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​“Move your ass, boy!
If you can’t keep up, we’ll leave you!”

Aiden clenched his teeth. Long, heavy breathes
rushed through his nostrils, he felt his heartbeat in his neck. He
was exhausted. They were only six miles into a three-day
backpacking trip and already he wondered if he could make it. At
their current pace, and the approximate altitude of 9,000 feet, he
was certain he could not.

“Too many video games and junk food for you,
Aiden,” their guide, Azu taunted him. “Even your wife is
outperforming you!” The lanky, towering African put hands on his
hips and smiled down at Aiden’s misery from the top of the ridge.
Behind him was a backdrop of shocked-blue sky, and the hard, etched
lines of the Rocky Mountains.

“Of all the fucking backpacking guides in
Colorado…” Aiden mumbled, hitching his heavy pack up and putting
one foot in front of the other. As he ascended the steep, rocky
ridge, he caught sight of his wife, Autumn, just reaching the top.
Azu’s strong, bare black arm reached out and took her pale, white
hand in his, pulling her to the top.

Adrenaline kicked in for Aiden as his eyes
settled on the image at the top of the crest: his petite,
ample-breasted wife chuckling and joking with the towering,
shirtless African with the accent and arrogant smile. Aiden’s pace
hastened, and he resolved to pass out before he fell behind the two
of them again.

“So, what brought you two love birds out to
Colorado for backpacking?” Azu asked them a while later, hiking
across flat terrain much to Aiden’s relief.

“I’ve always been an avid hiker,” Autumn said
spritely, her strawberry blonde hair tied up in a tight bun on the
top of her head. “Aiden’s never really been into if so, I figured
it we came to a beautiful place like Colorado and did some
backcountry stuff, it might convince him to do it with me more
often!”

“I’m into it,” Aiden disagreed, hooking
his thumbs through the straps of his backpack. “I just don’t go as
often as you because I work a lot more than you- “

“Takes a certain type to camp this place,” Azu
cut him off. “Strength not only of will, but of body. I saw the way
you were gassed on that ridge line back there, Aiden. I think I
agree with Autumn when she says you’re not into it.” Azu’s broad
chest was slick with sweat in the afternoon heat. He walked side by
side with Autumn, while Aiden trailed slightly behind.

“I don’t think I’d be here if I weren’t- “Aiden
started to retort.

“Your wife on the other hand,” Azu interrupted
again nonchalantly, “was born for it. A natural pro, I’d said. She
packs light, keeps up, doesn’t complain. All traits you could learn
from, Aiden.”

Autumn beamed at the compliment, deaf to the
insult at her husband. Her midsection was bare from her tummy to
just above the ribs. She preferred to hike in comfortable, minimal
clothing. So, a sports bra and short hiking shorts were about it
for her. Back in town, before the three of them set off on their
backpacking trip, Aiden had begged her to put more clothes on.

“Is this because he’s tall and handsome?” Autumn
had scolded him, offended at the very notion she should cover
up.

“Oh, so he’s handsome now?” Aiden whispered
angrily, arguing with her in the back of the gear shop. “Look, I
didn’t know our guide was going to be some arrogant foreign guy
with a hard on for you and- “

“Please, Aiden. You sound so silly. Your
jealousy is gross and gives away a lack of confidence.” She flipped
her ponytail at him, resuming her hunt for a pair of sunglasses.
“Besides, you’ve only just met him. I’m sure he’s a great guide
and a nice guy. Just because he made fun of your arms
doesn’t mean he’s an asshole.”

“I don’t give a shit if he makes fun of me,
Autie. But he was obviously checking out your tits, and when you
turned around, he practically fucking whistled at your ass.
Now you expect me to spend three days with this fucking stranger.
Fine. We’ve come a long way and I’ll do it. I’ll do it for you.
Because I love you. But could you at least put a shirt on or maybe
some jeans?”

“Are you finished?” she asked.

“Yes…”

“Good. Get our packs from the car, we’re leaving
soon.”

And so, they had. And here they were. Several
miles from any sign of civilization and getting further away with
each step.

As they traveled deeper into Colorado back
country, Aiden found himself staring at Azu’s broad, intense
shoulders. The burdensome backpack clung to his black body but
seemed to weigh nothing to the man lugging it. When Azu spoke, his
voice was low and rumbly. Much lower than Aiden’s nasally whine.
Though he couldn’t admit it to Autumn or himself, what he hated
most about Azu had nothing to do with him being a bully or flirting
with his wife. It had everything to do with the man that he
was, complete and unavoidable.

Saving his breath, Aiden walked in silence
behind his wife and the guide, bearing every flirtatious volley
with harsh breathes and irritated sighs.

“I hear there are lots of hot springs in
Colorado, is that true Azu?” she asked him. Aiden could hear in his
wife’s voice how obsessed she was with that name. Azu.

“Yes. Many hot springs,” Azu’s baritone came
like tribal music in the fresh mountain air. “But one rule at every
hot spring, and you cannot break the rule.”

“What rule is that?” Autumn asked.

“No clothes allowed in the hot spring!” Azu let
loose a bellowing, toothy laugh.

“Oh, Azu! You’re so bad!” Autumn slapped him
playfully on the bicep, giggling along with him.

“Except maybe Aiden,” Azu went on, turning his
arrogant smile on the kid behind him, “maybe he wears floaties or a
diaper!” Azu’s laugh doubled in volume, and the shock in Autumn’s
eyes quickly gave way to mirth. The two of them carried on ahead as
Aiden fell further back, shaking his head.

The trio hiked all day, deeper into the San Juan
Mountain range. Around 5 O’clock they came into an Aspen grove with
ample shade, and an easy altitude of 7,000 feet.

“We make camp here,” Azu announced, sliding his
pack off his back.

“You’re such a great guide, Azu,” Autumn gushed,
“really, thank you so much. Today has been great and I’m
sure it’s only going to get better.”

“You’re right about that, baby,” he winked at
her.

Disgusted at the blatant use of ‘baby’ in regard
to his wife, Aiden slammed his pack on the ground. He sat down in
the dirt next to it, depleted and angry. Autumn shrugged off her
husband’s tantrum with an eyeroll.

“Where should we set the tents up, Azu?” she
asked.

“Here,” he motioned to a clearing amongst the
aspens, “and further on. There!”

“Why so far away?” Aiden asked between sips of
water.

“So, if an animal comes to one tent, the person
in the other can scare it off,” Azu’s eyes fell on Autumn’s petite,
bouncy frame.

“An animal?” she asked concerned. “Like a bear
or a cougar?”

“Don’t worry so much,” Azu smiled, “if you’d
like you can stay in my tent. I’ll protect you.”

For the first time since they’d left that
morning, an awkward silence fell. Autumn’s eyes shifted nervously
to Aiden, who sat on the ground drinking from his camelback. Aiden
tried to think of something to say back, to stick up for himself,
but from where he sat Azu seemed a thousand feet tall.

The silence passed, and Azu’s remark went
unchecked.

“Aiden,” Azu’s voice filled the aspen grove.
“You go back down the way we came, collect firewood. It will be
cold tonight and we must have a fire.”

“Me?” Aiden asked, confused. “We were just over
that way why didn’t you tell me to get the fire then?”

“Autumn,” Azu ignored the boy, “you set your
tent up here. I will set mine up at the other. Let’s get to
work.”

Aiden shuffled back towards where the trio had
just come from, sparing a glance over his shoulder to make sure
that his wife was busying herself with their tent. She was. And Azu
had disappeared back over to the far camp site he’d pointed to.
Satisfied with their momentary separation, Aiden headed down the
hill, collecting firewood as he went.

Firewood took longer than he would have liked.
Constantly he stopped to catch his breath, or to retrieve the
firewood that tumbled from his weak arms. When he brought the first
load up, Autumn was nearly done with their tent. By the second, Azu
was sitting on a tree stump, sipping whiskey from a pint-sized
bottle. By the third, Autumn was sitting with him, too close for
Aiden’s liking.

“Alright I got the firewood,” he said, wiping
his hands and approaching his wife.

“Not enough,” Azu said, sipping the brown water.
“Needs more.”

“What do you mean? That’s plenty. We’re only
here tonight.”

“It gets cold at night, boy. Very cold. Too cold
for you, maybe too cold for your wife. You want your wife to
freeze? More. More firewood.”

“Give me a hand babe?” Aiden raised his eyebrows
at his wife.

“You got it, hon,” she said, reaching for the
bottle in Azu’s hand. “I’m bushed. Been a long day. But another
stack or two should do it. You got this!”

“Seriously?” Aiden asked, standing there,
watching them.

“You complain too much, boy,” Azu said shooing
him off with a wave. “Just do as you’re told, and we have good
trip. Stop your whining?”

Aiden made as if to say something else, but Azu
flicked both hands at him. Defeated, Aiden returned to the hill,
taking another twenty minutes to get his arms full of burnable
wood. By the time he returned, it was mostly dark, and a fire was
glowing in the middle of their campsite.

“You take too long,” Azu chastised Aiden, as the
boy collapsed to the ground next to his wife. “This much wood could
have taken you twenty minutes.”

“I did my best…” Aiden trailed off, his eyes
heavy and his body weak from the day.

“Are you tired, hon?” Autumn asked him. “Why
don’t you go get some sleep? We’ve got another big day
tomorrow.”

Like fucking hell I’m leaving you out here
with him¸ Aiden thought.

“I’m fine, just want to enjoy the fire I helped
build,” Aiden said, straightening up.

“Tomorrow I will teach you how to start fire,
boy. It is something every real man must know how to do.”

“Azu got it started so quickly, Aiden,” Autumn
gushed. “You should have seen it!”

Sometime later, Aiden was shaken awake by his
wife. Stuck in between the waking world and the unconscious, he
allowed her to lead him to the tent where she tucked him. He felt
her cold fingers run through his hair, felt the softness of her
lips as she kissed his cheek.

“You coming to bed?” he asked in a fog, already
falling back to sleep.

“Sure am, hon. Just need to grab my bag…” her
voice came through his dream.

As Aiden’s body begged for slumber, so it came.
Deep and unmoving. The crack of distant thunder stirred him not.
Nor the sounds of animals passing by their camp. Sometime in the
early morning
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