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The art of the casual hookup 
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WHEN I WAKE UP AND see a handsome guy lying next to me, I find myself having to catch my breath. He is gorgeous. He has the bone structure of a Greek god, messy brilliant red hair that still manages to look sexy in the light of the morning, and plump lips that I found out feel as soft as pillows last night. When my eyes travel down to his naked abdomen, I have to stop myself from tracing the defined lines. 

I should get out of his apartment before he wakes up. The small talk the morning after a casual hookup is always a painfully awkward affair, so I do my best to avoid it whenever possible. I reach for my phone on the nightstand and want to curse when I knock over his stack of books. The books hit the ground, making a lot of noise. 

He wakes up, opening his (beautiful) green eyes. 

“Sorry,” I say with a sheepish smile. 

Jasper wraps his arms around me and kisses my neck. “It’s okay.” 

My pulse races. I sniff. His breath smells good, like mint. How the hell is that possible? How can he look like a model and have pleasant morning breath? 

“Kayla.” He says my name slowly, his low deep voice doing things to my insides. “Are you hungry? I can cook us some breakfast.” 

My stomach makes a little sound, reminding me of its emptiness. Nonetheless, I make myself say, “Thanks for the offer, but I have somewhere to be.” A total lie. But I can’t have breakfast with this (really handsome) guy. Because breakfast leads to a dinner date. Then a dinner date leads to another date. Then another date leads to a relationship. Then a relationship leads to him cheating on me with my best friend who never missed an opportunity to make me feel insecure and my heart breaking into a million jagged little pieces. 

I guess you can say I have a little emotional baggage. 

“Where do you need to go?” he asks. “I can give you a ride.” 

“Um, thanks, but I prefer to walk. You know, fresh air and reducing carbon emissions and all that jazz.” I cringe inwardly. 

“Okay...do you want to get dinner tonight?” 

Avoiding his green eyes, I see my clothes on his chair and slip out of his arms. “Uh, I have plans,” I reply as I put my shirt back on. 

“How about tomorrow night?”  

Can he not take a hint? He’s probably used to girls jumping at the chance to go out with him because of his good-looking face. “Tomorrow night doesn’t work either,” I say, still avoiding his eyes as I climb into my jeans. 

To my surprise, he grabs my waist and turns me around. Then he tilts my chin up, ruining my plans to avoid eye contact with him for the rest of my life. He stares at me, causing my insides to do weird things again. God, he is absurdly handsome. 

A frown appears on his face. “I thought you enjoyed last night.” 

Heat floods me at the memory of his hands and lips exploring various parts of my body. “I did.” I must have come at least three times yesterday. “Look...” My face reddens. Christ, this is awkward. “You seem like a fine fellow.” Fine fellow? Am I a 70-year-old man? “I just don’t do relationships.” 

His frown deepens. “You don’t do relationships.” 

I blink, resisting the urge to say, Uh, yeah, that’s what I just said. “You’re a fine fellow.” Oh God, what is wrong with me? Worse, I pat his shoulder like I’m a grandpa telling his grandson, It’s okay that you didn’t make the baseball team, kid. “You’ll find a girl who’s way prettier and smarter than me.” Like my ex-boyfriend did.  

“Kayla...” 

I look at the clock, feigning distress. “Oh shit, I have to go to class.” 

He glares at me. “It’s Sunday.” 

Note to self—get better at lying. Perhaps I should call my ex-boyfriend and former best friend for lessons. 

I guess you can say I’m a little bitter. 

“Look, I’m sorry if you got the wrong idea,” I say. “But honestly, you can do way better than me. Anyway, have a great day.” Before he can say anything else, I race out of his apartment. 

As I walk to the bus stop, a tiny sliver of guilt creeps into me. However, I immediately push it out of my system. I didn’t promise Jasper anything. He’ll get over me in a second. I doubt I hurt anything besides his ego. 

But his reaction was unusual. Typically, guys lose pretty much all interest in me once they discover I’m not willing to let them go all the way, which is fine with me. Occasionally, a guy would ask me out for coffee, and when I told him no thanks, he would be disappointed. However, it would be the mild as unseasoned chicken kind of disappointment, the kind one experiences when he finds out he missed a sale that he was sort of interested in. 

The tiny sliver of guilt reappears when I think of Jasper’s green eyes and how he said my name in such a soft voice. 

I shake my head. Jasper is most likely just disappointed because he thought he could get into my pants after taking me to dinner. It’s not like he actually wants a relationship with me. And even if he did, he would end up breaking up with me at some point. So why waste each other’s time? 

30 minutes later, I walk into my apartment. Although it’s 7 AM on a Sunday, my roommate Avery is already awake. Once she sees me, she exclaims, “Here comes the march of the trollop!” 

I roll my eyes. “Shut up, it’s too early for your slut-shaming.” I open the cabinet and grab a cereal bar. 

“You know I slut-shame with love.” 

I roll my eyes again. I know Avery is just messing with me and means no harm. Unlike Jane, my former best friend who loved to make “helpful” suggestions about my wardrobe—according to her, there were very few clothes in the world that didn’t make me look “a little wide”—and who slept with my ex Chris the night after I’d lost my virginity to him. 

Avery wrinkles her nose when I open the wrapper on the cereal bar. “That has been expired for months.” 

“Expiration dates are merely guidelines.” I bite into the cereal bar, then grimace. It is stale as hell and has a taste that is reminiscent of cardboard. 

“It’s bad, isn’t it?” 

“It’s fucking delicious.” 

“Bullshit. Do you want me to cook you a proper breakfast?” 

I snort. “Do I look like I want food poisoning?” 

“Hey, I never gave you food poisoning.” 

“That may be technically true, but I think you’ve done irreversible damage to my taste-buds.” Although Avery practices cooking on a daily basis, practice has yet to make perfect. In the early days of our friendship, I would force myself to smile and tell her, “It’s delicious,” whenever she would feed me her abominable culinary creations. Finally, when she made me try her homemade chicken paprikash, I blurted, “This tastes like chicken-flavored ass!” She gaped at me, speechless. I thought I’d hurt her feelings and was about to give her a stream of panicked apologies. But then she burst into laughter and said, “Thank you for your honesty.” 

Jasper’s words from earlier come into mind: I can cook us some breakfast. I kind of regret not taking him up on his offer. But for all I know, he could’ve been a terrible cook like Avery. 

“Want to go to the movies later?” she asks. “Bad Habits came out.” 

I purse my lips. “Isn’t Bad Habits that cheesy-looking movie about a girl who has an orgy at a convent?” The trailer made Showgirls look like a cinematic masterpiece. 

“It’s an unconventional love story with erotic elements.” 

I snort. “Whatever you say.” 

She clasps her hands. “Please see it with me.” 

“Why do you want to see that? It looks awful.” 

“Hey, just like you’re addicted to meaningless hookups, my form of heroin is bad movies.” 

I sigh. “Fine, but you’re buying the popcorn.” 

She grins. “Deal.” 
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Dirty whispers in a movie theater 
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AT LUNCHTIME, AVERY makes me try her shrimp dumplings and lo mein. 

“Give me your honest feedback,” she says. 

“The taste of this would make my ancestors roll over in their graves,” I say. 

She exhales. “Am I improving at least?” 

“Yeah,” I say. She’s still terrible by all culinary standards, but at least I can now swallow her food without wanting to retch. 

After we finish eating lunch, we head to the movie theater. 

I look up Bad Habits on my phone. “This movie has like a 10% rating on Rotten Tomatoes.” 

Avery waves my words away. “Who cares? The cast is hot, and I hear there’s graphic nudity, both female and male.” 

I look up pictures of the cast. They are all insanely attractive. Suddenly, I find myself looking forward to the film that a critic at Pop Culture Monthly claimed: “makes The Room look like Citizen Kane.”  

When I see the long lines in front of the ticketing kiosks, I ask, “Jesus, is everyone here to see Bad Habits?” 

Avery snorts. “I doubt it. It’s the opening weekend of yet another superhero movie. Spoiler alert—Steel Man saves the world. Again.” 

We get into the slightly shorter line. I knit my brow, watching the back of one of the guys in front of us. His red hair seems awfully familiar. My heartbeat quickens when I see that he’s also tall and muscular like a certain someone. 

Avery whispers with a devious grin, “I’m
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