant. 

Jillian looked out the window into the darkness and her thoughts drifted into an abyss of emptiness. 

But not for long, for annoying clops and creaks of shoes closed in fast and Ruth served their drinks. 

Tea prepared, Jillian wrapped her hands around the mug, feeling the warmth. She inhaled the steamy aroma in anticipation of the first sip. 

Her eyes closed and she accepted solace of another long day. 

“You travelling far tonight?” Hudson asked. 

His deep, calm voice interrupted her solitude and she set her cup down. 

“These roads can be dangerous when the rain falls this hard,” he continued. His fingers combed back thick dark hair peppered with grey.

“No, not far.” Jillian sipped her tea. “Earlier you said you live around here.”

“Yes, my home is about thirty minutes away.” He drank from his cup. “But I always make time for Ruth’s delicious coffee,” he said louder, joshing the squeaky-shoed waitress, now within reach.

Ruth placed the steaming bowls of soup onto the table and tapped Jillian’s forearm. “It’s been nine years I’ve worked in this diner and as long as I can remember, Mr. Drake stops by most Fridays, whether it be a meal or a cup or two of our signature brews—like tonight.” Ruth let out a hearty cackle. “Maybe he can’t get enough of me.” She chortled and marched off.

Jillian chuckled under her breath. She picked up a spoon and stirred the hot soup, stealing several inconspicuous peeks at the fetching, robust stranger. 

His subtle stare held her in a delightful state of hostage.

But the familiar sound of shoes intruded on the attraction. 

Jillian offered him a quick, bashful smile. 

He responded with a grin so ardent, an internal heat rose in her face. 

Whoa, what just happened?

Ruth placed the club sandwich platter. “Boy, the rain’s not letting up. These spring storms can be nasty. Better hurry and get yourself settled, dear.” 

“Yes, I agree. There’s a motel up the road. We’ll stop for the night.” 

“Oh, wise decision. Well, enjoy your meal.” 

A boom of thunder resonated within the diner. 

Jillian flinched and she clutched her chest. 

“Will the power go out, Mama?” Evi’s skinny little fingers snatched some fries and crammed them into her mouth. “It can be so cool when it does,” she mumbled between chews.

“I hope not. But just in case, you better concentrate on your supper.” 

Not focused on anything in particular other than her own reflection in the window, Jillian reminisced of her darkest times and the sorrow regarding her husband. It took many hard months to forget the misery and the emptiness that had grip her with hatred in the most unimaginable way. 

Her appetite diminished with the haunting memories. 

The incessant rainfall and the constant chatter from other patrons didn’t register. It was all a white noise, enough to mask her miserable thoughts of pity.

She stirred the full bowl of soup. 

“Why are you looking at me?” Evi asked, spoon held in mid-air.  

“Huh?” Jillian broke out of her trance. “Didn’t realize—are you about done? We should be going.”

“But you haven’t eaten anything, Mama. You’re always nagging me about finishing my...”

“Evi—enough,” Jillian snapped. After a hard swallow, her tone calmed. “I’ll get it to go. It’s late and I’m tired. You have ten minutes left.” 

Drawn into the darkness once more, Jillian sipped her tea and reflected on Evi’s disheartening trauma and struggle with self-blame of her daddy’s death. 

To this day, the child never offered an explanation as to why she owned the guilt, and the dreadful reason for her daughter’s secrecy remained a mystery.

It shouldn’t have ended the way it did.

The waitress approached in her hurried mode of squeaks.

“My, dear,” Ruth said. “You haven’t eaten. I’ll package this for take-out. Anything else?”

“Just the bill,” Jillian replied.

Ruth loaded the tray with food and walked away. “Get home safe, Mr. Drake,” she instructed with a firm motherly pat onto his shoulder. 

Hudson grabbed a Stetson hat and denim jacket from a chair. “You folks have a great evening,” he said. 

He paused in front of Jillian’s table. “Hope you find what you’re searching for, ma’am.” A wink followed. 

His comment jarred her like a splash of ice water. 

Oh, great. He thinks I’m a pile of self-pity. 

Her gaze shadowed him leaving. He was tall, six foot plus. His muscular solid build and sexy stride enticed Jillian’s lonely heart, for it fluttered a little quicker. 

But the enjoyment quickly ended.

Evi glowered her way. 

“What?” 

“Don’t gawk at people,” Evi whispered. “It’s rude—gee-whiz—double gee-whiz.” Palms smacked her temples in pretend with great exaggeration. 

Jillian fought back a smirk. Thankfully, Evi’s perception of the gawks weren’t understood. “You’re right, honey. It’s impolite.”

“I’m ready, Mama. Can we get out of here?”

Jillian rummaged her wallet and laid a tip on the table. Evi’s cute facial frown captured her curiosity. “What’s wrong, honey?”

“Gee-whiz, Mama. You didn’t check the map, you never do.” 

“It’s fine, Evi. You’re doing such a great job—you’re a pro. But if I must, I’ll do it in the morning with breakfast.”

A warm smile exaggerated the lone dimple on Evi’s right cheek and she scooped up the map.

At the cash register, Jillian placed a fifty-dollar bill on the counter. While waiting for Ruth, she scanned the diner. 

Hunched and palms pressed firm on a table, Hudson chatted up two men. He laughed out loud, straightened and saw her watching him. His secretive, dark eyes warmed in an unusual way and he tipped the Stetson with his fingers. 

Something about Hudson captivated Jillian. His vibes of gentle, yet robust presence roused an emotion she had suppressed. 

Let go of him. Just let go.

She cleared her throat and retrieved the change from Ruth. “What time do you open for breakfast?”

Ruth slid the take-out forward. “Six o’clock and the coffee’s always fresh.”

Jillian gripped the paper bag. “Sounds great. Thank you.”

In the main entry, Jillian and Evi huddled together in hesitation. The downpour not as intense, they swung the diner doors and dashed into the rain.

A lamp post flickered at the end of the parking lot. It was the only light source guiding them across a blanket of drizzle and darkness. 

For unknown reasons, something spooked Jillian and her senses heightened. She wrapped an arm around Evi and rushed her ahead, scurrying for their Jeep. 

The trek seemed like it would never end. 

Who’s out here? I’m sure someone is.  

She peered between parked cars and over her shoulders. 

Wasting no time, Jillian secured her daughter inside the vehicle. She used a paper napkin and wiped away the condensation on the windshield and drove off. 
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Chapter Two
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THE MOTEL ROOM REEKED of musty air the instant they stepped in. 

Jillian turned on all the lights and cranked up the heat, hoping it’d be enough to chase the chill from her bones and rid the eerie feeling still under her skin. 

Dust burning off the electric baseboard heaters irritated her throat. She stifled a cough and joined her daughter in the kitchenette. 

Evi slid containers out of the paper bag and set the food on a round table. “Here, Mama. You should eat something.” She tossed her jacket onto the couch a couple feet away, dug amongst a pile of tourist brochures and plopped her thin frame on a cushion of green and orange plaid.

“Yes, I’ll finish my supper,” Jillian mumbled. She seated herself and flipped the lid on the take-out bowl first. The delicious aroma of clove spice and onion teased her taste buds. She savoured each spoonful and finished off the soup. About to bite into the club sandwich, she paused. “Go get ready for the night, honey, and don’t forget to brush your teeth.” 

Evi flung fuzzy slippers from her luggage and tossed her stuffed monkey Ozzy onto the bed. Purple pajamas and a vinyl travel bag scrunched, she moseyed into the bathroom.  

A full belly satisfied Jillian. More relaxed, a well-deserved sleep awaited her.

She laid a suitcase onto a luggage rack and changed into night wear. She tucked a fabric case under her arm just as her daughter scooted by. 

Evi leaped onto the bed. Her petite body thumped in a solid, non-bounce landing. She snuggled Ozzy and crawled under the blankets. “It’s so cramped in the washroom, Mama. Even a mouse will find it small.”

“This isn’t the luxurious Pomeroy Hotel, but it’s clean and priced right. It’ll do just fine. Did you pee and gather up your clothes?” 

“I peed, but...” Evi offered her mother a wily grin and snuggled herself further under the blankets. 

Exhausted, Jillian waved in the air and dismissed the duty.

Twenty minutes later, she placed her travel clock on the nightstand and crawled between the sheets. She clicked off the lamp and cuddled her sweet child.

“Bed’s not comfy, Mama.” 

“It’s an old motel, Evi. We discussed the budget for this trip, remember—and part of it meant staying in older motels for half the cost. It’ll be fine for the one night.”

“All the motels were old and smelly. Just once, can we stay in a fancy place—once?” 

Maybe, honey. Maybe. 

Jillian caressed her daughter’s hair, letting her fingers slide through soft freshly combed curls. “Evi, share with me why there was attitude this evening when we first arrived at the diner.”

“No, I don’t want to.”

“Well, when my child acts like she’s fifteen, it bothers me. We needed to stop at some...”

“I’ll never see my daddy again, Mama. By visiting the coast, I might find out what he loved about it. Is that so wrong?”

“Not at all, honey. We’ll get there. We’ve had some challenges during this trip, haven’t we?” 

“Yup. Hmm, I guess if we didn’t stop when we did, I wouldn’t have met Mr. Drake. I like how he made me laugh.”

“Glad you feel good about something.” Jillian snuggled her daughter closer.

Through drawn curtains, lights from the parking lot cast a dim glow within the room. 

Evi’s nose scrunched up and her mouth stretched as she sucked in air. “I love you, Mama.”

“I love you too, honey. Sleep well.”

The pitter-patter of steady rain on the window lulled Jillian. 

She reminisced of the hours travelled and even the sudden change in plans. By the same time tomorrow, they’d be in a different motel, perhaps on the West Coast. 

Out of nowhere, visions of the handsome Mr. Drake popped into her head. Fascinated with this stranger of interest, she recalled how he delighted her little girl, a difficult task these days. 

She released a huge yawn and rubbed a tickle on the end of her nose.  

Images of Hudson would not go away. 

Damn him. 
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Gentle nudges woke Jillian. She pried a sleepy eye open and peeked at Evi crouched on her knees. 

“Get up, Mama.”

Jillian perched on an elbow and checked the time on the travel clock. A raspy groan warbled in her throat and she plopped her head onto the pillow. “Give me fifteen minutes.”

“But I’m starving.” 

“Honey, you’re always hungry.” Jillian scooped her daughter and snuggled her down. “Fine, sweetie. Just two more minutes.” Her finger twirled a section of Evi’s hair. “How did you sleep?”

“I conked out fast. What about you, Mama?”

“I enjoyed listening to the rain. I find it soothing.” 

And couldn’t get Hudson off my mind. 

“I was exhausted though.” Jillian patted Evi’s bum several times. “You go wash up and hurry. I’m having a shower.”

Evi didn’t argue. She leaped from the bed, shoved her feet into slippers and disappeared.

Jillian swung her legs over the edge of the mattress and let out a squeaky yawn. 

She pulled back the faded floral-print curtains. 

The sunrise of brilliant yellow crested on the horizon. It signified a new day of their trip, discovering unknown towns and meeting friendly strangers along the way.

Other than her Jeep, the parking lot was empty. No movement either, except for a large raven scavenging a furry something off the cracked and heaved asphalt platform under a dumpster. 

No vehicles travelled the adjacent highway. 

Scenarios from the Bate’s Motel TV series materialized, but she grinned in the silliness. 

Glad we’re leaving this town. 
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Steam billowed from the tiny bathroom when Jillian stepped out. She unwrapped the towel around her head and shook free the damp, matted layers of natural curls.  

Suitcase opened, Jillian dressed in matching undergarments of pink lace and tugged on a snug pair of blue jeans. 

Good grief. These new pants better stretch some.

She slipped her arms into a white, short-sleeved knit top and buttoned it up. The velvety softness of chenille caused pause and she admired the way it shaped her body. 

Mascara and moisturizer applied, she combed and gathered her damp locks up into a loose twisted bun and secured it with a clip. 

“Okay, honey. Let’s pack our things and say bye to this motel forever.” 

****
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As they journeyed down the main street of Buffalo Springs, Jillian realized just how small this dot-on-the-map town was. But all the basic stores and amenities one needs were here.  

Unlike the hustle and bustle of the big city she called home, Jillian appreciated the quaintness of quiet and uncrowded settlements and often wondered what a simpler life could offer. 

Evi gawked out the window at the new sights. “Let’s not forget bottled water for the drive this time, Mama.” 

“Sounds good, honey. I’ll let you be in charge of that duty and if you think of anything else, let me know.”  

****
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Patrons packed the diner. 

Jillian spotted a waitress standing beside an available table, waving them over. 

They made their way beyond the cluster of people and sat six rows from where they were seated last night. 

Each snatched a menu.  

“Morning,” Jillian said, the waitress now at her side.

“Good day, ma’am. My name’s Mary. Welcome to my diner. Can I pour you some coffee?”

“Oh, yes—please.” 

And perhaps leave the pot. Need it this morning. 

“My daughter will have a glass of orange juice.” 

Jillian wavered. “Excuse me, Mary, but I just have to ask. The resemblance—you must be Ruth’s sister.”

A wily cackle escaped Mary’s lips as she raised a cup by its saucer to her steaming pot of coffee. “I sure am—twins. But I’m younger by nine minutes. I’m the nicer one too.” She snickered and set the filled cup down. “We both get questioned about it. We mess with the locals, all in fun of course. Gotta do what one can to stay sane in this drab town.” 

Jillian offered Mary a sincere smile. “I suppose. Well, please give us thirty seconds more and we’ll order.”

The waitress nodded in agreement then left. 

Thank goodness you don’t buy the same squeaky shoes.

Jillian slid the mug closer and topped it up with cream and a spoon of sugar. 

Mary set down the glass of juice. She slid a pad and pen from her apron pocket, poised and ready.

Evi tapped the menu. “I’ll have the kid’s meal of pancakes and sausage.” 

“An order of multi-grain toast for me,” Jillian said.

“Shouldn’t be too long of a wait,” Mary replied. She marched off to another table.

Jillian inhaled the delightful coffee aroma. It satisfied her mood. She sipped and savoured, then swallowed several mouthfuls until she finished. “Oh, my. Hot and so delicious. Need another.” 

She chuckled. 

“I have a feeling it will be a great day for travel, honey. The spring air is fresh and the sun is shining—perfect.”

“I think so too, Mama.” Evi squinted and a smile graced her cheeks. “Hmm, let me see if I can find Buffalo Crumps.”

Contented, Jillian held her head high, like any proud mother. She didn’t have the heart to tell her daughter that Hudson played along with the fictional town names. Plus, it kept her child entertained.

All of a sudden, a sense of creepiness sent shivers up and down her spine. This didn’t feel calm and teasing, like Hudson Drake’s stares. This time, it was as if someone peered at her through a bathroom window. 

At the same table where Mr. Drake sat the night before, was an unkempt husky man. Black hair, filthy and matted hung in his eyes. A thick beard and mustache couldn’t conceal his air of anger.

Jillian shied away. Curious, but more worried, she required some confirmation of his target. 

After a subtle investigation of the other patrons, she peeked at the stranger. 

His lips pursed, as if fighting words and a hideous scowl pierced her core. 

It is me! Why?

Jillian’s gaze darted around the restaurant. Her breath grew shallow and she clenched her cup even tighter. “No, this can’t be. I won’t let it,” she whispered.  

She back-tracked the previous days travelled. Perhaps an unpleasant encounter pissed off this man, but nothing happened. She had no conflict along the way. 

I’ve never seen you before. Leave us alone! 
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Chapter Three
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JILLIAN WELCOMED THE distraction of the waitress. 

Mary set the plates and poured Jillian a fresh coffee. “Enjoy your breakfast,” she said. 

In a split second, Jillian gripped Mary’s forearm. 

“Ma’am? Is there something else you need?”

“I’m not sure if you can answer this,” Jillian whispered, “but, I’m curious if you’re familiar with that man—the dishevelled one scowling.” 

Mary ogled the male in question. “No, I’m not, ma’am. He arrived early this morning, ate a huge meal and has been there ever since. I think he might be a drifter. We get a lot of them on this stretch of highway. But he did pay his bill—even left a tip. Hmm, it appears you’ve caught his eye.”

“Yes, and it’s bothersome. I’ve never seen the guy before, yet he’s been staring at me non-stop. It gives me the creeps.” 

Jillian’s conversation was perhaps a tad loud, for Evi looked up from the map and spotted the stranger in question. 

“Evi, please mind your own business and eat your breakfast.”

“But, Mama. I just...”

“No, honey. Finish so we can get out of here.” 

Mary studied the vagrant again. “Don’t let him get under your skin. He’s a man, a typical Neanderthal—and a grubby one. Wait until you’re my age. You’ll be thankful for any stares you can get.” She let out a grunt and left in a hurried strut.

Jillian grumbled under her breath and slid the cup close. She added cream and sugar and pondered Mary’s advice.

If I pay no interest, he might quit gawking. Yeah, that’s it.

She plucked two peanut butter packets from the wire caddy, smeared the creamy spread on all four pieces of toast and munched away. “So, honey, what’s our next stop?”

Hundreds of kilometres off course, Evi scrolled down the map and relocated Buffalo Springs. “Well, it’s some place called Horned Toad, Mama.” Her cheeks rounded in a smirk.

Jillian’s head jerked and slanted sideways. “You’re kidding, right? There’s no such place.”

Evi giggled. 

Jillian chuckled too. “Well, regardless of what the next town’s name is, how about we just continue and maybe we’ll find a place of historical significance and spend some quality time.”

“Sounds great, Mama. I’m glad we’re doing this trip.”  

Oh, honey. I really needed to hear those words.

Pleased, Jillian nibbled on her toast. She didn’t give the creepy stranger any more of her attention. She kept her focus on Evi and their conversation while they finished breakfast.  

Mary appeared by their side. “How’d you do? Need more coffee or are you finished?” 

“Oh, as much as I’d love another one, we’re done.”  

Mary slapped a bill down on the table. She stacked dirty dishes on her tray and left.

Jillian wiped her sticky fingers on a paper napkin, checked the tab and stood. While waiting for Evi, she peeked in the direction of the horrible man. 

The chair he sat in was now unoccupied. 

She scanned the entire diner, but did not see him anywhere. 

Her breasts heaved in a huge sigh of relief.

I let my imagination take over. Scared me though.

At the front of the diner, Evi removed four bottles of water from a glass fridge and placed them on the counter. 

Jillian plucked two packs of gum and a bag of unsalted almonds from a display rack. She slid all the items forward, along with several large bills. “Keep the change, Mary. Glad we stopped in and I enjoyed meeting you and Ruth. Your diner’s a pleasant place and the great food is a bonus.”

“Why, thank you for your feedback, ma’am,” Mary replied. “You have a wonderful day now.”

In the parking lot, Evi twirled in her own style of a dance routine. She abruptly stopped. “Oh, I think I need the restroom again,” she said, her face telling all.

“We were just there, honey. Okay, glad you realized it before we got on the road. I’ll go with you.” 

“No, Mama. Gee-whiz, I’ll be fine.”

“Well, I’ll be waiting in the Jeep. Don’t dilly-dally, we should get moving.”

Evi dashed into the diner.

Beside her vehicle, Jillian unlocked the passenger side manually, as the securing mechanism had gone haywire two days earlier. 

On the side of a building, an Indigenous mural in bold hues of red, vibrant yellow, white and black captured her interest. She dropped the keys into her purse and detoured towards it. 

A man wearing a Stetson appeared from around the corner and slowed his pace. He removed his hat as he strode closer. 

Jillian sauntered up to Hudson with a slackened stride.  

Face to face, her gaze skimmed across his mesmerizing eyes. 

A gentle wind swirled around them and the delicate fragrance of her lavender essence shampoo wafted in the breeze. 

Hudson’s nostrils flared as he inhaled. “Hello. Such a pleasant scent in this fine morning.”

“Hi, Mr. Drake. Beautiful day for sure.”

She was about to say more when Hudson leaned in and placed a firm, flawless kiss on her lips. 

As quick as it began, it ended. 

Jillian stepped backwards. She had just locked lips with a perfect stranger in a public place, where anyone might come along, even Evi. 

“Whoa,” she said aloud. “What do you think you’re doing?” 

His air of surprise, Jillian was sure it matched the disbelief of her own. 

Hudson’s arms spread wide in a gesture of bewilderment. “I—uh—well...” He stammered to a halt.

“How often do you kiss women you don’t even know?”

His head tilted in a slight shake. “Never done it before in my life, and I suppose perhaps I should be apologizing. But the fact is, I’m about as far from sorry as I’ve ever been.”

Jillian’s stare narrowed and her chin raised. A sharp answer hung on the tip of her tongue, but she bit it back. She ought to feel insulted by this man. In truth though, she didn’t feel offended in the least. 

“I’d like to change the bit you mentioned,” Hudson continued, “about you being someone I don’t know. I mean, if it’s possible, if by chance you’re staying longer in town at all?”

Jillian held up the bag of bottled water. “Mr. Drake...” 

“Hudson,” he suggested. “I think we can at least admit to being on a first-name basis.”

She nodded, conceding the point. “My name’s Jillian. My daughter and I are on vacation, destination is the West Coast. We’re from Manitoba.”

Hudson’s face flushed red. “Oh, how foolish of me. You’re married.”

Her focus skittered to the ground. The toe of her sandal scraped in the gravel. “No. My point is...

“I get it, you’re passing through,” he said.

“Yup.”

“Well, Jillian, if you ever pass this way again, on your return perhaps, I could take you for dinner—here, in this fine diner. No expectations...” His mouth opened as if to say more, but he shrugged instead.

“We already planned that route into the States and Evi...” 

Hudson positioned his Stetson and snugged it to his head. 

He plucked a card from his wallet. “Just in case,” he said.

“Sure, in case,” she agreed, taking the card.

“You have yourself a great vacation,” Hudson added. He tipped his hat and continued in the direction of the diner.

Jillian sped on towards the Jeep. She considered chucking his card. They weren’t coming back to this town a second time. But before she could make up her mind, she arrived at her vehicle. She unfolded her purse, retrieved the keys and dropped in the card. 

She’d never see the man again, but still, there had been a moment of magic. 

Her finger touched her lips. The corners of her mouth curved up.

Wow. What a kiss can do for a gal. 

Although not ready for a new relationship, she considered it a gift knowing the desire still existed. 

She unlocked the driver’s side and stopped in her tracks.

A sudden dread rushed through her and she shuddered. She searched around for the cause of this strange sensation, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

Is someone watching me?

Wasting no more time, she climbed into the Jeep. 

“Took you long enough,” Evi said. She yanked off her earbuds. “Where were you? Tell me not to dilly-dally, but gee-whiz, Mama.”

Jillian plopped her purse between the seats and buckled her seat beat. “Sorry, honey, side-tracked. We’ll get on the road in just a sec.” She inserted Enya’s Greatest Hits into the CD player and cranked the window down four inches. Her elbow intuitively pressed the lock.

A tepid breeze drifted in the vehicle. 

She tugged the hair clip free. A few silky, long strands fluttered across her face. 

Sunglasses on snug, Jillian turned the ignition. 

A quick glance at the diner and she stiffened.

The darkened figure of a muscular man loomed in the shadows of the entrance. He stepped forward into the sunbeam.

The sight of Hudson caused Jillian’s heart to pound a little faster.

You just had to kiss me, huh. Oh, how I needed—stop it, girl. 

Left hand tightened on the steering wheel. She raised her index and middle fingers—a peace gesture. 

He tipped his hat in recognition.

Jillian peered out the rear-view window and prepared to back out of the parking spot. 

A white sedan with a pitted hood, peeling paint and dark-tinted side windows crept passed her vehicle, almost going slow intentionally.

The music muffled her impatient growl. 

Soon enough, she drove onto the highway and travelled west.
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