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To the Universe...Thank you for giving me the strength to hike the hills and mountains of the writing world.
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Here are ten songs from “Hike, Hike Baby” playlist!

––––––––

[image: image]


Feel free to follow the playlist on Spotify to find more songs I felt related to the book.

––––––––
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1. Just The Way You Are – Bruno Mars (R&B)

2. If I Ever Leave This World Alive – Flogging Molly (Celetic-Punk)

3.  What’s It Gonna Be? – Busta Rhymes Ft Janet Jackson (Rap)

4.  Good Kisser – Usher (R&B)

5. A Single Man – High Valley (Country)

6. She’s so High – Tal Bachman (Pop)

7. Love and Happiness – Al Green (Soul)

8.  Hopeless Wanderer – Mumford and Sons (Rock)

9. Talk -Khalid (R&B)

10. The Middle – Zedd, Maren Morris (Pop)

More songs:  https://spoti.fi/2XKH1jE
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I’m melting.

I’m literally fucking melting.

I’m literally fucking melting like an ice cream cake some dumbass left unattended on the picnic table on the hottest day of the year, in the hottest place on this whole goddamn planet. 

With the puddle my dark chocolate skin seems to be creating at the tips of my red tennis shoes, I can easily say: that wicked witch bitch has nothing on me. 

Another sweat droplet cascades down the side of my face causing me to sneer.

This shit is unacceptable outside of the kitchen, except for, I guess, sex, but I haven’t had the latter in far too long to recall if sweating is an accolade to your impressive stamina or negative assessment to your out of shape nature. 

My head hangs forward as I try to appease my burning lungs with air. 

Okay, so I’m not the most fit person on the planet, obviously, but I wouldn’t call myself out of shape. Hustling around a commercial kitchen is hard work, especially when you own and operate the business. No, it’s not like jogging a stupid marathon or going cross country for charity, but it’s still vigorous. I’m still on my feet every day sweating my tits off. I still do more than the ten thousand steps or whatever it is the smart watch I got as a gift from my youngest sister tells me I should be doing for my size. And I damn sure am moving twice, if not three, times as much as the skinny Minnie birthday girl who talked me into doing this bullshit to celebrate her “special day”.

Why couldn’t we have gone out for a nice steak dinner and glass of wine?

Or a cheap steak dinner and shots?

Maybe even a tacky nightclub and wine coolers?

Where’s the alcohol that should always accompany birthday accommodations?

“You comin’?” Eddie Shaw, Sienna’s husband, asks from the bottom of the path I hadn’t realized they had already made it down.

I force my face his direction. 

That fe-fi-foxy giant of a man is just as at home as she is in this wilderness. 6’5 and built like the lumberjack who is not afraid to chop down any tree in the forest. From the stories his wife tells, tree trunks aren’t the only hardwood he’s capable of swinging. 

While I want that, dear God do I want that, I’m on the verge of thirty-five and willing to simply settle for a...thick stick being thrown my general direction. 

Desperation has a fun way of dropping a woman’s standards.

Not that I need a man in my life. 

It’d just be nice to have someone to share experiences with.

Call to vent to when my best friends, who are also my employees, are frustrating the shit out of me.

Have crawl between my legs at night instead of the neon red BOB I upgraded myself to for Christmas. 

Perhaps this year, I’ll get one of those models that comes with an earpiece so you can listen to a sexy male — who sounds like Idris Elba — talk dirty to you.

Swear on my favorite oven that if those exist, I will get one.

“I don’t think she heard me,” Eddie innocently states to his wife.

“She heard you.” Her swift correction is followed by her brushing a long strand of her brown hair away from her face. “She’s just not done mentally cursing me out for making her do this.”

I point her direction before promptly tapping the tip of my nose. 

His deep laugh freely echoes across the lush foliage, and the love of his life can’t help but grin.

Ignoring the second pang of jealousy is hard.

It’s not like their marriage is perfect.

It’s not like neither have flaws.

Hell, on this hike alone, they’ve gotten into at least three arguments...only one of which I am convinced was in good spirits. 

But they still have...each other.

They’ve still managed to find someone who compliments their souls...who they want involved in all aspects of their lives...whose bullshit they willingly tolerate...

It’s a beautiful relationship to have.

Unfortunately, for me, as the years tick on by, it’s becoming more and more apparent I’m the only person in my little world who has an open position no one is interested in filling. We’re not just talking about unwilling to grab an application. No. We’re talking cross to the other side of the street to avoid even making eye contact with the store. 

Sometimes I get the feeling I’m gonna be married to my macaroons forever.

Eh.

There are worse treats to be attached to.

“Come on,” Sienna warmly encourages, her country accent extra apparent today, the way it always is when her husband is around. “It’s jus’ a little further.”

Standing up straight, I nod and motion my hand for them to keep moving. “I’ll catch up.”

“You sure?” Eddie quickly questions. “I don’t want you gettin’ lost, and then Cherry Pie bitchin’ I let one of her best friends get eaten by bears.”

My eyes bulge at the statement. 

Sienna immediately shakes her head. “There aren’t bears on these trails.”

“Maybe not on the trails, but if she gets to wanderin’...”

“Just. Go.” I manage to huff out.

“Fine,” Sienna surrenders. “But we aren’t going to go too far ahead.”

Eddie childishly grins. “Because of the bear possibility.” 

She swats him on the arm, and despite the fact we all know it doesn’t hurt, he pretends it does.

Once their backs are to me, I grab one more deep breath, enjoy the cool air coming from the direction of the waterfall, run my fingers through my short, cropped to the head hair, and mentally psych myself up.

It’s just a little longer...

Plus, it’s downhill.

The hardest, most embarrassing half is over.

Feeling a bit more relaxed, I take a couple steps forward only to have the wet nature of the muddy path unexpectedly get the better of me. My feet glide from underneath me, and I slide towards what I’m certain will be my death. The lack of traction on the slick trail makes catching myself difficult. Squawks and slurred cursed phrases spring out of me while my hands flail around like they’re hoping to turn into wings to help me fly out of this situation. An unforeseen small hole in the ground is what thankfully stops the continuous cruising; however, the angle in which I manage to catch myself causes me to twist my ankle.

“Motherfucker!” I shout at the top of my lungs while slapping the slick path.

“You alright?”

“No! Do I fucking look like-” my voice abruptly stops when the male squats down in front of me. “Jesus. Christ.”

“No,” the heavenly specimen lightly chuckles. “More like an African Spirit Goddess...at least to me.”

Unsure if it’s the delicious accent or the delicious way he looks, I’m stunned silent.

Something definitely new for me.

Can’t remember the last time I didn’t have a snarky comeback just ready to fly off my tongue.

My eyes roam across his golden features, noting his dirty blonde hair that’s pulled together into a manbun on the top of his head, his neatly groomed beard, and glowing blue eyes, which seem to pop thanks to the shade of his t-shirt. His muscles are screaming for my attention, and I am not equipped to deny their pleas. The man has biceps. Triceps. Ficeps? Fuck, whatever the forearm group is called. His incredible well-kept upper half has me hoping the lower half matches. Prefer men with bodies that are a little more balanced than a child’s shitty action figure.

“Ohmygod!” Sienna squeaks upon her arrival. “Are you okay?!”

Still being somewhat mesmerized by my cape-less hero keeps me from speaking.

Her voice shoots up an octave. “Yasmine!”  

“Yasmine,” the male repeats, attaching a soft smile to it as he extends his hand for me to take. “Sutton Thisleton.”

I place my palm in his. “Nice to meet you.”

“You, too.” 

He helps me onto my feet while questions fly out of my best friend’s mouth. “What happened? Are you okay? Did you break anything?”

Just my pride.

How could it possibly go undamaged after meeting a gorgeous man, while completely covered in mud thanks to the tumble I took down a hiking trail that even small children can do?! 

Actual small children.

Had one lap me earlier and two others giggle when they saw me sitting on a rock, staring at the waterfall and panting like a puppy in desperate need of a bowl of water.

Fuck that. 

A gallon of water.

Why couldn’t I have met him at happy hour? Why couldn’t he have asked to buy me a drink instead of mentally wanting to offer me a towel?

What kind of fucking bullshit is this?!

Sienna’s panic shoots her volume higher. “Did. You. Break. Anything?”

“Damn sure not my eardrums. Could you calm that shit down please?”

Sutton’s snicker is poorly hidden behind his smirk. 

“Your sarcasm’s not busted,” she playfully snips. “Everything else is intact?”

“I think so.” I place the foot I twisted onto the ground and attempt to put weight on it. “Ou.”

“Probably sprained,” Sutton softly states. “You slipped quite a way. I saw you lose your footing when I stopped to take a drink of water.”

“Cherry Pie!” Eddie’s voice booms on his way back up the path. “Cherry Pie!” It increases in urgency as he gets closer. “Cherry-” He interrupts himself to growl, “Who the hell are you?”

“Sutton,” he replies warmly, hand still in mine. “Was helping this Goddess back onto her feet.”

Heat burns my cheeks at the compliment.

That’s twice he’s called me a Goddess.

Did he fall and hit his head?

I’m far from anything that should be worshipped — and not just because I took an unwanted mud bath.

I try to put weight on the foot again, immediately causing myself to wince.

“Stop,” Sutton scolds. “You’re obviously hurt, and I think it’s safe to say that we don’t want it getting worse.”

“We?” I thoughtlessly question.

He motions his head towards the couple. “These are your friends, correct?”  

“Absolutely,” Sienna proudly concurs. “And you’re right. We don’t want it to get worse, so keep the weight off of it.”

“Should I carry her?” Eddie suggests. “There’s not that much left to the trail.”

“You can’t carry me.” The vicious bite receives a look of disagreement from him. “I’m way too big.”

“Beg to differ,” Eddie grunts.

“As do I,” Sutton swiftly states.

My natural reaction is to remind them of the obvious facts that I’m 5’11 and a size 18, which, from a physics point, is not an easy combo to carry, but the way the stranger spoke has me abandoning the need to argue.

“I’ll help you the rest of the way,” Sutton volunteers, though he leaves no room to deny his assistance. His arm slides across my back, and I have to stop myself from moaning at the contact. “Go ahead. Lean into me.”  

I mimic the action, internally loving the fact he’s taller than I am.

God, I can’t even count how many men wouldn’t go out with me for simply being taller than them. 

Like I put in this height request to a genie or some shit. 

Like I don’t want to wear high heels on occasion without feeling like I’m peering down at people from the highest tower in a castle.

“We’re going to take it slow,” Sutton calmly explains, “and you’re going to keep as much weight off that foot as possible.”

“Okay,” I sheepishly agree, clearly incapable of bringing substance to our conversations.

Wow.

What is wrong with me?!

Little too much attention from a man a little too handsome, and suddenly I’m all for playing the damsel in distress role.

I need to get my shit together...

I am not a damsel.

Nothing about me is damsel-ly.

I’m a bad ass alpha woman who doesn’t need Tarzan to swoop in and save her from the leopards or lions or lizard people. 

Okay, so I know there weren’t lizard people in that story, but the details are foggy thanks to how gorgeous Alexander Skarsgård looked practically naked for the majority of the flick.

Sutton definitely has some of those Tarzan-like vibes going on right now.

Makes a woman wanna be Jane.

That Jane was rather badass and still got the hunky, animal friendly hero...

She could also hike through the jungle without needing to stop for an oxygen break every five minutes.

“You want some help?” Eddie politely offers.

“I’m fairly certain I’ve got it,” Sutton swiftly denies.

“You sure?”

“I’m certain.”

“Because I can get the other side. It’s no-” 

“Eddie.” An unusual spark burns in Sienna’s brown stare. “The path is already a bit narrow. Let’s...just walk in front of them.” Her eyebrows jump up in suggestion. “Be here to help break their fall if necessary.”

The two of them turn around to face forward, and Sienna starts a dramatically loud conversation, which presents Sutton and I with unforeseen privacy.

To my surprise, he takes full advantage. “You hike here often?”

Man, oh man what I would give to have that question be a little more on my side of normal.

Something like “Eat here often?” or “Drink here often?” or maybe even a “Shop here often?”. Any of those would be better than what he just asked.

“Never.” Humor tries to attach itself to my reply. “Couldn’t you tell by the way that steep hill took me down?”

His light laughter spreads warmth through my entire chest making it difficult to breathe. 

Okay...

Also new.

Sutton’s stare swings to meet mine. “Even the most experienced hikers occasionally lose their footing.”

The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them. “Literally or metaphorically?”

“Sometimes both at once.”

Hmmmm is the only sound I’m capable of making.

I instantly divert my eyes forward.

Alright, so that fall broke more of me than I thought.

From an objective standpoint, I’m a pretty good flirter. Not a professional level to where everyone I meet offers to buy me a drink like Langston, my other best friend — who isn’t here because someone had to watch the shop today — but not this struck-stupid schoolgirl “Ohmygod a cute boy is talking to me” degree either. Somewhere in the middle. Somewhere that usually gets me a fun conversation for the night, yet rarely the elusive request of my number. I haven’t been at a loss for words this frequently since I was twenty-seven and thought a hot upcoming chef was interested in me rather than trying to steal one of my recipes. 

“This is my first time hiking this trail, too,” Sutton once more steers the conversation, which summons my gaze. “I must admit. I rather like the way it...” his eyes give my frame a long lick, “curves.”

My voice makes an airy, croaky sound instead of words.

He smirks at the noise as though he loves his ability to make me flabbergasted. 

Wonder if it’s not only words he has a way with...

It takes a moment to stop my thoughts from spiraling down the sex hole any further. “Um...Are you...hiking alone?”

He shakes his head at the same time we veer to the left to stick to the main path that leads to the parking lot. “Just two mates. One stopped to snack, and the other stopped to take photos of the fall.”

“He caught me on camera?!”

“No, no,” Sutton rushes to say. “The waterfall. It’s quite a breathtaking sight.” 

I prematurely relax.

“Then, again, so are you.”

Another wave of heat engulfs me, making it hard to believe that it’s the start of fall rather than the middle of summer.

Pushing up my falling red-rimmed glasses with the tip of my index finger, I inquire more about him, “That accent. It sounds...familiar...but not.”

“Odd sentence.”

“It’s not exactly English or Scottish or Irish, yet sounds like it could be in one of those families.”

“Three very different families,” he lightly chortles, though this time I join him. “The accent is Doctenn, which is where I’m originally from, but I’ve travelled to parts of all three countries you listed. Each one is exquisite in their own right.”

“Wow. All three? That’s...impressive.”

“I’ve been very fortunate. It seems I have a habit of being in the perfect place at the perfect time.” His crystal gaze glows as it falls into my brown. “Today being no exception.”

Mindlessly, I coo, “Couldn’t agree more.”

Sutton’s smirk returns brighter than before causing me to force my stare away a second time.

Fuck my life, that shit is like hypnotizing. 

Staring too long into his eyes is a good way to get me to confess all my secrets.

Even the ones I don’t like admitting to myself let alone another person.

I adjust my hold on him and fight for my composure. “Where do you live now?”

“Not too far from here. I live in Highland, not quite downtown but close. What about you?”

“Downtown Highland. Kind of a strange coincidence, huh?”

“Don’t believe in coincidences,” Sutton tenderly proclaims. 

“No?”

He doesn’t hesitate to shake his head. “Everything has its reason, and its place. Sometimes you know right away why, and others...others just take a bit more time to truly understand.”

Pretty and philosophical?

How is he single?

Wait! Did I miss a wedding ring on his finger?!

Oh shit! What about a girlfriend? What if he just happened to leave her at home, so that he could get in a little “dude” time?

I carefully try to weave my search for answers into my question. “Are your friends going to be worried that you disappeared? Are they gonna freak out, call your girlfriend, and tell her they lost you in the woods?” 

“No girlfriend to call.” He informs upon our arrival at the end of the hiking trail. “Besides, I doubt they have yet to even notice my absence.”

My brow furrows in disbelief.

Sutton doesn’t bother hiding his chuckles. “They’re a little...slow at times, and I don’t mean on their feet.”

Seconds after I offer him a smile, Sienna shoots her attention over her shoulder. “Now that we’re out of the woods and just a bit from the truck, did you want me or Eddie to help her the rest of the way?”

“No,” he immediately answers, fingers digging protectively into my side. “I’ve got her.”

Sienna happily hums, nods, and turns back around. 

We finish the seemingly short walk, which feels three times as long thanks to the injury and Hercules descendant wrapped around me, in silence. Once we arrive at Eddie’s truck that he auto started as soon as we were close enough, he opens his wife’s door while Sutton handles mine. I less than gracefully guide myself in, and his tentative assistance causes my heart to rapidly pound against my chest. 

I love how he handles me like he believes I’m a delicate flower despite my size.

Hm.

Maybe I am a bit fragile given the sharp pain in my ankle that was easier to ignore in his arms.

Despite Sienna and Eddie both being situated in the truck, Sutton lingers in my doorway. “You good, little bunny?”

There’s a collective snicker from the front seat.

Feeling my face flush more, I ask, “Little bunny?”

“Found you in hole, remember?” 

The cute, thoughtful, yet corny, nickname receives a wide grin.

“I’m gonna give you my number,” he casually announces.

“For what?”

“To use hopefully.” Sutton’s smirk turns slightly nervous. “Let me know how you’re feeling.”

Disappointment it wasn’t for more has me starting to nod.

“Or, if you want me to bring you dinner.”

Hope hurries onto my expression.

“Or, if you simply want some company.”

My jaw plummets to my lap.

Is it my birthday or hers?!

For several moments, Sutton simply stares at my shocked reaction. 

Eventually, Sienna sighs loudly under her breath, “This is the part where you hand him your phone.”

“Why?” I cluelessly question back.

“To put his number in it,” she forcefully reminds.

“Oh! Right!”

Sutton swallows his snickers while I stretch to retrieve my purse. 

Maybe I should take his number but not use it. Nothing good can come from being this brain dead around another person.

I key in the code, pull up the ability to add a new contact, and hand him the device. 

It takes less than a minute for him to return it. When he does, he locks eyes with me. “I look forward to seeing you again soon, Yasmine.” 

Sutton steps back and offers me one last smile before shutting the door.

The instant it’s closed, my body finally relaxes into the seat. 

My Knight and Shining Hiker gives us a warm wave goodbye as Eddie pulls out of the parking space. 

I bury my bottom lip between my teeth to hold in my girlish giggles at how cute he looks.

“Little bunny,” Eddie chuckles to himself. 

“Oh, because everyone wins the nickname lottery like you two?” The return of my snarky nature sends relief through my system.

Hate how off my groove he had me.

Yet, loved it.

Is that normal?

I gotta ask Sienna when we’re alone and Paul Bunyan isn’t eavesdropping.

“We won more than just the nickname lottery,” Eddie salaciously snickers. “Ain’t that right, Cherry Pie?”

My best friend immediately scolds, “If you wanna count your winnings later, I suggest you leave Little Bunny alone.”

“Excuse you,” I snip at her antics.

She peers around her seat at me. “Oh, I’m definitely not letting that go for at least the rest of the day.” 

There’s no time to object.

“And since it’s my birthday, you’re just gonna have to endure it, just like you did hiking.”

Flashing her my middle finger is immediate.

“Sorry about the injury, though.” 

Again, she doesn’t leave room for a rebuttal.

“Not sorry it brought you tall, blonde, and British.”

Eddie possessively plops his hand on her thigh.

“Doctenn.”

“You need a doctor?” Her husband promptly questions.

“No, he’s from Doctenn. Not Britain.”

“They sound similar in accents.” Sienna shrugs off. “Regardless, you’re gonna call or text him, right?”

My bottom lip inches itself nervously back between my teeth.

Should I?

Is there any real chance that our meeting wasn’t just happenstance?

What if the universe or big puppet master in the sky dragged me out onto that trail despite all the ways I tried to get out of going, made sure I was out of breath to put me behind my friends, and then gave me a nudge so that I would fall into that hole where Sutton could give me a hand?

Don’t I owe it to whoever or whatever rigged this up to see where it leads?

Better yet...don’t I owe it to myself?

For the first time in years, my pulse is racing for more than just pastries, and that alone is enough merit to engage in a second mingling.

Hopefully, the next time we see each other, I’m not caked in mud with pit stains the size of his country underneath my arms.   
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I toss the crimson apple slightly into the air, flip my palm, and angle my arm to allow the crisp fruit the chance to glide down from one side to the other. When it arrives in the opposite hand, I shoot the blonde beauty a wink and extend the object. 

Her entire face lights up in excitement.

It’s the produce department at the grocery store.

There’s only so much fun to be found.

Lucky for me I know exactly how to make my own adventure no matter where I am in the world.

The woman slides the fruit into her grasp while continuing to wordlessly admire for a moment more. After she places the item in her cart, she removes a small, white rectangular card from her purse. She waits until it’s in my possession to say, “Use that when you wanna see what I can do with a banana.”

Her flirtatious wink is followed by a slow strut away that warrants my attention yet doesn’t receive it. 

She’s no different than that apple.

She’s a staple fruit.

Easy to come by.

Easy to pass by.

Easy to do without.

The last time I took a bite of an “apple”, an apple I, to this day, wonder if I had any business eating or if a snake somehow tricked me into it, I ended up a semi-permanent resident in this bloody country. Not that that’s necessarily an awful thing — or something I...hate...especially because there are few things in life I hate, — however, I believe the lesson to learn from that situation was clear.

Stay away from the ordinary.

Far away from the carbon copies.

Far, far away from the common fruits.

Such as the apple.

They’re easily replaceable, and, to them, so are you.

“American Translation,” Rodney, my coworker and closest friend in Highland, steps to my side just as I tuck the card into my back pocket, “Call her when you wanna fuck.”

I let the corner of my lip kick upward at the same time I drop my stare to him. “While I appreciate your constant condescending nature to explain to me the obvious interpretations of the American English Language, I would like to remind you, once more, that I am quite versed in them.”

Quite versed in many languages.

Beauty of traipsing around the globe since I was in diapers.

Rodney tilts his square head to the side, admiring the woman’s behind that’s squeezed into a pair of yoga shorts. “Damn man, do you know how many people I’d kill to have women hit on me instead of look past me like I don’t exist?”

For the past year that I’ve been working here, his claim for lack of luck with the ladies resides in his height. He’s almost an entire foot shorter than I am. He endlessly gripes that standing next to someone who’s as tall as I am, which is only 6’2, causes women’s attention to drift up instead of down. I try to point out I don’t think height factors in that frequently, but it’s like arguing with my dad about Westburg not necessarily being the best lacrosse team in Doctenn. 

Pointless.

“Killing is rarely the answer to anything,” I thoughtfully hum and turn around to finish stocking the apples. 

Rodney ignores my retort to return to the original subject, “You gonna call her tonight or make her wait a couple days before you take her to pound town?” 

Perhaps it’s his slightly juvenile ways of discussing sex that turns women off?

Instead of pointing out that fact, I stack another red apple on the pile. “I’ve actually been to pound town.”

“Obviously,” he grunts his annoyance. “No one would believe you were a virgin even when you were one.”

I fight the urge to smirk. “I meant, I’ve been to an actual place that was more-or-less called pound town.”

“How are you more-or-less called something?”

“Very few things translate perfectly from language to language, so roughly translated, the small commune was called pound town.”

When there’s no response out of Rodney, I shoot a glance his direction to see his jaw on the bananas he should be placing on the shelves. 

“They were...quite an interesting group of people...” Memories of naked bodies frolicking through fields of flowers flood my memory. “And they lived up to their name. While consent was a must, legal age consideration was not.”

His eyes widen in desperation for more details.

“Think I was...fourteen when we visited. Sully had just turned sixteen.” An innocent shrug escapes. “Quite an interesting week we spent with them. They spoke their own mosh posh language that was a French, English, Irish fusion. There was an abundance of sex and dancing around fires in the moonlight. It was rather difficult to stay properly hydrated.”

“You had a weeklong orgy?!” 

The volume at which he shouts collects the eyes of nearby customers. They toss us both frowns, and we resume our respective stocking duties. 

Once the area has been abandoned by shoppers again, Rodney quietly questions, “How did you get to this place? Why were you there? And where is it, so I, too, can live out every man’s fantasy?”

“Not every man.”

“Every. Single. One.”

I shoot him a sarcastic stare.

“Gay and straight. Every man wants a weeklong fuck fest without responsibilities or consequences.”

“There’s always consequences to our actions, Rodney. Each action we perform and decision we make has a reaction.”

He wags a single banana that broke off from its hand my direction. “Don’t wanna hear that bullshit. Wanna hear the how and why you were living like Hugh Hefner while I was still jerking it to CD covers of Christina Aguilera.” 

Laughing at the imagery is immediate.

His lack of a filter may not be what women want; however, I have a fondness for it.

My preferred existence is to live freely. You should feel comfortable expressing yourself in words or art or humor. You should feel comfortable to be whoever it is you are, wherever it is you are, without fear or concern for being judged harshly. I know that’s not how the bulk of society operates. And while I like to hope it someday shall evolve into something higher than the constant criticizing nature it’s slipped into, I have made peace with simply embracing my beliefs and ways of living just as I was raised. 

“We were visiting a nearby village. Assisting in providing food and supplies. Sully told my parents we were going to explore and, well, explore we did.”

Rodney shakes his head slowly in disbelief.

Another shrug escapes me. “I’ve always lived a very...lax lifestyle, even as an adolescent.”

“I’ll fucking say...” He finally resumes filling the gaps on the shelf for the bananas. “So, are you gonna call her tonight or in a couple days?”

“Probably neither.”

Rodney sends a disapproving glare my direction. “And why the fuck not?” 

Finished with the apples, I roll my cart around to the end to replenish the oranges. “She doesn’t do anything for me.”

“You have to call her for that to happen.”

I helplessly chuckle.

“You really don’t think she was hot?”

“She was attractive.”

“She was attractive,” Rodney poorly mocks me, nearly bruising the fruit in his possession as he shoves it onto the shelf. “That bitch was hot.”

My shrugged response receives another grumble of irritation.

She was attractive.

Seen worse.

Seen better.

Like the dark-skinned beauty I have yet to get off my mind. When my heart began to race, I thought it was simply because she fell, and I was concerned with her safety, but then it kept racing when I looked into her dark brown eyes through her red-rimmed glasses. And then sped up when her palm touched mine. It’s been years since my heart tried to spring out of my chest. Not even sure I’ve ever heard my soul shout so loudly at another’s. I thought for sure filling my journal last night with poetry and sketches of her face would soothe the ache of her absence. It’s always been a trusty tool in the past in regard to dealing with emotional turbulence; however, nothing seemed to help.

A grape pops me in the face near my ear, grabbing my attention. I divert my attention to Rodney who seems to be seething, a clear indication he had continued rambling while my mind wandered towards the curvy vixen who acted as though she had no idea how sexy she was.

How delicious her ass looked in those form-fitting, polka dot yoga pants. 

Talk about something that made me even thirstier than I was when I went to help her back onto her feet.

Grape number two nails me in the nose, and I instinctively huff my irritation. “Why are you throwing things at me?”

“You zoned out.”

My hand plops another orange onto the pile. “Sorry.”

“Were you thinking about fucking the blonde?”

“No, I was actually thinking about someone much sexier.” The confession is off my lips before I have the chance to contain it. 

“Wh-”

“The blonde truly is not of interest to me, Rodney.” I swiftly move the conversation away from Yasmine, who I’m not ready to divulge details about. Partially because she has yet to call or text, and partially because there’s a piece of me that doesn’t want to share her with anyone else at all. “And it’s not because she’s blonde. Or tiny. Or half-dressed in public.”
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