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To Michael
Thank God for your unfailing patience, and for sliced peppers.
I wouldn't want anyone else by my side on this journey through life.
Thank you for always believing in me.
I love you, heart and soul, forever.
And
To Dad and Mom
For teaching me to dream
I love you always!
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Dad, I wish Mom was still with us so I could thank you both for inspiring in me a fantastical childhood imagination filled with pirates, trips to "Annie's mansion," and notes from Care Bears. Just think, if you hadn't screwed with my mind at an early age, I may not have turned out this way. I can never thank you enough for teaching me to dream—a gift that has not ceased—and giving me the courage to find my wings and fly, both literally and figuratively. I love you!
Pastor Robin and Pastor Scott, thank you for keeping me on the straight and narrow; for encouraging me; for helping to expand my knowledge and faith; for all the prayers; and most of all, for reminding me that God believes in me even more than you do. You guys are the best!
To my entire editing crew: Jan, Tim, Emily, Kara & Michelle. Thank you for polishing my work so it shines. I appreciate your faith in me and all the encouraging words. I couldn't have done it without you!
Thank you to Tom for, well, being Tom, and to Gayle for trying to keep him in line—I know how difficult that must be! You both are very special to our family!
Daron Otis—the man responsible for my cover design as well as all my promotional artwork—thank you for the long hours and putting up with me. Most of all, thank you for taking my vision and making it better than I could have dreamed!
Lisa Bergren, thank you for taking the time to generously counsel a newbie. I truly appreciate your insight and kind words.
Melinda Cote of 11-Eleven Publishing, you are the reason I was able to keep my sanity during the publishing process. Thank you for preparing my manuscript and for your patience while working with me. You took the most daunting task off my hands. I appreciate your guidance and professionalism.
Finally, I must thank all of my friends, family, and supporters who joined me on this journey. Your numbers are too great to list individually, but you all know you who are. The most important thing I've discovered is how blessed I am to be surrounded by wonderful people who inspire me every step of the way! Love you all and God Bless!
Listen, I tell you a mystery:
We will not all sleep, but we will be changed
1Corinthians 15:51 NIV
Would you trade your soul for a cure? For the ability to live forever?
I did and now my second chance is your final warning.
Where will you find hope in forever?
Do not be deceived—this is the beginning of the end.
This is my story.
I sat in the cramped exam room, feeling self-conscious in the flimsy hospital gown draped haphazardly around my body. Soft instrumental versions of popular music played overhead, yet the soothing melodies did nothing to calm my nerves. I hadn't been to a doctor in almost ten years—thankfully I was in good health until recently. The protective paper lining beneath me crinkled as I shifted my weight, nervously waiting on the doctor's return. A few chest x-rays and some blood work, what was taking him so long? Walking pneumonia, I was sure of it. Antibiotics, how hard were those to get?
After skimming both issues of the latest gossip magazine provided in this waiting room purgatory, I focused my attention on the speckled tile ceiling, counting dots on one of the water stained panels. I reached fifty-six when the distinct shuffle of paperwork on the other side of my door announced the doctor's re-entrance into my suspended, hopeful world.
"Miss Smith," Dr. Miller—the doctor who performed my initial exam—spoke as he ushered himself into the tiny cubicle and shut the door behind him. The doctor glanced from the chart to my face with a serious, yet seemingly staged expression on his face. "Maddy, I hate to tell you this…"
He stuttered and drew a deep breath while bowing his head and pinching the upper bridge of his nose with his thin fingers. Even this veiled attempt at sincerity felt awkward. Something wasn't right. I instinctively braced myself against the table. My stomach curled into an anxious ball while my emotions hovered somewhere above hysteria, suspended along with his sentence. I realized I was holding my breath.
"It's cancer…stage IV," he sighed, before looking up. "We need to run a few more tests, but I am certain it is ovarian, spread to your lungs. Visible tumors were present in your x-ray. I've seen this before. It's an insidious disease that often goes undiagnosed until in its final stages. If you were more attuned to your body, you might have noticed the subtle indications of the disease and we might have been able to catch it in time, but unfortunately there is really nothing we can do at this point. There is fluid around your lungs, the reason we first thought pneumonia. Traditional treatment is no longer feasible. Experimental therapies come with only a five percent chance of recovery—hardly worth trying. I predict you have only months to live. Do you have family? A husband? Boyfriend? Anyone who could care for you if you sought treatment?"
I could only shake my head. I had no one. The air in the room was thick—it felt heavier than before.
Sighing, the doctor said, "It is extremely difficult to fight this kind of battle on your own. You would be too sick to care for yourself. I don't mean to sound grim—and everyone must make their own decisions—but hospice may be the best option for you at this point. I realize this is a lot to take in. There are so many things you will have to consider. I need to step out and order a few more tests. I'll leave you alone to think things over and I'll be back in five minutes."
What?
He hastened from the room, leaving me alone to comprehend the gravity of my situation. The atmosphere within the small space grew unbearably hot as Dr. Miller disappeared, closing the door behind him—my purgatory suddenly transformed into hell.
It seemed cruel. Twenty-eight years old, finally getting my life on track. Sure, I had been feeling tired recently. A little stomach trouble. Then my cold wouldn't go away. Twenty-eight. Healthy. Just needing some antibiotics for a bug I couldn't kick.
I felt lightheaded. Glancing at the mirror looming across from me, I saw the reflection of a girl I once knew, but now her ashen complexion cast a ghost-like glow against the auburn hair framing her face—a premonition of death itself. A clammy chill crept across my body.
What?
The word cancer hung there as if the doctor communicated the message via smoke signal. I turned the words over and over.
Cancer…spread…nothing we can do…hospice.
What?
I tried to feel the cancer taking over my body. I focused my thoughts inward, challenging my mind to sense the parasitic disease overpowering my organs in its fight for control.
Cancer?
As if the word opened Pandora's Box, I immediately felt weak, more sick. My mind fought against my will.
I was just a little ill, a little bit of trouble breathing. Cancer? Only months left? What?
My head spun. My pulse raced. My ears started ringing as a fuzzy, claustrophobic bubble squeezed my peripheral vision into a narrow grey tunnel.
Twenty-eight. Not even married. No family. Nothing.
I tumbled without moving. My heart thudded the lub-dub rhythm of a ticking clock, its frantic pounding overpowered the ringing in my head. No longer able to fight against the pressure crowding my vision into a smaller and smaller pinpoint of light, I let go, and traded my unexpected hell for a peaceful, numbing darkness.
So, this is it. This is the story of my life. Twenty-eight. No family. One, maybe two good friends. Oh sure, Maddy, you survived for a reason. God has something special planned for your life. You are meant to make a difference.
Through all the heartbreak, abuse, and instability of my youth—bouncing from foster family to foster family—Ms. Shirley, my chubby case worker with the red, bulbous nose would reassure, "Madeline, everything that happens in life is only meant to strengthen you for God's purpose. I promise you are important."
Yeah, right. So, what did I accomplish in these twenty-eight years? I work for a small marketing firm in a go-nowhere job. I never married, never saved anyone from anything. I'm a mess, and now cancer is coming to take me away. What a crock! I am living—well, dying—proof that there is no God or greater plan.
I walked past the residential stretch of East Bay Street toward downtown Charleston, South Carolina, bouncing through the Kübler-Ross stages of grief. Some nurse—whose name I conveniently forgot—explained what I could expect to feel emotionally over the next few months, until…a lump lodged in my throat just thinking the words…the end.
Denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance.
I wanted to tell the nurse—and this Kübler-Ross chick—to go to hell. Who were they to tell me how I would feel when I was the one with the terminal illness?
Stage two: anger.
Stupid psychologists and their touchy-feely crap. And what person in her right mind would ever accept the fact she was going to die?
If there was a God—and I had lost faith in Him years ago—He sure wasn't proving His case for existence in my book. How could a good and loving God let disease and suffering continue?
As the sun began its final descent behind buildings that lined the west side of the popular corridor, people emerged from their air-conditioned sanctuaries like desert snakes slithering from beneath rocks. These daytime hermits scattered into the fading light—relishing their deliverance from the smoldering heat of late spring that was now vanquished by a cool ocean breeze.
Historic structures, standing permanent, loomed over the fragile lives of those traveling beneath their silhouetted skyline. Like me, people with hopes, dreams, and plans walked along these streets—miniscule organisms leaving little to no impact on these stone sentinels or the world they guarded. Now, many of those people were gone… nothing…just like I would be soon. Sure, a tombstone might mark someone's existence—but that too would eventually be forgotten in two or three generations, assuming that person actually had family that cared. I had no family. Anyone who might pretend to care would miss me for a few months, maybe a year, but then… I knew the reality. An unwanted orphan in life, I would be forgotten in death. The lump in my throat now felt like a boulder. The truth squeezed my heart, sending a shudder of emotion through my body.
As a child, I handled the loneliness and uncertainty of foster life with delicate grace, refusing to allow depression to filter into my heart. I knew I could not control my past, but I was determined to control my future. Yet the questions of my past—of who I was—plagued me, even as an adult.
Even at twenty-eight I longed to see my parents' faces reflected in my own. I wanted to know who they were, what they looked like, and most importantly, why they abandoned me. Every morning I studied my features—dark auburn hair, brown eyes, a small cleft in my chin, straight nose, freckles—but all I saw was a sad, lonely girl lost in this world. I had spent hours intensely memorizing every line, every detail, searching for similarities in every person I met. I hoped I would find my parents, have the chance to ask why they left me. The only thing I wanted in life was an answer—I wanted to be whole. I wanted to know I had a place on this earth and that somehow, somewhere, my existence mattered to someone. I desperately wanted to know who I really was, but somewhere, deep down, I accepted the grim realization that I would always be guessing, always searching. Even as the sun set over Charleston, I sought a familiar trait in the face of every person I passed, but I knew—I knew there would never be any answers.
The sweet smell of climbing jasmine mixed with the ocean air filled each labored inhalation, soothing me with the familiarity of their intoxicating aroma. I felt more aware of everything in the past few days, all my senses intensified.
I will miss this.
Holding back tears, I observed my world through hazy eyes: the beauty of the architecture, the yellow-orange glow cast by flames of old gas-lit street lamps, hanging flower baskets spilling a kaleidoscope of color, turning and undulating in the breeze. My heart sank as I stood, trying to capture every detail of the moment.
I will miss this.
Skip to stage 4: depression.
Crowds of people flowed swiftly around me, spreading out in different directions, pushing time forward at a harried pace. Clean-cut men from the Air Force base, or perhaps the Citadel, rushed to one of the many bars or clubs. Young women—dressed in their Friday night finest—giggled and followed each other eagerly, eyeing every young man along their path. Couples rushed to dinner reservations, impatient to indulge in Low Country cuisine at one of the high-end restaurants nearby. Even couples enjoying a leisurely stroll or relaxed in horse drawn carriages sped forward in blurring cadence.
I suddenly hated all of them.
Back to anger.
How could everyone be so selfish? How could they not notice? Do they really want time to move faster? Couldn't they see? Hey, everyone, over here! Dead woman walking. Come, get a look at this life…it is worthless, nothing. I'd hate to burst your bubble, but there is no God. Isn't He supposed to give you hope for the future? Well, here's one woman with no future and no hope.
Of course I could rage inside my head all I wanted, but none of these people knew me nor could they discern my recent diagnosis. They just carried on with their lives the way I would if I had not been given a death sentence. Still, I wanted to scream at everyone to slow down. Stop moving forward. Couldn't they feel time disappearing? All I wanted was for the clock to freeze—for time to hang in space. I would give anything to stay right here, right now.
Get it together, Maddy. Breathe. You just need to make it through tonight—your last night in the land of the living.
I spent the past three days trying to come to grips with my situation. I decided I couldn't fight the cancer on my own and besides, mine wasn't a life worth saving anyway. I made arrangements to enter the local hospice care center, terminated the lease on my apartment and started packing my entire life into cardboard boxes acquired from the local grocer. Although I feared for the next morning when I would formally begin the process of dying, I felt more trepidation about the next few hours that were to be spent in the company of mere acquaintances whose interest in my situation would be unavoidable, thanks to my boss.
Though I felt more tired and weak than ever before in my life, so far no one was able to perceive the extent of my ailing condition, and I wanted to keep it that way. All I wanted was to keep my illness private—to die alone. I really couldn't handle the pitiful stares, regretful sighs, or otherwise sad remarks of people who were no more than mere acquaintances.
I knew people loved watching a train wreck. They loved to be reminded of the fragility of life, pass along some words of encouragement to the dying like, "Remember, everything happens for a reason," and then return home thanking their personal God that it wasn't them who would soon be six feet under. Of course, I knew most people didn't mean any harm by their reaction to someone else's terminal illness—I just didn't have the strength to deal with the thoughts and fears of others while I struggled to come to grips with my own.
As much as I wanted to keep my illness shrouded in secrecy, necessity determined that two people knew of my situation. First, I had to tell my boss, Steve Sharp, who insisted on a reason for my sudden resignation.
Mr. Sharp was a kind, caring, God-fearing man. The tall, sandy haired owner of Sharp Marketing was only ten years my senior, yet when he hired me, he took me under his wing acting, at times, more like a father figure than a boss. From that point, I continued to be a faithful, hardworking employee, even though the pay and benefits were not exactly what one would hope for.
Mr. Sharp turned white when I delivered the news. Steve, being a compassionate soul, insisted on throwing a going away party in my honor. I tried to decline, but he insisted, arguing that I would regret not having the chance to say good-bye. Knowing this was a battle I would not win, I agreed and the event was set for the next night, Friday. Although I consented to the party, I made Mr. Sharp swear that the real reason behind my departure would be kept secret.
After collecting his emotions, Mr. Sharp went out to announce my departure and subsequent bon voyage party to the rest of the office. A coworker, Bill, rented an upscale apartment downtown, complete with a rooftop deck featuring a view of Charleston Harbor. Always the entertainer, Bill immediately offered his place for the soirée. Bill's parties were infamous around the office, so it was assumed most, if not all, the company would be attending, despite the last minute notice—a fact that caused my stomach to turn little flips as I neared Bill's apartment.
I groaned at the thought of facing my coworkers and their inquisitive probing over the reason behind my departure. Fighting the urge to turn around and run, I gathered my schizophrenic moods and forced myself to continue walking, now only a block away.
Looking ahead, I was relieved to see my best friend, Jenn Franklin, waiting for me on the sidewalk outside Bill's apartment. Jenn was the only other person, besides my boss, aware of my death sentence. She agreed to accompany me to this party—backup support if I needed an excuse to leave.
Jenn is my polar opposite. She is tall, blonde, and blue-eyed. Always opting for anything that glitters, she likens herself to a human disco ball—constantly commanding the center of attention. I am happy to stay in the background, the result I assume, of trying to keep a low profile and survive in the foster care system of my youth. We met at a laundromat my first week in town. She was quick to point out my boring attire and I noticed her skintight, not-so-subtle wardrobe as we folded our respective loads. Somehow, despite our differences, Jenn and I hit it off.
Early on, Jenn decided to make me her project, to help me become the goddess she knew I could be under her expert direction.
"Maddy," she would tell me. "When you sparkle, you shine! If you shine, people notice, we want to be noticed." Much to her disappointment, though, I never mastered the art of accessorizing.
Now, six years after we met, her look of disapproval in my appearance—the same look I remember from our first meeting—was evident in the way she sized me up as I walked toward her on the street. Obviously, all these years later, she failed in her intentions.
Tonight, Jenn sported a tight leopard print skirt and a black blouse with a neckline plunging almost to her waist. I hoped she had taped that shirt to her skin, fearing a potential wardrobe malfunction in front of my boss and coworkers. Her accessories all sparkled—the human disco ball.
As I approached my prismatic friend, a sense of unease grew within my belly, gnawing its way into my courage. I hated parties, especially ones where I was the center of unwelcome attention. The desire to turn and run returned—I was pretty sure I could outrun Jenn in her three inch heels—but somehow I kept my forward momentum.
Standing beside my friend, a giggle rose in my chest as I fully appreciated her critical stare. Leaving my apartment I felt dressed up wearing black pants and a red satin v-neck tank, hair neatly tied up in a pony tail, but Jenn's grave expression made me realize I chose poorly, in her eyes at least. Jenn wielded a magic power over my conscious, being able to distract me from anything relevant and instead turn all focus to my fashion sense, or lack thereof. Generally, her frivolity annoyed me; tonight it was a welcome diversion.
Facing her disapproving stance I asked, "Um, are we going to a rave afterward that you haven't told me about?"
Jenn rolled her eyes.
"This is a party, you know?" she argued.
"Yes," I agreed. "An office party. My office party. Besides, shouldn't you leave something to the imagination?" I gave her a dramatic once over, trying to appear as critical as my friend.
Her wavy blonde hair danced around her shoulders as she shook her head. Jenn beamed, "I guess it is too late to fix you up now. I knew we should have met at your place first!"
I frowned, brought back to the reality of my situation. "Not much room, with everything boxed up."
Jenn bit her lip. Jenn was the closest thing I had to family, which unfortunately bestowed upon her the obligation of emergency contact, as well as the one who would be selling my stuff, arranging my funeral, and finalizing any other affairs before and after I was gone. Although she dressed the part of a wanton sex goddess, I knew she had the personality of a naïve, sweet, unassuming youth, and I hated burdening her with the business of death. I worried the responsibility of caring for me would force her to lose that childlike quality I loved so much. She accepted her position without hesitation, yet I could see the toll my terminal illness was taking on her after only three days. Things, I knew, were going to get a lot worse.
"I'm sorry," she stuttered. "I…I…I didn't mean…"
"Don't worry," I said, forcing a smile. "Tonight's a party, remember? Let's go have some fun, okay? Screw cancer!"
Her smile returned.
"Are you sure you're ready to do this?" she asked.
"Absolutely not, so let's go before I change my mind. Just don't stray too far from me, okay? If I start to feel weak or people start prodding too much, I'll need my wingman to get me out."
Her face became serious again.
"I really wish you would tell others about your illness," she said.
"Jenn, you know I don't want anyone fussing over me. I just want to be alone—die in peace and all that good stuff. Besides, you aren't the only one I've burdened. Mr. Sharp knows—thus the reason I am subjecting myself to this party with people who really don't care that I am leaving in the first place."
"I know," she said. "But what about Jake? I really think you should tell him."
I grimaced. My heart dropped in my chest, pulled by the heavy weight of regret.
"No, I can't tell Jake. He doesn't deserve to worry. He'll thank me, someday."
"I disagree." Jenn shook her head, her hair sweeping across her shoulders. "I think you feel you don't deserve to worry him."
"Well, I didn't ask what you think," I snapped. I immediately regretted it.
Jenn's face turned white, her bottom lip trembled.
"I'm sorry," I backpedaled. "I can't seem to control my emotions lately. I didn't mean to snap at you. I know you are just trying to help."
Jenn sighed. "It's okay. I totally understand."
"Thank you," I said, feeling despair wash over me. Jen smiled and wiped a single tear from beneath my eye. I took a deep breath and collected my emotions once again, "Okay, Let's go get this over with."
Jenn nodded as I turned on my heel and headed up the stairs.
I was impressed with the number of people packed into Bill's spacious apartment. The entry opened into a large living space which had been cleared of furniture, while popular music pounded from a stereo system against the far wall. There was a small group of women I didn't recognize dancing awkwardly in the center of the room, looking around at the crowd, motioning for others to join them. Doors to the rooftop patio flanked the stereo. Through the doors I could see strings of white lights hanging from above, creating an artificial starlit glow for people enjoying the fresh air. Couples were gathered outside, chatting casually while taking refuge from the earsplitting music.
"Come on, let's go get something to drink," Jenn shouted at me, her voice barely carrying over the thudding bass line of the current hip hop song.
I followed her through the crowd toward the kitchen amazed how Bill and his wife could throw together such a successful party at the last minute. On second thought, judging by the number of individuals gathered that I didn't recognize, my event was most likely added to an existing venue. Either way, the party impressed me.
Jenn and I barely squeezed past a group crowding the entry when Bill popped up from the side, causing me to jump back startled. His wavy black hair was slicked with sweat from the heat of the crowded space.
"Hey, there's the girl of the hour! I was wondering when you were gonna show!" He too was shouting over the music.
"Yeah, thanks for throwing this little shindig in my honor," I yelled back. "I appreciate it!"
"Nah, it's nothing! Hey, I was going to ask, where are you going anyway?"
I winced. Here it comes. I knew people were going to bug me about this.
"Well," I began, unsure how to continue.
"Bill! Bill!" Another partygoer approached, flinging his arm around Bill's shoulder, steadying himself against his friend. The blonde, obviously intoxicated man took a moment to look Jenn up and down, then nodded with his own approval. I felt Jenn recoil beside me. Internally I mused at her naiveté—she forgets that she cannot always choose who notices her when she dresses in such a revealing manner. I immediately feared leaving her to fend for herself after I was gone.
Turning his attention back to Bill, the man slurred, "Dude! I need you on my team. Pool man! You've gotta help me! Come on, I need you man!" He glanced back at Jenn, winked and mouthed, "You are so hot."
"Please excuse me ladies, duty calls!" Bill said. "Make yourself at home. Drinks are in the kitchen. Dancing here in the living room, pool and darts are upstairs. Don't forget to check out the patio, the views are spectacular! Catch you later!"
With that, Bill disappeared through the crowd with the sleazy jerk. As disgusting as that guy seemed, I was eternally grateful he stole Bill away from the conversation, thus saving me from answering any questions.
"Wow. That was….something," Jenn said.
"Hey, you got noticed," I teased.
"Living the dream," Jenn laughed. "Come on, you look like you need a drink even more than I do."
We wandered through the masses, pushing our way toward the kitchen. A center island was the focal point of the large kitchen, offering bottles and tonics of every kind. People swarmed the space like bees in a hive, reaching and grabbing, pouring and toasting, before moving into the next room.
Amidst the chaos, I saw Jake Kavanaugh sitting at the far end of the makeshift bar—his motionless, sad posture in stark contrast to the activity surrounding him. With dark brown hair, light hazel eyes, square jaw line and naturally athletic build, no man that handsome should appear so despondent at a party—especially a party filled with eligible women trying to catch his eye from every corner of the room.
Jake was my co-worker, my friend, and well, the man I dreamed of marrying someday, although our relationship never ventured past the playful banter of friendly colleagues.
As we approached, I could see his tortured expression more clearly. I couldn't figure why he looked so glum. Jake looked up, frowning.
"Hey Jake," I said, trying to remain lighthearted.
"You're leaving?" he sulked. "And you didn't tell me?"
"I'm sorry," I choked, guilt wrapping me in a strangle hold.
"I mean, you know, it's not like you have to get it approved through me or anything," he retracted, concentrating on moving a shot glass between his hands, avoiding further eye contact. "I just thought, you know, we're friends and all. I thought you would at least give me a little notice."
"Jake, it's not like that, really," I said, trying, I think, to convince myself more than him. "This is a last minute thing. I didn't even tell Mr. Sharp until late yesterday. You were at that offsite meeting over the past two days, and I was out of the office today…"
"So what, did those guys from California snatch you up? I knew their head hunter was going after a few of us." His expression grew even more dismal when he mentioned California.
"Jake, I'm not going to California. I will still be…" I paused, trying to think of how to finish. "I will still be in the area."
"Oh," he said, glancing up to look me straight in the eye. "So, we will still see each other?"
"Sure, Jake. Of course," I lied.
My heart skipped with false hope. Jake's hazel eyes sparkled, his face radiating childlike joy against the backdrop of his dark hair. He smiled his sweet, dimpled smile that so often threw my heart into an erratic frenzy.
"Well, I will certainly miss seeing you in the office, but," he focused his gaze determinedly on me. "We will just have to make sure we see each other in more…social settings."
Jenn jabbed me in the rib cage with not-so-subtle grace. I would have jabbed her back if I wasn't spending every ounce of my energy trying to keep my pulse in check.
"By the way," Jake continued. "How are you feeling these days? I know you've been kind of sick lately. How did your doctor's visit go the other day?"
Cancer. The word screamed in my head even though I tried to block it out. Cancer. Cancer. Cancer. It taunted me.
"You know, doctors," I shrugged, trying to mask the increased anxiety in my voice, hoping my open answer would suffice.
Cancer. Death. The end. My mind raced. Ha, you think you have a chance with him? You are dying. You won't have a happy ending. Emptiness returned as fear grabbed control of my mind.
Shut up. Just shut up! I fought back.
"Maddy?" Jake's voice rose over the battle raging in my head. "Are you okay?"
I glanced at Jenn who stared at me with anxious concern. Obviously I wasn't pulling off healthy and carefree very well.
"Yeah, sorry. I just have a lot on my mind. Guess I got lost in thought for a minute."
"You look awful, like you saw a ghost. What were you thinking about?" Jake asked.
I laughed nervously, "Nothing, really. My mind just wandered, that's all."
I hoped my words sounded more convincing than they felt.
"Well, it looks like you could use a drink. Jenn?"
"I thought you would never ask!" Jenn reached forward, examining the bottles lined across the counter. "Maddy needs something strong tonight—shots maybe?"
"Oh," I shook my head. "I'm not really a shot person."
"Oh, come on," Jake encouraged. "Just one. What's your poison?"
"Jake," I said. "I really don't do shots."
Jenn laughed, "Tequila. She can shoot tequila." Then turning to me she added, "Remember Padre Island?"
Jake eyed me with curiosity. I blushed, turning to offer Jenn the most evil look I could muster.
"I'm not scared of you," she retorted, sticking out her tongue.
"Tequila it is, then," Jake said as he lined up three shot glasses.
"Lime?" I asked.
"Really? You need a lime? Come on, Maddy, that is so…weak," Jake teased.
"Sorry I'm not a tough guy like you," I fired back.
Jake smirked, "Yeah, I guess that would be kind of weird."
I blushed again as he lined up the shots, slices of lime beside them.
"A toast," he said as we all lifted our glasses. "To uncharted futures."
I was thankful my wince went unnoticed.
"Here! Here!" Jenn said, as we tossed back our glasses.
The immediate burn of the tequila faded to warmth after ingesting the lime. Jake smiled a crooked smile, pleased with my performance.
"Ready for another?" he pressed.
"Um, I think I should pace myself."
Jenn interjected, "Come on, Maddy, a second one won't kill you."
I glared at her, feeling the twinge of ire build as she so casually brought up my death. My irritation went unnoticed, though, as she turned to wink at Jake.
"Fine," I conceded, knowing I'd lost control over the situation—if I had any in the first place.
Jenn fancied herself a match maker, and even though I faced only months to live at best, I could see a spark of excitement in her eyes as she planned to bring me and Jake together under her supreme guidance. She was the last true romantic. In her mind nothing, not even death, could keep soul mates apart. Jenn could be a prison warden, walking a death row inmate to the electric chair, yet still try to convince him that she knew this fantastic woman he should meet, even in his final moments.
Jake poured another round which I drank with more vigor than the last. The alcohol provided an anesthetizing effect on my body and mind. I welcomed the calm.
"Jake!" Bill returned. Thankfully his drunken friend didn't accompany him.
"Hey Bill, great party," Jake said.
"Dude, you have to come meet these girls. They work with my wife and hey, you never know…"
Jake glanced at me, gauging my reaction which I tried to keep neutral despite the jealous monster sinking its teeth into my heart.
"That sounds great," Jake said. "But I'm kind of hanging here with Maddy and her friend. I don't want to be rude to the guest of honor."
"Aw, come on…Maddy won't mind, will you Maddy?" Bill's face pleaded for my permission.
Three sets of eyes fixed on me, waiting for my decision.
"Of course not," I offered, although my heart begged to keep Jake next to me. "Besides, I have to go mingle. I should probably thank Mr. Sharp for helping arrange this get-together in my honor."
"Excellent!" Bill said with genuine enthusiasm as he pulled Jake off his chair and led him toward the living room. He brought Jake straight to spot where the graceless, gyrating women danced.
Jake fired one pleading glance over his shoulder as he was dragged off to his new fate. I just smiled and looked away. Although jealousy commanded all emotion at the moment, I was happy to know that Jake would be okay—that he would eventually find someone, especially if Bill or Jenn got a hold of him.
"That was cold, sending him off to the wolves like that," Jenn laughed as she tossed back one more shot. "I mean, look at those women! So desperate for attention they are dancing in the middle of the room when no one else in the entire place is dancing. It's like 'Hey, look at me.'"
"Oh, that's the pot calling the kettle…"
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