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I pulled the car into the clearing, gravel crunching under the tires as the campsite finally came into view. The late afternoon sun filtered through the trees, casting golden streaks of light across the open space. I killed the engine and let out a breath, staring out at the vast, green wilderness around us. There was something peaceful about this place, like time slowed down the minute we hit the woods.

“We made it,” I said, turning to the others with a grin.

From the backseat, Mark and Bex were already scrambling to get out, stretching and shaking off the stiffness from the drive. As usual, Mark was grinning like he had some inside joke he was about to spring on everyone. Bex, with her usual effortless energy, tugged at his sleeve, laughing as they tumbled out of the car like a pair of kids.

I glanced over at the other car, parked just behind us. Katie and Amy were getting out, too. Katie slid her sunglasses onto the top of her head, her auburn hair catching the last bits of sun as she stretched. She was smiling, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. It hadn’t for a while, not since the whole thing with Brian.

It felt strange, not having him here. He’d always been part of the group, but after cheating on Katie and their ugly divorce, he was officially out of the picture. We hadn't even discussed inviting him this time.

"Let’s get these tents up before the sun goes down," I said, stepping out and popping the trunk.

Amy shot me a playful glare as she grabbed the tent bag. “You’re such a taskmaster, Jack. We just got here!”

“Well, unless you want to sleep under the stars,” I teased, pulling out my own gear.

Katie chuckled softly, and it was good to hear her laugh again, even if it was a little subdued. We all knew she was still working through the pain, even though she tried to act like everything was fine.

We set to work, falling into familiar roles as we struggled with the tents. We had two large tents, one for the boys and one for the girls. While Mark and Bex worked on our tent, Amy and I teamed up with Katie to put up their tent. By the time we finally got everything set up, the sun was almost down. The sky had faded to that deep blue, with the first stars winking overhead. Mark had already gotten a fire going, the flames flickering and casting a warm, golden light across the campsite. It was perfect.

“So, who’s ready to relax?” Bex asked, flopping into the chair next to Mark, looking utterly content.

Mark tossed beers to the rest of us, and the sound of the cans cracking open filled the air. It was like the signal that the night had officially begun. I settled into my camping chair, popping open a beer from the cooler and taking a long, satisfying sip. The first sip of a cold beer after a day like today just hits differently. Amy and Bex started talking about some new movie they’d seen, while I watched Katie out of the corner of my eye. She sat back in her chair, staring into the fire, her beer in hand, looking deep in thought.

She sighed after a while, in a moment's silence. “Can you believe I’m divorced at twenty-eight?” she said, her voice more sad than bitter. She shook her head, running a hand through her hair. “I thought by now I’d have things figured out. Instead, here I am, single again. And Brian’s off living his best life in fucking Fiji.”

Amy reached over and gave her arm a comforting squeeze. “You’re better off without him, Katie. Seriously.”

Katie smiled, but it didn’t last. “I know. It’s just , I didn’t think I’d be back here. Like, I’ve got to start all over again.”

I raised my beer. “To starting over,” I said, trying to lighten the mood a bit. Katie smirked and clinked her can against mine.

Soon enough, Mark and Bex started whispering and giggling, like they always did. It wasn’t long before they were making out, right there by the fire. It wasn’t a surprise. They’d been doing this for years, an on-again, off-again thing that everyone pretended not to notice.

Amy rolled her eyes. “Here we go again.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, you’d think by now they’d just make it official or something.”

“Where’s the fun in that?” Katie said, a teasing glint back in her eyes.

As the night went on, the beers flowed, and the fire burned brighter against the deepening night sky. Someone put on music, Amy’s playlist, judging by the mix of pop and throwback hits. At some point, the girls got up, swaying to the music, their movements lit by the flickering firelight. It was one of those moments you just soak in the dancing shadows, the sound of their laughter mixed with the crackling flames, the cool night air brushing against your skin.

Katie caught my eye as she spun around, her hair catching the light in this hypnotic way. There was something about seeing her like this, carefree and alive, that stirred something inside me. Something I hadn’t let myself feel in a long time.

But I pushed it down, like I always had. She was my friend, and that was how it had to stay.

The night wore on, and eventually, the music faded, the fire burned low, and we all retreated to our tents. Katie and I lingered by the fire a moment longer, the embers glowing softly between us. She glanced at me, her eyes still holding that tired, faraway look.

“Thanks for inviting me, Jack, I worried that Brian would end up with you guys and I’d be cut out” she said softly.

“Anytime, Katie. You’re always welcome here. Brian can fuck off, the prick”

With that, we both headed to our tents, the night settling into a comfortable, peaceful silence.
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The morning sun was just peeking through the trees when I crawled out of the tent, the cool air kissing my skin as I stretched. The others were already moving about; I could hear the crackle of the fire being stoked back to life, and the murmur of sleepy voices. It was early, too early but part of me didn’t mind. 

I was trying to embrace this fresh start, but it wasn’t easy. I felt hollow sometimes, like there was a part of me I’d left behind in the wreckage of my marriage.

“Morning, sleepyhead.” Jack’s voice pulled me from my thoughts. He was crouched by the fire, holding a mug of coffee out toward me.

I gave him a tired smile, accepting the mug gratefully. “Morning.”

He didn’t say much, but the warmth in his eyes as he handed me the cup made something inside me relax a little. Jack had always been like that steadfast, a quiet presence when you needed it. After Brian, it was hard to know who I could trust, but Jack? He was different.

The rest of the group was bustling about, preparing for the day’s hike. Mark and Bex were already goofing around, tossing bits of trail mix at each other like children. Amy was stretching her lithe body, trying to shake off the stiffness from sleeping on the ground. She was the only one who truly seemed excited about this hike.

I sipped my coffee, feeling the warmth spread through me as I watched them. There was a certain peace that came from just being around them, even if I didn’t feel fully like myself yet.

“All right, gang!” Amy called, way too enthusiastic for this hour of the morning. “Who's ready for the trek?”

Everyone groaned except for her, but we started packing our bags, loading up on water, snacks, and whatever else we’d need for the day. The trail we were heading for wasn’t easy, but that’s what I wanted. A challenge. A distraction.

We set out not long after breakfast, the five of us following the dirt path that wound through the thick forest. The air was fresh, the kind that fills your lungs with something crisp and alive. It felt good to move, to let my muscles work out the tension I hadn’t realized I was carrying.

As the morning went on, the trail got steeper. My legs burned, but I kept my head down, focusing on one step at a time. Everyone was chatting, but I stayed quiet, just listening, lost in my own thoughts.

Jack must’ve noticed, though, because after a while, he fell into step beside me.

“You good?” he asked, his voice low, not pushing.

I nodded, offering him a small smile. “Yeah, just , thinking.”

He didn’t pry, just handed me a granola bar from his pocket. “Here. Keep your energy up.”

I accepted it, grateful for the distraction, and we
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