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Chapter One

I slipped the final protein bar into my emergency snack pouch, zipped up my bag, and exhaled. Three whole weeks off.

No clients. No Slack pings every time I blinked. No Greg from finance and his passive-aggressive masterpiece emails (“Per my last message…”).


It was time for a holiday. A reset. Time to recover and be someone who was absolutely not answering phone calls or pitching ideas or being across this for once.


Just me, the open road, and a sleek, modern campervan with all the comforts of home.


I stood barefoot on the cool, tiled floor of my Perth City apartment, traffic humming ten storeys below like a distant soundtrack. The place wasn’t huge, but it was mine, all pale wood, cosy linen, and the kind of minimalist décor that I hoped whispered, successful woman with taste.


Books lined the shelves, aspirational ones mostly, alongside succulents that had somehow survived both a heatwave and a few weeks with no watering. My walls were dotted with art I’d collected over the years, small, meaningful prints and paintings by local artists that reminded me of when I was younger, and before everything got so… busy.

The scent of jasmine from my oil diffuser hung in the air, clashing a little with the lingering smell of strong coffee, brewed that morning in my beloved stovetop espresso maker. A ritual I’d convinced myself was soothing, though I’ll admit it occasionally bordered on performance art.

My bedroom, on the other hand, currently looked like the aftermath of a highly strategic heist. Colourful packing cubes, underwear in one, chargers and cables in another, and a first-aid kit so meticulously primed it would put paramedics to shame, were all arranged with military precision. Old habits. Once you’ve spent a decade in marketing, everything gets systemised, optimised, future proofed.

Even rest.


Folded printed maps lay beside it all, scenic routes highlighted in neon yellow and green, and annotated with notes like best coffee, avoid dirt roads, and sunset photo here. My itinerary was practically laminated and had backup plans, detour contingencies, and emergency exits worthy of a NASA launch.


I glanced at my reflection in the hallway mirror. My sleek dark ponytail seemed far too composed for someone who’d just survived a week of back-to-back meetings, pitch rehearsals, and a three-a.m. caffeine-fuelled crisis summit.

I’d decided to wear my high-waisted linen shorts and a crisp white tee I’d ironed twice, despite knowing full well it would wrinkle before I even left the apartment. My waiting sneakers were practical, spotless, and travel vlogger approved.

After ten minutes of agonising deliberation in the mirror, I’d accepted my fate. I was tired. The kind of tired that came from too many late-night emails and not enough REM sleep.

My eyes were ringed with shadows that even my best concealer couldn't erase, and my jaw clenched like it was holding back the weight of an entire boardroom. But behind all of that was a glimmer of excitement. A flicker of something reckless and unfamiliar.

I was really doing this. The van, the road, and three weeks of coastline.

I’d just wedged the last of my packing cubes into my suitcase when my phone buzzed on the bench.

It was Anna. My personal assistant, therapist, and best friend.

“Dan’s been sending a lot of emails this morning. He’s really pushing for your notes before you leave.”


I let out a breath through my nose, fingers already flying across the screen. “Tell him I’m officially out of office. No exceptions.”


A minute later, my phone rang. Dan.

The name lit up my screen like a flare.

My thumb hovered.

Don’t answer it, Lara. You’ve earned this.

But I could already hear his voice, urgent and pinched, echoing through my mind.

I answered, forcing myself to sound light-hearted. “Hey, Dan. I’m on holiday, remember?”

A pause. Then the plea: “I know, Lara, I’m sorry. But the Johnson campaign deck, last-minute change. Client wants the revised version today. Can you just… review it? Please?”


I rubbed my temples, suddenly finding the diffuser far less soothing than it had been five minutes earlier. Dan technically outranked me, though only just — unfortunately, just was enough. Add in the fact that we were both circling the same Big Promotion and saying no felt… unwise.


“Fine,” I said. “Send it through.”

Within seconds, an email notification pinged.


Subject line: URGENT – Client Feedback.


I looked at it for a long moment, genuinely weighing up whether hurling my phone into the sink would count as self-care. I opened my laptop and muttered, “Well. So much for my peaceful morning.”

My fingers flew without consulting my brain, bouncing between PDFs and drafts, softening things here, smoothing things there, trying to make it all sound perfectly reasonable. Forty-five minutes of overthinking, politely masquerading as “just sending a quick reply.” Another fifteen spent rereading it, as I’d lost all faith in my own eyesight.

Finally, I hit send.

The message whooshed off with all the ceremony of a cannonball. I closed the laptop with a snap that felt almost violent. A full stop in hardware form.


I exhaled, sat back, and muttered, more firmly to myself this time, “Now I’m on holiday. Officially.”


I zipped up my bag with a determined tug and stepped back to assess the scene. Alongside my handbag, I had one wheeled suitcase, one duffel slung over my shoulder (like a seasoned adventurer), and a small backpack I was going to use for any day trips.

A final sweep of the apartment.

Goodbye desk.

Farewell, stack of client briefs.

Adieu alarm clock.

I locked the door behind me and headed down to the Uber I’d ordered waiting out front. The driver glanced in the rear-view mirror as I slid in. “Heading off somewhere fun?”

“Three weeks up the coast,” I said, trying to sound breezy. “A solo campervan trip.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Brave.”

I laughed, unsure if he meant the solo travel, the distance, or the idea of willingly spending twenty-one days in a confined metal box on wheels. Probably all of the above.

The ride was quiet, save for the sound of the wheels on the freeway and my growing list of mental reminders.


Stop for decent coffee before leaving town. Just because I was leaving civilization didn’t mean I had to abandon basic human rights.



Don’t forget to reset the email auto-reply to something firmer. No, Dan, still not checking my inbox.


The car sped along the freeway, sunlight flickering across the window as I scrolled through the campervan website on my phone again. I’d already memorised every image of my home for the next few weeks, but I couldn’t help it, it was addictive, like travel porn.

Each photo promised the kind of freedom I hadn’t felt in years. Crisp white interiors, fairy lights strung like a promise, a neatly folded throw blanket on a bench seat that resembled a scene from a Pottery Barn catalogue. There was even a potted plant sitting on a floating shelf, purely decorative, obviously, but it made my heart flutter anyway.

When we pulled into the campervan hire depot, I felt my first proper wave of excitement, sharp and unexpected, like a hiccup in my chest.

This was it.

The beginning of my great escape. Freedom on four wheels driving along the beautiful Western Australian coastline. A temporary life with no stress.

I was finally about to meet my home for the next three weeks.

I wheeled my bag clumsily into the warehouse, juggling the other two over each shoulder, heart picking up pace with every step.

Looking around, I noticed there weren’t many vans left in the place, in fact there was only one. The empty spots felt like echoes of other travellers already out on the road, maybe further along on their own adventures.

I walked towards it to have a closer look.

And then I saw it.

One of my bags slipped from my grasp and thudded heavily beside me.

Not exactly the ‘modern luxury campervan’ the website had promised. More like a veteran of five desert music festivals and a cyclone.

Its paint was faded, the bumper crooked, and there was a mysterious stain on the side panel that looked like something you hear about on a true-crime podcast.

I raised an eyebrow, staring at it for longer than necessary before double-checking my booking confirmation.

No mistake. The registration number matched.

This was the one.

An attendant in a blue polo shirt jogged over, iPad clutched like a lifeline. He seemed about nineteen, freckled, and already overwhelmed by life. A plastic name tag pinned crookedly to his shirt read ‘Toby’, and his eyes darted nervously between me and the van as he fidgeted with a pen in his hand.

“Hi! Ms Hart? You’re… um… early!”

I frowned slightly, keeping my tone even. “It’s ten-thirty. My confirmation email said pickup from ten?”

“Yes! Yes, absolutely, it’s just that, uh, there’s been a minor, very minor, uh, adjustment.” He flapped a hand toward the van like it would explain everything. “She’s nearly ready.”


“She?” I echoed, stepping closer. “So, this one is mine?”


Toby made a noise somewhere between a cough and a nervous laugh. “Yep! She’s, uh, got a great engine and some real character.”

I peered through the window.

Then froze.

There was someone in the front seat.

Not a trick of the light or a weird shadow.

A man. Fully present, fully relaxed, reclining like he’d just wrapped up lunch and was settling in for a nap.

A flicker of confusion rose inside me. Was this a handover? A mechanic? A driver? But he seemed far too comfortable, like he’d claimed the space as his own.

I turned to Toby. “Sorry, um, is… is he part of the rental?”

He laughed nervously. “Right. So, funny story…”

I didn’t respond. My brain scrambled to catch up.

The man stretched lazily, cracked his eyes open, and stared straight at me. Completely unfazed. Then, without breaking eye contact, he reached for a takeaway coffee and took a slow sip.

“Morning,” he called out, voice low and maddeningly calm. “Hope you don’t snore. I’m a light sleeper.”

My jaw dropped. I held up a hand, breathing like someone who had just witnessed a crime. “Hang on. What?”

Toby cleared his throat. “So, there may have been a… mix-up in the booking system.”

My heart sank. “Define mix-up.”

“You and… him,” Toby gestured toward the man still lounging inside, “were both assigned to the same vehicle.”

I stared at the van, then at the guy inside, who radiated the energy of someone impossible to fluster, and back at Toby.

There was no universe in which I was sharing a campervan with a stranger. That’s… no. No.

“Is this some kind of weird prank?” I asked, trying to keep my voice light, even as my body felt heavy.

“I swear, this never happens,” Toby said, eyes wide with panic.

“Except today.”

“Except today,” he agreed, wilting.

He clutched his device like a shield. “I’ve checked and I’m sorry to say we’re completely booked out. Nothing else available. Not just here, the whole city. We had a mechanical failure this morning, and… well, it’s the long holiday weekend.”


My eyes drifted to the iPad. Next to my booking name, in bold letters, was another: J. Reid. I squinted. It didn’t sound like the name of a criminal… but then again, that’s what everyone says in documentaries before things go horribly wrong.


And just like that, all the anticipation, the fabulous itinerary, the organised prep—gone. Vanished. Puff of smoke. I was standing in a car park being assigned a surprise roommate and a campervan that had clearly seen better days.

“Well. This is totally unacceptable,” I said, in the clipped, professional tone I used in the office whenever I was spiralling internally but refusing to let anyone know.

“I… I can put you on a waitlist?” Toby offered, his voice pitching higher with each word, like that was even remotely reassuring.

“A waitlist?” I repeated, incredulous. “This isn’t a brunch spot. I booked months ago. I rearranged my entire life for this trip.”

“I know. I’m really sorry. We did try calling you yesterday.”

I remembered seeing a few missed calls. I hadn’t answered because I’d been buried under work and packing.

From the van, the mystery man gave a small cheerful chuckle.

“Hey, if it makes any difference, I’m fully house-trained.”


I gave him a look, not quite a glare, more a please-stop-talking-until-I-work-out-what-this-disaster-is kind of look.


Toby offered a hopeful little smile. “If it helps, we’ll only charge you half your payment,” he added, like that somehow solved everything.

“Brilliant,” I muttered.

I closed my eyes, tilted my head back. “There really aren’t any other vans?”

“None,” he shook his head. “Unless you want to downgrade to a two-berth with no toilet and a broken fridge.”

I perked up slightly. “I’ll take it.”

He checked the screen. “Ah… right. That one’s in Sydney.”

I sighed. Great.


Chapter Two

I exhaled slowly through my nose, like the act alone might stop me from screaming. I gawked at the van, then at the man in it, then back at the van. The sliding door creaked open.

“Look,” the guy muttered, straightening to his full height as he climbed out, his expression caught somewhere between exasperation and disbelief. “It’s not like I signed up for this either.”

He was taller than I expected, and when I stepped closer, I finally got the full picture. Lean, fit, sun-streaked hair tied back in a messy man bun that was artfully undone, the kind of undone that probably took zero effort and yet somehow worked infuriatingly well. A couple of tattoos curled over one arm in that deliberate, “I’m chill but also mysterious” way. And yes, barefoot. Of course he was.

His eyes, ocean blue and unfairly direct, met mine with a steady confidence that made something both bristle and wobble inside me. They were expressive too, full of stories I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to hear.

Everything about him screamed the type of guy I never liked: too laid-back, too casual, too annoyingly sure of himself.

And the worst part?

He was very, very good-looking.

Which somehow made the entire situation feel personally offensive.

“I’m Jesse,” he said with a lazy grin, holding out a hand. “Apparently, your driving companion.”

I crossed my arms. “Lara. Apparently, your hostage.”


In my head, I was screaming why me, but I forced my shoulders to drop and pasted on a smile. A friendly one. A reasonable adult in a public space smile.


“I can cover your half,” I said brightly, like this was a perfectly normal conversation and not me bargaining for my sanity. “If you’re open to cancelling.”

He tilted his head, considering it. Properly.

My smile held. Trembled slightly.

“Tempting,” he said. “But I didn’t come all this way to turn around. Sorry.”

The smile slid straight off my face. Not dramatically. Just… gone.

Toby’s eyes flicked between us, nervous and fidgety, like someone trapped in a lift with two people who’d just broken up but were still pretending everything was fine.

I exhaled, long and slow, then looked back at Jesse. “Alright then,” I said. “Where are you actually headed?”

He tilted his head back, squinting at me like he was weighing up how much to share. “Broome,” he said finally.

My heart lifted slightly. “Broome? You’re kidding. That’s where I’m going.”

He let out a low whistle, half amused, half resigned. “Well, guess that settles it. Looks like fate’s upgraded us from awkward strangers to travel buddies.”

I glared at him, trying to process the words, feeling them land with a kind of dull, sinking inevitability. Travel with him. A complete stranger. For three weeks. Across thousands of kilometres of open road, questionable roadhouse pies, and long, empty stretches where the only signs of life would be hardy shrubs and kangaroos with no sense of self-preservation.


Every instinct in me wanted to push back, to demand Toby find another van, to insist there must be something, anything, overlooked in the system. I could practically hear the part of my brain trained by years of office politics gearing up to negotiate like this was a contract dispute.


But I already knew.

Toby had said it twice, pale and trembling. There were no other vehicles. Not here. Not anywhere within a reasonable radius. Which meant my options were painfully simple: share this battered old van with a man I’d known for all of thirty seconds or walk away from the trip I’d poured months of planning (and a frankly embarrassing amount of excitement) into.

It wasn’t what I wanted.

However, it was the only door open.


I chewed the inside of my cheek, sizing Jesse up carefully. He didn’t seem like an axe murderer. But then again, they never did in the news reports, did they?



For a moment, we just stood there, the weight of what this actually meant starting to settle. Shared maps. Shared snacks. Shared music. I shuddered.


God help me if he was into dubstep or earnest country ballads about trucks and feelings.

Jesse, with that ridiculous smile, held out his hand again. “Deal? Travel companions?”

I gazed down at it like it might be contagious. Seriously? Did he think a handshake was going to fix the fact that he’d just hijacked my holiday?

But what other choice did I have?


Slowly, deliberately, I let my hand hover in the air, just long enough to make a point. Then, with the faintest tap, I pressed it against his, making sure my expression screamed I’m only doing this under protest, and I hate everything about it.


He didn’t flinch. Didn’t falter. Just chuckled, like my disdain was amusing.

“Perth to Broome. No turning back now,” he said, his grip firm and confident.

I could practically see the relief wash over Toby, like someone finally taking off their bra at the end of a night shift. Decision made. No more dithering. No more anxious glances.

“Okay, well… I’ll leave you both to it! Safe driving!” he said brightly, already backing away like the van might explode if he stuck around too long.

I walked past Jesse, yanked the door open, and stepped inside. A faint musty smell hit me immediately.

Great start.

There was one duffel bag already inside. And a surfboard. Perfect.

“Well, it’s… cosy,” I muttered.

Jesse followed me in, still smiling like he’d just won a prize. “I think it’s great.”

The interior was exactly what I’d expected from inspecting the outside: distressed curtains, a suspiciously stubborn stain on the seat cushion, a cramped kitchen that hasn’t had a proper clean since the early 2000s, and a compact little toilet cubicle that gave the distinct impression it had seen things. Many things.

I moved toward the back to check out the beds. The top bunk was narrow, clearly designed for someone with the flexibility of a gymnast and the height of a child. I could stretch out… barely. But with the low ceiling, I’d either be crouched or permanently bent over like I was mid-yoga pose.

The mattress was thin, covered in a discoloured floral sheet that smelled faintly of lavender and dust. There was a tiny window at the head of the bed, but it was so small I doubted it let in much fresh air.

I glanced down at the bottom bunk, it seemed slightly roomier, with a thicker mattress and a small shelf already cluttered with a tangled mess of charging cables and a half-empty water bottle.

I ran my hand over the little fold-out table as I passed, which immediately wobbled under my fingers. The laminate was peeling at the corners, and someone had carved what I think was a peace sign, or possibly the world’s worst flower, into the surface.

Taking a step back, I gave the van a slow once-over, then turned to Jesse, hands firmly on my hips.

“Okay. Sleeping arrangements.” I nodded vaguely toward the back. “If we’re going to do this, then you’re top bunk, I’m bottom. Fair, right?”

Jesse leaned over the fridge, which gave a concerning metallic creak, and squinted toward the beds. Then he crossed his arms and raised an eyebrow like I’d just suggested he sleep on a windowsill. “What? I’m taller than you. I’ll have to fold myself like origami to get in and out of that thing.”


I didn’t blink. “Well, I’m not sharing a bed with you, thank you very much.”


He gave me a slow, cheeky grin. “Believe me, princess, that was never on the table.”

I rolled my eyes and stepped past him, crouching slightly to peer into the lower bunk. It wasn’t exactly luxurious, the mattress had lumps, and the sheets resembled linen from the seventies, but it was almost twice the size of the top and actually had room to sit up.

“I get nausea if I’m too high up,” I said crisply, straightening to face him.

Using my pillow like a footrest, he hopped up onto the top bunk with a grunt. “Well, this is great,” he muttered. His legs dangled slightly off the edge.

I folded my arms and stared up at him. “Just so we’re clear, I booked this trip months ago.”

He looked down at me, one brow slowly rising in amusement. “Of course you did.”

“This is my first proper holiday in years. Some fun, a bit of peace, and perhaps one sunset where the only thing expected of me was to watch it.”

He laughed, an actual laugh, and jumped down from the bunk. “Your life sounds intense.”

“It is intense,” I said, a little too sharply. My hands swept across the cramped space, a frustrated imitation of a showroom demo. “And now I’m sharing my holiday with a complete stranger who probably thinks it’s perfectly fine to wear thongs in a petrol station bathroom.”

He pushed himself upright and leaned against the cupboard like he had nowhere better to be. “For the record, this trip matters to me too.”

I blinked. “Really? Because you’re giving off strong ‘accidentally ended up here after hitching in a truck’ energy.”

He gave a tired little smile, smaller than usual, and far less smug. “I’m not just hitching a ride, alright? I need this. It’s important.”

Something in his voice made me pause.

I cleared my throat. “Fine. But I still get the bottom bunk.”

He lay back with a dramatic sigh. “You’d be a nightmare on the top one anyway.”

I narrowed my eyes at him but didn’t rise to it. Instead, I spun on my heel, hopped out of the door and marched toward my luggage, still sitting proudly where I’d dropped them, glossy and pristine and clearly still way too optimistic about van life.

With a grunt, I dragged it all toward the van.

Jesse sat up slowly, eyebrows climbing higher with each new item. “What is all that? Are you moving house?”

“It’s a road trip, not boot camp,” I snapped, hauling my suitcase up the steps. “Besides, I like to have options.”

“Options?” he echoed, watching me wedge the suitcase into the narrow aisle like I was performing a three-point turn in a shopping trolley. “Is that a… separate shoe bag?”

I didn’t answer. I was too busy mentally playing storage Tetris.

He chuckled, stretching out again like this was all a big joke.

I turned and gave him an incredulous look. “I’m not spending the next three weeks rotating the same two outfits and washing my underwear in a sink.”

He opened his mouth to reply but, wisely, thought better of it.

“Exactly,” I said, slamming the overhead compartment shut. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to find room for my toiletries bag.”

After finally stashing everything, I brushed the dust off my shorts, only to realise I was sweating and vaguely flustered. Not quite the carefree coastal goddess image I’d imagined on day one.

Jesse reached for the keys hanging on the little hook near the door. “Right. I’ll drive.”

“I’m sorry, what?” I nearly smacked my head on the doorway as I straightened up too fast.


He paused. “You seriously want to start this trip behind the wheel of this thing?”


I canvassed the oversized steering wheel, the faint smell of fuel and air freshener wafting from the dash, and felt my nerves tighten. “I guess not.”

“Didn’t think so.” He raised an eyebrow.

“Fine,” I muttered. “You can go first. But take it easy.”

“Thanks boss,” he said, chuckling as he slid into the driver’s seat. “But just so you know, I don’t respond well to backseat driving.”

“Well, I don’t respond well to reckless cornering,” I threw back, climbing into the passenger seat and buckling up. “Let’s call it even.”

He started the engine, which coughed to life like it had just been shaken awake after a decade-long nap, and glanced at me.

“Ready?”

Not even close.

I turned my face toward the window. The carpark shimmered in the heat, the sun glaring off the windshields. Somewhere nearby, traffic hurried along the motorway, a consistent, distant reminder that the rest of the world was still running full tilt, emails flying and deadlines ticking over.

Inside the van, the cramped space creaked softly as if it were adjusting to us. The worn curtains fluttered slightly in a warm draft from a badly sealed window, and the seat beneath me smelled like old Band-Aids.

It wasn’t glamorous. It wasn’t Instagrammable.

But it was home.

At least for the next three weeks.

I took a slow, steadying breath. “I’m ready,” I lied politely.

The van lurched forward.

As did all of my carefully laid plans.


Chapter Three

The silence lasted exactly twelve minutes. Long enough for me to lean against the window and pretend that the road trip I’d spent months dreaming about hadn’t just been completely derailed.

The van rumbled along the freeway, past a blur of grey concrete sound barriers, exit signs, and the kind of scrubby, stubborn trees that refused to give up, eucalypts and wattles clinging to dusty strips of verge.

The city slowly peeled back: office buildings giving way to big box retail centres, then rows of new housing developments, all topped with the same soulless charcoal roofs.

Every now and then, the ocean peeked out between rooftops, a sliver of deep, impossible blue shimmering beyond the neat rows of suburbs.

The sky above was already hazy. That high-summer kind of haze that warned of heat still building and clung to your skin even through tinted windows. And it wasn’t even noon yet.

A four-wheel drive rumbled past in the next lane, windows down, rock music pouring out, loud, messy, the kind of track teenage boys’ blast to feel immortal.

For half a second, barely long enough to register, Jesse’s eyes flicked toward the sound. A quick, unreadable little shift.

Then it was gone. His focus returned to the road as if nothing had happened.

“Radio?” he said casually, already reaching for the dial.

Lo-fi surf rock crackled through the speakers, twangy guitar riffs, warbled vocals that sounded like they’d been recorded on a wind-blown veranda by someone who didn’t believe in second takes.

I winced. “Seriously? This is what we’re listening to?”

His eyes stayed on the road, but I caught the faintest smirk tugging at his mouth. “What’s wrong with this? It’s great.”

“It sounds like someone’s strumming a rubber band over a bucket,” I muttered.

He just tapped the steering wheel in time with the beat, completely unbothered.

I shifted in my seat, pulled out my phone, and tapped it with purpose. “Good news. I made a playlist for the trip,” I said, trying not to sound too excited but definitely failing. “It’s got actual music. Beyoncé, Taylor Swift, that kind of thing. You know, songs with words. Hooks. Emotion.”

He glanced at me, one brow arching like I’d just insulted his entire personality. “So, commercial pop. Elevator music. The kind of stuff that’s designed to play in a shopping centre until your brain leaks out your ears?”

I shrugged. “It’s catchy. It’s relatable. It’s the soundtrack to actual life, not whatever this is.”

Jesse let out a sound that was somewhere between a groan and a laugh. “But that’s the whole point. Actual life is messy. It’s raw. This music has guitars that scream, drums that shake your bones, vocals that haven’t been filtered through seventeen layers of auto-tune and corporate approval. It’s not supposed to be perfect. It’s supposed to make you feel things.”

I pressed my lips together, but the corner of my mouth tugged up before I could stop it. “And yet, somehow, my so-called ‘soulless’ pop songs still get stuck in your head for weeks. That’s got to count for something.”

He looked at me, one hand loose on the wheel, that playful spark back in his eyes, but something flickered underneath it, a tiny, thoughtful beat, like he was weighing up more than just music. Then it was gone, his expression smoothing back into easy mischief. “Alright,” he said at last, drawing it out like he was offering a peace treaty. “You can commandeer the music.”

I raised an eyebrow. “That easy?”


“But…” he added quickly, “if you so much as try to play Shake It Off more than once, I’m pulling over and throwing the whole radio out of the window.”


I smiled, properly this time. “That’s fair.”

I reached over, unlocked my phone, waited for the Bluetooth to connect, and hit play on my crafted playlist. Immediately, the van filled with the sound of unapologetic pop: strong female vocals, bold choruses, confident lyrics, and the occasional dramatic key change for flair.

Beyoncé, Dua Lipa, and even some Robyn. Basically, the kind of music that makes you feel like, despite everything, you’re still somehow winning.

Jesse let out a long, theatrical sigh, but his sparkling eyes gave him away.

“Great,” he said, shaking his head. “A full girl-power takeover.”

I settled back into my seat, self-assured now. “Buckle up, sunshine. It’s about to get empowering in here.”

Traffic had finally started to thin out, the roar of engines fading until the road relaxed into a soothing purr, like the universe was trying to apologise for the chaos of the morning. Even the air through the cracked window felt calmer, warm and salty and a little bit less petrol scented.

The sun bounced off the mirror, the sky washed out and too bright, and a brown road sign up ahead announced that Yanchep was just over fifteen kilometres away.

I tugged my bag onto my lap and started rummaging through it with purpose. Somewhere beneath the trail mix, zinc, and portable charger was my travel folder, aka, the Holy Grail.

“Right,” I said, triumphantly pulling out a very thick, very laminated stack of papers. “This is probably a good time to talk about our itineraries. You know, compromise. Coordinate. Collaborate.”

Jesse glanced over, chewing the end of a liquorice strap. “Didn’t realise we’d need to.”

I ignored him entirely and flipped to the first page of the itinerary.


“Okay, so here’s the plan,” I said, tapping the page like a tour guide who took her job far too seriously. “We start in Yanchep. Caves, koalas, very wholesome nature getaway. Then Lancelin for sand dunes and those wind-swept selfies everyone pretends are candid.”


He didn’t comment. Just kept munching his liquorice like this was normal.

I kept going.

“Then Cervantes for the Pinnacles because apparently, they’re life changing. After that, Geraldton. There’s snorkelling, an island tour, and a vegan café I found on TikTok. It could be amazing. Or a disaster. But I’m optimistic.”

Still no response.

“So then Kalbarri for the gorges, Monkey Mia for the dolphins, Coral Bay for the turquoise water, Exmouth and Ningaloo for marine-life overload, then Karijini for big dramatic hikes, and finally Broome for sunsets, cocktails, and a shower that doesn’t involve coins.”

I glanced over.

Jesse was staring at me like I’d just delivered the annual budget report to Parliament.

“So basically, the entire coast of Western Australia?”

I gave a modest shrug. “I like to be thorough.”

“I bet you also alphabetise your spice rack.”

I ignored that too. “I colour-coded the stops. Yellow is for nature, pink is food, green is activities, and blue is…”

“Let me guess,” he cut in. “Spiritual healing and artisanal gelato?”

Okay, rude. But… not totally off track. Blue was for vibes.

“You lost me at colour-coded,” he said, still chewing.

My eye may have twitched a little. “You really don’t have a plan for your trip?”

“I have intuition.”

“You can’t road trip on intuition, Jesse.”

“Sure you can. That, and Google Maps.”

I sighed and held up one of the top sheets. “Okay, fine. Here. These are my non-negotiables.”

He looked at it like it might bite him. “What’s a speleothem?”

I blinked. “It’s the mineral formations you see in caves.”

He blinked back. “So… rocks.”

I closed my eyes. “Very important rocks.”

“Still rocks though.”

I took a breath and smiled tightly. “I’m willing to drop the lavender farm and Turquoise Bay. That’s me compromising.”

He tilted his head like I’d just offered him front-row seats to a footy game. “Turquoise Bay? That’s apparently got good surf. There’s a reef break nearby.”

I perked up. “So, we overlap! See? This is working.”

He grinned. “Don’t get too excited. I’m still not doing the five-hour detour to see glow worms.”


I narrowed my eyes. “They glow, Jesse.”


“And yet… still worms.”

Honestly, why did I feel like I was trying to convince a housemate to do their dishes, not co-piloting a coastal dream trip?

I shifted tactics. “Fine. But surely even you had a rough idea of the stops you wanted to make?”

He leaned back, one arm stretched across the arm rest. “Honestly? Just following the coast. Stop when something looks good. Or smells like decent coffee. That’s it.”

“That sounds terrifying.” I tried to laugh, but the way he said it made me pause. No detail. No plan. Just a shrug and a casual smile.

“It’s called spontaneity,” he added with a wink. “You could try it sometime.”

“Alright,” I said, shifting back into practical mode. “I’ll trade you the lavender farm and the glow worms if we stop in Yanchep tonight. How does that sound?”

He glanced at me sideways. “Is that the one with the koalas?”

“And caves,” I added. “And a boardwalk trail, and a lake, and…”

He held up a hand. “Say no more. Furry animals and light walking? Sounds like a wild time. I’m in.”


I gave him a frown, but I couldn’t help the smile sneaking across my face. Maybe, maybe, this wouldn’t be the complete disaster I’d been bracing for.


With the right mindset and a bit of strategic negotiating, I might even make it to Monkey Mia on schedule.

I sat back in my seat, finally letting my shoulders drop from their usual stiff position. “Perfect. I just think we should ease into the trip, you know? Start with low-key activities. Also…” I hesitated, then pulled out my phone, “I may have already pre-booked a camper spot at the caravan park. Lakeside view. Hot showers. It was a limited-time deal.”

Jesse let out a low whistle. “Look at you. Booking ahead like it’s a Contiki tour. What’s next, buffet breakfast and a towel in the shape of a swan?”

I snorted. “Planning ahead isn’t the enemy of fun, Jesse.”

“No,” he said, eyes on the road, “but it’s definitely the enemy of adventure.”

I gave him a withering glance. “You can have adventure. I’ll take working amenities and a powered site.”

He didn’t argue. Just tapped the steering wheel in time with the music and pressed a little harder on the accelerator.


I turned back to the window, imagining the peaceful solo adventure I could have been having. Cruising the coast in a Pinterest-worthy van. Perfectly timed snack breaks. Breathtaking photos with captions like finding my centre one beach at a time.


Not negotiating playlist control or cohabiting with someone whose packing strategy involved exactly one hoodie and no soap.

I sighed.

Whatever was waiting in Yanchep, I hoped it was worth it.

Because if this was only day one, and I was already bartering away glow worms and Tay Tay, I was going to need more than a vision board and a sunrise filter to make it to Broome in one piece.


Chapter Four

The van bumped over the gravel driveway and rolled to a slow, crunchy stop in the caravan park’s sun-bleached car park.

I craned my neck, taking in the vibe of the place, rows of caravans shaded by old gums, faded awnings flapping lazily, esky lids thudding somewhere in the distance.

A cluster of colourful tents trembled in the breeze, their ropes straining like they were doing their best to prove that they were also sturdy, dependable accommodation.

Magpies strutted confidently between the sites like hallway monitors.

We’d made it to Yanchep.

The air was thick with eucalyptus and that faint, salty tang that always made me think of childhood beach trips and sticky fingers.

Cicadas were singing their song up somewhere in the trees, buzzing like an off-brand white noise machine, and a kookaburra cackled from somewhere nearby.

Jesse threw the van into park and stretched like a cat, arms overhead, yawning like he’d just driven us across the desert.

“Alright,” he said, blinking at the view. “Not too shabby.”

I nudged him with my elbow smugly. “Not too shabby? This is practically five-star compared to whatever tree stump you were planning to sleep on.”

He shrugged. “I like the wilderness. But I’ll admit, hot showers and a powered site? Underrated.”

I was already out of the van, hauling my bag and my travel folder like they were extensions of my body. I could barely contain the excitement vibrating under my skin.

We. Had. Arrived.

“Come on,” I said brightly, heading for reception with a spring in my step I absolutely did not apologise for. “Let’s check in!”

Jesse followed at a slower pace, gravel snapping under his steps.

When I glanced back, he had this tiny, reluctant curve at the corner of his mouth, like happiness had snuck up on him and he wasn’t sure whether to let it stay.


If I’d been even a little less giddy about getting out of Perth, I might’ve stopped to enjoy the moment. As it was, I chose to file it under promising developments.


The woman behind the reception desk looked like someone who’d weathered every kind of traveller and still genuinely liked people, a miracle, honestly. Sun freckles dusted her cheeks, and her silver hair was pulled into a neat plait that said she had her life together in ways I could only dream of.

She smiled as we approached. “Hello, love. Welcome to Yanchep Lakeside. I’m Margaret.”

“Hi,” I said, already feeling calmer. “Lara Hart. Checking in.”

“Beautiful,” Margaret murmured, tapping at her ancient-looking computer with surprising speed. “Here we are. Three nights, powered site, lake view. Lovely choice.”

Behind me, Jesse made an approving hmm noise, like he’d had any part in choosing it.

Margaret reached under the desk and handed over a large, old-school key attached to a bright blue floaty keyring and a laminated park map dotted with cartoon gumtrees and impossibly cheerful echidnas.

“I’m giving you site twenty-seven,” she said with a warm wink. “Best spot in the whole park. Gets the breeze, morning sun, and you’re close enough to the amenities without hearing anyone’s midnight shower.”

Her kindness wrapped around me like a soft jumper. I could instantly tell she was the kind of woman who’d point you toward the best walking trail and slip you a spare teabag “just in case.”

I glanced out the window and immediately saw our spot, water shimmering behind a row of graceful paperbark trees, all lazy ripples and filtered sunlight. Actual serenity.

My inner influencer was already prepping captions.

“This is going to be perfect,” I murmured, picturing morning coffee on the picnic table, fairy lights draped casually across the awning, #vanlife in an artfully cropped corner of the frame.

Jesse leaned on the counter like he wasn’t totally invested, but I saw the way he snuck a glance at the view.

Busted.

We drove through the park slowly, weaving around scooters and off-leash golden retrievers who clearly considered themselves the rightful owners of the place. A kid zoomed past on a bike with an ice cream melting down his entire forearm like a dairy-based sleeve tattoo.

It felt like I’d driven straight into the collective memory of every Australian family holiday. Sunburnt kids, barking dogs, dads reversing caravans with the concentration of neurosurgeons. I half expected someone to yell out, “Put your shoes on!” purely for ambiance.

By the time we reached site twenty-seven, my imagination had fully kicked into overdrive. This was it. The glossy-magazine version of my road trip, finally coming to life.

The van parked in a perfectly shaded nook, a rug laid out with wine and cheese, me laughing casually while nature applauded my lifestyle choices.

Reality, unfortunately, was a little less cooperative.

The “shaded nook” from the map turned out to be a patch of dirt that looked like it had lost a fight with summer and then been trampled by a herd of elephants. The picnic table was splintery enough to qualify as a biohazard, and the area was carrying a strong aroma of something that could only be described as… fish adjacent.

I held up the park plan to Jesse, pointing at it like it was a legal document. “Okay, so the van needs to be angled this way. Otherwise, the table’s in full sun, and we’ll melt.”

Jesse squinted at me like I’d just asked him to perform surgery on a tortoise. “Or, and hear me out, we could park the other way and actually have a view. That lake? Kind of the whole point.”

I hugged the brochure to my chest. “And wake up slow-cooking? Absolutely not. I burn for sport. Without shade, you’ll be peeling me off the floor with a spatula.”

In the end, we parked diagonally, neither his vision nor mine.

The van now sat at a weird, lopsided angle, like it had tried to sit at two tables at once and pulled a muscle in the process. Even the awning seemed confused, flopping down in quiet judgement.

Then came the chairs.

In my mind, this was the moment where I’d unfurl mine with a satisfying snap and sink into it gracefully, hair glossy, legs crossed, serene and composed. Instead, I yanked it out, fumbled the hinges, and it snapped back at me like an angry crab. My manicure barely survived.

I muttered something extremely un-ladylike.

Jesse had his chair up in five second’s flat. “See?” he said, sitting down like an arrogant toddler who just tied his own shoes. “Really not that hard.”

I ignored the very real urge to bludgeon him with a tent peg. “Fine. One point to you. But the awning is mine.”


Spoiler: it was not mine.


Within seconds, I was cocooned in flapping canvas, tangled in poles that were collapsing faster than my patience. The whole thing wrapped around me like an angry octopus trying to reclaim one of its own.

Jesse stood there wheezing with laughter while I thrashed like a human burrito.

“You look like you’re being swallowed by the van,” he gasped. “Stop moving! You’re making it worse!”

“Stop laughing and HELP ME!” I shrieked, though it came out muffled behind a mouthful of canvas.

He finally stepped in—still laughing, the traitor—and yanked the fabric off me in one unnecessarily heroic motion. Between my flailing and his ridiculous wingspan, we eventually got the awning upright.

Technically.

It leaned slightly to the left. The kind of lean that suggested it was already thinking about giving up at the first strong breeze.

I slumped into my chair, hair sticking up like I’d been electrocuted by a toaster and damp with the kind of sweat that filters can’t cover up.


This wasn’t the glamourous experience I’d planned. This was Survivor: Camping Edition.


Jesse stretched out in his chair, arms behind his head, grinning like a cheshire cat. “Nailed it. Just like you pictured.”

I turned my head slowly. “Don’t. Speak.”

But I couldn’t hold it. The laugh bubbled up anyway, unexpected, uninvited, completely necessary.

H

onestly, who thought it would be this hard?

Later that evening, we sat at the picnic table under our crooked awning, the wonky fairy lights I’d somehow managed to string up casting an uneven glow.

After a last-minute stop at the shops, the remains of our early dinner now cluttered the table between us: two plastic plates, a half-empty salad bowl, and the charred evidence of Jesse’s enthusiastic but debatable attempt at barbecuing. The air still held the faint scent of smoke and butter, mingling with the cool freshness drifting off the lake.

I cradled a glass of wine, feeling the day’s chaos soften into something calmer.

“So, Jesse,” I said, breaking the silence that had settled over the campsite like an uninvited fog. “This is usually where people share fun facts. Tell me about yourself.”

He smirked, leaning back against the van. “What, like, ‘Hi, my name’s Jesse, I’m thirty-four and I once ate a whole packet of Tim Tams in one sitting’?”

“Exactly. But you know… more useful stuff. Like where you grew up, what you do, why you’re driving to Broome.”

Instead of looking at me, he gazed out over the lake, jaw tightening just a little. “Grew up in the South West. Do a bit of everything. And Broome… just seemed like a good place to be.”

“That’s it?” I tilted my head, sceptical.

He shrugged. “There’s not much to tell, honestly.”

I crossed my arms and leaned back, trying to look unimpressed, though the corner of my mouth twitched giving me away.

“Usually, people give a little more than that,” I pressed. “Like, what do you do for work?”

“Work,” he said slowly, like tasting the word for the first time. “Depends on the week. Sometimes travelling, sometimes fixing stuff, sometimes… nothing.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “So… basically unemployed?”

“Not exactly. I’m not exactly anything.” His eyes met mine, glinting with something I couldn’t quite place.

“Oh, I get it,” I said, mock-serious. “You’re in witness protection. New name, new identity, probably hiding out from a biker gang or some dodgy business partner named Vlad. Blink twice if I’m close.”

He chuckled gently, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Creative.”

“Come on,” I said, enjoying the game now.

He shifted slightly, and suddenly the space between us felt charged, like there was something unsaid hanging in the air. “Maybe I just don’t like talking about myself.”

I tilted my head, realising I’d hit a nerve. “Okay, fine, Mr Man of Mystery. I’ll leave you alone for now.”

He smiled, smaller this time. “Appreciate that.”

His gentle gratitude made me wish I hadn’t pushed so hard. Still, I couldn’t resist one last jab.

“Just don’t expect me to call you Agent Reid or whatever.”

That earned me a real smile at last. “Sure,” he said. “But only because it would ruin my cover.”

I took a sip of wine, trying to keep my curiosity in check.

Jesse lounged on the picnic bench, one arm draped casually over the backrest, watching the fairy lights flicker along the van.

“All right, then. What about you, Lara Hart, marketing extraordinaire from Perth? What’s your deal?”

“My deal? Oh, it’s a bestseller.” I gave a dramatic flourish with both hands. “Thirty-three years in the making. A gripping tale of meetings that could’ve been emails, inboxes reproducing like fruit flies, and the sheer psychological warfare of getting a Teams notification on a Sunday.”

He laughed. “You make a nine to five sound so appealing.”

“It’s not all bad,” I said quickly, because it wasn’t. “There are highlights. Like free muffins on Fridays, new stationery deliveries, and the art of pretending to be fascinated while someone explains a workflow… again. And honestly—” I lifted a shoulder, pride sneaking in, “I’m good at what I do. Like, really good. I can spin a crisis into a ‘strategic opportunity’ before most people have finished their morning coffee.”

OEBPS/image/image-0-0.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

        
            Table of Contents


            
                		
                    Title Page
                


                		
                    Copyright
                


                		
                    Contents
                


                		
                    Chapter One
                


                		
                    Chapter Two
                


                		
                    Chapter Three
                


                		
                    Chapter Four
                


                		
                    Chapter Five
                


                		
                    Chapter Six
                


                		
                    Chapter Seven
                


                		
                    Chapter Eight
                


                		
                    Chapter Nine
                


                		
                    Chapter Ten
                


                		
                    Chapter Eleven
                


                		
                    Chapter Twelve
                


                		
                    Chapter Thirteen
                


                		
                    Chapter Fourteen
                


                		
                    Chapter Fifteen
                


                		
                    Chapter Sixteen
                


                		
                    Chapter Seventeen
                


                		
                    Chapter Eighteen
                


                		
                    Chapter Nineteen
                


                		
                    Chapter Twenty
                


                		
                    Chapter Twenty-One
                


                		
                    Chapter Twenty-Two
                


                		
                    Chapter Twenty-Three
                


                		
                    Chapter Twenty-Four
                


                		
                    Chapter Twenty-Five
                


                		
                    Chapter Twenty-Six
                


                		
                    Chapter Twenty-Seven
                


                		
                    Chapter Twenty-Eight
                


                		
                    Chapter Twenty-Nine
                


                		
                    Chapter Thirty
                


                		
                    Chapter Thirty-One
                


                		
                    Chapter Thirty-Two
                


                		
                    Chapter Thirty-Three
                


                		
                    THANK YOU!
                


                		
                    MORE FROM SARAH HARRIS
                


                		
                    Keep Reading
                


                		
                    About the Author
                


                		
                    Acknowledgments
                


            


        
        
            Guide


            
                		
                    Contents
                


            


        
    

