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Prologue
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I often think about life and the opportunities we are given to either rise or fall. Life doesn't change you gradually; it fractures you in an instant, and you step through the break a different person. It happened to me more than once. Each break was remaking me entirely. The first fracture happened without warning when I was only fifteen years old; my father took his own life. The rage in me became a constant companion. For years, I'd wake up in the night cursing him, then dissolve into tears, missing him like crazy. One day, I realized that some wounds aren't meant to heal; they're meant to teach you how to build your life around them. The second fracture came when I just turned twenty-two. Cancer claimed my mother after months of watching her fight with everything she had. Through her, I witnessed how the frailest body could hide the fiercest will; it taught me that giving up was never an option. At twenty-five, the diamond ring Michael slipped on my finger lasted exactly eight days before he took it back. Not long after, I discovered his betrayal of Meghan, my college best friend. It broke me first, but then I realized that hearts have minds of their own, and real love is devastating and illuminating all at once. I learned how to let go and move on with my life. Eventually, the wound closed over, leaving only a thin silver scar. Sometime later, I realized that I'd been in love with the idea of him, not the man himself. In that moment, I finally understood my worth. I needed to find THE ONE, not just someone who checked all the right boxes. Then came the adventure that would test every fiber of my being, reshaping not just my body but the very core of who I was. I would always be grateful for that. Perhaps I should start from the beginning. My name is Veronica Diaz— Nikki to almost—and this is where my story begins.
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​February 21
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When I pulled up at First Capital Fitness, the gleaming glass facade loomed larger than I had imagined, sunlight bouncing off the windows like diamonds scattered across concrete.

A young girl with blond-colored hair twisted into a messy bun greeted me at the front desk.

"What can I do for you today?" She smiled, revealing perfectly aligned teeth, fingers still hovering over her keyboard.

I roughly explained about the camping classes, watching confusion cloud her bright eyes as she tilted her head. After a quick phone call where her confident demeanor dissolved into whispers, she led me down a corridor that smelled of Lysol and fresh paint. We stopped at the office with a huge window facing the hallway, though heavy beige blinds blocked any view inside.

The girl's knuckles barely made a sound against the polished wooden door.

"Come in," a deep voice commanded from within.

She pushed the door open with fingertips that spotted chipped lavender nail polish, and I quickly followed. Behind an imposing desk sat a man whose shoulders strained against his fitted shirt, the fabric clinging to every muscle contour beneath as if painted on his body.

"This is Miss..." The receptionist paused, darting her gaze to me for rescue.

"Diaz," I interjected. "Veronika Diaz."

"She is here to sign up for the camping trip?" Her statement tilted upward, betraying her uncertainty.

The man unfolded from his chair; he must have been at least six-foot-two, and extended a hand with a firm, confident grip. "Pleasure to meet you, Miss Diaz. I'm Adam White." His eyes, the color of wet slate, flicked toward the receptionist. "Thank you, Crystal. I'll handle this."

She nodded and slipped away, the door whispering shut behind her.

Wait! Let me stop right there. I am getting ahead of myself. Let me rewind a few days to show you how that crazy idea got into my head in the first place.
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As I sat in the bland carpeted waiting area, my eyes flicked from the ticking wall clock to my hand watch and back again. The soft hum of the overhead lights did nothing to soothe my growing impatience. Orders I needed to finalize danced in my mind, new recipes waiting to be tested, tomorrow’s all-hands meeting with its endless agenda, and my nephew’s soccer game this afternoon that I promised to attend but really dreaded. Twenty minutes had already slipped by. Amanda was never this late. Was I running out of patience, or was it simply my nature to be restless? Probably both.

Amanda had invited me to discuss the manuscript I'd just completed, not via email or by phone. She insisted on her office, which meant something important. We'd spent weeks making adjustments to the book, which was my first departure from the children's stories that had launched my modest career. Those early books—the ones Amanda took a chance on because she'd known me since we were kids through our mothers' friendship—had evolved when I wove mystery elements into the narratives. Readers responded, even if they couldn't pick me out of a crowd. The money, even though it wasn’t much, flowed in steadily, and that was enough validation for me. But this new manuscript was different: a love story, shamelessly sentimental. I'd surprised myself writing it, discovering that beneath my practical exterior beat the heart of a romantic after all.

My phone vibrated against the vinyl armrest. Amber’s name flashed on the screen: “Just got 3 more dozen lemon-cream cupcakes and 2 sour-cream cakes for Thursday.” I exhaled sharply, letting out a puff of frustration. More work was piling on. I tapped out a thumbs-up emoji and slipped the phone back into my purse. Crossing one leg over the other, I felt the foot on top begin its jittery, unconscious dance.

My mind drifted as I waited. Books had been my escape since childhood; flashy paperbacks stacked beside my bed since I could read. I'd devoured everything from mysteries to fantasies, but romance novels always made me roll my eyes until loneliness crept in. Until I started imagining myself as the heroine swept off her feet. Now here I sat, manuscript complete, my secret heart bound in Times New Roman. Funny how we spend decades in our own skin yet still stumble across hidden corners of ourselves. The hopeless romantic in me had finally found her voice.

I checked my watch again. Twenty-five minutes late. My foot tapped against the carpet. "Come as soon as you can," she'd texted, and yet here I sat, watching the receptionist file her nails while my café probably descended into chaos without me.

Finally, a voice called, “Veronica Diaz.”

With a flutter of relief, I rose and followed the soft click of heels into Amanda’s office. It even seemed wider and deeper than I remembered: bookshelves lined one wall, heavy with leather jackets, a potted fern sprawled by the window, casting delicate shadows across the floor, the February sun poured through the glass, warming the room despite the aggressive air conditioning. Amanda approached me with her easy smile.

“I’m so sorry to keep you waiting,” she said, closing the door behind me.

“No problem,” I lied smoothly, sitting in the chair she offered. “You said you wanted to see me?”

She sank into her swivel chair and tapped her pen against a leather notebook. She paused, as if savoring the moment. “I found you the best cover!” she announced, then beamed as she held out her iPad.

I accepted the device, and my stomach twisted. On screen, a man and a woman were locked in a passionate kiss, bare shoulders pressing together, the woman’s dress slipping inappropriately low. Behind them, a stormy red background pulsed with mood lighting. It felt more like an after-hours romance novel than anything I’d written. I forced a neutral expression, scrutinizing every pixel. 

“Well...” My voice came out thin. “It’s really intense.”

Amanda leaned forward, raising her eyebrows. “I think people will love it.”

I couldn’t keep the crinkle out of my nose. “It’s...too much. My story is sweet and gentle, not scorching.”

She frowned, took back the iPad, and studied it from a new angle. “You don’t like it?” 

“It feels like...pornography,” I admitted.

Her disappointment was immediate. Arms crossed, she sighed. “First cover was too plain, second too murky, third too generic, fourth God knows what, and now this is too sexy. What am I going to do with you?”

“I just don’t connect with any of them,” I said, heart sinking as she blinked at me. “Fine,” I blurted. “I’ll go with the third choice.”

“As you wish,” she muttered with her shoulders slumped. “I still think—”

“Absolutely not!” I cut her off, and she raised her hands in surrender. I cleared my throat. “Anything else about the book?”

She flipped through her notebook and shook her head. “That’s it.”

“You could have emailed me the cover,” I said as I stood.

Amanda gave me a mild smile. “I wanted to see your reaction.”

I just gave her a look that said everything my mouth didn't need to.

With a final nod, I gathered my things, but just as I reached the door, she called, “What are you going to write next?”

My heart fluttered. I’d been sketching ideas for weeks. “Glad you asked,” I said, sliding back into the room and perching on the edge of the chair. “I want to write a real love story. My great-grandparents met in the Peruvian rainforest. They got lost, lived on hope and wild fruit, and fell in love under the canopy. It was magical.”

Amanda leaned against her desk, crossing one ankle over the other. “Rainforest, huh? Do you know much about it?”

Her question froze me cold. “Not really.”

She slid her glasses down her nose and fixed me with the look I'd come to know as her 'agent stare.' "Without solid research, your readers will see right through you. The history, the landscape, the people... You can't fake authenticity."

My fingers found the edge of my blouse, twisting the fabric between them. "I could spend weeks in the library, interviewing travelers who've been there. But..." I hesitated; the idea was forming even as I spoke it. "What if I went myself? Experience it the way they did?"

She shook her head, voice gentle but firm. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s not worth the risk.”

I pushed back my chair and stood with my hands pressed against her desk. "But that's exactly why I need to go. The authenticity. The details no guidebook could give me."

Amanda's eyes lingered on mine, her silence stretching between us before she finally released a slow breath. "Fine. It’s your book, do whatever you want. But don't come crying to me when you're covered in mosquito bites and jungle rot."

"Trust me," My smile widening with each word, "this is going to change everything."

She smiled back. “Lunch Saturday?”

“Of course,” I agreed, then waved and slipped out.

Outside, the late-afternoon sun warmed my skin as I walked to my car. My heart raced at the thought of trading children’s tales for something deeper, more grown-up. I’d spent years curled up with paperbacks that had plush, glossy covers, but none as steamy as Amanda’s surprise, thankfully. But now I was ready to be one of them, maybe even better. All I needed was a jungle. And a plan. Luckily, my sister Natalie was the best brainstormer in the family. With her help and my imagination, I knew I could bring the rainforest and that extraordinary love story to life.
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For several nights straight, I'd been hunched over my laptop, scrolling through shiny tourism websites with their sanitized jungle excursions. Smiling guides in pressed khakis. Air-conditioned buses. Box lunches. I needed more than that; I needed to feel the weight of humidity pressing against my skin, hear insects humming in my ear, and smell the earthy decay of the rainforest floor. How else could I understand what my great-grandparents experienced? Not through some four-star guided tour with mosquito netting and bottled water. This book demanded authenticity. It would be my greatest challenge yet, and possibly my greatest headache. But the thought of capturing that wild, desperate love story made my fingers itch to write. 

***
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“There’s no chance you’re trekking into a jungle solo,” Natalie declared, leisurely sipping her bitter black coffee as if it were a fine wine. I never got the appeal of coffee without cream or sugar. Pure torture, in my opinion, but let that pass. “And how exactly do you plan to write a documentary if you haven’t lived the details?” She pressed.  

“I know enough already,” I countered. “A true‐story adaptation doesn’t need to match reality word for word.”  

She frowned. “It still sounds reckless. You’re not going.”  

“We’ve had this argument a hundred times. I AM AN ADULT,” I emphasized, wishing my big brown puppy eyes could do more persuading. “This story is beautiful. How hard can it be?”  

Natalie tapped her chin. “Very hard,” she said darkly. 

“Come on,” I smirked. “Plenty of people do it.”  

“Like who?”  

“That romance novelist who flew into the Colombian jungle to save her sister. She made it out fine.”  

“That was a movie.” Natalie's expression shifted, her eyebrows arching so high they nearly disappeared into her hairline.

“Okay... how about the journalist who hunted a blue pearl in Fiji—”  

“That’s Hallmark—another movie.” 

Her reaction was priceless. I burst out laughing. Getting under her skin had always been one of my favorite hobbies. 

“I’ll find someone to go with me,” I said.  

“Good luck finding someone as crazy as you are.” She rolled her eyes.  

“There are more adventurers out there than you think.” I took a sip of my sugary, creamy coffee.  

“That’s the problem!” she nearly shouted, and I choked on my drink.  

Back to square one: Peru + jungle = Danger. Period.  

Natalie's shoulders dropped as she exhaled. "So, what you're really after is just... the whole wilderness survival experience, correct?"

Hold on! Let me explain. My sister Natalie is almost three years older than I am, yet both she and her husband, Jonathan, dote on me as if I were their own daughter. I adore them, and I honestly don’t know how I’d have managed without their support, especially after losing both of my parents.

Looking back, I couldn't remember a single crack in our family's façade. Dad spent his days attending to the pets of our small South Carolina town, while Mom orchestrated our lives with the precision of a symphony conductor. Peru flowed through dad's veins, though Tennessee claimed his birth certificate. Mom carried Belarus in her accent, that post-Soviet country that most Americans couldn't find on a map. She arrived here as a small child. Grandfather was a successful engineer who was promised steady work in the States. Without hesitation, he brought his family into a new world that promised more than the one they'd left behind. My sister and I spent many summers and even several school semesters in Belarus. I loved it there. Since we were kids, we were taught to speak several languages: Spanish for my dad’s side, Russian for my mom’s, and, of course, English for everybody else.

Then one summer, Dad was gone, leaving Mom with a mortgage and two daughters. She transformed overnight from the woman who packed our lunches into the phantom who left before dawn and returned after dinner, smelling of hospital antiseptic from her first job and restaurant grease from her second. Natalie also started waitressing on weekends while I learned to cook from Post-it notes. Our grandparents offered money that Mom refused with a tight smile, accepting only their help with our college funds. Years later, when I noticed Mom winced as she climbed stairs and saw the frequent doctor appointments and secret notes in her calendar, I realized she'd been sick long before she ever told us, perhaps since before I'd even thrown my graduation cap.

From that moment on, Natalie became both mother and father to me, even though I was more than capable of caring for myself. Even after she married and had two beautiful boys, she never stopped treating me like a child.

But that’s enough of my family history... back to my story.

“Yes, but I also need to learn that culture,” I said, taking another sip of my coffee piled with sugar and creamer.

“Why not just go camping here, in the Smokies?” Natalie suggested, her eyes bright. “Tropical life basics are online. YouTube and Google cover everything. Camping here would teach you survival skills without risking snake bites and malaria. I’m brilliant!”  She giggled like a child.

“But it’s not the same,” I pouted, though the idea of camping here suddenly didn’t sound so bad.

She frowned. “I don’t understand why you have to go off who-knows-where. It’s dangerous, diseases everywhere, locals who eat people.” I stared at her. Now, who had imagination? “You’re creative, that’s your only requirement for writing a love story.” She got up and headed to the office.

It was time to work. I rose and wandered into the kitchen to check on things. Natalie worked from home most days, so I cherished her visits.

The café downtown Knoxville came to life when I convinced Natalie to join me as a business partner. She was already settled here, having moved back after graduation to help with mom and be close to our grandparents. I'd taken the opposite path; I escaped to Georgia, spending my days receiving material at a nuclear plant, and my nights nursing wounds left by Michael. Each morning, I'd wake up in an apartment that never quite felt like mine, in a city where I remained a stranger, counting hours until I could clock out from a job that drained more than it gave. Something had to give. At twenty-six, I packed my car and drove north, toward home.

Mom was a legend in our family kitchen; her hands seemed to transform simple ingredients into feasts that people still talk about. I inherited more than her apron; I inherited her devotion to flavor. My true forte was sweets: cupcakes with frosting swirled like spun-sugar clouds, brownies so fudgy they gleam when you slice them, and doughnuts glazed with a perfect sheen that catches the morning light. Who could resist a warm pastry fresh from the oven? Only those on perpetual diets, and really, that’s their loss.

We found an old train station, once a pizza bar, vacant and cheap. It needed work, which kept the price down. I was lucky to afford it. Natalie became a minor partner, crunching the numbers like a magician. If she ever walked away, I’d be lost. Truth is, I pushed her out of the house a bit; after having her babies, she’d let herself go, and I wouldn’t watch her talent and beauty waste away. Her husband, Jonathan, a well-paid lawyer, agreed that she needed a project beyond stay-at-home-mom life.

The café needed a name that carried weight. When I hung the sign "Hope" in brushed gold lettering, I could almost feel Mom’s hand on my shoulder. Nadezhda, they'd called her in Belarus. Hope. She'd whisper it to us on the darkest nights after Dad was gone: "When everything else disappears, hope remains." Now I serve it alongside pastries, watching customers' faces light up with their first bite.

My sister Natalie was, and still is, the golden child: brilliant, radiant, with a grace that came from our father’s side. I, by contrast, resembled Grandma on mom’s side: petite, with thick brown curls that refused to be tamed. My hair could look like a bird’s nest if I skipped brushing, or if I merely blinked in the wrong direction. I was often told I looked much younger than my age, which is not exactly a superpower when you’re trying to launch a serious business and, for the record, attract mature, stable partners. So, every morning I’d put my hair into a perfect style, apply just the right shade of lipstick, slip into a professional dress and my favorite heels, and step into the world looking every bit the polished businesswoman. I wanted customers to see an independent woman who knew her craft, and to know she served the best pastries in town.

Our little café thrived. The espresso machine chattered all day, the tables filled with laughter and quiet clients typing away on laptops. Yet we had one persistent snag: expansion. Above our kitchen was an empty storefront, its high ceilings and exposed brick were calling to me. Event venue? Or maybe cozy bookstore? It already had a built-in rustic bar—all it needed was capital. I marched into one bank after another, sat across from bankers in boring offices, and left clutching polite refusals on heavy letterhead. Natalie cautioned that I might be biting off more than I could chew. Perhaps she was right. Maybe the empty upstairs and those rejection letters were a sign that it was time to slow down... or at least learn to juggle one dream at a time.

***
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After lunch, Amber leaned around the register, her blonde ponytail swinging. "Nikki, you know that friend I mentioned before. Lisa?"

"The one with the sneaker obsession?"

"That's her. She just got back from this guided wilderness thing through that fancy rec center in Farragut." Amber's fingers danced over the pastry display, rearranging éclairs. "They do these all-inclusive adventures, mountain climbing in Colorado, even international expeditions with professional guides."

I set down my clipboard. "That actually might work. Should I call her or—"

"Just check their website," Amber called over her shoulder, already heading back to the kitchen. 

I wrestled with their website for thirty excruciating minutes, clicking through dead links and broken menus, my fingers cramping as I jabbed at the keyboard. The site was a labyrinth designed by maniacs. Just when I was about to hurl my laptop across the room, there it was—Brazil—buried under three layers of navigation hell. Six days. Rainforest. My heart dropped. The deadline blazed in red: two days left to register. The price made me wince, but I didn't care. I needed this. My fingers trembled as I scrolled through images of dense, emerald canopies. Not Peru, but close enough to taste it. Under that ancient canopy where my great-grandparents found each other, I would find my words. Rainforest! That was it! That was everything!
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Finally, I am back to where I started...

The next day I had another bank appointment, so it worked out perfectly. Slipping out early meant no awkward explanations to Natalie about where I was going.

First Capital Fitness was massive. The lobby looked like a fancy hotel, all gleaming marble and spotless glass, making me wonder if I'd made a terrible mistake. Could I really survive in the jungle if I were intimidated by the gym? 

After a brief interaction with the front desk girl, I was led to the manager's office.

The girl knocked softly.

"Come in," a deep voice replied.

She walked in, and I followed. The manager stood up from his desk, and I felt myself shrinking under his gaze.

"This is Miss..." the girl turned to me.

"Diaz," I said, my voice steadier than I felt. "Veronika Diaz."

"She is here to sign up for the camping trip?" Her statement sounded like a question.

"Nice to meet you, Miss Diaz. I am Adam White." He shook my hand, his grip firm and confident, everything I wasn't feeling. "Thank you, Crystal. I will take it from here."

The door clicked shut behind her. Suddenly, it was just him and me in that office, and I felt my confidence slipping away. Still, I squared my shoulders and lifted my chin.

The manager's stubble darkened his jaw, a deliberate carelessness that made me want to reach out and feel if it was as rough as it looked. I caught myself and looked away. His t-shirt stretched across his chest when he leaned forward, the kind of muscles that came from actual work, not just for show. Something tightened in my stomach. I hated that I noticed.

"This is quite a place you got here." I forced a smile, falling back on Southern pleasantries even as I resented needing them. "It's impressive."

"Thank you." His face remained expressionless, which somehow made it harder to look away.

"Whoever got the idea to build this place must be a genius...and rich." I laughed, then swallowed the sound when he didn't join in. His crossed arms and rigid posture screamed that he wanted this over with. I shouldn't care what this stranger thought, yet I did.

"I've heard about your trips from a friend," I said, voice too bright. "And here I am!" I gave a little jazz-hands gesture. God, why was I acting like this? I straightened my spine. "Ready to do it." I met his eyes directly, challenging him to underestimate me.

He cleared his throat. "So, you're interested in trips, Miss...?"

"Diaz," I offered, though part of me wanted to walk out. Something about his tone made me feel small.

"Right." Mr. White lowered his gaze. "Let me show you what we have to offer." He turned to grab a catalog from the shelf.

"I already know what I want." The words came out sharper than intended. I softened my voice. "The Brazilian trip."

I painted on my perfect smile, the one I use for difficult customers, while my stomach knotted. I couldn't read his expression—it was blank as a freshly wiped chalkboard. Something about his face tugged at my memory, like a word stuck on the tip of my tongue. I was sure I had met him before. But I forced my attention back to the matter at hand, though my brain kept trying to place him.

"Brazilian trip?" He cleared his throat again.

"Yes, it's perfect." I removed my coat and sat uninvited. "Exactly what I need."

“Are you sure?” Mr. White's eyes scanned me quickly. "This type of camping usually requires...skills."

My cheeks burned. I smoothed my pencil skirt, suddenly aware of how ridiculous I must look in my work clothes. A skirt and heels in a fitness center. What was I thinking? 

"I am sure," I said, voice wavering before I steadied it. "I can do this. Your website mentioned pre-trip training."

"Yes, we do," he replied reluctantly.

"Great!" I pulled my chair closer, wincing at the screech it made against the floor. His eyebrows rose slightly. Part of me wanted to shrink away, but I forced myself to continue. "I'm writing about my great-grandparents' love story. They met in the rainforest." I hesitated, wondering if this sounded as foolish to him as it suddenly did to me. "It's important to understand what they felt there," I finished, my earlier excitement now mixed with uncertainty.

Mr. White's throat produced that same gravelly sound, the third time now, as his eyes narrowed. "Let me get this straight. You want to go to Brazil and spend several days surviving in a rainforest for some love story?" His lips twitched, almost a smirk, but not quite.

"It's not just any love story," I protested, straightening my back.

"Of course." Mr. White's lips stretched into something that resembled a smile but never reached his eyes, his gaze bouncing from my face to the cluttered paperwork before him. I couldn't tell if he was being condescending or just professional.

"I'll show you our brochure," he said, fingers hovering over several folders.

"What is that?" I asked, my voice catching between irritation and frustration.

"It's a brochure," he explained, digging through the mess on his desk. "It has more information about the trip—"

"No." I cut him off, then immediately regretted my sharpness. "I meant...that look. That expression." I leaned forward. "Do you have a problem with me going on this trip?"

His doubt crawled under my skin, making me second-guess everything. The rainforest suddenly seemed absurd. Me? With my pencil skirt and soft hands? I fixed my lips into the smile my mother had drilled into me since childhood, but could feel it cracking at the edges, my confidence flaking away beneath his stare.

"Not at all, Miss Diaz." Mr. White shuffled through papers, not meeting my eyes. "I'm just surprised by your reason."

I leaned back. "You're not a romantic person, are you?"

"I think it's a waste of time." His eyes locked onto mine, unflinching and direct.

"That's too bad." I shifted in my chair. "You might be surprised one day."

"I don't like surprises," he said abruptly.

"Of course you don't," I muttered, then straightened. "The website said there are two spots left. I'm taking one." My voice sounded more confident than I felt.

His eyes swept over me, calculating. "Where are my manners? Let me grab those forms for you." He leaned forward, voice dropping. "Though you should know what you're really getting into out there." 

"Like what, exactly?" I asked, curiosity warring with dread.

His gaze hardened. "Snakes that can kill you before you reach camp. Ants whose stings make grown men weep. Bacteria in the water that'll eat through your skin." He paused, studying my reaction. I swallowed hard, keeping my expression blank while my insides twisted. "And don't forget the rain."

"How much rain?" I gripped the edge of the desk, leaning in. A small voice inside hoped he'd offer me the perfect reason to walk away.

"Relentless. Twice daily sometimes." His gaze captured mine, refusing to let go. "The kind that finds its way into everything: clothes, equipment, bones."

For a moment, I saw myself there, soaked to the skin, shivering, wondering why I'd ever left home. My resolve flickered. Then an image flashed in my mind: two figures standing hand-in-hand beneath a canopy of leaves, their faces young and determined, raindrops sliding down their cheeks like tears. If they survived it, so could I.

"Lucky me," I said, "I got a good quality waterproof mascara." My smile felt like a mask stretched too tight. His face remained blank. "Look, Mr. White, I appreciate your concern, but I didn't come here expecting luxury. I've done my homework on everything you've mentioned." I tapped his desk once, firmly. "Google is quite thorough these days."

Mr. White's throat bobbed as he swallowed. "If you're certain, Miss Diaz," he said, sliding a form across the desk. "Shall we proceed?"

Halfway through filling it out, his desk phone rang. He excused himself and walked to the bookshelf, speaking in low tones. Suddenly, his cell phone vibrated on the desk, illuminating the screen. I glanced up, then away, then back again. Coincidentally, the pen between my fingers had gone dry. I needed another one from the cup beside his phone. Just reach over. Don't look. His phone buzzed again. My hand hovered, torn between respecting his privacy and... I leaned forward. A text from Sam read: "I know, I know." Above it, or below, since the phone was upside down, Mr. White had written: "Many women are very stupid." My cheeks burned. I snatched a pen and jerked back into my seat, stomach stirred with anger and, worse, a flicker of self-doubt. The screen went black as Mr. White returned to the desk, finishing his conversation on the land line. My fingers trembled slightly. I wanted to hate that man. No wonder he thought I was unfit for the trip; he was a misogynist who probably spent his nights in Reddit forums plotting ways to keep women like me out of "his" wilderness. The text burned in my vision like acid.

I emerged from his office sixty excruciating minutes later with my chin held high. Victory tasted sweet, even if it came with the fervent hope that I'd never have to face that condescending man again. The signed papers in my hand made everything concrete. The first step taken on a path I couldn't yet see to its end. Monday, Wednesday, Friday. The training schedule dates swam before my eyes. Three days until we would begin. The weekend loomed; it was not enough time to prepare, yet it left me with endless hours to second-guess myself. If only I'd known what awaited me. 
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Monday evening, I arrived at First Capital Fitness at five forty pm sharp, the glass doors reflecting my nervous expression at me. Class started at six, and I always hated being late; punctuality was my security blanket in unfamiliar situations. I needed enough time to change into my brand-new workout clothes and navigate the labyrinth of hallways.

My sister Natalie had nearly choked on her coffee when I told her about the trip. "The rainforest? You?" she'd sputtered, eyes wide with disbelief. Her perfectly manicured nails had drummed against the kitchen counter as she listed all the reasons I shouldn't go. Luckily for me, she eventually backed off, her resistance melting into reluctant support. I suspected her husband whispered some sense into her—he always understood my need for adventure better than she did.

The receptionist at the front desk today had warm brown eyes and a genuine smile; it was a welcome change from the bored blonde at my previous visit. She traced her finger along a creased facility map, circling the training room with a red marker. The building sprawled like its own ecosystem—all shining equipment and the sharp scent of disinfectant mingling with sweat.

When I finally found the right hallway, I spotted a guy sitting alone on a bench, his broad shoulders slightly hunched, thumbs tapping on his phone. His dark hair fell across his forehead in a way that seemed both careless and deliberate.

"Hi. Are you here for the training for Brazil?" I asked as my voice echoed slightly in the empty corridor.

"Yes," he replied, his voice a low rumble that matched his reserved posture.

"Great!" Relief loosened the knot in my stomach. "I'm Nikki." I offered a small wave, immediately regretting the childish gesture.

"Erik." He acknowledged me with a slight lift of his chin, his eyes, a striking shade of green, meeting mine briefly before returning to his phone.

He had that brooding quality some men wear like expensive cologne: intentional silence that makes you want to fill it. And yes, he was attractive in that effortless way: strong jawline, day-old stubble, a tiny scar above his right temple that hinted at some interesting story. I'd always been a sucker for potential stories. 

The door banged open, and another guy stumbled in, his thin frame folding in half as he braced his hands against his knees.

"Am I late?" Each word came between shallow gasps.

"I don't think so." I glanced at my phone. "No instructor yet, unless... You are." I raised my eyebrows at him.

He straightened, revealing a boyish face with a constellation of freckles across his nose. "God, no." His laugh turned into a wheeze. "Took three wrong turns getting here."

"Labyrinth," Erik muttered without looking up from his phone.

"I'm Nikki," I said, extending my hand.

"Matt." His palm was clammy against mine.

Erik unfolded from the bench, towering over Matt as they shook hands. Matt's sneakers squeaked against the floor as he shifted his weight, his too-long arms swinging slightly at his sides. When he smiled, his whole face lit up, reminding me of a golden retriever puppy.

"Hello, everyone." The voice cut through the hallway like a knife.

A woman strode toward us, her dark ponytail swinging in perfect rhythm with her shoulders. The definition in her arms made the veins pop beneath her skin, and her tank top revealed abs I'd only seen in fitness magazines.

Behind her loomed Mr. White, his jaw clenched tight. Our eyes met, and his nostrils flared slightly.

"I'm Jenna, your trainer for the next twelve weeks." She tapped a pen against her clipboard. "This is Adam. He'll be assisting with some aspects of the training program." Her gesture toward him was perfunctory. "Another trainer, Connor, will join us on Wednesday."

Mr. White stood close enough that I could smell his cologne, something piney and expensive. Without my heels, the top of my head barely reached his shoulder. His bicep twitched beneath his sleeve as he crossed his arms over his chest.

Jenna flipped a page on her clipboard. "Let's see who we got here."

She checked off Erik and Matt from her list first, then called out a female name I didn't recognize.

"Hope Ellison," Jenna repeated, her voice rising as she scanned the hallway.

"Here." A soft voice floated from behind her.

I turned to see a woman step through the doorway. Her dark hair fell in perfect waves past her shoulders, and her workout clothes clung to curves that looked airbrushed. When she smiled, her teeth gleamed white against berry-stained lips. My hand instinctively rose to smooth my frizzing ponytail, and I tugged at the hem of my Target-brand tank top.

"I am glad you decided to join us." Jenna's lips curved upward while her eyes remained cold. "Maybe you can make it on time next time."

Hope's perfect eyebrow arched slightly, but she just nodded, her posture straight as a ballerina's.

"Veronika Diaz," Jenna called, her eyes landing on me. "I suppose it would be you?"

I nodded, suddenly aware of the sweat already dampening my underarms.

The six of us stood in an awkward circle, shifting our weight from foot to foot, avoiding eye contact. None of us could have guessed how the jungle would strip away these first impressions, leaving something entirely different in their place.
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The first week of training felt like being tossed into a furnace. 

Day one began deceptively calm: a light CrossFit–style warm-up, followed by Jenna’s down-and-dirty survival briefing on vaccinations, proper kit, and wildlife threats. I left thinking this wouldn’t kill me. By Wednesday, I strutted into First Capital Fitness still wearing my skirt and blouse, convinced I had this training thing under control. Mr. White was nowhere to be seen; apparently, his arrogant commentary during Jenna's lecture had been his grand finale. Relief washed over me. That man looked like a human Hulk, mid-thirties at best. If he shaved and cracked a smile, maybe he’d look his age.

Unfortunately, the second class was pure, unfiltered torture. For a full hour, we sprinted until our lungs begged for mercy, hoisted bars, slammed into endless burpees, ground out push-ups, and sit-ups until my abs tightened into burning knots. Sweat stung my eyes, and every muscle screamed. Around me, teammates breezed through each drill like Gods of endurance. I staggered behind, tasting failure with every rep.

Thursday, I could barely peel myself out of bed. My body felt like it’d been run over by a truck. I hid in my office, shuffling paperwork just to avoid moving. By Friday morning, I needed a scalding shower to reclaim my humanity. That night, dread coiled in my gut as I limped back to the gym. I was the last to finish, grinding through each exercise, marveling at how everyone else seemed to thrive under this cruelty.

Still, I learned more about my squad in those brutal hours than I’d ever expected. Erik—carved from stone, quiet until he opened his mouth, then unleashing a torrent of unsolicited opinions that somehow made every drill twice as punishing. Matt—a boundless ball of energy, darting around on nuclear fuel. And Hope—a knockout beauty with the smarts of a colander, spitting jaw-dropping nonsense, yet sweet enough that you almost forgave her cluelessness. Definitely not the bitch I’d braced myself for.

***
[image: ]


I sprawled on the floor, muscles screaming. "I don't think I can do it anymore." 

"Yeah, it is kind of tough," Matt said, but his breathing had already steadied while mine still came in gasps.

"I'm going to fail the final test." My voice cracked. Eleven more weeks of this torture. Part of me wanted to quit right now, spare myself the humiliation, but another part couldn't bear the thought of proving Adam White right.

"You will be okay. I promise." Matt squeezed my shoulder. "You might be tiny, but you're stronger than you think."

"How could you possibly know that?" I snapped, then immediately regretted it. "Sorry. I just—"

"I have faith in you." His smile was so genuine. "I can read people. Though I don't know how I'm going to make it to the forest." He lowered his voice. "I've never flown before. Terrified of planes."

I studied him—this sweet guy offering kindness I wasn't sure I deserved. Was I using his friendship just to survive this ordeal? Or was there something genuine forming between us, something that might last beyond these brutal training sessions? Friendship has always been a foreign language I struggle to speak fluently. Either way, I needed someone in my corner, even if I hated needing anyone at all.

"You wanna go get a drink?" Matt's eyes brightened. "Or two?"

I wanted to say yes, his kindness was a life raft, and part of me craved the distraction, but my muscles screamed at the mere thought of sitting on a barstool.

"Probably not today." I hesitated, torn between isolation and connection. "Next time, though?"

"Sure." He got up, disappointment flickering across his face. "See you Monday?"

"I guess," I replied.

After Matt left, I peeled myself off the floor, my body a vast battlefield. As I reached for my locker key, I glanced up to find Adam White's eyes fixed on me from across the gym. His presence sparked something in me—rage, yes, but something else too. I straightened my spine despite the pain, hating how his gaze made me feel both invisible and exposed. I walked toward the locker room with forced confidence, my mind a tangle of contradictions—wanting to prove him wrong yet wondering why his opinion mattered at all.
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The weekend evaporated. I spent forty-eight glorious hours in self-imposed isolation, my muscles marinating in lavender-scented bubbles until my fingertips puckered like sun-dried tomatoes. I devoured half a thriller, scribbled in my journal, and fell asleep to a black-and-white film with the volume barely audible. By Monday morning, my body had recovered enough to bend without wincing, but my brain felt wrapped in cobwebs. 

My travel mug tipped over as I reached for my phone, sending a tsunami of Colombian dark roast across my cream blouse, the brown stain blooming like a tropical disease. My favorite black heels, the ones with the tiny gold buckles, had vanished into the void of my closet. When I finally dragged myself to the car, the engine coughed three times before reluctantly sputtering to life, as if sharing my Monday-morning protest. I arrived at work with damp underarms and a throbbing temple vein, only to find Amber hovering by the entrance, her coral lipstick already smudged at the corners.

"You look better today, sweetie," she said, tilting her head. "Not so...broken."

"I'm functional," I replied.

"God, if I'd known what that training would do to you..." She clutched her clipboard to her chest. "I feel terrible."

Her eyes were wide with genuine concern, making me feel both touched and irritated.

"It's fine, really. Is Natalie here?"

"Not yet," Amber whispered, suddenly leaning closer. Her perfume invaded my nostrils as she jerked her chin toward the seating room. "But he is."

I followed her gaze across the floor to find Robert Davis sitting rigid as a statue, his manicured fingers drumming against our coffee table. His suit looked vacuum-sealed to his body, and a fedora rested beside him like a sleeping pet. My stomach clenched. There was no escape route, no excuse I could manufacture quickly enough to avoid him.

“Mr. Davis, what a surprise to see you here so early,” I said, forcing a tight, polite smile as I approached him. I hated that grin: too practiced, too false.  

Robert Davis, a middle-aged man impeccably dressed in charcoal gray and a silk tie, had an unsettling aura. He spoke flawlessly and shook hands with measured strength, yet something about the crease in his forehead and the cold glint in his eyes set my teeth on edge. He’d already approached us twice with a generous offer to buy our building, claiming he’d open a “new enterprise,” though he refused to say what. That secrecy, combined with the grotesque sum he was willing to pay, made my skin crawl. I’d poured years of sweat, tears, and savings into this place. No amount of cash would lure me away.  

His silver walking cane clacked against the table as he rose to his full height. "Miss Diaz," he said politely. His well-groomed hand extended toward mine. "What a delightful surprise.” His hand hung in the air between us, unmet. I lowered myself into the chair opposite him and crossed my ankles. "I overheard talk of your physical regimen. Are you training for some athletic event, perhaps?"

"Not exactly," I replied, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear while my heartbeat was rising. "It's preparation for an international wilderness expedition."

His eyebrows lifted, curiosity flickering across his calm features. He leaned forward, resting one hand on the table’s corner. “How fascinating. I wasn’t aware you enjoyed adventures like that. Which company is organizing it?”  

I blinked twice, my fingers tightening around my coffee cup. "Just a local wilderness program," I answered, the words tumbling out before I could stop them. "It’s a recreation center in... town. Nothing special. I can’t think of the name."

He dipped his chin in a slow, deliberate nod. "I'm sure I could track it down. I've always had a taste for wilderness excursions myself." He leaned forward slightly. "And which remote corner of the world will be graced with your presence?" His eyes remained fixed on mine, unblinking as a predator sizing up its next meal.

I stared down at my coffee cup, uncomfortably aware of the second hand sweeping the tabletop. “I’m still finalizing the destination,” I lied, shifting the focus. “So... what brings you here today?”  

He arranged his fingers into a steeple, tapping the tips together with mechanical precision. "I'm curious whether recent events have altered your perspective on my proposal."

My heart sank. “Mr. Davis, I’ve told you twice already: we will not sell. How much clearer can I be? You’re wasting your time.” My voice tightened.  

His lips curved upward, too perfect to be genuine. "I understand completely," he said, each syllable polished smooth. "Just wanted to make one final inquiry. Rest assured, Miss Diaz, you won't be seeing me again."  

His words hung in the air: “won’t see me again.” Relief flooded me before I could stop it. “Okay.” I heard myself say.  

He rose to his feet, one hand retrieving his fedora while the other gripped his silver cane. With practiced elegance, he positioned the hat atop his head. The morning light caught its brim as he tilted it just so, like some prohibition-era figure stepping out of a black and white photograph.

"Consider this our final conversation," he said, fingers adjusting his hat with surgical precision. "Though my card remains at your disposal if circumstances evolve."

"They won't," I said, the words clipped.

At the threshold, he half-turned. "Safe travels, Miss Diaz," he murmured, lingering on each syllable of my name. "Wherever you may go."

Then he was gone, the glass door clicking shut behind him. Silence settled in my heart like dust. My shoulders unclenched, and the wary tension in my chest finally eased.  

Rising from my seat, I drifted to the window and peered out at the deserted sidewalk. For weeks, Natalie had been jumping at shadows, certain Mr. Davis would send his stone-faced bodyguard to intimidate us after our refusals. Just yesterday, she'd texted me listings for cafe spaces across town, her fear seeping through every message. But the empty street confirmed what I needed to believe: our troubles with him had finally evaporated.

I traced a finger along the cool glass. The sun rose higher, illuminating our renovated brick façade, the same one we’d fought so hard to restore. Even if Natalie was shaken, I always felt a quiet triumph settle in my bones. He’d underestimated me. This place was mine, and nothing would change that.

***
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I’d completely wiped Mr. Davis from my mind as the workday dragged toward its close. The café lights hummed overhead, and my fingers drummed against the edge of my desk, counting the minutes until our next class. Truth be told, I was thrilled to be heading to Brazil, spending a few days in the untamed jungle sounded incredible, but I dreaded repeating the cycle: tiring workouts, dragging myself home feeling worthless, and collapsing into bed. To make matters worse, I’d decided to begin studying Portuguese, so I could chat with the locals, and, more importantly, understand if they were gossiping behind my back.

That Monday, Connor announced we’d be learning hand-to-hand combat. Fantastic. I’d thought we’d hit rock bottom with dawn runs and obstacle courses, but apparently, we hadn’t.

“Why on earth do we need fighting lessons for a camping trip?” I blurted out the question tumbling from my lips the instant he finished speaking.

Connor leaned against the wall; his muscles relaxed under his snug T-shirt. He flashed that calm, reassuring smile. “Just in case,” he replied. “Precautionary measures.”

I inhaled sharply. Connor was...special—broad-shouldered, dark skin, and the kindest brown eyes I’d ever seen. I reckoned that kindness and good looks could coexist, unlike most of the trainers we’d met so far.

“What kind of precaution?” My pulse quickened. “Do you really think the locals might attack us? Has anything like that ever happened before?”

“Of course not,” Connor assured me, scanning the room to check that nobody else was unraveling. “It’s standard procedure. Everyone goes through this.”

A voice cut in from behind, cool and clipped. “Miss Diaz, are you questioning our program or our rules?” It was Adam White, striding into the room just as I was making a spectacle of myself.

“Not at all,” I stuttered, cheeks flaming. “Just...curious.”

I felt smaller than a cricket, ready to be squashed underfoot.

“Good,” Adam said, stepping forward and planting his hands on his hips. “In that case, I suppose you won’t mind being our first volunteer.”

My stomach lurched. On the outside, I managed a calm nod.

It didn’t take long to prove I was totally unfit for fighting. Paired with Matt, I stumbled through each move, my limbs sluggish as wet noodles. Even when Adam barked simple instructions, they ricocheted through my mind and vanished before landing.

“Okay, stop,” Adam commanded about ten minutes in, hands on his hips as he watched me fumble. He stepped forward and dropped his voice. “Relax. Look at your shoulders...” He pressed on my tense upper arms. “What are these, stones? It’s not gonna work.”

“These are the only ones I’ve got,” I forced out a whisper, shifting uncomfortably beneath his gaze. 

Adam's steel-gray eyes narrowed as he looked me up and down, lingering on my trembling arms. "You are not strong enough. You won't be able to make it like this."

"Hopefully, I won't have to fight." I forced a smile. "Maybe locals will like me." His jaw tightened, a muscle twitching beneath the stubble. The fluorescent lights cast harsh shadows across his face, making him look even more imposing. "Sorry," I mumbled, dropping my gaze to the gym floor.

"I meant you need to be in better shape to make it through six days in the forest." He crossed his muscular arms across his chest, his voice dropping to a low rumble that seemed to vibrate through the air between us.

If he was trying to make me feel crappy about myself, he accomplished it perfectly. 
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By Wednesday, I was already torn to shreds. We dragged ourselves through the usual workout: jogged until my legs felt like giving up, then push-ups, sit-ups, burpees, and a bunch of new torture moves I’d never seen before. I was completely exhausted by the end. When Matt swung by to invite me for drinks, I wanted to scream yes, but my body simply wouldn’t obey. I’d stayed up way too late wrestling with Portuguese vocabulary, only to conk out over my flashcards. What was the point of studying a language I couldn’t master? The more I tried, the more I felt I was failing every single time.

At the same time, I couldn’t shake the nagging guilt. I’d ghosted friends, ignored Polina, my best friend, for nearly a fortune, and hadn’t even called my sister, let alone visit her, because work swallowed every minute of my day. At the café, we were so slammed there wasn’t time for a proper hello. I grudgingly admitted to myself that this couldn’t keep up. I needed a real human connection, even if it was just a stolen five-minute hug from my sister.

***
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That night, Natalie poured me a glass of wine, and I blurted out, “I don’t think I can keep doing this training.” My words felt broken in the air. “It is a waking nightmare, and that manager... he hates me.”  

She raised an eyebrow. “He hates you?”  

I took a shaky sip of wine, the only thing that tasted like relief. “He’s big, he’s mean, and every time he looks at me, I’m convinced he wants me gone. I swear I’ve seen him before...but where?”  

Natalie shook her head, patient as ever. “I’m sure he doesn’t hate you.”  

“But he does.” My voice cracked. “If you met him, you’d feel it. He’s a monster.”  

She tilted her glass, watching the heavenly liquid climb the sides. "If you don’t want to do it, don’t. Last I checked, those gym doors have exits. You are free to walk through them anytime."

I blinked back uncertainty. “But what about my book? I need that experience to write it.”  

“Experience comes in many forms,” she said, sounding more like my mother than my sister. “You don’t have to kill yourself to be inspired.”  

I traced a finger around the rim of my wineglass. "I will think about it."

Her words lingered. Could I really justify dragging my body through these classes just for some travel? Maybe I didn't need to torture myself in some jungle after all. Maybe the stories worth telling were already inside me, tangled in my tired mind, waiting for the right moment to spill onto the page. Just maybe.  

At that moment, my nephew Ivan came barreling into the room, thrusting a crayon-scribbled picture at me. “Aunt Nikki! Look!” His grin was as wide as the ocean. 

I forced a smile and took the drawing—two stick figures holding hands on a sandy beach.

“Wow,” I managed, my voice too loud, too fake. “It’s beautiful.” Picasso might have rolled in his grave, but in that instant, I felt my conflicted heart soften just a bit.

I forced a smile for Ivan, but my face must have betrayed me. Natalie's eyes narrowed. That look said I'd disappointed her again. 

"Go play," I said, my voice too bright as I pivoted my nephew by his small shoulders, giving him a gentle nudge away.

When he disappeared down the hallway, I placed his drawing on the coffee table, my fingers lingering on the crayon smudges. Part of me wanted to call him back, to try again, to be the aunt he deserved.

"What?" I asked Natalie, who hadn't stopped watching me.

She shook her head—lips pressed into a thin line.

"Oh yeah, Mr. Davis came by Monday," I blurted out, shifting topic yet immediately regretting bringing him up.

Natalie nearly choked on her wine. "Again? I've told you that man is dangerous."

"He's backing off," I rushed to say. "Said he's walking away from the building."

"What?" Natalie leaned forward. "Just like that?"

"I think he finally realized we won't sell." I smiled, trying to believe my own words.

"That YOU won't sell," she corrected. "If it were up to me, that building would be long gone. I don't play games with criminals."

"He might not be..." I started, then
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