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Dedication




I want to dedicate this book to my husband
James. He has shown me what true love is. I don’t need to be a
princess because he treats me like one every day. Thank you for all
your support and love. I can’t imagine life without you by my
side.

xoxo
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Chapter 1


Trista

 


As we near the peak, each and every step
becomes more difficult. We’re only a few hours from the top of
Africa’s highest mountain. Soon the group I’m traveling with will
reach the summit on Mount Kilimanjaro. I feel as if I weigh a ton;
the oxygen at this altitude is thin. All the books I’ve read said
the oxygen here is less than half of what it is at sea level. Every
breath is a job all its own, almost as if no air is even reaching
my lungs. I can see the air escaping my lungs as I breathe out into
the cool air. The sight of it reassures me that I’m getting the
oxygen I need. It’s harder than I thought, but this is worth every
struggle and I wouldn’t change it for anything.

I’ve never seen such beauty before. The
stars are amazing; thousands of shining balls of gas have never
looked more beautiful. I feel as if I could just reach out and
touch them. The horizon reaches as far as the eye can see, lit only
by the blue moon and stars above. We’re higher than the cloud
cover, so it looks like a fine mist reaching for us from the ground
below. The air is crisp and clean, like fresh laundry. The snow on
the ground sparkles like thousands of diamonds from the reflection
of the moonlight. With each step we take, you can hear the crunch
of the snow beneath our feet. Thankfully, there isn’t a lot; I
couldn’t imagine doing this in snow that was knee-deep. This, the
final day of our ascent, is done at night. I can’t wait to sit at
nearly 6000 meters above sea level to watch the sunrise. The last
five days have been just what I needed.

If you had asked me even a year ago if I
thought I would ever go to Africa, I would’ve laughed. I never
thought joy like this was possible for me. I have a great family, a
tolerable job, and a few amazing friends; I thought that was all I
needed. The past decade or so, I haven’t really allowed people to
get close to me. Not after him... after Jack. He ruined all future
relationships for me. I never thought one person could have such an
impact on one’s life, but he did. He destroyed the strong,
confident woman I once was. I decided to take this trip for me; I
guess you could call it a self-discovery trip. I’m tired of being
the victim of a man that is no longer a part of my life, and
conquering this mountain is exactly how I’m going to let his
terrible words and actions go. Today I’m taking back my life and
allowing others back in.
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There are ten people in our group,
unfamiliar to each other…but we all came here, called by the
adventure that not one of us could ignore. We began our adventure
as strangers, but now we trek up the mountain as friends. When you
spend five entire days with nothing to do but get to know each
other, bonds can form quickly. In the past five days, we’ve learned
so much about one another. We’ve shared stories, emotions, and
feelings that normally take months. We have forged lifelong
friendships, everyone watching out for one another, as each step
gets more difficult. Our concern for each other is genuine; we want
each member of our group to succeed on the most difficult leg of
our trek. I’ve never felt safer, or carried more confidence in
myself or the people that I’m surrounded by.

I feel that I’m finding myself again. This
is not for the faint of heart; climbing Kili is difficult on the
mind, soul, and body. It’s common for people to have to turn back,
for either injury or altitude sickness—something that affects many
climbers.

The hike has taken us through various
climates. From desert-like conditions where the ground is dry, and
a few small, bush-like trees are scattered, to a beautiful forest
setting with lush indigenous vegetation. Now we’re surrounded by
snow and damper ground. The snow’s twinkling on the tree branches,
as if they are draped in jewels. I’m amazed at the ecosystem
here...nature in its full beauty. As we all admire our
surroundings—the trees, the skyline, even the ground beneath our
feet—I hear a deep beautiful voice. “How are you doing Trista?”

“Not bad...a little woozy. What about you,
Phil?” It feels like twenty minutes just to get one sentence out as
I huff from the thin atmosphere.

“Good. Starting to get a headache
though.”

“Altitude sickness?”

“Yeah, I think so. Thank God, we’re almost
there,” he admits.

“I’m right behind you if you need anything.
Did you take any altitude pills?”

“Yeah, I did. Thanks.”

I can’t help but wish I had more guts. Phil
is like the perfect man. He’s the perfect height of six feet, with
dirty blond, slightly wavy hair, and eyes as blue as the Caribbean,
with tiny little laugh lines springing out from the corners. And
handsome...oh yes, handsome. He has a good job as an investment
banker and is so kind. He told me he holds a degree in English, but
as he says, all he can do with that is ask ‘Would you like fries
with that?’ So, he decided to do something more productive that can
pay the bills. From what he tells me, investment banking was the
perfect choice for him...a work-a-holic. We’ve been getting to know
each other. He’s opening up to me about his wife...she passed away
a year ago. My heart aches for him; he speaks so highly of her, and
obviously loved her dearly. When he talks about her, it’s as if he
drifts into his own little world. His eyes grow distant and the
pain’s visible—the sadness evident behind his smile. I want to
reach out to him, to hold him and let him know he’s not alone in
this world. From what Phil tells me, climbing Kilimanjaro was one
of his wife’s dreams, but she died from cancer before she could
fulfill it. So here he is on the anniversary of her death, making
the climb for her.

Now drifting into my own little world, I
start daydreaming about having a love like Phil’s and stop focusing
my attention on the hike. Each step gets more difficult as the
trail becomes more snow covered. The rocks beneath the snow are
loose and with each step, I find my concern growing. Without
warning, the rocks slip from under me and I trip on the path. I let
out a raspy yelp as I fall in agony.

“Trista, what happened? Are you okay?” Phil
gasps, as he drops to my side.

Tears stream down my face, “My ankle. I
twisted it or something; I tripped on a rock. I’m such a klutz,” I
cry out with embarrassment.

The entire group struggles in the high
altitude to get to my side. Phil already has my leg on his, and is
trying to remove my boot to inspect my injury. He tenderly unlaces
it, careful not to cause further injury. Slightly pulling the
tongue of the boot with the gentlest motion, he pulls it from my
foot, revealing a small white ankle sock.

“Awe, beautiful, your ankle’s already
swollen. He pulls out a white tube sock from his knapsack and fills
it with sparkling snow from the side of the mountain. “Here, this
may help the swelling to slow down. I don’t know if you’ll be able
to continue, though. I’m so sorry.”

The tour leader comes to inspect my ankle
for himself. “Phil’s right, Trista, you can’t walk on that. We need
to get you back down the mountain.” The tall lanky African man with
his tight afro tries to comfort me with a smile.

If the people native to this area can climb
this mountain with nothing more than old tire pieces strapped to
their feet, I can do this too. One thing that we receive when
committing to such a trek like Kilimanjaro is porters; local
residents that assist the climbers in carrying up sleeping quarters
such as tents and sleeping bags. They also carry a mobile kitchen
of sorts. We’re provided with a chef that cooks all our meals to
ensure we’re properly nourished for such a hike. Our porters do
this every day at lightning-fast speeds. They find anything they
can to strap to their feet and don’t complain, so I’m sure I can do
this. “Are you freakin’ kidding me? We are only a few hours from
summit. I can make it,” I cry out, not even realizing Phil called
me beautiful.

“Trista, we’re going to have to carry you
back down this mountain. Between the altitude and that swelling,
something serious could happen,” Afram insists, in his heavy
African accent.

I notice Phil take Afram off to the side; I
can faintly hear them in the background.

“Afram, we’re so close to summit. If we must
carry her down, why can’t we carry her up? This way our entire team
can finish together. We can take the fastest route down and ensure
she’s safe.”

“Phil, I understand you want to finish as a
group, but I just don’t think it’s safe.”

“Then I’ll stay with her.”

As I hear Phil, I scream out, “Like hell,
you will!”

The beautiful man wrapped tightly in his
winter gear, walks back and kneels next to me. “I won’t let you be
the only one not to reach summit.”

“And I won’t let you give up because of me.
You have meaning behind this; you want to put your wife’s picture
and that small vial of ashes on the summit. You have to finish for
her, finish for Sara.”

Phil becomes somber and takes a breath,
“Trista, you are an amazing woman, thinking about me and my wife’s
picture when your dream is ending right now. I refuse to let this
happen. We’ll carry you up,” he insists with authority.

Afram’s reluctant, but nods and they prepare
a makeshift cot from our tenting gear to carry me in. The team uses
skills we all learned in our outdoor survival class. Using the tent
poles and binding them together with rope and a tarp, they
construct a fully functional cot.

It doesn’t take long before we’re on the
move again. This trip has taught me so much about others and
myself. I came to get away; I needed a change from my boring job
and pathetic life. I am thirty-four years old and have nothing to
show for it. I have no husband...not even a boyfriend, for that
matter, and no children. All I wanted from this climb was to find
myself, get out of my apartment, and see the world. Not only am I
seeing the world, I’m seeing humanity at its finest. What a
remarkable man Phil is; I’m so grateful for him and all the
wonderful friends I’m making on this trip. This is the toughest
part of the climb, partly due to the altitude and partly to the
snow, and still, they’re willing to haul my ass up the mountain.
Where else could I ever find such a group of selfless humans
altogether?

It takes almost twice as long as planned to
summit. I only weigh 120 pounds, but at this altitude, I am sure it
feels more like 500 to those carrying me. This is the most amazing
sight I’ve ever seen in my life. The sun’s just rising, and the
skyline is painted a bright orange; it looks like the rays are
reaching up from the ground to meet us. The white, snowcapped
mountain makes it glow so much brighter, and the wooded summit sign
is the perfect touch. We made it; we’ve found a small piece of
heaven. I’m so blessed and grateful that my new friends helped me
get here.

“How are you doing, Trista?” Phil asks as he
helps me to sit up in the cot.

“I’m so happy right now I can’t even feel
the pain. Thank you for insisting on bringing me to the top. Now go
get your picture taken as you place your wife’s picture at the
summit sign,” I insist.

“I will, but first we need to get you up
here for the group picture.”

“Oh, please don’t worry about me. I just
feel so lucky to have this memory.”

“Well, it won’t be a group picture without
the prettiest girl on the mountain.” He smiles and then sweeps me
up in his arms to carry me to the summit sign. The sign is simple;
just a few brown boards nailed together with the site statistics
painted in bright yellow, but for those of us that get to see it
first hand, it’s an accomplishment. Who would’ve known touching a
silly piece of worn out wood could be so emotional, enlightening,
and thrilling? As everyone gets their single pictures taken, I
notice something change in Phil’s demeanor; he takes the small vial
of ashes and sprinkles them on top of the mountain under the sign.
I can see he’s emotional. He wipes tears from his face and kisses
Sara’s picture. Turning and lifting the corners of his mouth, he
offers me a small smile. There must be a sense of closure for him,
even though this is evidently difficult for him.

We don’t stay long at the summit, as my
ankle is swelling even more. It’s also turning lovely shades of
violet and blue. Afram’s afraid that if we don’t get down and
equalize properly, I could lose my foot. I try not to panic, but
the tears flow freely down my face. The others carry me as Phil
walks next to the cot, holding my hand. Something about him gives
me a sense of peace, comfort, and belonging I’ve never felt
before.

“Trista, don’t worry. We’ll get you down and
we will get you help. I’ll stay with you, I promise. Everything’s
going to be fine.”

“I...I...can’t...I…don’t want to lose my
foot,” I cry.

“Listen to me; if I have to put you on my
back and carry you down myself, I will. You are not going to lose
anything. We’ve just had one of the most amazing experiences in the
world, so focus on that.” Phil lifts my hand and gives it a small
kiss.


Chapter 2

 Phil

 


I can’t believe I did it. I climbed Kili for
you, Sara. I lost you a year ago and I’ll never forget you. My
heart has ached for you since the day you left; I never thought I’d
feel normal again. This trip, this moment, right here, right now, I
finally feel closure, a sense of peace. I know with every inch of
my being that you’re here with me. Sara, you brought me here. I
feel so guilty, being here for you and having feelings for this
woman I just met. I know before you passed, you told me to find
happiness, to move on and not pine for you. I didn’t think I would
ever be able to move on, to find someone that could even bring half
a smile to my face. Did you do this? Did you bring Trista to me?
I’ll always love you, baby. Thank you for loving me back.

I can’t help but wonder if this is Sara’s
doing, as I hold another woman’s hand and help her through a
difficult time. She has the same hands as Sara; slim long fingers,
neatly trimmed nails with a neutral polish. They’re soft, even
after being in the elements for the past week. She has small age
lines on the tops of her hands, and dimples between her knuckles.
She doesn’t wear any rings but has a simple charm bracelet that
dangles from her wrist. Maybe this is what makes it feel so
comfortable like I belong. “How are you doing, Trista? Can I get
you anything?” I ask, looking down at the beautiful woman before
me. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be interested in another woman after
losing Sara, yet here I am, having feelings and thoughts I haven’t
had in a long time.

“I’m a little scared, to be honest, Phil,
but thank you for all your help,” Trista admits.

“I really don’t want you to worry; you’re
going to be fine,” I encourage.

Our group continues down the mountain. We
take the fastest route down and agree to trek on, to get Trista to
a hospital. The poor girl can’t lose her foot. I can tell how hard
she is on herself, without reason. She really doesn’t know how
beautiful she is. I look down at her tear-filled green eyes and
start to imagine what life could be like with her.

“So, where is it you live again?” I ask,
trying to get her mind off her injury.

“California. You’re out east, right?” she
replies.

“Yeah, I’m in a suburb of New York. Have you
ever been out east?”

“Not yet, but I hope to make it there one
day. I’ve always wanted to see a Broadway show.”

“Oh, you really should. It is an experience
all its own,” I encourage.

She flashes me a beautiful smile, which
beams brighter than the sun and catches me off guard, nearly
knocking me off my feet. Our group puts her cot down for a lunch
break; as usual, the porters trekked ahead of us, so they already
have lunch prepared. We eat quickly so we can continue on our way;
the group agrees to complete the descent today. During lunch, I
check Trista’s ankle again. I can see the pain she’s in just by me
pulling her sock down a little.

“I’m so sorry, beautiful. I just want to see
how your foot’s doing.” I check for a pedal pulse to ensure the
blood’s still flowing. “It looks like the swelling’s stopped. We
only have about four more hours to go and we’ll get you to the
hospital.” I assert.

Tears start ballooning in her eyes, making
the green look like perfect cut crystals. “Thank you for taking
care of me. I’m sorry that I’ve ruined the trek for everyone.”

Candace, one of the other women on the climb
with us, leans down and hugs Trista. “Kiddo, you haven’t ruined
anything. We’re all happy to help; it wouldn’t have been the same
if we just sent you down with a porter. We’re all friends now, and
this is what friends do.”

The other members of our group cheer in
agreement. I wish it was me hugging Trista. To hold that petite
little body in my arms, comforting her and letting her feel safe
with me. I was so lucky to have had Sara in my life, to love her
and enjoy her for as long as I did. I never expected to feel like
that again, yet I think I feel more for this woman than I could
have ever expected to again. Is this what love at first sight is? I
wonder. I can’t help but imagine what it’d be like to hold her in
my arms and have her luscious pink lips press up against mine. The
passion and excitement, I can envision it so clearly. Brushing my
hand against her rosy cheek and slowly moving it through her long
brown hair. Kissing her, the warmth of her breath against me.

“Phil, are you okay? What’s going on in that
head of yours?” Trista asks with concern.

I smile, “Yeah, just daydreaming.”

“Oh, I can imagine. This must’ve been a very
emotional experience for you, and me being a klutz and getting hurt
has taken away from it. I can’t tell you how sorry I am. Please,
take as much time as you need,” she says, not knowing she’s the
only thought in my head right now.

“It’s emotional, but not for the reasons you
may think. Really, I’m okay. Let’s get you down and checked out.
Most of all, stop apologizing. I wish you’d see how amazing you
are.”

She smiles and blushes a little before
waving away my compliment. I’ve gotta figure out this girl. What
happened to make her think she’s not important? It drives me
nuts…maybe the only thing I don’t like about her.
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Before long, we’re back at the start, the
same place this journey began. The medics see Trista on the cot and
race out of the office. Afram explains what happened and they load
her into the truck take off for the hospital. Our group gathers our
items and all the equipment from our trek. Anything we no longer
need, we leave in a pile for the porters to keep. The journey
begins to sink in, as we all relax with an ice-cold Coke. We
Americans come to this foreign land, with our expensive hiking
boots and coats, while these men are wearing torn-up tire rubber
strapped to their feet. I pull my boots off and toss them in the
pile as well. Whatever we don’t need for the remainder of our
vacation gets donated. It’s better than any tip we could give them,
of course. I leave some cash I had in my pocket and an extra pair
of shoes as a little surprise for them.

“Can you believe we did it?” Rob shouts.

“Yeah, that was so amazing. I can’t believe
Trista got hurt. I hope she’s going to be all right. I wish I could
go check on her, but my plane leaves in two days. I need to get
back to the hotel and pack,” Barb announces.

Trista, I can’t believe I forgot about her,
even for a split second. I need to find her; I can’t just leave. I
made her a promise when we were on Kili, that I’d be with her. The
medics return after transferring her to the hospital to gather her
belongings, so they can return them to her.

“May I come with you, please? I’d like to
make sure she’s all right,” I ask politely, unsure of what the
privacy laws are in Africa.

The medics agree, so I say my goodbyes to
the rest of the group and jump in the truck. I need to make sure
she’s okay. I need to see her again; I can’t let this be the last I
see of her. I take one last look up at the mountain and say a
silent goodbye to Sara. ‘Love you, baby.’


Chapter 3


Trista

 


“The doctor will be with you shortly, Miss
Smith. He’s just reviewing your x-rays,” the nurse informs me.

“Thank you,” I reply, before drinking the
water she just brought me.

Then she exits the modest room only to leave
me with my thoughts. The pain medication is finally kicking in, and
I no longer feel the constant throb from my foot. I can’t believe I
made such a fool of myself in front of Phil. I shake my head,
thinking ‘if I could only see him again.’ Ha! Who am I kidding? I
could never just blurt out to a man that I’m interested in him.
Thirty-four years and I have never had a serious relationship. Yet
I find myself thinking about him, and what could happen if I did
have the courage to tell him how I feel. Even though I don’t
understand these feelings, I know they’re real. Just thinking about
him, my heart starts to race.

I really wish he would’ve come here with me,
but I can’t expect a man I only met a few days ago to drop his
entire vacation for me. Besides, what makes me think I’d even have
a chance with him? He’s handsome, intelligent, kind, funny, and so
much more. What could he possibly see in me? I lay my head back on
the pillow and close my eyes. All I see is Phil, looking back at me
with his piercing blue eyes, and lashes that every woman would kill
for. His dark blond hair that reminds me of a sandy beach, falling
in his face as he bends down to kiss me. As our lips touch, a
burning sensation shoots through my body, filled with passion and
excitement. I imagine holding Phil, kissing him, wanting to be with
him forever. I shake the thoughts from my head, knowing that it’s
nothing more than a dream.

“Miss Smith, sorry to bother you, but you
have a visitor,” the nurse announces.

“Please, call me Trista, but who could be
here to visit me? I don’t know anyone in Tanzania.”

A deep voice answers, “I see you forgot
about me already.” Phil smiles as he enters the room.

My heart skips a beat, and the sight of him
literally takes my breath away. I always thought that was just an
expression, but it rings true when I see him. “Phil, what on earth
are you doing here? You should be enjoying the rest of your
vacation,” I say, unsure if I can hide my excitement with the smile
beaming across my face.

He walks over and sits in the chair next to
my bed. “Are you kidding me? I promised you I’d be here and make
sure you are okay. So, here I am, right by your side.”

“Thanks, Phil, I’m just waiting for the
x-ray results now.”

“Okay, well I’ll stay and wait with you if
that is all right.”

“Of course, I enjoy your company.”

“I gathered your belongings after the climb
and brought them here for you,” he says, lifting my bag.

“Thank you again. So, is the rest of the
group going back to their hotels or are they celebrating at
Kilimanjaro?”

“Everyone was pretty excited to go back to
their hotels and shower. They feel really bad that they can’t come
see you, but most of them depart in a few days.”

“Oh, I completely understand. I’m so
grateful that everyone went through so much to help me after I got
hurt.”

As we continue to talk a little, the doctor
comes in. “Miss Smith, I have the results of your tests.”

“And how do things look?” I ask.

Phil reaches over and holds my hand, sending
a burning sensation through my entire body. Who knew just a simple
touch from someone could set off a reaction like this. I feel the
blood race through me and stop in my cheeks; I take a deep breath,
awaiting the doctor’s diagnosis.

“Well, you have a small hairline fracture.
We’ll need to put a cast on, but you’ll be fine. The excessive
swelling was caused from the high altitude. It should go down in
just a day or two. We will use a temporary cast until then and put
you in a plaster cast before you leave. I’ve ordered regular pain
medication for you; I want to ensure you’re comfortable,” the tall,
African doctor explains, his thick accent sometimes hard to
understand.

“So, how long will I be hospitalized
for?”

“Only until the swelling goes down and we
can get the plaster cast on. You should be out of here by the
weekend.” He smiles, “I can see you two lovebirds want to enjoy the
rest of your trip.”

“Oh but...we, um....” I get all flustered
and can’t get the words out.

Phil smiles. “Thank you, Doctor,” he says,
without correcting him.

The doctor nods, “I’ll have someone come in
and put on your temporary cast shortly.” He turns and leaves, his
clean shoes making a squeak as he moves across the floor.

We both have a little laugh; my heart’s
nearly pounding through my chest right now. I can’t believe that
Phil allowed the doctor to think we were a couple.

“So, that is great news. You’ll be out of
here in a few days.”

“Yeah, what a way to spend my vacation,” I
mumble.

“How long until you leave?” he asks.

“Well, my flight isn’t booked for another
ten days. I wanted to experience more of Africa. What about
you?”

“Two weeks left. I had some great things
planned.”

“Had? What happened that you don’t have the
plans anymore?” I question.

“Nothing really, but I want to stay here
with you. I made you a promise and I intend to keep it,” he
admits.

“I appreciate that, but I don’t want to ruin
your trip. You heard the doctor… I’m fine.”

“I know, but Trista I have to admit
something. I have not felt like this in a long time. I enjoy your
company and look forward to every minute I get to learn more about
you. I want to be here with you.”

My heart begins to flutter, “Phil, I enjoy
being with you as well. I want you here, but do you really want to
spend your vacation sitting in a hospital?”

“If it means I get to be with you, then yes,
I do.” He smiles.

Phil sits on the edge of my bed and gently
brushes a strand of hair from my face. The blood instantly rushes
back to my cheeks. Feeling almost feverish, I inhale the sweet
scent of his cologne. Slowly, he leans in towards me and our lips
touch ever so softly. With his palm against my cheek, he wraps his
fingers around the back of my head and slightly pulls me towards
him. I’m sure he can feel my heart pounding against my chest as he
presses his lips into mine.

The door to my room opens. “Miss Trista,”
the nurse calls out.

Phil and I are caught off guard, both
wrapped up in the moment. He jumps up and darts across the room as
if we are teenagers who just got caught by my mom.

“Yes?” I respond, with a little giggle.

“I just thought we should get you washed up
before your cast goes on,” the nurse announces.

I realize that I’m a mess; I still haven’t
cleaned up after the climb. “That’d be wonderful,” I agree.

Phil steps closer to the bed. “Would you
like me to go to your hotel and bring you an overnight bag?”

“That would be great, thank you again,
Phil.”

I dig through my hiking bag and give him my
room key, then write out a quick list of items I’d like, along with
where he can find them.

“I’m at the same hotel, so this is great.
I’ll clean up a little as well. I don’t know how much longer my
shower in a can will work,” he laughs.

“Shower in a can?” I crinkle my brow with
confusion.

“My axe body spray, shower in a can.” He
winks.

I start to laugh; he’s hilarious. “You’re
such a goof. Please, take your time. I bet you could use a nap and
a meal as well.”

“Nope, I’m good. A shower and your bag,
that’s all I need. Should I take your hiking bag back to the hotel
for you?”

“Sure. You’re the best,” I announce, as I
grab my personal belongings from the bag.

As Phil’s leaving, he turns and gives me a
quick kiss on the head. “I’ll be back shortly.”

Sitting here by myself before the nurse
comes back to help me
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