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CHAPTER 1
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HAPPINESS is a way of travel, not a destination.

Still, let me know when you arrive :)

–  Mum

––––––––
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INGRID WAS LOST. SHE stared at a shop window stacked with Manuka honey and sheepskins—the same display she’d passed ten minutes ago. She was walking in circles and needed help, but the thought of talking to another Kiwi with an incomprehensible accent scared her rigid.

New Zealand’s largest city, Auckland, teemed with afternoon traffic. The locals moved with purpose and certainty, holding their coffees, phones, and shopping. Ingrid wished she was one of them, someone who belonged here.

Finally, a sport store. Ingrid preferred to buy secondhand, but her resolve was wearing thin. She needed a hat to replace the baseball cap she’d spilled a cup of coffee on during her last flight. After twenty-four hours in New Zealand sun, the bridge of her nose was already pink. A hat would also hide her from the curious looks. People were far friendlier in New Zealand than in Finland, even on a busy downtown street.

Twenty minutes later, with her face hidden under a brand new lid, Ingrid entered the city library. Carpet and low ceilings made the public space feel oddly private. After picking up three resume-writing tutorials, she made her way to the library’s cafe, ordered a coffee and a muffin and collapsed at a corner table.

She couldn’t afford the muffin, but she deserved a treat. She’d endured enough for one day—visiting various offices and trying to make sense of flat vowels of the locals. Still, every awkward encounter had taken her closer to her goal. One day after arriving, she had a phone number, a bank account, and was waiting for her IRD number. Being able to pay tax had never felt like such a privilege. Now she only had to find a job before her meagre savings dipped too low. Ingrid looked at the pile of tutorials in front of her. She could already feel a headache brewing.

The world around her seemed unreal. Three days ago, she’d been in Helsinki, dragging her feet through a cold and dark October, a month that in Finnish was named, very appropriately, after mud. Suddenly, she was in the middle of spring, in a land that greeted her senses like an alternate reality. The colours were brighter, sound vibrated higher, even the air was different. Softer. Thicker.

A pretty waitress came to clear up Ingrid’s table, setting down a coffee cup the size of a soup bowl. She smiled with practiced indifference. “Would you like anything else?”

Ingrid shook her head. “No, thank you,” she muttered to her paper napkin, too late for the waitress to hear.

If she ever hoped to find a job, she had to switch on her language skills. According to her high school teacher, they were excellent, but she’d spent the last two years cleaning offices, only encountering other humans at the storage cupboard. Doing menial labour in Finland, one could get through the day with two nods and a commiserating grunt.

The constant noise of the cafe soothed her, allowing her to disappear, to watch people without being watched. After half an hour, having used the recruitment books as nothing more than a placemat, Ingrid returned to the library’s side. It was quieter than in the cafe, but she could still hear the subdued cacophony of conversations. In her mind, she tried to transcribe every word she heard. The Kiwi accent seemed to blend all vowels into one nasal sound. It was English, but not as she knew it. And there were many other languages in the mix.

Ingrid set her books down on the returns desk and took a deep breath. 

Älä panikoi. Don’t panic. You’ll get the hang of this, she promised herself, and headed for the doors.

Stepping from the shade of the library building back on to the street, the afternoon sun hit her like one of those S.A.D. lamps her mum used to fight seasonal depression. Blue and red dots danced on her corneas as her eyes adjusted to the light.

She’d escaped winter. It felt like magic, like she’d reversed the laws of nature. Observing the views from the airport shuttle, she’d instantly fallen in love with all the pink, white, and purple flowers. Trees didn’t flower that much in Finland, not in such a display of colour. In New Zealand, they were everywhere, like colourful bouquets lining the streets.

Walking back to her accommodation, she studied the strange mix of architecture—historical, modern, tacky, rundown, and luxurious. Auckland seemed to have avoided the heavy hand of town planning and heritage committees that characterised much of Europe. It looked like it had simply sprouted from the volcanic soil. Was it the pioneering spirit of early settlers? Was that same spirit in her?

Ingrid felt a sudden surge of sizzling energy. She was here. Finally. This was the country where her mother had met her father twenty-four years ago. 

“It doesn’t matter! Could have been any beach in any country,” her mum had insisted, urging her to reconsider the trip. They’d had the same argument so many times Ingrid could recite it in her head. Mum insisted that looking for her father was a waste of time. She only knew the man’s first name. The beach where they’d met was as random as their hook-up had been. What mattered was that Ingrid was here, now, with her entire life ahead of her. The way Mum saw it, a DNA analysis would have revealed a lot more about her heritage than a pilgrimage to the other side of the world. That’s what she should have put her money in, not a plane ticket. It was high time her only child studied something.

Ingrid didn’t have a good counterargument, but she responded with something her mother found far more maddening—silent determination. She kept working towards her goal. Not to annoy Mum—she just couldn’t see another way forward.

The guidance counsellor had called it Analysis Paralysis, explaining that the vast number of options in front of her were messing with her decision-making. It sounded fancy, like she was over-analysing everything and her supercomputer had run out of memory. In reality, it was less dramatic. Every spring, during the time of school applications, she went through weeks of browsing prospectuses, imagining what it would be like to become an expert in data analytics, or hydrology, or crime science. Each subject sounded fascinating at first, but she couldn’t see herself dedicating years to it. What made that one thing so much more interesting or important than anything else? How was she supposed to know what to pick? So she went back to her cleaning job.

Studying would have also meant living on a student allowance, not saving any money. And she had to save money for this trip. She couldn’t shake the feeling that going to New Zealand would somehow unlock her life. After this trip, she’d know what to do. 

Now, staring at the huge, floppy blossoms on the magnolia trees, the feeling was only getting stronger. Was it because she was so far away from Mum, no longer listening to her arguments for logic and reason? Surrounded by an explosion of pastels, she found it easier to believe in miracles. Like one where she just happened upon her father and, magically, recognised him. It could happen. Premonitions, déjà vu’s, divine interventions. They happened to some people, right?

Ingrid wandered towards the backpacker’s hostel, where she’d booked herself for the first three nights. She kept an eye out for the shops, hoping to find a takeaway restaurant that wasn’t too expensive.

Her phone beeped, signalling a text from Mum.

Do one thing every day that SCARES YOU. Get out of your COMFORT ZONE. It’s from a book I'm reading, made me think of you.

Ingrid grimaced. Her mother’s propensity for ALL-CAPS was as cringe-worthy as her love of self-help books.

Done :) she typed back.

From the sheets on her bed to using a library card, everything here was different. She was well and truly outside of her comfort zone.

Within seconds, the phone rang. Mum was calling her on WhatsApp. Oops. Texting back too quickly had clearly given Mum the wrong impression. Ingrid spotted a small courtyard with a water feature. She hurried to the bench by the fountain to take the call.

“Hi, Ingrid! How’s it going?” Dressed in a skimpy nightgown, Mum smoothed her blond bob with her fingers. The piece of rye bread in her other hand made Ingrid’s stomach growl.

“It’s fine,” she replied brightly. “I’ve got a bank account, and the tax ID thing so that I can work.”

“Exciting!” Mum chuckled. “What about the holiday part? Have you made any friends?”

“I’ve only just arrived!”

“Call Nina! I’m sure she can connect you with some people to get started.”

Ingrid forced a smile. She had no intentions of contacting her cousin, at least not straight away. Nina lived on the West Coast with her farmer husband. She’d seen the gorgeous pictures, and made half-hearted promises to catch up. But first, she’d follow her plan, and that plan would take her east, to the opposite side of the island. Not that Mum needed to know that. 

“I’ll visit her a bit later, okay? It’s on my list.”

“Just remember that time goes fast! Before you know it, the trip is over and it’s time to come back. If you haven’t made the most of it...” Mum looked to her side, eyes misty.

“That’s a horrible feeling. It can make you do stupid things.”

Ingrid rolled her eyes, wondering what on earth she was talking about. “Mum, I’m not planning to be a total hermit. I’ll talk to people when I have something to say. It just hasn’t happened yet.”

Mum cocked her head. “Next time, don’t think. Count backwards from five and jump in. It’s from this book I'm reading. A brilliant technique.”

Ingrid stifled a growl. Mum’s well-meaning advice exhausted her. She lifted her gaze over the phone screen and focused on the shops surrounding the courtyard. A sushi bar advertised one-dollar specials. Perfect. “Mum, I’d love to chat, but I'm too hungry. I have to get some dinner. Talk later, okay?”

Mum had stuffed her mouth with bread and mumbled her last piece of advice. “Don’t worry, it will happen. Travelling literally expands your mind. I read that somewhere. It changes your brain chemistry or something. Nobody comes back the same.”

“That explains the headache.” Ingrid ended the call and walked across the courtyard to the sushi shop. At the doorway, her phone beeped again, signalling another text from Mum.

REMEMBER the countdown! 5-4-3-2-1 and jump. New opportunities, friendship, a holiday romance? ;)

Nope. Ingrid turned off her phone. She was a product of a holiday romance, and it had all but ruined her life. She was definitely not going to have one.
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CHAPTER 2
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The entrance to Sweet-As Backpackers sat between a self-service laundromat and a Chinese takeaway. The smell of pot-smoking and microwave meals drifted through the dimly lit hallways. Ingrid shared her bunker-like dorm room with two South American girls, who preferred each other’s company and only conversed in Spanish. Ingrid was thankful for the privacy created by the language barrier, and that her roommates spent their time elsewhere. Understandably, since the room had a musty smell that didn’t go away by opening the small window. Dust bunnies and spider webs adorned every corner.

Ingrid took her sushi container and made her way to the shared rooms. The empty industrial kitchen had two sets of electric jugs, toasters, and hot plates lined along a long stainless steel counter. 

Choosing a bag of green tea from the communal selection, she considered her next move. She needed to get to Waihi Beach—a small seaside town on the East Coast. That’s where Mum had met her dad all those years ago. It was unlikely he was still there, but she had no other clues and she had to start somewhere.

Ingrid sat down to eat her sushi and browse her phone. She’d already figured out that rental cars were too expensive for longer trips. The bus was affordable, but the cheapest Airbnb on Waihi Beach cost over a hundred dollars per night. She would have to go camping. And if she bought camping gear, she’d have to carry it, plus her current luggage, on the bus. She didn’t have enough arms to make this work.

The door creaked and someone stepped in. Ingrid turned, ready to exchange hellos, Mum’s words ringing in her ears. Time to appear friendly and not stand out as the forlorn Finn.

The young woman returned her smile. She had wire-rimmed glasses, mousy-brown hair and sensible shoes that could have been part of a school uniform. Ignoring the ample selection of vacant chairs, the girl took a seat right next to her, searching for eye contact.

Ingrid shifted to add space between them and almost fell off her chair. Her brain went into overdrive, trying to read the social situation. People using the communal kitchen usually kept out of each other’s way.

“Hi! My name is Friederiche,” the girl said with a wide smile. “But you can call me Friedi.”

German name, German accent.

Ingrid introduced herself, shaking Friedi’s awkwardly presented hand. There wasn’t enough space for a handshake. It must have looked like they were dealing drugs under the table.

“Nice to meet you. Are you alone, too?”

Ingrid blinked. “I'm travelling by myself, yes.”

Friedi’s smile widened. “That is what I mean. Sorry, sometimes I don’t find... word. Are you looking for a companion?”

Another odd word choice. Was she hitting on her? Mum referred to Ingrid’s quirky thrift store clothes as ‘man-repellers,’ but nobody had ever suggested she attracted girls. 

Ingrid fiddled with her baseball cap. Lids had become her armour two years ago, around the time Marko had broken up with her. She’d been gullible enough to believe the hot Serbian exchange student had ‘never felt this way about anyone.’ She’d been straightening her long, blond hair and squeezing into tight jeans to get his attention. He must have thought she was looking for a fling. He’d told her what she wanted to hear to get her into bed, then moved on. Heartbroken and humiliated, Ingrid had sworn to stop attracting guys like Marko, or guys altogether. She’d also started saving money for her trip. Buying her clothes second-hand without worrying about how they fit achieved both.

“Companion?” Ingrid repeated, getting ready to bolt.

Friedi erupted in a nervous laugh. “I don’t mean like boyfriend. Sorry. What is the right word? I mean, a friend you travel with.”

Ingrid stared at the girl in confusion. “I haven’t thought about it.”

“Okay. Think about it.” Friedi got up and made herself a cup of black tea. She fetched a bottle of milk from the fridge and added two heaped spoons of sugar, then hesitated on the third, flashing Ingrid a mischievous smile. “Free food! I save money. Some days I don’t eat dinner. I drink many teas.”

She dunked in the third spoonful and stirred, then sat down and gulped the entire cup in one go. The girl must have been starving. Ingrid looked at her last two pieces of sushi, swimming in a puddle of soy sauce. Back home, she wouldn’t have dreamed of offering partially dried up, partially soggy leftovers to anyone, but something about this girl made her think twice. She pushed the container towards Friedi. “Do you want to finish my sushi? I'm full.”

Friedi looked at her in astonishment. “No, you save it for later! You will be hungry tomorrow!”

“Oh, no. Sushi doesn’t keep well.” Ingrid picked up the container. “I’ll just throw it out, then.”

Just as she’d suspected, Friedi launched to catch the container just as she was about to drop it in the bin. “No!”

She carried it back to the table and shoved an entire California roll in her mouth.

“Thank you,” she mumbled. “This is yum-yum.”

Ingrid sat back at the table. This woman intrigued her. “So, where are you planning to go?” she asked.

Friedi looked up from her food, her eyes lighting up. She reached into the pocket of her unflattering bomber jacket and pulled out a piece of paper, this time swallowing her food before she spoke.

“I want to see these.” She handed over the pencil-scribbled note.

The list was at least ten items long, detailing sights and locations all around the North Island.

Ingrid passed the list back to Friedi. “Looks great.”

She gently folded the paper away like it was a million-dollar cheque. “I want to travel for six months. But first I have to find work, to have enough money.”

Ingrid wondered if she had enough money for the next day, seeing she was having a cup of sweet tea for dinner.

“Will you work?” Friedi asked, using the last piece of sushi to soak up every bit of sauce in the container.

“That’s the plan.”

“In tourist season, there is fruit picking and customer service. What will you do?”

Ingrid’s last customer service job hadn’t ended well. She’d found the job after Marko disappeared, before she’d discovered why. The day she’d found out, she’d shown up to work in a fragile state, with no patience for difficult customers. After being fired, she’d gone for the cleaning job, relieved that she could avoid dealing with people. But cleaning was repetitive, lonely, and physically demanding. The last two months had felt like the longest of her life. Maybe she needed to give customer service another chance. Well, provided any employer took a chance on her. 

“I’ll take any work I can get,” she told Friedi.

“Super! You’re not... how you say... picky. You will be okay.”

Ingrid laughed. Friedi’s reassuring tone was the first bit of encouragement she’d heard on this side of the equator. It felt nice.

“How will you travel? I will buy a car... a van. To sleep and drive.” Friedi mimed sleeping and turning a wheel, a huge smile on her face.

“You’re getting a camper van?” Ingrid couldn’t hide her amazement.

“I want to buy together with someone. We make a deal, buy together, do a long trip. Then sell and divide the money. You interested?”

Her direct question gave Ingrid a start. “How much are they? I mean, camper vans?”

“I don’t mean camper van. A sleeper van. They put a mattress in the back and maybe some cupboards. They are cheaper, under two thousand euro.”

Ingrid got up. Time to leave before she agreed to buy a shitty old car with a stranger. Friedi followed her to the door, handing her a business card. “I know, you need to Google me and think about it? Text me when you’re ready.”

Ingrid nodded and retreated to her room. Her roommates still hadn’t returned, so she got changed and stretched out on her bed, enjoying the quiet moment. Friedi’s words rang in her ears. A thousand euros was a sizeable chunk of her budget, but manageable. She would save on accommodation and travel. She’d heard about travellers buying and selling camper vans and cars, but buying one with a stranger sounded risky.

Still, there was no harm in Googling the girl, Ingrid thought as she took out her phone.
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CARPE DIEM! It’s getting cold in here.

Hope you’re enjoying sunshine?

–  Mum

––––––––
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INGRID LOOKED OUT THE car window, admiring the ever changing landscape. Fast-moving clouds travelled over the green hills, occasionally parting to expose them to the sun’s golden glow. Every time she blinked, there was another postcard-worthy scene with flowering trees and bushes, sheep climbing the steep rises with early settlers’ cottages nestled in between the peaks. New Zealand was incredible, and she’d seen little of it yet.

Ingrid looked over at Friedi, driving the van that they now owned together. It seemed like a bizarre dream, one she hadn’t even shared with Mum yet. She’d joined Friedi to the backpacker’s car market, telling herself she was just there for moral support. Together, they had browsed the well-used vans with various sleeping solutions. Nothing had piqued Ingrid’s interest until they stumbled on an orange Volkswagen Transporter with a bed on either side and a small table in the middle. It looked like a tiny twin bedroom with cheery yellow curtains on the windows. It must have been decorated by a female and didn’t have the lingering smell of sweat and wet surfing gear most of the others did. To top it off, a string of handmade bunting hung off the ceiling. It was a car Ingrid could actually imagine living in, at least for a while. 

“This is it,” Friedi had announced.

She’d suggested transferring half of the money to Ingrid’s account so she could pay for the car. With her heart pounding, Ingrid had handed over her newly created Kiwibank account number, half expecting everything to fall through. But Mum had been right. As soon as she’d taken the first step, everything had unfolded at a terrifying speed.

So, she’d drawn out the cash and signed the papers. Here she was, travelling at a steady pace of eighty kilometres an hour, with cars and even trucks speeding past their little van. They were driving to a campsite on Waihi Beach, fairly close to the village but not too pricey. It was the only condition Ingrid had set before buying the car. They had to start from Waihi Beach. Friedi had given her a measuring look, but agreed. She had her list, Ingrid had hers—a list that only contained one town. 

Ingrid felt a little guilty. She’d told Friedi she wanted to tour the country, but travelling wasn’t her first priority. The superstitious part of her trusted everything would work out, as long as she made it to Waihi Beach. The logical part of her kept asking hard questions. Was there any work available? Could she persuade her new friend to stay in the small town long enough for her to look for her father?

It was already dark when they arrived at the campsite. They followed a neon sign to the booth, paid for one night, and navigated to their allocated parking spot. Ingrid packed her little canvas bag with a towel, shampoo, and a change of clothes and headed to the showers. The low rumble of the ocean and a salty scent told her the beach was near. The thrill of it made her body vibrate.

A single, flickering security light illuminated the white concrete bunker—a functional building void of style or beauty. Ingrid stepped inside and inhaled the smell of wet earth. She slipped into one of the shower cubicles and peeled off her well-worn T-shirt and jeans. The water turned hot fast, creating a moment of bliss that made her forget the surroundings.

Warmed up and refreshed by the shower, Ingrid wandered into the cool night. She considered returning to the van, but the idea of sleeping on a thin mattress next to a stranger made her nervous. Going to bed after Friedi was already asleep would be less awkward.

Ingrid walked away from the campsite. Her eyesight adjusted to the darkness, and she discovered a footpath leading to the beach. Soon, the path ended, and her moon boots sank into the fine sand. Navigating gangly pieces of driftwood, she made her way closer to the water’s edge, where the sand was compact and easy to walk on. The day had been sunny and a trace of warmth still lingered in the air. With the gentle wind on her back, she kept strolling. The darkness created an illusion of movement, like she was gliding through the landscape at great speed.

This was the beach where her parents had met. Ingrid wondered if something within her could detect the exact location, like a genetic GPS device. The ridiculousness of it made her smile.

After a while, something appeared in the distance—a flickering light. Getting closer, Ingrid saw it was a campfire. Someone was playing the guitar and singing softly, or maybe humming. The sound of it drew her closer. She stopped before she reached the fire’s glow, keeping to the shadows.

Two young guys sat next to the fire, one playing the guitar, the other holding a beer. The guitarist had a strikingly beautiful face. Was it right to describe a man as beautiful? It was the first and only word Ingrid could think of. His friend wasn’t unattractive, but a bushy beard covered half of his face, leaving a lot to the imagination.

Ingrid observed the men, listening to the unfamiliar tune. The guitarist didn’t strum like a youth worker, but plucked the strings softly. His singing was almost meditative, as if he didn’t care about the words or didn’t remember them. Ingrid listened until the warmth of the shower faded off her skin and a chill set in. She was about to leave when the guitarist lifted his head and looked her straight in the eye. “Join us.”

Ingrid’s heart thumped against her ribcage like a basketball trapped in a small closet. She’d been thinking she was invisible, standing in the dark. The guitarist kept looking at her, plucking on the strings, waiting for an answer.

“I don’t want to intrude,” she whispered, but didn’t leave. Her hair was wet inside a towel turban. She’d just washed off any traces of makeup and wrapped herself in an old, worn-out cardigan. She was ready for bed, not a night out.

The guitarist motioned her to come forward. “You’re not intruding. Come here, it’s warmer by the fire.”

His friend raised his beer. “You want one?”

Ingrid shook her head but took a few steps closer. It was a lot warmer by the fire. Maybe she could stay a moment to warm up.

The guitarist pulled out another camping chair, and Ingrid sat down next to him. She considered unravelling her towel turban to help her hair dry more quickly, but she didn’t have her baseball cap. Desperate for something to hide behind, she felt for the loose end of the towel, letting it hang partly over her face.

From behind the worn terry cloth, she studied the guys. They seemed nice enough, respectable. They probably wouldn’t murder her. She could tell Mum she was having adventures and meeting new people. If she exaggerated this meeting, it would sound like she was having the time of her life—new friends and late-night parties on the beach.

“Beautiful,” she said, nodding at the guitar.

The guy whipped his head to look at her, causing his dark blond hair to fall over one eye. Dancing flames reflected off the other one.

“I agree. Beautiful.” His one eye studied her face.

Was he flirting with her? Ingrid turned to the fire, her mind reeling. 

“I apologise for Declan, he’s a bit cheesy.” The bearded friend’s jolly voice broke the magic spell. His belly laugh sounded drunk, but it was so hearty and infectious Ingrid couldn’t help but join in. 

The good-looking one, whose name was obviously Declan, pulled a face. “I apologise for Kurt, he’s a bit of a bogan.” Declan brushed the hair off his face to reveal another beautiful eye.

“What’s a bogan?” Ingrid asked.

Kurt guffawed. “The true Kiwi experience! If you are looking for the real local flavour...”

“As opposed to cheese?” Ingrid shared a quick smile with Kurt.

“Exactly!” Kurt bellowed, turning to Declan, waving his finger at Ingrid. “I think this one might be immune to your charms.”

Declan ignored him and turned to Ingrid. “What’s your name?”

“Ingrid.”

“Like Ingrid Bergman?”

“My mum’s favourite actress.” Ingrid couldn’t believe he knew the Swedish actress.

“So where are you from?” Declan asked.

“Finland.”

“Oh, wow. That’s... quite far?”

Kurt nodded at his friend. “Not just a pretty face, eh?” 

“I know where Finland is!” Declan rolled his eyes. “Next to Sweden, right?”

It was fun to listen to them. Declan set his guitar down on the ground and picked up two beers, offering one to Ingrid. This time, she accepted. 

“Thanks. I didn’t mean to crash your party. I just heard you playing and... I guess I was drawn in.” Ingrid bit her lip. Her voice sounded nervous and breathy in her own ears. She took a sip of beer, willing her heart-rate to slow down. She could feel Declan’s curious eyes on her.

“You’re not crashing. But we were just talking about this cooler bag we forgot to bring. It’s in the car. And I think Kurt volunteered to pick it up.”

He winked at Kurt, who narrowed his eyes. “I did?”

Declan nodded. “You did. Because you know that it’s smart to take a break after six beers and maybe eat a pie? And you also wanted to bring me cheese and crackers because I'm hungry and you love me?”

Kurt let out an exaggerated sigh. “Don’t remember that part. But I am pretty munted.”

He got up from his chair, swayed for a moment, found his balance and shuffled away from the water, presumably toward his car.

Declan turned to Ingrid, his voice low and soft. “Sorry about that. He really needs to slow down.”

Ingrid nodded, not sure what to say.

“Your English is perfect,” he continued. “Did you just learn it at school?”

His gaze lingered on her face, like he was memorising it for a test. 

Ingrid scratched a non-existing itch on her leg. “I went to an English-speaking primary school. Mum wanted me to be... what’s the word? Someone with two languages. I'm not, really.”

“Bilingual? Why?”

Ingrid shrugged. “It was important to her, because I'm half Kiwi. I mean, my dad’s Kiwi. I don’t know him, though. I don’t know anyone here! Well, other than my cousin, but she’s on the West Coast. This is my first time in New Zealand.”

She couldn’t believe how much she was sharing with this complete stranger after a mouthful of beer.

Declan’s face split into a bright grin. “In that case... welcome home!”

He raised his bottle and clinked it with hers. The light reflecting off his eyes dimmed and Ingrid realised the fire had turned into a pile of glowing embers. Declan threw in a few more logs from a bag by his feet—a store-bought pack of uniform pieces of wood. Illuminated by the fresh flames, his nails looked clean. So, he wasn’t the outdoorsy type, Ingrid concluded. She leaned closer to the fire to stay warm.

“I'm a hundred percent Kiwi.” Declan flashed her an apologetic smile. “Not nearly as exciting.”

“It’s exciting to me. I mean, I’ve mostly been around Finnish people, and I’ve always wondered what Kiwis were really like. That’s kind of why I'm here.”

“We’re pretty laid back. We love our beach holidays, and barbecues, and beer... and going without shoes.”

Ingrid looked at his feet, which were indeed bare, despite it being so cold she had terry socks in her moon boots. “So you’re basically hobbits?”

“Yeah. Some of us are taller, though.”

“Your feet are less hairy, too.”

“I shave them.”

Ingrid cracked up. She was starting to like Declan, annoyingly handsome as he was. “With your face, surely they’d cast you as an elf.”

His face turned serious. “You’re right. They did.”

Ingrid’s eyes widened in disbelief. “What? Are you serious?”

Declan started plucking his guitar again. Ingrid recognised it as the theme from the iconic films.

“Yeah. I was twenty-three, living in Wellington. My mate brought me along to the auditions. It wasn’t a big part, I was just standing there in the background or walking along. It was cool to meet P.J. though.”

“Peter Jackson?”

“Uh-huh.”

“So, you were actually in the Lord of the Rings?”

“No! The Hobbit.”

Declan laughed again, and Ingrid felt like an idiot. How old were those films? They must have both been kids when the original trilogy had been filmed.

After a moment’s silence, Declan added. “My dad was in the Fellowship of the Ring.”

“Really? Is he an actor?”

“No, he just knew some people.”

“Was he also an elf?”

“Yeah.” Declan looked a bit embarrassed.

Ingrid bit her lip. “So it runs in the family?”

Maybe it was the beer, or the uncomfortable look on Declan’s face, but Ingrid couldn’t stop laughing. “I'm sorry,” she hiccupped, wiping her eyes.

“You’re really enjoying this, eh?”

“It’s just that you’re so... pretty... you absolutely should be an elf. It’s perfect.”

“Pretty?”

He stared into the fire, unamused. A wave of remorse hit Ingrid. “I just meant that you... have a very symmetrical face.”

She was just making it worse. Stop. Talking. Now.

Declan’s jaw tightened. “It’s not fair. Everyone’s so woke these days. We don’t make fun of ugly people or disabled people. But you can poke fun at the ‘pretty boy’ as much as you like.”

Ingrid nodded. But as she thought about what he said, she couldn’t help a little giggle escaping. “So, your wallet’s too small for your fifties and your diamond shoes are too tight?”

“What?”

“It’s from Friends.”

Declan sneered. “You don’t think I have a leg to stand on.”

Ingrid lifted a shoulder. “No, I get it. But complaining about your good looks sounds a tad ungrateful.”

“I'm not complaining about my looks. I just don’t like it when people assume I'm really into my looks, like it’s a big part of who I am.”

Ingrid raised her brow. What kind of bubble did this guy live in? “Sure. But when you say something like that to an average-looking person, all they hear is ‘Oh my God, I'm so handsome nobody takes me seriously.’ Like you have no idea what life is like for the rest of us.”

“The rest of us?” Declan narrowed his eyes, staring into hers. This time, she held his gaze. He seemed annoyed at first, then intrigued, and gradually, a smile started playing on his lips, like the sun bursting through the clouds. He put down his guitar and took hold of Ingrid’s towel turban, unravelling it to reveal her long, damp, blond hair. “I knew it!”

“What are you doing?”

Declan brushed his fingers through her hair. “I knew you were a natural blonde! High cheek bones, smooth skin... Sure, you can speak for the common people, but they may not accept you among their ranks. You’re too beautiful.”

Ingrid felt like someone had punched the air out of her lungs. Obviously, he was full of shit, but the words did something to her, penetrating her shell like a spark flying from the fire, burning a hole in fabric. For a moment, she wanted to believe him.

Instead of releasing her hair, Declan swept it off her face. His fingers gently grabbed the tops of her ears and pulled them up. “Now, who’s the elf?” he asked with a silly grin.

Ingrid’s baseball-sized heart rattled in its cage. “Come on, that’s not funny!”

Declan chuckled. “Are you sure?” He softened his touch, his hands settling down on her neck, sending a pulse of warmth down her whole body. Ingrid shuffled away and wrapped the damp towel around her shoulders. 

Declan sat back, still smiling. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist.”

His warm hands replaced by the cold towel, Ingrid shivered. She’d been here before. If she closed her eyes, she could almost hear Marko, his Slavic accent that accentuated the ‘h’ as he talked about his heart being hers. She’d thought him adorable, his struggle with English excusing the cheesiness of his words. She’d wanted him to get those words out, quickly, so that she could respond, invite him in and touch him. What an idiot.

Now it was all happening again. It wasn’t just a foreign guy, speaking a foreign language. She was now in a foreign country, where everything was new and intoxicating. The only familiar thing she could see were her own hands curling around an unfamiliar beer bottle. She could feel the same pull as two years ago, the overwhelming desire to be touched by the man next to her. 

She would not let it happen again.

“What’s wrong?” Declan asked.

“Nothing.” Ingrid tried to mask her discomfort by focusing on the beer. Although drinking would probably not deliver her from this bind. Leaving might, but it was impossible. She’d been alone for too long. After Marko, nobody had come close to making her feel wobbly, and she missed the feeling. Even with the terrible end, she’d loved the beginning. If only it had been real. She’d been Marko’s holiday romance, his escape from reality—a fiancée and a wedding that waited for him back home in Zrenjanin. Ingrid had never been part of his plan.

This was not real. Travelling heightened everything. It made you long for things and experiences outside of your routine.

“What are you thinking?” Declan narrowed his eyes, his beer resting against his lips, mid-drink.

“Honestly?” Ingrid swallowed a mouthful of air. “I'm thinking... this isn’t me. This isn’t my life. I don’t do exciting stuff. I don’t travel and talk to strange guys.”

“But you’re here?”

Ingrid twisted her mouth. “I'm here.”

“Ergo, you travel.” Declan raised his brow, amused.

“I suppose.” The beer was making her feel light and giddy. 

Declan kept his gaze on her. “So, now you have to update the way you think about yourself.”

“Maybe.” Ingrid smiled. Her stomach felt unsettled, hosting a party of nauseated butterflies.

“So, are you trying to prove yourself that you are someone who does... exciting stuff?”

Ingrid shook her head with vigour. “No!”

“That’s a shame. I could have helped.” He winked, sending the butterflies in her stomach into panic mode. She shook her head again and focused on the fire. She heard Declan getting up. Was he leaving? Had he given up on her now, since she wasn’t playing the game? The thought of him going away filled her with dread. She barely knew the guy, but being alone in a foreign country had brought back the old sense of alienation. It came and went, alternating with waves of elation over everything new and beautiful around her.

“Do you like chocolate?” Declan was back, holding a half-eaten chocolate bar. She took a piece and let it melt in her mouth. It was creamy, with a hint of hazelnut. Too sweet, yet perfect.

He picked up his guitar again and resumed playing, creating an oddly melancholic atmosphere. With the bulky instrument between them, the knot in Ingrid’s stomach loosened. They were just two people sitting by a campfire, chatting away.

“What was your life like before you left?” he asked in a soft voice.

Ingrid blew out a sigh. Ever since the graduation, her life had been stagnant, frozen in a state of inaction and indecision. The news of her breakup with Marko had broken at the time of the final exams. Thinking that everyone pitied her, Ingrid had immersed herself in her studies, hiding in the library with headphones on. In the end, she’d achieved top grades and a dwindling social life.

Months later, she’d caught up with old school friends. Stirring their cocktails, they’d talked about burgeoning careers—doctors, teachers, engineers—and asked about her life. After two cocktails, she’d told them she was still cleaning offices. They’d started making self-deprecating jokes, eager to undermine the importance of education to make her, or themselves, feel better. By trying to minimise the problem in Ingrid’s life, they’d made it the focus of the entire evening. After that, Ingrid kept her distance.

“I was just working, saving money. Nothing exciting.” Ingrid looked away. Being the focus of so much attention was unsettling. “What about you?”

“What did I do before I came here? I went to see my mum, then came here to catch up with my mate. Nothing exciting. Well, until now.”

“This is exciting?”

“It wasn’t. But then you arrived.”

Ingrid finished her beer and placed the bottle on the ground. It was getting cold. She rubbed the sleeves of her woolly cardigan. Declan reached out his hand to touch her arm. “You’re really cold.”

Setting down his guitar, he moved closer, took Ingrid’s hands and enveloped them in his large, warm ones. His golden watch glinted in the fire’s light, reminding her it was getting late. She should have pulled her hands away, but it felt too nice.

“I get this pain from cold. I think I have nerve damage from not always wearing my mittens in the winter.”

Declan burst into laughter. “I’ve literally never heard anyone say that.”

Ingrid wanted to laugh along, but the sensation of his hands was too distracting. Declan’s hands moved up her arms, his fingers warming up her freezing, goosebump-y skin like he was sculpting her out of clay. She could have told him to stop, but the words never made it to her lips. They got lost, drifting out of her ears. All that existed was his touch.

Declan’s hands made it to her neck, and he peeled off the damp towel. “This will just make you colder,” he said reproachingly, dropped it on the back of the chair and pulled her up to standing. She caught a whiff of his aftershave and it made her legs unsteady.

His hands cupped her face, the warmth giving her a wave of pleasure with a hint of pain, like a hot bath on a cold body. She tried to remember why this was a bad idea, but all she could think of was the sensation of his left thumb stroking her cheek, his eyes intense. He was close now, so close that she could smell the beer on his breath, and something else, maybe coffee. 

His eyes dropped on her lips, emitting a silent question. She only had to step back, or say something. Why couldn’t she say anything? He pulled her closer, lifted her chin up with his fingers and slowly, painfully slowly, lowered his mouth to her, closing out the entire world, enveloping them inside a force field of desire—spinning, tingling, pumping blood. She was nothing but a beating heart. There was no campsite, no fire, no cultural barriers. She had momentarily passed every hurdle and was spiralling down into something tantalising. 

His fingers weaved into her hair, tracing the shape of her shoulders, landing on her waist. Ingrid parted her lips a bit more and his tongue swept in, sending a flood of warmth down to her core, waking it up with reckless desire. His fingers dropped to the small of her back, reaching the edge of her underwear, making her pulse with need. She wanted to stay here forever, hot and cold and bothered. But as his hands slid under the waistband, prying their way down, her brain finally woke up. She pulled back, drawing in a sharp breath like she’d been drowning. 

“What are you doing?” she asked, her voice wavering between indignant and flustered.

Declan stepped back, spreading his hands. “Sorry, I thought...”

“I have to go,” she said, picking up her bag and her towel.

“I'm sorry.”

Ingrid bit her lip. She couldn’t scold him too much. She’d been heavily involved, every part of her still pulsing with desire. It scared her.

Ingrid fumbled away from the campfire, away from the beach. She nearly walked into Kurt, who appeared out of the darkness, swinging a cooler bag.

“Oi! Where are you off to?”

“To sleep,” Ingrid stammered, trying to hide her emotional turmoil.

Kurt gave her a measuring look.

“Did he ditch you already?” he tut-tutted in mock disbelief.

“What? No!” Ingrid shivered. What was Kurt hinting at? 

“Good on you.” Kurt replied, stepping a little closer.

He tilted his head and studied her for a moment, seeming less drunk than before. Walking must have helped. “You’re one of the good ones. I can tell.”

Ingrid’s mouth fell open. “Huh?”

Kurt glanced at the campfire, a glowing dot in the distance. “Declan’s a great guy. But he... might not be what you’re looking for.”

“I'm not looking for anything, with anyone,” Ingrid hissed, heat rising to her cheeks.

Kurt dropped the bag and raised his hands in surrender. “Don’t shoot the messenger! Please, I'm unarmed.”

His expression was so exaggerated Ingrid couldn’t help smiling.

“So, what’s his MO?” she asked. “Slice them, dice them, leave them by the side of the road?”
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