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      There are certain things a person must go through to find true love and I suppose that includes getting my car dirty—one of my major pet peeves. Living in the city, there is just something about having a clean car to zip in and out of the downtown Sacramento traffic when on my way to work, when I need to hit the mall for a new suit and heels, or when driving to the latest gallery opening.

      I certainly wasn’t an expert (or even an amateur) at running a successful sushi restaurant, but it didn’t take a lot of common sense to guess the owner shouldn’t locate this sushi restaurant thirty miles outside of town on a rough, bumpy, dusty road beside a noisy river with not even one skyscraper in sight. I mean, how did the restaurant attract a long line at happy hour this way?

      In all fairness, maybe I just hadn’t got to that specific chapter in the stack of starting-your-own-business books—constantly growing taller on my nightstand—which could be a slim possibility considering all of my daily reading. But, still, wasn’t location everything?

      As I drove on, I cringed at the dust flying up around my car. I swerved to avoid a divot and then a boulder in the dirt road and then glanced at my GPS, confirming what I’d already checked on six times: the address Hannah had sent me for the sushi restaurant, which was indeed straight ahead. In the middle of nowhere. With no Wi-Fi. Shudder.

      My car vibrated as dust coated my windshield and a strange smell—that I think some people called fresh air—seeped in from the air conditioning no matter how many buttons I jammed to stop it. I was starting to question agreeing to this double date with Hannah in the first place. But Hannah’s friend Abigail Apple had met Cooper Hill, the love of her life, in an unconventional way (through email exchanges about pet adoption) so if I had to handle a few bumps along a dirty road for the possibility of finding the right guy then, why not?

      Hannah had sent me the email invitation at the peak of my chaotic afternoon when my work phone had been ringing from somewhere buried under a mountain of reports—the only kind of mountain that I, Jennifer Page, ever intended to climb—that I needed to review before a meeting, which was supposed to take place in ten minutes, fifteen minutes across town.

      My cell phone had also chosen that moment to vibrate violently, and then launch itself straight off my desk and into a pool of sweet and sour sauce left over from the take-out spring rolls I’d half-eaten on my walk back to the office during my lunch hour, while I’d been reading the financial section of the newspaper after grabbing a coffee from Courtney Carmichael, my favorite coffee cart owner (like a marathoner accepting a cup of water: never stopping).

      I thought about Courtney Carmichael and her coffee cart business. She used to be an attorney who had burned out from working twenty-four seven and I could so relate on that burn out from working too many hours. It didn’t leave much time for a social life. I guess her husband agreed because he divorced her claiming she never made time for him. The coffee cart is Courtney’s do-over in life and she sure seemed happy with her choice. My luggage business would be my do-over and I was so ready for the next phase.

      My cell phone continued to vibrate and I lunged to reclaim it from its sticky (yet delicious) nosedive, but I accidentally knocked into the afore-mentioned caffeinated beverage and it spilled across the mock-ups of another self-designed travel bag I planned to show my potential investor. It was at that moment, as I jotted down a note on the millionth hot-pink sticky note of the day about changing the fabric of my new travel bag to something spill resistant, that I glanced at my computer screen to read through Hannah’s email about this double date (and potential to meet my true love).

      Even with my assistant rushing me along to the meeting and even with half of my attention diverted to wiping the sweet and sour sauce off my cell phone, I was totally able to get the gist of Hannah’s email: whitewater sushi, cute guy.

      What more could a single woman ask for?

      I’d typed a quick response with my elbow as I licked the sweet and sour off my fingers: Yaeh, for suure! Im en.

      Look, it wasn’t Shakespeare, but it was effective communication. She’d get the gist. No time for editing when I was running behind, per usual. With my energy beginning to deplete, I considered slurping some of the spilled coffee off my desk for a caffeine boost, but didn’t because there are lines you don’t cross, even for that sweet, sweet black nectar.

      Plus, my assistant was watching.

      Instead, I printed out Hannah’s email so I’d remember the time of the double date and the address of the sushi restaurant. I snatched the printed email hot off the press, shoved it into my bag, and tucked the reports under my arm before running out the door with my assistant who was not-so-helpfully reminding me that we were late. Really, Lucas? Story of my life—as he well knew—and I could certainly live without his constant reminders.

      I’d like to point out that it wasn’t always sweet and sour sauce on my cell phone. Sometimes it was Alfredo sauce from Café Mattia, or peanut sauce from Thai Palace on J Street, or on my try-to-be-healthy days it was light ranch from Salad Company. But without fail it was always something each and every day, some new spill, some new emergency, some new chaos.

      With working full-time while also trying to launch my business full-time, my schedule seemed to always be jam packed like my shopping basket when I had a lapse in self-control and went down the snack aisle at the grocery store. Needless to say there was little room in my life for dating, unless you consider a night at home alone with a frozen dinner, a glass of wine, and my laptop in bed a date.

      So I was happy to snatch up the double date with Hannah and Mr. Cute Guy, but I didn’t know I’d have to drive to Siberia to get there. My stomach growled loud enough for me to hear it over the grit of the road under my tires and I decided I needed to stop thinking about food so much. I glanced again at the GPS, which showed that I was close to my destination. Squeal! I sure hoped my date didn’t expect me to delicately pick at each grain of rice on my sushi roll like a tiny little birdie, because that was so not going to happen. I was about to stuff my face.

      If I ever got there, anyway. . .

      A bump in the road made me bounce hard, nearly thrusting me out of my seat and rocketing my fifth shot of espresso today out of the to-go cup from Courtney. I yelped and then reached for my glove box, searching for a napkin to dab at the fresh coffee stain on my dress. Just great. I wasn’t upset about the dress. I was upset because I needed that caffeine in my body, not on it.

      I’d been up all night working on the proposal for my potential investor and I still wasn’t done. Today, I’d gone through half a tube of concealer trying to cover up the dark circles under my eyes from my all-nighter. I’d also spent too much time this morning taking off my suit and putting it back on because my sleep deprived brain kept making me put it on backwards.

      But the craziness of my days, the lack of sleep, and my lack of a love life, would all be worth it if I signed this investor and was able to open my own luggage store. This investor was the biggest opportunity of my life, my one road to success so I couldn’t blow it. If the investor signed, then I could quit my day job and pass the reins over to Hannah, who I believed was more than capable. Then I’d have business cards made with my business name written across the top. I’d set my own meetings and conference calls and deadlines. Instead of only selling my products through word of mouth, I’d sell my personally designed luggage in my store, in other stores, in train stations, and in airports, so they could be used by successful women like moi.

      The other road, of course, was failure, which was totally not acceptable. It was simply more of the same: spilled coffee, sweat stains from sprinting from conference room to conference room, acne from falling asleep with my makeup on, exhaustion from sixteen-hour workdays seven days a week working at my day job and then for myself.

      My GPS announced that I’d arrived at my destination and I wanted to scream with joy and ask someone to point me to the shrimp tempura roll!

      I braked to a stop, shoved my sunglasses on top of my head and then squinted at the device on my dashboard. The glare of the late afternoon rays made it nearly impossible to read. I cupped my hand over the digital map, leaned closer and squinted. No new directions appeared and the little green dot stayed in place. I thought the destination spelled out South Fork Trailhead, which sounded like a bar where you ordered burgers and fries and light beer and sat at the bar—with the floor covered in peanut shells—next to a biker named Tiny who was, in fact, huge. It did not appear to be announcing the Whitewater Sushi restaurant.

      Leaning in even closer to the GPS, I pressed at buttons to see what went wrong with the address as the voice announced again and again that I had already arrived to my destination. But I was still surrounded by trees and bushes and, well, dirt. Something had to be terribly wrong.

      “Jennifer!” came a female voice from outside the car. “Jennifer! Hey, hey!”

      My gaze darted up, but a dust cloud had kicked up from my tires and that’s all I saw. I could only hope the voice was Hannah, ready for our double date, and hopefully having ordered California rolls as an appetizer. I glanced down to check myself out, which was not a good ego booster. I looked sweaty, exhausted, jittery, and covered in espresso. When my blind date caught sight of me, it seemed unlikely he would take off sprinting toward the nearest jeweler so that he could purchase a ring and then propose to me.

      Yes, I looked that pathetic right now.

      I considered shifting my car into reverse and speeding back down the country road from which I’d come.

      “Jennifer! Is that you?” Hannah’s upbeat voice rang out.

      “It’s the sweaty version of me,” I muttered. I opened the car door and stepped out, choking on the dust, and holding onto the frame as my stilettos wobbled on the uneven ground.

      Hannah stared at me with wide eyes. She wore a puffy orange vest that was not at all flattering. Interesting fashion choice. I recognized her date, Patrick, standing behind her. He wore a large green backpack and no shirt. I made a mental note to tell Hannah this man wasn’t good enough for her since he was wearing swim trunks to a nice sushi restaurant. She’d only been dating him a couple weeks, so hopefully she’d move on easily.

      But as the dust dissipated and the scene before me became clear, I realized there was no sushi restaurant. I checked over my shoulder and saw wild grass and dirt. No sushi restaurant. There was a river and there were trees, but there was absolutely no sushi restaurant.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, stepping toward Hannah. That’s when I noticed one more person staring at me. I hadn’t noticed him before, which was odd because now I couldn’t seem to take my eyes off of him.

      The man’s dark blue eyes assessed me and he wore an expression of confusion. It was the sort of confused expression I probably wore on my face when talking with people who say they like to hike on the weekends. Do you know what hiking is? It’s walking (on purpose) outside (on purpose) up hill or mountain (on purpose!).

      The wind tousled the guy’s sandy blond hair and I had the urge to run my fingers through those thick strands. I’d have to ask him who did his golden highlights. They looked so natural. He was tall and muscular and tanned and shirtless, which was the perfect look for an outdoorsy Ralph Lauren ad. He stood next to a plastic orange sheet and held some kind of paddle in his hand.

      I bit my lip and tapped my fingers against the roof of my car. I could be wrong, it was entirely possible, but I think it was fairly safe to say at this point that I may have misunderstood a little something from Hannah’s email.

      All three of them were still silent, still unmoving, still staring.

      “We’re not having sushi?” I asked, raising my eyebrows.

      “Huh?” Hannah shook her head, gesturing to the deflated plastic tub behind her. “Sweetie, we’re going whitewater rafting.”

      “Whitewater rafting,” I repeated, numbly. A cold chill ran down my spine as her words sank in. My gaze went from Hannah, to Patrick, and then to the very hot guy with no shirt on.

      Whitewater rafting in high heels? Great, just great. Then I mentally snapped my fingers. Ha! I knew no self-respecting sushi businessperson would put a restaurant way out here in the middle of nowhere. Unfortunately, this also meant there were no shrimp tempura rolls in my immediate future. This double date was a complete disaster and it hadn’t even started yet.
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      Hannah and I stood next to my (very dirty) car, which was shaded by a tree. The two guys, who apparently had been friends since grade school, were talking quietly nearby next to the orange plastic thing that part of me refused to believe was an actual raft—because that meant they expected me to get on said raft, which was so not appealing.

      “I’m sorry, would you tell me one more time what we’re doing out here in the middle of nowhere?” I asked.

      At that point, the blue-eyed guy turned on a loud machine that started inflating the orange plastic thing, which started taking the shape of a raft. Shudder. The guys continued their quiet conversation, glancing over at me every few seconds. I wondered what they were saying.

      “We’re going whitewater rafting,” Hannah repeated.

      That did not compute. “What?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Whitewater rafting.”

      “One more time.” I held up a finger because her words still weren’t making sense to my sleep-deprived brain. I watched Hannah’s lips as if that would somehow clarify the strange words I heard as clear as this bright, hot, bug filled, air-conditioning-less day.

      “White. Water. Rafting,” Hannah said, enunciating each word. “For our double date.”

      “What happened to whitewater sushi?”

      She shook her head. “Whitewater rafting.”

      I frowned. “Whitewater—”

      “Rafting.” Hannah crossed her arms. “Didn’t you read my email?”

      “Yes! The email clearly stated . . .” My eyes widened and my finger popped into the air. I’d show her the email and then we could put all of this silly outdoorsy nonsense behind us. We could pack up the plastic orange thing (or just leave it . . . that would be my vote), plug the nearest sushi restaurant address into my GPS, and hightail it out of here before the bears and lions and wolves and Komodo dragons came out to feed on us.

      Fifteen minutes from now we would be sipping saké and laughing about the time we almost made the mistake of going whitewater rafting. I still believed in finding true love, but hoping to find it out in the middle of the woods felt like such a ridiculous notion.

      “I have the email right here,” I said, opening my purse and searching through the mess of pens, memos, file folders, and receipts from far too many late night Thai deliveries. “I printed it out, because I’m very organized . . . and . . . it’s in here somewhere. Hold on just a minute. I’ll find it . . .”

      “Jennifer—”

      “I’m between organizational methods actually. . . That’s the reason I’m having a hard time finding . . . ah, here we are!” I smoothed the crumpled email out across the dusty hood of my car, careful not to burn myself against the hot metal. I scooted over to make room for Hannah to read the paper as I skimmed over it again. Just as I suspected: sushi, whitewater sushi.

      “See,” I said, pointing to the words.

      “Um, do you see?” Hannah rebutted, pointing to either a coffee or a teriyaki stain that covered some of the text. I’d have to lick it off to know for sure, which I was quite willing to do since I obviously wasn’t going to be fed. My stomach grumbled.
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