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			CHAPTER ONE

			I am standing before the lackluster mirror in the nurses’ locker room, twisting and cajoling my mousey-brown hair into some semblance of a dignified bun. I curse when it fights back against me, just like my stubborn, demented, elderly patients who never realize that I’m just trying to help them. I wouldn’t even be having this struggle, I mumble to myself, if I’d just had enough backbone to say ‘No’ when the Human Resources department asked me to give a presentation to student nurses on the basic principles of Orthopedic traction.

			Honestly, it seems ever since I accepted this promotion to Nurse Manager of the hospital’s orthopedic unit, I’ve been expected to do everything but take care of patients, which, ironically, is the primary reason I went into nursing in the first place.

			Knowing when I’m beat - something that I’ve always been particularly good at, by the way - I push open the door to the orthopedic corridor, renegade wisps of hair surrounding my head like some kind of electrified halo. Suddenly, I gasp at the unexpected sight of Jason Driscoll, my ex-husband, standing before me with an uncharacteristically vexed expression on his ruggedly handsome face.

			Even after all the soul-crushing-pain of our divorce, the man still has a surprisingly powerful effect on me.

			“My life is over, Molly,” he announces without hesitation the moment he spots me, and all I can think is that if there is one thing Jason Driscoll is not, it is melodramatic. My former husband is a man of few words, mind you, and though our wedding vows may have been lifted off the page six months ago like a nasty stain from somebody’s ruined carpet, I still always know when he is about to reveal something that I am going regret hearing. An icy frisson of dread shoots through me, rendering me mute, and making me long to freeze-frame the preceding few moments when taming my unruly hair was my most immediate concern.

			“I just had an emergency CT Scan,“ he informs me without embellishment, and before I have time to brace myself for the impending shockwave, he speaks the unthinkable words; ”I have cancer of the pancreas, Molly. Doctor Hughes just confirmed it.“

			In that one instant, my world as I once knew it, is irrevocably altered, and there is not even the slightest chance of restoring it back to what it once was.

			“What? How do you …? A-are you sure?” I stammer, digging deep inside myself for some fragment of a professionally positive response, but, coming up empty.

			“That’s it, Molly,” Jason concludes. “My life is finished and I guess I just thought you should hear it from me, instead of from the hospital grapevine.

			My mouth is incapable of speech at this point, yet my mind can’t seem to shut up. “No, Jason,” I finally choke out. “It can’t possibly be as cut and dried as all that. There must be some kind of options to explore …”

			He silences me with a scornful scowl. “Yeah, chemotherapy,” he snorts, and I recognize the look of stubborn dismissal on his face. 

			I recognize it, but this does nothing to keep me from trying to push beyond it.

			“What about a second opinion?“ I plead.

			“Doctor Hughes was my fourth opinion,“ he informs me, his stoic expression giving away nothing.

			“Okay. Okay. Chemotherapy is a viable option …”

			“Not for me,” Jason interrupts, and there is no disguising the resolute certainty in his tone.

			“Don’t be like that, Jason,” I beg. “This is your life we’re talking about. You’ve got to be open to every possible chance for survival that there is!”

			He digs his hands deep into the pockets of his patched jeans - the ones I always loved on him - and he shrugs. “Why?” he asks casually.

			“Why? Why, not?” I argue. Stupefied, I gape at him as some distant, sentiment echoes from deep within my chest cavity; this is the man I once loved and promised my life to. No matter what the issues, our past petty grievances suddenly pale in light of such catastrophic news, and I want more than anything for Jason to prevail … to bounce back … to live. “What have you got to lose?” I beg in a voice that sounds more like a squeak.

			Jason’s eyelids close for a long, pensive moment, and he takes in a slow, deep breath. “It’s not my style,” he answers quietly. “I don’t want to die like that.”

			“Like what?” I cry out.

			“Inch by inch,” he returns evenly. “Weak, bald, and wasted, with nothing to hold on to but a bunch of false hopes. That’s not me, Molly.”

			The resignation in his tone unnerves me. I have never heard Jason Driscoll talk like this … I have never seen this man give up on, or give in to anything, and I don‘t want to witness it now. 

			“Jason, please,” I beg, not knowing what else to say. “At least give the chemo a try. It might work,” I plead, but even as the words fall out of my mouth, I know they do not ring true with him, nor do they have any effect on his impenetrable, macho notion of how a ‘real man’ dies.

			Later that night, I toss and turn from my half of our old queen-size mattress, unable and unwilling to comprehend a world without Jason Driscoll’s physical presence in it. Darkness soothes my burning eyes, which are still stinging from hours of intense internet research regarding pancreatic cancer and all the anguish that goes along with it. But nothing, it seems, can ease my troubled thoughts. 

			Contrary to every piece of wisdom on ‘ex-spouse-etiquette’ people have offered me, I reach for the phone and punch in Jason’s cell number. 

			“Please, Jason,” I begin before he even mutters a sleepy ‘hello?’.

			“Molly?” he rasps, already aware of the reason behind my call. I suppose six years of marriage will do that to a person. “Can we please talk about this some other time?” he tries. “Like when I’m conscious … and maybe … even … sober?”

			“Oh, no you don’t, buster.” I bristle. “I will not let you blow me off on something as important as this.” I am relentless and I know it, but I don‘t care. “Just give me one logical reason why you won’t even try the chemotherapy!”

			He heaves a weary sigh. “Christ, Molly, you’re relentless, you know that?”

			“I know,” I shoot back defensively. “This isn’t exactly the first time you’ve ever mentioned it.”

			“Look, Molly. We’re divorced now. Why can’t you just accept my decision to steer clear of any futile and experimental treatments that your doctor friends have dreamed up, and just let it go at that?”

			“Because it’s your life we’re talking about here, Jason, that’s why!”

			“No, it’s not! It’s my death!” he volleys back. “And if I want to leave this world with my own hair and some tiny shred of my dignity still intact, well then, that should be my decision and no one else’s!”

			The reality of those harsh words strike me like a stinging slap across my heart and, for once, I am at a loss for what next to say.

			Taking in my stunned silence, Jason allows himself to soften somewhat. “Listen, Molly, you‘re the one who always accused me of being selfish, reckless, irresponsible …”

			“When did I ever say such a thing?!” I cut in. 

			“Let’s see, now,” he snickers, and in my mind, I can practically see the smug expression on his face. “How about every time I dared to put mayonnaise on my sandwich, or made a bet at the racetrack, or tried to talk you into taking a cross-country trip on the back of my Harley without a destination, a road-map, or a God-damned thermometer! And let‘s not forget every time I didn‘t wear my seatbelt in your car, or didn‘t floss after each and every God-damned meal! Shall I go on?”

			“Please don‘t,” I quietly implore, but he will not be stopped now.

			“And how about the countless times I begged you, actually begged you, to just take a ride around the neighborhood on the back of my Harley with me? Just once, Molly! Just one God-damned time, is all I ever asked of you, but you couldn’t even do that for me. The fact is, you were never willing to put your life into my hands, so, pardon me if I’m not exactly willing to put my certain death into yours.”

			That last part really hurts me, and neither of us speaks for a prolonged and uncomfortable moment.

			Unfortunately, he makes a good point, I think. He’s right. I do have control issues, no doubt about it, but what else did he expect from the adult child of two alcoholic parents who spent the majority of her growing-up-years trying to somehow manage the constant chaos of such a household? Besides, Jason knew all about these things well before we were married. It’s not like I ever tried to hide my need for some kind of order in my daily life.

			“Remember when we were still just dating?” Jason muses, almost wistfully, but since I am not certain where this is going, I refrain from answering. “The day I bought my first Harley and drove it over to your place to show you how proud I was?” he prods. “Do you remember what you called me?”

			“Yes,” I grudgingly admit. “A future organ donor.”

			“That’s right,” he says. “And that was just the tip of the iceberg. For God’s sake, Molly, you tried to control every single aspect of my life, so, do you think you could at least grant me some input over my own demise?

			In spite of the mind-boggling subject we are discussing, I cannot help but notice that this is the most honest conversation we have probably had in years.

			“Was I really all that difficult to live with, Jason?” I ask, almost too afraid to hear the answer.

			“Yes,” he mumbles, and I feel myself impaled upon the sharp tip of his succinct reply.

			“I have an idea,” I offer, after an extended moment of wounded silence between us.

			“You always do,” he mutters. “What is it this time?”

			“It’s gonna sound crazy, but hear me out, okay?”

			“When have I ever not heard you out?” he challenges, and I am humbled by the truth of his question

			“This … this chemotherapy thing,” I choke out. “It‘s a foreign and frightening proposition to you, isn’t it?”

			“Of course, it is,” he snorts.

			“And riding a motorcycle across this whole, entire country, with no particular destination in mind, well, that’s a pretty daunting undertaking for someone like me, wouldn’t’ you say?”

			“What are you getting at?” he asks, warily.

			“Well, what if I, I mean, what if I agreed to buy a Harley-Davidson of my own, and then ride it cross-country; you know, the way you always wanted me to do with you? What if I were willing to throw caution to the wind, let go of all my so-called safety nets and controls, and just fly by the seat of my pants for once in my life, with no planned destination in mind?

			“You’re kidding, right?” he laughs, incredulous, and I am now more than a little than encouraged.

			“Jason, if I were willing to take that kind of scary, threatening journey into the unknown, well, would you consider taking a similar trip down the harrowing road of chemotherapy? Maybe between the two of us, we could prove that things can always change. What do you say?”

			The connection between us goes completely inert and, for a second, I wonder if our call has been dropped. But then, I detect a peculiar noise; a sound for which I have absolutely no frame of reference.

			And that is when I realize that my ex-husband is sobbing softly into his phone.

		

	


	
		
			‘AAU’ CHAPTER TWO

			In the morning, I awaken in a state of panicked disbelief. Did I just dream it, or did I really promise Jason that I’d buy a Harley-Davidson and ride it cross-country, if he would agree to a course of chemotherapy? Oh, God. I’m pretty sure I did. Oh, God. What in the world was I thinking? I mean, what about my job? How can I possibly take that kind of time off from work? And what about the fact that I have absolutely no sense of direction? And let’s not forget what a supposedly ’nervous’ and ’electronically challenged’ driver I am. Just ask my ex-husband … and, well, okay, maybe even a handful of other people who don’t necessarily prefer to drive with me. Still, I really don’t see what’s wrong with being a cautious and defensive driver like me.

			I also can’t believe how appalled everyone seems to get once they discover that I have no idea how to put air in my tires, or set the cruise-control, pump my own gas, or even use the ‘hands-free’ device on my cell phone. When you think about it rationally, why do I need to know how to do any of those things?

			As far as my tire pressure is concerned, isn’t that what ‘Triple A’ is for? And cruise control? I ask you, what sane person willingly hands over control of a moving vehicle to some embedded computer chip? Isn’t it better, and a whole lot safer, for a driver to be aware of and completely tuned-in to the rapidly changing conditions of the road? Plus, everybody knows that almost no filling station in the so-called ‘Garden State’ will permit you to fuel your own tank (actually, a fortunate little quirk for those of us who spend forty bucks on acrylic nails every two weeks). And don’t even get me started on the perils of talking on the phone while operating a vehicle! I don’t care if those silly hands-free-things are legal to use, I absolutely refuse to be distracted from the road by someone else’s need for idle chit-chat.

			At that precise moment, the phone beside my bed rings, as if on cue.

			“Please don’t change your mind,” Jason Driscoll pleads before I even say ‘hello’. Years of honing my observation skills as a registered nurse, automatically results in noting that there is a barely perceptible spark of energy punctuating his otherwise flat tone now. If Jason were my patient, I am thinking, I would definitely document this new development in his chart; possibly even inform his physician of it. But since he is just my ex-spouse, well, I pretend not to notice it.

			“Back out on you?” I repeat, stalling for time.

			“Yeah,” he shoots back. “Your offer to ride a Harley cross-country for the duration of my chemotherapy,“ he expounds. “The thing is, I’m willing to take you up on it.”

			“O-oh. Right. That.” I stammer. 

			You see? You see? This is what happens when you marry a man and let him into all the secret places of your psyche. That is when you hand over a precious passkey into every random thought that just so happens to cross your lips. Seriously though, I do not recall any mention of a particular time limit on any of this, yet, I am also not surprised. Jason has always been good at adding little un-discussed caveats like this after we’ve already made an agreement.

			“You’re not backing out on me, are you?“ he asks, suspiciously.

			“Of course, I’m not backing out on you!” I counter with false bravado. “I said what I meant, and I meant what I said.” But even I can detect the lack of conviction in my tone.

			Apparently, my ex-husband knows me far too well to fall for my bluff. A long moment of hesitation then ensues. 

			“Look, it’s okay if you want to change your mind, Molly,” Jason finally sighs. “I’ll understand. I never believed you’d really go through with it in the first place.”

			The sharp edge of disappointment in his tone is so painfully clear, that the nurse in me instantly wants to fix it.

			“That’s not true!” I try to convince him. “I’m willing to do whatever it takes to make you give the chemo at least a shot!”

			“You are?” he hesitantly returns in a boyish tone which I have never before associated with my big, strong, macho, ex-husband.

			“Yes, Jason,” I say tightly. 

			“Well, in that case,” he starts in without missing a beat, “I spent the rest of last night doing some intense research for you.”

			“You mean about what kind of motorcycle I should buy?” It’s not exactly a wild guess, on my part.

			“Of course not,” he lobs right back. “But, now that you mention it, the ‘Harley Sportster’s the obvious choice for you, preferably the ‘Nightster’ model. It’s a no-brainer.”

			“Oh.”

			“No, what I was researching all night long,” he continues without stopping for breath, “is a new kind of nursing job for you. It’s called ‘Travel Nursing’.”

			Of course, I’d heard of ‘Travel Nursing’ before, but I had never even considered trying it. Basically, I know it involves working for a central agency, which then gets you short-term contracts with hospitals all over the country, and sometimes even outside of the U.S. But what kind of life is that? I mean, as a responsible adult who doesn’t like change or risk or ventures into anything unfamiliar, is it any wonder that I never even considered such a thing?

			“You see, you take your show on the road, so to speak,” Jason is busy explaining, as I tune back into our conversation. I must say though, that it is quite comforting to hear some liveliness back in his voice again. “You get to work pretty much anywhere you want, Mol. And, you get free housing, too. Then, when you get tired of them, or they get tired of you, you just pack up your stuff and move on to the next assignment! Plus, you make money instead of losing it! It’s the perfect solution, Molly!”

			Okay, Pancreatic Cancer aside, Jason’s enthusiasm for turning me into some kind of wandering tumbleweed, is beginning to get on my nerves.

			“Do you have any idea how stressful that would be?” I chastise him. “I mean, walking into a completely new hospital every couple of months or so, finding my way around, getting used to the doctors, and working in departments where I have little or maybe even no experience? I’m a nurse, for God’s sake. There’s a little something called life and death at stake here.”There, that ought to knock some sense into him, I think.

			“Other people do it, Molly,” he presses softly, disappointment flooding his voice again.

			You see? This is always how Jason wins arguments with me. First he wears me down with unbridled enthusiasm, and then he knocks me out with some pouty, little, undeniable grain of truth, and I lose. The man is maddening in that way. But he’s also dying, I fear. And we also once loved each other. Maybe we still do. I don’t know. 

			Before I know it, I find myself applying for a six-month leave-of-absence from my job in Atlantic City (the only hospital I’ve ever worked in, including my student-nurse days), and then signing up with some agency called, “Nurse Road Angels”. 

			Holding up his end of the bargain, my ex-husband has consented to a ten week course of chemotherapy, which is to begin right after he has undergone further lab studies, physical and psychological evaluations, and scans of his vital organs.

			No one has to tell me that this means I need to choose my first Travel Nurse assignment as soon as possible, not mention buying, and then learning how to ride, a Harley.

			I must have lost my mind, is all I can conclude, once this reality begins to sink in. Not surprisingly, however, Jason is positively vibrant and animated once I write a letter of resignation from my job, and then tell him that I’ve begun the process. Why my discomfort brings this man such pleasure, I do not know. But then, why his untimely death brings me so much pain, I also do not quite understand. After all, he said it himself; we are divorced. 

			Since it is still winter, I am informed by the ‘Nurse Road Angels Agency’ that all the popular assignments in sunny climates are pretty much filled at this particular time. Big surprise there, I tell myself. So, mostly due to the rapidly approaching onset of Jason’s chemotherapy, I realize that I have little choice but to sign a contract with some obscure hospital in a former coal-mining town in Connecticut. 

			Oh, boy. Let the adventure begin.

			This is not turning out at all as I had hoped.

			Naturally, Jason wants to come along with me when I shop for my new Harley, but I am way too smart these days to fall for that. I know exactly what will happen if I give in to him. Jason will morph into his macho, ‘Hog-riding’ persona, and then go over every minute and miniscule detail of pistons, clutches, horse-power, and throttles, while all I will really care about is the color of the paint job, the square-inch-capacity of the saddle bags, and, of course, not killing myself on the thing.

			I suppose most people would savor the moment of buying their very first motorcycle, trying to draw out the heady experience for as long as possible. But not me. I want to get the ordeal over with as quickly and painlessly as possible. For once, I am grateful that Jason has done all the research and has coached me on exactly which model I need to buy; a 2012 Harley Nightster … whatever that is.

			To Jason’s horror, I enter the specifics he’d dictated to me into my computer, and then actually purchase the bike on-line, thereby sparing myself any ignorant blunders or embarrassing questions that might likely occur in any face-to-face encounter with a Harley enthusiast. I feel pretty good about the whole thing too, that is, until the morning I am scheduled to pick up my new purchase at the local dealership. In a last-ditch effort to save face, I invite Jason to accompany me on this mission, especially since I have no idea how to drive the monstrous thing home.

			Once the appropriate papers are signed and Jason has presented his motorcycle driver’s license, the shivering salesperson retreats back to the warmth of the shop, leaving us alone in the parking lot with our new ‘child’. 

			Jason grins at me then, a playful spark glimmering in his eyes. “Well, go ahead. Get on it,” he dares me, positioning an ugly black helmet on top of my carefully coiffed hair. “Ready for your first driving lesson?”

			“I’m gonna hate this,” I mumble, straddling the low leather seat in a most un-ladylike manner. Already, I am irritated when I notice the salty little rings the sanded parking lot has left around the heels of my new, Steve Madden boots. “Where’s the seatbelt?” I demand in frustration, scanning both sides of the bike, and Jason bursts out laughing.

			“Oh, my God! Are you really that pathetic?!” he asks, incredulous.

			Indignant now, I thrust my chin into the frigid air and huff. “Jason, I am not going to drive any kind of a vehicle that does not, first and foremost, provide for my personal safety!”

			“Of course, you’re not,” my ex-husband agrees, maddeningly amused by my ineptness. Eventually, he takes pity on me and eases the handle-bars from my clutches. Shaking his head back and forth in light-hearted disbelief, he instructs me to retreat to the rear passenger seat while he takes control of our ride.

			“You know,” I shout over the exaggerated rumble of the engine, “this is just like you!”

			“Whatever do you mean?” he shouts back, and I don’t have to see his face to know that he is laughing at me.

			“This!” I insist, as a strand of my long, frozen hair whips across my face. “Just taking over the way you always do, instead of patiently teaching me! It’s so, so … typical of you!”

			“You should really tie your hair back in some kind of ponytail clamp or something,” he advises. “You don’t want your hair slapping across your eyes like that when you’re finally driving this beauty all by yourself.”

			Oooohhhh. Sometimes I could just slap this man. “They’re called ‘scrunchies’ or ‘barretts’, or ‘elastic bands’,” I correct him, “but definitely not ‘clamps’!” 

			To add insult to injury, and without ever consulting me, Jason stops off at the local DMV on the way back to our – I mean, my – condo, and signs me up for a motorcycle safety class. 

			“Don’t want you to suffer any PMS” he mumbles as we get back on the Harley. I have no idea what he is talking about, but am quite certain that it is some kind chauvinistic, condescending code for female motorcyclists.

			“How dare you!” I shout in his ear, and I cannot help but be taken aback for a moment, by the familiar, masculine scent of his flesh.

			“How dare I what?” he snorts.

			“How dare you bring the female hormonal cycle into a situation like this.”

			This sets off a bout of hysterical laughter from him. “I’m not referring to Pre-Menstrual-Syndrome!” he shouts, once he has re-gained his composure. “PMS stands for ‘Parked Motorcycle Syndrome’. You know, the type of people who just own a Harley because they think it makes them look ‘cool. But they never really have any idea how to drive one.”

			“Hmmph,” I grunt. “Well, for your information, Mister,” I shout into his ear, “my feminine ‘cycle’ may have once been twenty-eight days long, but as of right this minute, it also involves an air-cooled engine with a five-speed transmission!” 

			The night before I am to leave for my first assignment as a ‘Travel Nurse’, Jason is unexpectedly admitted to the hospital’s chemotherapy unit as an in-patient. His doctor informs me that, because his cancer is so aggressive, and his blood work and lab tests suggest a very weakened immune system, Jason is still scheduled to begin his treatments the following day, but only under strict medical supervision.

			Jason looks pale and vulnerable in his sleep, as I pause in the doorway of his hospital room that evening.

			“Hey, Babe,” he rasps, sensing my presence, and forcing his droopy eyelids to open. A broad smile nearly conceals the severity of his illness for a brief moment, and, reflexively, something inside of me suddenly wants to cry like a baby.

			“Hey, Yourself,” I shoot back with false bravado, before daring to approach his bedside. Once close enough, I cup his hand in mine, careful of the entry site of his intravenous line. I have no idea what to say next but, as usual, Jason rises to the occasion.

			“So, tomorrow’s the big day, huh?” he notes, as if my goal-less itinerary on a Harley Davidson is suddenly his most pressing concern. 

			And, in an odd way, I kind of think it is.

			“Keep the shiny side up, Sweetheart, okay?” he quips, rubbing the top of my now trembling hand.

			“What does that mean?” I force myself to laugh, instead of breaking down.

			The intravenous pump sends out a piercing beep, signaling that it is almost time for a fresh bag of fluids to be hung, and the cardiac monitor above his bed taps out an old familiar rhythm in the background. “It means,” my ex-husband firmly states, looking directly into my watery eyes, “that it is now time for you, Molly Driscoll, to be a big girl … and make us both proud.”

			“Right back at you,” I tell him, and then I head toward the door before any silly tears can begin falling.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Cold. Stark. Hilly. Gray. This is my first impression of the ‘Constitution State’ as I rocket up the icy interstate on my new Harley-Davidson Nightster. Well, maybe ‘rocket’ is a bit of an exaggeration, though I still don’t understand why other drivers always give me dirty looks for staying within the legal speed limit. That happened often enough when I was driving my old Honda, Civic, but apparently doing the same thing on a motorcycle is even more irritating to others. By the scowls I am getting from passing motorists, you would think I was committing some kind of a crime, instead of obeying the law. 

			Despite my cautious speed, frozen strands of my rebellious, long hair begin fighting their way out from under my very unfashionable helmet. Hair whips across my face like a riding crop, and I begin to think that maybe Jason really did know what the hell he was talking about when he’d advised me to always keep my tresses firmly secured in a ponytail. But men don’t understand how difficult it is to get rid of those deep, unstylish ridges that elastic bands tend to leave in your hair. The real question is, why hadn’t I had the foresight to buy a full-face helmet so that these icy face-lashings wouldn’t sting so damn much? Of course, I already know the answer. Just purchasing this monstrous motorcycle in the first place had been traumatic enough for me, and my mind had been too muddled at the time to even consider the inevitability of wind-burn, frostbite, hair in my eyes, and bugs in my teeth.

			Honestly, I have no illusions regarding my novice status as a biker, and I have been more than happy to comply with the suggested precautions. For example, I am dutifully sporting the recommended leather jacket, gloves, and chaps to protect my hide in case of a crash or, as they call it in motorcycle parlance, ‘doing some pavement surfing’. Still though, there is just something about this biker get-up that goes against my preference for all things feminine. I suppose that is why I have insisted on wearing my fashionable Steve Madden boots instead of the low-heeled, utilitarian footwear the man at the dealership tried to sell me. Some things are just non-negotiable, if you know what I mean.

			Oh, God. I still can’t believe I am actually doing this.

			I glance down at my fuel gage and realize with dread that I will soon have to stop for gas. I hope the filling station people around here will be patient with me. After all, I’m from New Jersey and have never before been expected to – or even been permitted to – pump my own gas. Naturally, Jason did go over the whole procedure with me, but that was only once, and there had been so many other concepts for me to master at that moment, that I was unable to give it my full attention. By the time Jason had shown me the basic workings of a gas pump, I was already far too overwhelmed with everything else he’d taught me to absorb this new information.

			But how hard can it be to fill a fuel tank, I ask myself. Even drunks are capable of doing it. But, I am a registered nurse, I remind myself. Surely, I have done tougher things than pump gas! I’ve monitored electrocardiograms, administered life-saving drugs, hell, I’ve even resuscitated patients who were considered ‘clinically dead’! Why am I allowing myself to be so intimidated by the idea of pumping gas, for God’s sake! 

			As darkness falls, blurring the naked, snow-covered landscape, I spot a filling station about a quarter mile up ahead. Being the responsible driver that I am, I put on my right turn signal, and then head right toward it. Closing in on it, I also happen to notice that there is a charming little pub situated just a couple of hundred feet beyond. Perhaps a few minutes of relaxation in a friendly, neighborhood tavern, I think, is exactly what I need before attempting to operate a gas pump for the very first time in my life.

			I cruise past the filling station, and park my Harley in the dirty snow of an asphalt lot that is overflowing with motorcycles. These are now ‘my people’, I tell myself, snatching the metal helmet from my head. I glance into my side-view mirror momentarily, and attempt to fluff-up my helmet-flattened hair.

			A hazy, dense cloud of cigarette smoke instantly envelops me when I open the door, and it is in stark contrast to the crisp, pristine air that I leave behind outside. Mostly men occupy the interior, I observe, the majority of whom are sporting black, leather jackets, graying beards, boldly-colored tattoos, and overly-developed biceps.

			I can do this, I tell myself, though not all that convincingly. Determined not to reveal any hint of my quivering insecurity, I lift my chin ever so subtly, and then head toward the sole, menacing-looking bartender. He doesn’t scare me, I say to my trembling knees. I’ve taken care of plenty of his type in the hospital before, and they are almost, without exception, the ones who are most afraid of needles and blood. 

			Striding purposefully toward the surly bartender, I can’t help but notice that several of the patrons seem to be taking an interest in my Steve Madden boots. I can only assume that cutting-edge-fashion is not something these fellows are used to coming across.

			“What’ll it be,” the bar-keep mutters without making eye contact, and it isn’t a question.

			“Uhm, Diet Coke,” I return evenly, deliberately withholding my own eye contact, and deliberately not adding my customary ‘please’.

			“You’re kidding, right?” he grunts, stealing a quick glance up at me.

			“No, I don’t believe I am,” I tell him in a flat, faux-confident tone. “You have a problem with that?” If only the nuns in Catholic school could see me now, is all I can think. 

			The hairy, hulking barkeep hesitates for just a fraction of a beat. Then, without uttering a solitary syllable, he turns his beefy back to me and busies himself behind the bar with some clandestine task. The next thing I know, a frosted beer mug filled with Diet Coke is shoved in front of me. No straw. No cocktail napkin. Obviously, no ‘girlie’ frills. 

			“You’re from Jersey,” he snorts, and, again, it isn’t exactly a question.

			“You got a problem with that, pal?” I hear myself say, and I cannot believe how far I am pushing my luck. Then again, I am used to working with surgeons, and therefore I know how to handle a bully or two. 

			Much to my surprise, my sassy comment triggers an uproar of testosterone-fueled-laughter, upraised beer bottles, and thumbs-up gestures.

			The now-humbled-bartender shrinks in embarrassment at this turn of events and, female, Catholic nurse that I am, I instinctively take pity on him and attempt to protect his manhood.

			“Good guess,” I admit, loud enough for all to hear. “Yeah, I’m from Jersey. What of it?”

			“I bet you don’t know how to pump your own gas!” some hulking, shadowy form bellows from the crowd.

			I swear, I do not know what gets into me at that point, but for some God-forsaken-reason, this final insult pushes me past some pre-determined limit. Without thinking it through, I find myself slowly swiveling around on my barstool to face the entirety of scruffy, motley-looking patrons. 

			“Wanna bet?” I boldly challenge my anonymous rival, and then I cringe when he rises from his chair.

			At first the man is nothing more than a bulky silhouette, but when light from a nearby ‘Budweiser’ sign dimly illuminates him, I see that he is a middle-aged, hirsute biker-type. His fireplug of a neck and both of his arms are heavily tattooed. A dark-colored T-shirt stretches obscenely across his massive beer belly, and a grimy, red and white bandana is knotted around the dome of his head; a sure sign that he is most likely bald as a cucumber beneath it.

			“Yeah, I just might take you up on that bet, little lady!” he bellows loudly for the benefit of the rowdy crowd.

			I bite my lip to keep from laughing out loud. Does this fool really think I have never come up against this type of brutish, macho attitude before? 

			“I ain’t yet met a chick from Jersey who was willing to break her long fingernails on some fuel pump,” he adds, and I shrink in embarrassment.

			Against my better judgment, I drop my gaze down toward my freshly manicured acrylic nails, quickly shoving them inside my jacket pockets for camouflage. The effort is too little too late, I am certain, but I don’t know what else to do.

			“Well?” my husky challenger taunts me again. “You willing to prove me wrong, Sweet thing?”

			Oh, boy. I am way out of my league here, and I know it. It’s my own stupid fault, I silently scold myself. I started acting way too big for my britches, and now, these guys are going to call my bluff. 

			“Well?” my burly tormentor persists.

			Out of the blue, I suddenly recall something that Jason used to tell me when I’d come home complaining about a particular surgeon who automatically blamed the nurses if anything went wrong in the Operating Room: ‘The bigger they come, the harder they fall’.

			With my ex-husband’s sage words in mind, I rise from my barstool and raise my frosted mug of Diet Coke into the air as though it is filled with Budweiser. “It just so happens,” I flatly announce, “that I already filled up my tank at the station next door just before I entered this fine establishment, so I’m afraid you are all just shit-out-of-luck.”

			Oh, God! Did I really just say that? Oh, God! What if anyone calls my bluff again? Damn Jason and his stupid, macho advice. Why did I have to pick this particular moment to finally listen to him? All I’ve now managed to do, is dig myself into even deeper trouble. Oh, God! When will I ever learn to just shut up?

			“Well, my ‘Hog’s’ tank is still pretty damn low out there,” my scruffy contender volleys back. “And, I’d actually be willing to let a fine little thing like you fill it up, if you’re game.”

			A wave of snorting, hooting, whistling, and various other animal-like noises instantly fills the confines of the tavern.

			But, that is when my nursing instincts kick in, just like they always do whenever I am in a crisis situation and need to rise to the occasion. 

			“Pump your own goddam gas!” I hiss, taking a man-sized-slug of my Diet Coke and then turning my back on the bunch of them.

			An explosion of unbridled laughter breaks out then and, the entire roomful of menacing, unkempt motorcyclists, begin toasting me. Curiously, the surly bartender responds by lining up empty beer mugs behind my Diet Coke.

			“What’s that for?” I shout at him above all the racket.

			“Free drinks for you,” he barks back. “Some guys have already paid for your next half-dozen or so, er, sodas.”

			“Well, what do you know?” I murmur under my breath at the alien gesture, a display of bar etiquette which is totally foreign to me. 

			In the midst of the ear-splitting ruckus that is going on behind me, I barely notice the stealthy approach of a quiet stranger who sidles up beside me. Still reveling in my small victory, I am not yet willing to take on my next challenger, whoever that might be. Determined not to look directly at the stranger, I instead, stare into the mirror above the bar, assessing disjointed fragments of the man’s reflection amidst various shaped liquor bottles that line the shelf.

			Fitting together small pieces of his overall image in my mind’s eye, I conjure up a composite likeness of him. For starters, I can see that he is head and shoulders taller than the burly, average-height bartender. I can also tell that his longish hair is of a very light color; it could be white, blonde, or gray. I can’t tell. The dim lighting in the joint does not help me specify. Blurry, soft shadows seem to darken the orbits of his eyes, the hollows of his cheeks, and the deep cleft in his chin, suggesting a rugged, somewhat chiseled bone structure. His lips are not exactly full, yet, they are surprisingly curvy, and a set of finely etched parentheses frame the corners of his mouth.

			I’m guessing that his eyes are of a light color as well; blue or gray or green, definitely not brown. He is cleanly shaved, I notice, and his complexion is oddly creamy for the kind of brute who hangs out in biker bars. I strain to make out the tiny gold cross that I notice adorns his one pierced ear, and that is when our eyes meet in the mirror. Neither one of us volunteers to break the neutral, impassive stare, by looking at the other one in person.

			Instead, the quiet stranger leans slightly closer to me and, never taking his eyes from our shared reflection, he whispers something close to my ear. 

			“You don’t have a damn drop of gasoline left in your tank, do you?” he says, and, the vibration from his rich baritone tickles my left earlobe in a most unsettling manner.

			Careful to maintain our visual tug-of-war in the mirror, I casually take a sip of my Diet Coke. “Nope,” I gulp. 

			Oddly enough, I find myself relieved to have been exposed like this. On the other hand, I can’t help wondering why I am suddenly ‘outing’ myself to this random stranger in a bar. Is it because I’ve never been a very good liar? And, is that because I’ve always been too guilt-ridden to hide the truth … at least, not for very long?

			But, there is something else; something sweet and non-threatening about this guy, I tell myself. He strikes me as almost, well, protective. Besides, I really don’t have a damn drop of gasoline left in my Nightster, and I have absolutely no clue how to go about getting any.

			“Gutsy girl,” the handsome stranger remarks, tearing his gaze from our reflection, and then he turns to face me. “Honest one, too.”

			If I thought this man appeared fairly attractive in the mirror, I am absolutely stunned by the way he looks up close and in person. Yes, he is tall and broad-shouldered; that is a given. But the nearly shoulder-length hair that I suspected to be gray, turns out to be golden blonde, and the eyes that I guessed to be green, are a striking shade of emerald.

			“Don’t tell me,” he says, an impishly adorable grin playing across his chiseled features. “You’re a Travel Nurse, right?”

			I am completely disarmed by his masculine charms, yet, I struggle mightily not to show it. “What is it with everyone around here?” I demand. “Am I really that transparent?”

			“Not at all,” the stranger politely replies.

			“Then how did you kn…?”

			“Takes one to know one,” he answers simply.

			It takes a moment for me to process this information. Could this big, hulking guy with the gorgeous eyes and blonde curls be a Travel Nurse too? Even today, there are still far fewer men than women in the nursing profession, yet, I suppose he could be telling the truth. After all, I can see how the wandering, non-committal lifestyle of a Travel Nurse might be quite appealing to someone like him.

			“What exactly gave me away?” I want to know. 

			“You mean, besides the Steve Madden boots?”

			“I love these boots!”

			“Oh. Well, then I guess it must have been the Kelly Clamp hanging from your belt,” he amends.

			Okay. Now, I really am embarrassed. It’s just that Kelly Clamps are useful for sooo many purposes besides holding sterile drapes in place during surgery. Like most nurses, I suppose, I’ve just become used to carrying a pair of them around with me on my pockets. In fact, I had used this particular pair just this morning to retrieve a hot paper plate from the microwave, and again to rip a price-tag from my new leather gloves. The truth is, you never know when a good pair of Kelly Clamps might just come in handy.
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