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My name is Patrick Miller, I’m 20, and according to my big brother, the cure for heartbreak is to wander into the woods for an entire month like some emotionally damaged park ranger.
He calls it healing.
I call it kidnapping with tents.
The gravel cracks under my boots as I climb out of his truck, staring at the trailhead swallowing the sunlight. Pines. Dust. A warm breeze that smells too clean. It’s the kind of nature that feels personal, like it knows I’m not okay and is waiting to see what I’ll do about it.

“You ready?” Lucas asks, already way too excited for someone forcing me into thirty days without cell service.

“Yeah,” I lie, shifting my pack. “Can’t wait to bond with the bugs.”

Lucas huffs a laugh. “Dude, a month out here is exactly what you need. Fresh start. Fresh air. Fresh everything.”

Translation:
Patrick got dumped two weeks ago, and Lucas won’t stop treating me like a wounded baby duck.
Before I can answer, someone steps out from behind the trees—tall, tan, and built like the outdoors carved him itself.

Jake Carter.
Twenty-five.
Lucas’s best friend since forever.
The same guy who used to call me “kid” and ruffle my hair every summer like I was some tag-along mascot.
Not anymore, though.

“Hey,” Jake says, voice warm as he slings his pack over one shoulder. His eyes skim over me quickly, like he’s recalibrating what he remembers. “Long time, Patrick.”

My stomach tightens. “Yeah. Hey.”

Lucas walks between us, oblivious. “He’s coming out with us the whole month. Figured it’d be good for him.”

I shoot him a look that means please stop broadcasting my emotional damage.
He doesn’t stop.
“Breakup was rough,” Lucas says. “So—nature, man. Reset button.”

Jake’s eyes shift back to me, softer this time.
Not pity.
Just... understanding.
“A month out here’ll help,” he says gently. “Trust me.”

It shouldn’t hit the way it does, but something about the way he says it—calm, sure—feels like the first real comfort I’ve heard since everything fell apart.

Lucas tightens his straps. “Alright. Three miles to the first campsite. Let’s move before the sun drops.”

He starts down the trail.
Jake goes after him.
Then—unexpectedly—Jake slows...
...and falls into step right beside me.

Close enough for our shoulders to almost brush.
Close enough that I can feel the warmth of him in the late afternoon air.
Close enough that I know, with a sinking twist in my chest, that this month is going to be a lot more complicated than I planned.
The trail narrows as we start the hike, the late-afternoon sun sliding through the branches in thin streaks of gold. Lucas leads the way, setting a pace like he’s trying to win a race no one else entered.

Jake stays beside me.
I try not to notice.
Or maybe I try too hard not to notice.
“You haven’t been out here in years,” Jake says, stepping over a fallen branch with easy confidence. His voice is low, steady, the kind you feel as much as you hear. “You doing okay with the pack?”

I adjust the straps on my shoulders. “Yeah. It’s not bad.”

He makes a small sound—not a laugh, more like he’s amused and trying not to show it. “Lucas always forgets how heavy beginners pack. He brings everything but the stove.”

“I noticed,” I say, shifting again. “Did he seriously pack four cans of chili for one night?”

Jake smiles, brief but warm. “Yeah. That’s Lucas.”

His eyes flick down for half a second—checking my footing, not staring—but it still sends a stupid spark through me.

Why?
Why is this happening?
We keep walking, the trail sloping upward. Lucas is humming something ahead of us, completely oblivious to the way Jake keeps subtly matching my pace, adjusting when I slow, stepping closer when the path gets narrow.

“You know...” Jake starts, brushing a branch aside so it won’t smack me in the face, “I wasn’t sure you’d actually come.”

I blink. “Why?”

He shrugs, shoulders shifting under the strap of his pack. “Breakups mess people up. Some guys shut down for months.”

“I didn’t want to be stuck in the house.”

“Good,” he says gently. “You deserve to get out.”

My stomach tightens again—not painful, just... weirdly warm.

Why does he sound like he means that?

The trail curves, and we step over a little creek, the water glinting in the sun. Lucas hops across like a kid, splashing on purpose.

Behind him, Jake offers me a hand.

A simple thing.
Nothing flirty.
Just steadying.
But when I take it, his grip is firm, warm—and he holds on a half second longer than he needs to.

“You good?” he asks, voice softer now.

I nod, but the truth is I have no idea. Everything inside me feels off-balance.

We keep walking.
The air grows cooler as the sun dips lower.
The forest grows quieter—just our footsteps, and the distant call of some bird I can’t name.
After a few minutes, Lucas calls back, “We’re about half a mile out! Camp’s by a lake. You’re gonna love it, Pat!”

My jaw clenches at the nickname, but I let it slide.

“Pat?” Jake echoes under his breath, glancing at me. “You still let him call you that?”

I roll my eyes. “He doesn’t listen.”

Jake huffs a real laugh this time. “Yeah, that sounds like Lucas.”

We walk another stretch in silence—but not the awkward kind. The comfortable kind. The kind where it feels like the other person is close enough to hear your thoughts if you aren’t careful.

The sky is starting to blush orange when Lucas finally points ahead.

“Camp’s right past those trees!”

He jogs forward.
Jake slows again.
And for the second mile in a row, he stays right beside me.
Like he wants to.
Like he doesn’t even have to think about it.
“You okay?” he asks suddenly, glancing over.

“Yeah,” I say. Then, quieter, “Thanks for... you know. Not making this weird.”

His expression softens. “Nothing about this is weird, Patrick. You’re just trying to figure things out.”

His voice is so gentle it stops me mid-step.
Jake takes one more stride before realizing I’ve paused. He looks back, eyebrows raised. “What?”
I swallow. “Nothing. Just... thanks.”

He nods once—slow, solid—like he understands something I haven’t figured out how to say yet.

Then he steps back beside me, shoulder brushing mine for just a second.

“Come on,” he murmurs. “Let’s get to the lake.”

And we walk the last stretch together, side by side, as the world around us shifts from daylight to the quiet promise of evening.

***
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The trees open suddenly, like someone pulls back a curtain, revealing a quiet lake rimmed with tall grass and reflecting the deep orange sunset. The water is still, peaceful, untouched. It actually makes my chest loosen for the first time all day.
Lucas lets out a satisfied sigh. “Tell me this place isn’t perfect.”

Jake nods beside me. “Yeah. Good call, man.”

I don’t say anything, but... yeah. It’s beautiful. Calm. Way better than the version of this trip I’ve been dreading.

Lucas drops his backpack with a dramatic groan. “Alright, tents up! I’m starving.”

Jake sets his pack down smoothly, like he’s rehearsed it. I place mine next to his and immediately regret the comparison—he looks like he’s in a commercial for outdoor gear; I look like someone who got lost on the way to Target.

“Where do we set up?” I ask.

Lucas points. “I’ll go here.”

He taps a flat patch of earth.

“Jake next to me. And you next to Jake.”

He grins like he’s arranging furniture for maximum chaos.

Jake smirks. “You sure you want to sleep that close to him? Patrick kicks.”

“I do NOT,” I mutter.

Jake lifts a brow. “You did when you were thirteen.”

“Yeah, and you were twenty,” I shoot back. “Still weird you remember that.”

Lucas laughs loudly. “Oh man, this is gonna be a great month.”

He kneels down and starts setting up his tent with that effortless, older-bro confidence. Jake crouches beside him, pulling out his own gear with practiced movements.

I... stare at mine.
Poles. Stakes. Fabric.
A spaghetti nightmare.
Jake glances over. “You good?”

“I— yeah,” I lie, already snapping a pole into the wrong place.

Lucas looks over his shoulder. “Dude. Patrick. No. You’re making a kite.”

Jake snorts. “A sad kite.”

“Oh my God—CAN you both shut up and help me?” I groan, holding up a flopping pole.

Lucas pushes himself up with a wheeze. “Alright, alright. Move aside before you stab yourself in the foot.”

“I wasn’t going to—”

“Patrick,” Lucas says firmly, “you were absolutely going to.”

Jake grins, leaning back on his hands to watch. “This is great entertainment.”

Lucas shoots him a look. “Oh, shut up, Jake. You’re just happy there are no ladies around this time to distract you.”

Jake’s ears go a little pink, which is new. “I’m not— That’s not—”

“Oh please,” Lucas says, laughing. “If we were at a regular campsite, you’d be gone within twenty minutes, turning on that fake charm.”

“It’s not fake,” Jake mutters. “And it’s called being friendly.”

Lucas makes a dramatic gagging noise. “Friendly. Right. You’re lucky Patrick’s here to keep you focused. No women in these woods to flirt with.”

Jake drags a hand across his jaw, trying not to laugh. “Yeah, yeah. Guess I’ll have to behave.”

Lucas returns to my mess of a tent, smirking. “Maybe you can teach Patrick how to flirt with the wildlife.”

“Oh my God,” I groan again, covering my face, “can you two stop talking for like five seconds?”

Jake chuckles. “Don’t worry, man. Once you get the hang of this, you’ll feel like a camping pro.”

Lucas lifts a tent pole triumphantly. “And there we go. One tent, courtesy of your big brother. You’re welcome.”

“Thanks,” I mutter, feeling my cheeks warm.

Jake stands, brushing dirt off his hands. “Hey Patrick?”
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