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David Miller drove with his right hand loosely on the wheel, the other resting on the open window frame. The wind teased his hair as he hummed along to a Tom Petty song on the classic rock station. He had that peaceful expression of a man who’d survived the family vacation. Their silver sedan hummed along at a steady seventy. Beach towels crumpled in the back seat hiding a half-eaten bag of gummy bears next to a plastic dinosaur peeking his head out. In the passenger seat, his wife, Sarah, sat cross-legged, scrolling through her phone, but the tension in her jaw was unmistakable. She shifted in her seat again and glanced at the highway signs.

“David.” She said suddenly, her words sharp enough to cut through the hum of tires and music. “I’m serious this time. You need to stop the car. I’m about to spontaneously combust. My bladder has officially filed for divorce.”

David grinned, not looking away from the road. “It’s just another 30 minutes, honey! Our front door is practically waving at us.”

“30 minutes?” Sarah groaned, pressing her knees together dramatically. “I’ve been holding it for a hundred miles. My body has reached crisis level. If I sneeze, it’s over.”

In the back seat, Leo burst into giggles. “Mommy’s gonna pee her pants . . . Mommy’s gonna pee her pants!”

“Not funny, Leo.” Sarah said firmly, though a smile tugged at her lips. “You’re on thin ice, mister.”

Next to him, Mia looked up from her coloring book. “You don’t need to wait, Mommy. You can go behind a tree like Daddy and Leo do at the beach.”

David choked on a laugh. “Thank you, Mia.”

Sarah gave him a mock glare. “Aha! So, when you can’t hold it, it’s an honorable act of survival, but when I ask for a civilized restroom, I’m the one being dramatic.”

David lifted a hand in surrender. “Point taken.” He squinted ahead. “There’s an exit in one mile. The sign says there’s a gas station.”

“Hobsons Stop.” Sarah said, reading the sign as it flew by. “Someone has a sense of humor. That’s a cute name.”

Leo pressed his face against the window. “I want snacks!”

“Give it a break, Leo. You’ve eaten nothing but junk food for three days.” Sarah said. “Your body is basically fifty percent sugar at this point.”

Leo shrugged. “Dad says sugar makes me strong.”

David chuckled. “My son, the snitch.”

Mia looked up from her coloring book. “Do you think they’ll have those sparkly crayons, Mommy?”

“We’ll see, sweetheart.” Sarah said, looking over her shoulder. “But first, Mommy needs a moment.”

The car veered gently onto the off-ramp, the familiar drone of the highway fading as the road narrowed to two lanes bordered by tall trees and bright green grass. 

The car rolled to a gentle stop under a neon sign that read 

HOBSON’S STOP

HOT DOGS, COLD BEER, 

HOT COFFEE & CLEAN RESTROOMS. 

Sarah exhaled a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank Heaven.” She muttered, unclipping her seatbelt. “One more mile, and Leo would have been right.”

Before David could comment, the back doors flew open. Six-year-old Leo shot out like a cannonball, his small sneakers slapping against the pavement. His sister Mia, one year younger and infinitely quicker at mischief, darted after him with a delighted squeal. They were both wild-haired and wound up from too many road snacks and too few naps.

“Kids, wait!” Sarah yelled, but they were already halfway to the convenience store, arms windmilling, laughter echoing across the parking lot. Leo charged through the doors, setting off a shrill ding-ding-ding, while Mia zigzagged behind him, her tiny backpack bouncing.

Inside, Mis shrieked in delight. “Look, Leo, SLUSHIES!” She said, racing to the back of the store. Sarah followed them in, catching sight of a trail of chip bags Leo had toppled from the shelf chasing his sister. “Alright, you two, calm down!” She scolded. “We’re not buying half the store. Be normal humans for two minutes, please.”

They lasted approximately one minute and forty-seven seconds before Leo spotted a rotating rack of toy cars and bolted. Mia shrieked with laughter and joined him, her tiny sneakers squeaking on the tile.

Sarah gave up. “David.” She said, pointing toward the chaos. “It’s your turn. Mommy’s about to explode.”

David grinned, raising his hands in mock surrender. “Got it, SERGEANT. I’ll round up the troops.”

As he marched off toward the snack aisle, Sarah shook her head. “I can’t wait for those two heathens to grow up.” She murmured to herself, rubbing her temples.

Suddenly a soft chuckle came from her right. An older man, silver-haired, stood by the men’s restroom door, leaning on a polished wooden cane. His eyes twinkled with the easy humor of someone who’d long since survived the chaos of small children. “Wouldn’t it be nice?” He said, smiling warmly. “If they could grow up a little faster?”

Sarah laughed, glancing toward the tiny whirlwinds that were her kids. “You know.” She said, reaching for the women’s restroom door handle. “That would be perfect.”

She smiled back at the elderly man once more, then pushed open the bathroom door. The hinge gave a soft creak as she stepped inside and closed it behind her.

* * *
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David caught up with his son, grabbing the back of his shirt.

Leo tugged to get away. “Dad, can I get some chips?”

“Ask your mom.”

“But she’s in the bathroom!”

“Then I guess you’ll have to wait, mister.”

Leo sighed dramatically. “You’re no fun.”

“Fun is overrated.” David said with a grin. He bent down, scooping Mia up as she reached for him. “What about you, munchkin? Are you okay?”

Mia nodded, then leaned her head on his shoulder. “I like it here, Daddy.”

Leo grabbed a bag of neon orange chips and clutched it like he had found a lost treasure. “Can I? Please?”

Mia pointed toward a display of novelty magnets. State sports teams, funny slogans, and one that read ‘I Survived Hobsons Stop.’ “Can we get that one for Mommy?”

David smiled. “I think she’d love that.”
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Chapter 2
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Finally, relieved and enjoying the peace and quiet, Sarah hummed a happy little tune as she washed her hands until she looked up and saw her reflection in the mirror. For a fleeting second, she thought the mirror was playing tricks on her. The reflection seemed to act on its own and only reluctantly follow her movements after a slight delay. But when she blinked, everything looked normal again.

“Get a grip, girl.” She whispered to herself, chuckling. “You need a long nap.”

When Sarah pushed open the bathroom door, the soft whoosh of cool air-conditioned air greeted her. She blinked, momentarily disoriented by the brightness caused by the overhead lights. Not seeing her family, she called out curiously while scanning the aisles. “David? Kids?”

The only answer came from the low hum of refrigerators and the faint, looping jingle of some easy-listening tune. The store seemed . . . different somehow.

The floor tiles didn’t show a single footprint or sticky smudge from her children’s earlier chaos, and the chip bags were neat and perfectly aligned on the shelf, not the disheveled mess Leo would have left in his wake. 

Sarah frowned, glancing toward the back where the old coffee maker had been. Strange, it looked newer now. Pushing the thought aside, she headed toward the exit.

As she passed the front counter, a voice stopped her.

“Thank you for stopping at Hobson’s. You have yourself a lovely evening.”

Sarah turned, startled. The speaker was an older woman, maybe
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