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To the ones who care deeply —
about wildlife, about wild places, and about each other.
And to those who know that the most powerful stories
aren’t the ones we tell the world...
but the ones that change our hearts.
You are not forgotten.
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Prologue
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They say elephants never forget.
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Not a watering hole, not a safe path, not the call of their herd echoing across the dry riverbed. Not a kindness, not a cruelty. They remember.

Jamie Brooks didn’t believe it at first — not until she saw it for herself.

She had arrived at the conservation camp thinking it would be simple: film a few videos, smile for a few staged photos, remind the world she cared. Then leave. Her plan was all PR — calculated, rehearsed.

What she hadn’t planned on was him.

Dr. Shaun Joubert was all sharp edges and quiet loyalty, with a gaze as steady as the sun and a heart buried deep beneath dust and duty. He didn’t want a camera in his face. He didn’t want a fake girlfriend. And he certainly didn’t want to feel anything real.

But the bush had a way of peeling people back to their truest selves.

In the days that followed, between trumpeting calves and blood-red sunsets, Jamie learned what it meant to be seen — not just by a man who mistrusted her glittering world, but by the elephants, who remembered everything.

She came to the camp to fix her image.

Instead, she found the one thing that couldn’t be faked.

And like the elephants, she would never forget.
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Chapter 1
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Bad Boots and Bad First Impressions
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Jamie Brooks regretted her footwear choice about two minutes after stepping off the bush plane.

Her beige ankle boots — fashionably scuffed and utterly impractical — were sinking into the dusty red earth like marshmallows in hot cocoa. The sun was a hammer overhead. Somewhere nearby, a baboon barked. Jamie tried not to flinch.

This wasn’t the kind of safari she was used to. No infinity pool. No sundowner with lime and gin. Just dirt, sweat, and the guy now striding toward her like he wanted to throw her back on the plane.

He was tall, broad-shouldered, with a jaw like he carved it himself out of stone. And he was glaring.

“Jamie Brooks?” he asked, voice low and unimpressed.

“That’s me,” she said brightly. “Are you the welcome committee?”

“No. I’m Dr. Shaun Joubert. I’m the wildlife vet here. You’re two hours late.”

“Oh,” she said, flashing her most apologetic smile. “You know how it is — private jets and rural airstrips.”

His expression didn’t change.

She followed him to a battered 4x4, her suitcase bouncing behind her.

“So,” she tried again, “how many elephants will I be saving this week?”

“This isn’t a photo op,” he said without looking at her. “This is a working conservation camp. You’re here because someone at head office thinks your followers can help secure our next grant.”

“And because my manager thinks elephants make good content.”

His head turned sharply. “At least you’re honest.”

“I try.”

They drove in silence for half an hour, dust trailing behind them in thick plumes. Jamie snuck glances at him. Everything about Dr. Shaun Joubert was carved and closed-off. The kind of man who probably thought memes were a waste of bandwidth.

Eventually, the camp came into view — tents, a small field clinic, a satellite dish, and one solar-powered fridge. Not a luxury in sight.

Shaun parked and got out without a word. Jamie stumbled after him.

“Wait,” she said. “Is there a bathroom?”

He pointed toward a corrugated hut. “Bucket flush. Don’t waste water.”

She sighed. “Right. Conservation.”

The next hour was a blur of awkward unpacking, sceptical stares from researchers, and one particularly vocal warthog who seemed to have taken a liking to her tent flap.

By sunset, Jamie was covered in dust, sunscreen, and the kind of existential dread that no filter could fix.

Then came the campfire meeting.

Shaun stood near the fire, arms crossed.

“We’ve got the donor visit next week,” he said. “And because someone up top thinks PR is more important than elephant survival, we’re being asked to... present a story.”

“Story?” Jamie asked.

“The two of us,” he said, without blinking. “Pretending we’re in a relationship. Public-facing only. Photos, camp updates, a little staged chemistry. Just enough to keep the money flowing.”

Jamie blinked. “Wait. You want me to fake-date you?”

“I don’t want it. I’m following orders.”

She looked him up and down, hands on her hips. “And you think I can pull off being into you?”

His jaw flexed. “We’ll keep it professional.”

“Fine,” she said, tossing her hair. “But I get final approval on all the captions.”

And just like that, the deal was struck.

One week. One elephant camp. One fake love story.

What could possibly go wrong?
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Chapter 2
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Terms and Conditions
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Jamie woke to the sound of elephants trumpeting in the distance and a rooster that clearly had no respect for jet lag. She groaned and rolled over on her cot, only to find a dung beetle crawling across her toiletry bag.

This was not the kind of camping her Instagram followers envisioned.

By breakfast — instant coffee, dry toast, and canned peach slices — she found Shaun hunched over a clipboard at the field table, scribbling in blocky handwriting. His khaki shirt was already half-unbuttoned from the heat, sleeves rolled to the elbow, forearms dusted with red earth and tension.

He barely looked up as she sat down.

“Here,” he said, sliding a printed sheet toward her. “These are the guidelines for the... arrangement.”

She raised an eyebrow and read aloud: “‘All public interactions must be believable but appropriate. Hand-holding permitted. Kissing discouraged. No behind-the-tent gossip.’” She blinked. “You wrote a fake-dating contract?”

Shaun didn't smile. “We’re professionals. I’m not risking this camp’s reputation.”

Jamie leaned back, twirling a pencil in one hand. “And what about private interactions? You know, for rehearsal purposes.”

That got a flicker of reaction — his mouth twitched. Almost a smile.

“Stick to the script, Jamie.”

She grinned. “You might be the most uptight fake boyfriend I’ve ever had.”

“I’m the only fake boyfriend you’ve ever had.”

“Touché.”

They went over logistics. They would post one photo a day on her account with conservation-themed captions and ‘soft couple energy.’ She’d document a few of his rounds with rescued elephants. In exchange, he’d stop looking like her presence gave him hives.

“Why are you really here?” he asked suddenly.

She blinked. “What do you mean?”

“You don’t strike me as someone who voluntarily gives up air-conditioning and avocado toast.”

Jamie hesitated.

“My last campaign tanked,” she said quietly. “I shared a sponsored post for a water company — turns out they were linked to illegal drilling. It blew up. People said I didn’t care about the planet. I panicked. My manager said I needed to rehabilitate my image with something ‘real.’”

“And you picked elephants.”

“I like elephants,” she said defensively. “And I wanted to do something that wasn’t fake. Even if this — ” she gestured between them “ — technically is.”

Shaun looked at her, something unreadable in his gaze.

“Don’t fall in love with me,” she teased.

“Not likely.”

But he stood a little closer when they took the first staged photo — her in a sunhat, him in mirrored sunglasses, the river glinting behind them.

She uploaded it with the caption: When you come for the elephants and stay for the vet. #FieldworkAndFeelings #ElephantsNeverForget

Within the hour, it had over 12,000 likes.

Shaun checked his watch, then muttered, “This is going to be the longest week of my life.”

Jamie just smiled. “You’re welcome.”
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Chapter 3
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Of Trunks and Tension
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By day three, Jamie had learned three things:

	Baby elephants were extremely snotty.

	Nothing ruined fake flirting like standing in elephant dung.

	Dr. Shaun Joubert had great hands.


She’d watched him calm a terrified calf with nothing but his voice and those hands — steady, careful, gentle. He spoke softly in Setswana, humming as he stitched a wound near the calf’s shoulder, the animal trembling but trusting him. Jamie hadn’t filmed it. It felt too sacred.

Afterward, she found him rinsing off at the tap beside the clinic.

“Do you ever get used to seeing them hurt?” she asked.

He didn’t answer immediately. The water ran over his forearms, red dust turning to rust-coloured swirls.

“No,” he said at last. “But you learn how to help faster. How not to freeze.”

Jamie stood quietly beside him, her usual wit tucked away.

“You were incredible back there.”

He glanced at her. “Thanks.”

Then he added, “And you didn’t faint. That surprised me.”

She smirked. “I’m tougher than I look.”

He studied her then — not like a vet analysing symptoms, but like a man noticing something for the first time. She tried not to shiver under the weight of it.

That night, they staged another couple photo.

This time: a sunset shot beside the old termite mound, Jamie half-leaning against Shaun’s shoulder. His arm around her waist was light but real.

He smelled like cedar and wild grass and something warm.

She posted it with the caption:  Finding wild things — and maybe finding someone, too.  #SafariSweetheart #ElephantEnergy

“Your followers love the chemistry,” she said after they packed up.

“They’d be very disappointed if they saw what you look like before coffee.”

She gasped. “That’s a low blow, Dr. Ngobeni.”

“Just keeping you grounded, Miss Influencer.”

But his mouth twitched in that almost-smile again, and for a moment, the tension between them wasn’t the fake kind.

Back in her tent, Jamie scrolled through the comments on the post:

Omg is this REAL? They’re so cute I can’t stand it.  Protect this couple like we protect the elephants.
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