

  [image: Cover]




Mark Wisnewski

Flowers in her Hair





  
    First published by Mark Wisnewski 2026

  

  Copyright © 2026 by Mark Wisnewski


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters, and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    Mark Wisnewski asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  
    Mark Wisnewski has no responsibility for the persistence      or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party Internet Websites referred to in this publication and does not      guarantee that any content on such Websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

  
    Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks.      All brand names and product names used in this book and on its cover are trade names, service marks, trademarks,      and registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publishers and the book are not associated with any      product or vendor mentioned in this book. None of the companies referenced within the book have endorsed the      book.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  





  For the wanderers, the dreamers, and the brave —

may you always find your way home to yourself.







and special thanks to Karin Konyari







  
    
      “The wild don’t get lost — they just take the long way home.”


    

    
      MW


    

  







  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




It was just before sunrise when David sat in the open doorway of his Kombi, legs dangling, toes brushing the dirt. Salt drifted in from the sea, the faint rhythm of waves carrying the first breath of day.

Across the horizon, gold and pink unfurled upward, the ocean catching each new crest of light. Seagulls called, trees rustled behind him, and the tide whispered its slow refrain.

He loved this hour — the air cleaner, the world unclaimed. Those still cocooned in bed would never know how quickly night surrendered to blue.

From his perch he watched Bondi shift from shadow to colour. A few early surfers paddled out, fishermen set their lines, and one or two revellers slept off the night. The waves rolled steady, their foam tipped with morning fire.

He breathed in. This was the beauty of living this way — no walls, no alarms, just the world waking with him. Freedom was worth more than any wage packet.

Nearby, a young couple sat beside their Kombi, wrapped in a blanket, sipping tea from mismatched mugs. Down on the sand, joggers left fresh trails, surfers hoisted boards, and early swimmers waded out laughing as the chill bit their skin.

As the sun cleared the horizon, Bondi came alive. David stood, smiling. The day was perfect — and the road was calling.

He packed his things, nodded to the couple, and slid into the driver’s seat. The Kombi rattled to life. Winding down the cliff road, he eased past cars parked haphazardly along the verge. Campbell Parade was quiet, kiosks shuttered, waiting for the rush.

He rolled past the Gelato Bar and Bates Milk Bar — pink Laminex booths, chequered lino, mixed grills and milkshakes already in his mind. He’d miss that place.

At the Pavilion car park, longboards leaned against the walls. Local surfers lounged nearby, waxing boards and chatting.

“Hey, Davey!” one called. “Heading out already? Saw your board still strapped to the van.”

David grinned. “Nah, mate. Festival up north. Music, people, the whole scene.”

“Ourimbah?” another asked. “Heard it’s meant to be the Aussie Woodstock.”

“Bit of everything,” David said. “Gotta be there to feel it.”

“You reckon you’ll come back?”

“Maybe. Bondi’s got good energy. But the road — it’s alive.”

“You never did play that six‑string of yours down here,” someone teased.

David laughed. “Next time.”

They clapped him on the back, wished him safe travels.

“Don’t forget us beach bums when you’re living the dream.”

David walked backwards toward the van, grinning. “Never. Catch a wave for me.”

The Kombi sputtered, then roared awake. With a honk and a wave, he pulled away — Bondi fading in the rear‑view, the open road ahead.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




David gripped the wheel of his old Kombi as it rattled along the Pacific Highway. The engine whined, but the morning felt fresh, his spirit lighter after leaving Bondi behind. Ahead lay the Ourimbah music festival — whispered about for weeks in Sydney’s underground scene. First stop: Stanmore, to collect Lisa. They weren’t a couple, not yet, but this weekend might show whether they could be something more.

The Kombi wasn’t much — faded blue paint, a scatter of dents — but it was home. His guitar lay in the back with the camping gear, a sketchbook, and a bag of food. Patchouli clung to the van, mixing with bitumen and rubber as the city thickened around him.

Bare feet on the pedals, denim bell‑bottoms, tie‑dye shirt thin as gauze — he looked every bit the drifter people assumed he was. He didn’t mind. The road didn’t care.

Parramatta Road swallowed him whole — tyre shops, used‑car yards, smoky pubs, trucks grinding through gears. Fading ads for Resch’s and Coca‑Cola blurred past as pedestrians dodged traffic along the narrow footpaths. He drummed the wheel, humming along with the Beach Boys drifting from the radio. Surfer Girl. That song always took him back.

He remembered the first time Lisa walked into Ashwoods, the record store where he’d lucked into a job. No experience, no patter — just I love music, man. She’d slipped past him every Saturday for a month, polite smile, never buying a thing. Then one morning she stopped at Bookends. He’d walked over, heart hammering.

“That’s a great album,” he’d said. “Especially ‘America’.”

She’d looked up, smiling slow and warm. That was the spark. And now he was driving to her house, wondering how far that smile might carry them.

Stanmore shifted around him — factories giving way to terraces and Federation homes with iron‑lace verandahs and small tended gardens. Bougainvillea spilled pink over pale façades; jasmine threaded the air. Among the Holdens and Fords, the odd Kombi hinted at another way of living.

He checked house numbers, nerves twisting. This was a world of swept driveways and tidy gardens — beautiful, but far from Bondi’s wild ease. He could almost feel Lisa’s parents judging already: bare feet, dented van, patched shirt.

A curtain twitched. Then the front door opened.

Lisa stepped out first, sunlight catching her hair. A scarf held it loosely back; her floral dress swayed around her legs. She looked like she’d stepped straight from one of his sketches.

“Ready?” she asked, fingers clasped.

“As I’ll ever be,” he said, giving her hand a quick squeeze.

Her father followed — tall, broad‑shouldered, greying hair neat. His eyes measured David in a single glance.

“Mr Gardener,” David said, offering a hand. “Good to meet you, sir.”

The handshake was firm, assessing, then eased. “David, is it? Come in.”

The house smelled of roast lamb and furniture polish. Wooden floors gleamed; a brass lamp caught his eye.

“That’s a beautiful lamp,” he said. “My folks had one like it.”

Peter’s gaze softened. “My mother’s. Been here forever.”

They sat at the kitchen table with cups of tea. Peter’s questions came steady — work, travel, plans. Then the one that mattered.

“She’s my only daughter. You understand?”

David held his gaze. “I do, sir. I care about her. My life might look unconventional, but I’d never put Lisa in harm’s way.”

A pause, then a slow nod. “Good. That’s what I wanted to hear.”

He stood. “Come on. We’ll have a proper talk down the road. Pub’s calling.”




* * *




The Annandale was heaving. Cigarette haze hung thick as low cloud, the jukebox crooning through The Easybeats before being swallowed by the roar of Parramatta Road. Old blokes hunched over form guides; glasses clinked like loose change.

Peter claimed a table by the window. “I like a Resch’s. What’ll you have?”

“Same. Thanks.”

“Peter,” he corrected, weaving toward the bar.

David sat, palms flat on the table to still the shake. Through the fogged window he watched buses growl by, a kid on a dragster weaving between parked Holdens.

Peter returned with two middies. “Cheers.” He drank deep. “Twenty cents now. Was fifteen not long ago. Robbery.”

David laughed. “Records at Ashwoods were four‑fifty when I started. Now you’re lucky to get one under six.”

“And people still buy them?”

“Place is packed. Music’s like air lately.”

Peter studied him — measuring, not unkind. “I’d have thought all this new noise would scare people off. Beatles went from suits to…” He gestured vaguely. “…whatever that is.”

David smiled. “Maybe the world’s cracking open. Doesn’t mean it’s falling apart.”

Peter snorted. “That yours, or off a poster?”

“Bit of both.” David sipped. “Truth is, I don’t need much. A van that runs, a guitar that mostly stays in tune, a few good people. Stack enough sunrises in a row — that’s a life.”

“And a job?”

“I work when I’m in one place long enough. Not allergic to alarm clocks — just prefer waking because the light’s good.”

Peter turned his glass. “Freedom’s a fine word. Responsibility’s the one that keeps the lights on.”

“I reckon both can fit in the same van.”

Peter held his gaze, then lifted his glass. “We’ll see.”




* * *




The Gardener home greeted them with warmth and the smell of roast lamb. Lisa appeared from the kitchen, flour dusting her dress. Alayne followed — sharp‑eyed, warm, assessing.

“So this is David,” she said, wiping her hands.

“Lovely to meet you,” he replied.

“Welcome, then.”

The dining table shone beneath the pendant light — polished cutlery, steam rising from serving bowls. The roast sat proud in the centre, potatoes crisp, peas glossed with butter. For David it was a glimpse of childhood, Sunday dinners that once held a family together.

“Saturday roast,” Alayne said, carving. “Don’t get used to it — you’re a special case.”

Conversation flowed easily. Peter poured wine from a flagon; Alayne asked about the Kombi and the paintwork. David spoke of tune‑ups done with borrowed tools and stubborn luck. When Alayne asked about his sketches, her tone softened — genuine interest replacing scrutiny.

Stories rolled around the table — burnt sausages, childhood adventures, family lore. Lisa laughed, cheeks warm, eyes bright.

Then Alayne rested her chin on her hand. “So tell me, David — what are you chasing up there? Why the road?”

He set down his fork. The house quieted.

“I want to see the world before it closes its doors. Music, beaches, people — I want to feel it, not just read about it. And if Lisa comes, I’ll make it safe for her. It’s not about running from responsibility. It’s about living with it — wide awake.”

Alayne studied him, then smiled. “That’s a good answer.”

Peter grunted, but without argument.

Dessert followed — apple crumble and cream. By the time coffee was poured, the edges of tension had worn smooth.

“You’ll be heading off early?” Alayne asked.

“First light.”

“Make sure my daughter eats something proper,” she said, mock stern. “And don’t let Peter talk you into more beers.”

Peter chuckled, clapping David’s shoulder. “One more wouldn’t hurt.”

Lisa rolled her eyes, but her hand found David’s under the table — warm, certain.

Later, with plates cleared and the night stretching, Peter lingered at the table.




* * *




“You’ve done all right tonight,” he said quietly. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

David grinned. “Wouldn’t dare.”

Outside, cicadas hummed. The Kombi waited under the amber streetlight, paint dulled but patient.

Alayne pressed a small paper bag into Lisa’s hands. “Snacks. Apples, sandwiches, tea. Don’t live off greasy chips.”

Peter turned to David. For a heartbeat his face was unreadable. Then he reached out, grip firm.

“Keep her running straight,” he said — and David knew he meant both the Kombi and the girl.

“I will, Peter.”

Something eased in the older man’s gaze. He patted the Kombi’s panel, then slipped an arm around Alayne.

Lisa kissed her parents goodbye and climbed into the passenger seat.

The engine coughed, caught, settled into its familiar rattle. As David eased the van into gear, he glanced back. Peter and Alayne stood together at the end of the driveway, framed in the streetlight — small, solid, proud.

He lifted a hand. Peter raised his in return.

The Kombi rolled away, painted flowers flashing once beneath the lamps before the curve of the street took them out of sight.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




The Kombi rattled over a rise, suspension groaning before settling back into rhythm. Behind them, the lights of Stanmore — and the weight of family — slipped into memory. Ahead stretched the Pacific Highway, long and open, shimmering in the late‑summer heat.

Lisa sat with her bare feet on the dash, knees hugged loosely, David’s flannel shirt draped around her shoulders. The window was cranked open; the breeze tugged at her hair as the city thinned to bushland.

For a while there was only the hum of tyres and the clatter of loose panels. Then Lisa spoke, voice low over the rush of air.

“Did you really go for a beer with him?”

David kept one hand on the wheel, the other on the gearstick. “I did.”

“And?”

“He cares — more than he lets on. Maybe more than he knows how to show.”

She tucked her chin to her knees. “Did he say anything?”

David smiled. “He said you were always brave. Even when you were little. Running into the garden, coming back with stories about fairies and tunnels under the lemon tree.”

Her eyes softened. “I didn’t think he remembered that.”

“He remembers everything.”

They drove in silence, trees flickering past, the sun climbing higher. Then David said quietly, “He didn’t give me permission, Lis. He gave me responsibility. That’s heavier.”

She leaned her head back, gazing at the endless sky. “I just needed to know he didn’t hate all of this.”

“He doesn’t. He’s scared — but not angry.”

Her hand found his thigh, light but certain. “Then I can breathe again.”

By mid‑morning they pulled into a servo. David filled the tank while Lisa wandered through the shop, returning with a Cherry Ripe and a packet of Fantales. She tossed one through the window.

“Bribery.”

“Accepted,” he said, unwrapping it.

Back on the highway they traded lollies, sticky fingers and small stories — the music they’d grown up on, the teachers they’d hated, the places they still wanted to see.

The city gave way to sway and colour — eucalypts bowing in the wind, paddocks flashing gold, hills rolling green. The Kombi hummed along, its painted flowers catching the light like stained glass in motion.

Lisa pressed her palm to the glass, watching the world unspool. “It feels different already. Like we’re not just leaving Sydney — we’re leaving everything.”

“That’s the idea,” David said, drumming the wheel to the radio.

An EH Holden wagon rumbled past, surfboards strapped to its roof. The driver flashed a peace sign. Lisa leaned halfway out the window to wave back, laughter scattering in the slipstream.

Hand‑painted signs began to appear on trees and fenceposts:

OURIMBAH FESTIVAL – 10 KM PEACE AND MUSIC THIS WAY

Lisa leaned forward, excitement sparking. “This is it. We’re close.”

David downshifted as the highway narrowed to a dusty track. “This isn’t just a left turn, Lis — this is the whole road.”

She looked at him, eyes wide. “Do you think we’ll be different after this?”

He held her gaze a heartbeat longer than the road allowed. “I think we already are.”

The Kombi rattled onward, the bush closing in. Faint at first, then clear, came the roll of drums on the wind. Smoke curled above the treetops; a pulse of music slipped through the eucalypts.

Lisa reached across, lacing her fingers through his.

And just like that, the weekend began.








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




Gravel crackled beneath the Kombi’s tyres as David followed the hand‑painted signs nailed to trees:

WELCOME HOME PEACE LIVES HERE TUNE IN. DROP OUT. LET GO

The track wound between tall eucalypts, late‑summer air thick with dust, woodsmoke, and something sweet drifting through the leaves. Lisa leaned forward, palms on the dash, light catching her bare knees.

“I can hear music,” she whispered.

The trees opened — and the world changed.

A valley pulsed with colour and sound. Vans sprawled in crooked rows, painted in swirls of blue, red, citrus yellow — peace signs, flowers, spirals, slogans scrawled in handmade brushstrokes: Make Love Not War, Be Here Now, Love Is a Revolution. Quilts hung like flags. Sarongs fluttered.

Patchouli, frying corn, woodsmoke, and the unmistakable curl of cannabis drifted above the crowd. From the far stage came a ragged guitar snarl, a rolling bass line, drums cracking after it. Cheers rippled across the paddock.

Lisa pressed to the windscreen, pointing at everything — crochet vests, shirtless boys painted in stripes, girls spinning barefoot, children racing past with flowers in their hair.

“Oh, David…”

He slowed the Kombi, gripping the wheel as if anchoring himself in the storm of colour. “Bloody hell.”

She kissed his cheek mid‑laugh. “You brought me here.”

He found a space among the vans and cut the engine. The sudden stillness felt unreal against the roar outside. Lisa unlatched the door before the van had even settled.

Their bare feet hit the grass. Music and laughter throbbed through the earth. Hot wind tugged at Lisa’s tie‑front top and whipped David’s shirt against his back. They stepped into the chaos — two wide‑eyed newcomers swallowed by the river of bodies.

They drifted through the swirl: girls in bikini tops and long skirts; boys in beads; couples tangled in shade; toddlers painted like tiny warriors; old men cross‑legged rolling smokes. A girl with stars painted across her shoulders moved like she’d been born to the rhythm.

Lisa clutched David’s hand, breath catching — ready to laugh or cry or run.

Then she saw them.

Under a wide gum tree sat a Kombi painted in flowers and spirals, door open to a nest of blankets. A woman with long dark hair — Shelly — strung beads, wrap skirt loose around her legs. Beside her, two barefoot twins leaned on each other, giggling. A man rested a bongo on his knee — sun‑browned skin, loose curls, bare chest above frayed shorts. Rhythm radiated from him.

Shelly looked up and smiled, warm and certain, like she’d been expecting them.

“Hey there,” the man said, voice warm as smoke. “First time?”

Lisa nodded. David squeezed her hand.

“Shelly,” the woman said. “And that’s Gypsy.”

“Autumn,” one twin said.

“Winter,” the other added.

“David,” he said. “Lisa.”

No more was needed. They were already being welcomed in.




* * *




By sunset the paddock swelled louder. Guitars howled. A harmonica bled. The crowd answered in a single wild voice. Yet beneath the gum, within this small constellation of blankets, life moved slower — firelit, human.

Gypsy tapped his bongo — not performing, just breathing rhythm. Shelly threaded beads. Lisa leaned into David’s shoulder, whispering astonishments into his ear.

A cobalt‑painted girl drifted past with a joint. Lisa blushed and shook her head. David followed her lead. The girl smiled and moved on.

The fire popped, sparks lifting like fireflies. The sky softened to velvet blue.

“There are so many,” Lisa whispered.

“They were always there,” David murmured. “We just couldn’t see them.”

Shelly placed a finished string of beads in Lisa’s palm. “For you. First night.”

Across the paddock, a voice rose into Turn! Turn! Turn! and was answered by bells on ankles.

They spread a blanket near the circle and slept under the hum of distant guitars and the soft echo of Gypsy’s hands on skin.




* * *




Morning began without clocks. Kettles rattled. Guitars tuned lazily. Birdsong stitched through the gum leaves.

A kookaburra laughed overhead, setting a few hungover campers groaning. Smoke from breakfast fires drifted low — billy tea, toast, onions frying in cast iron.

Lisa rubbed sleep from her eyes, tank top slipping off one shoulder. Someone pressed a tin mug into her hands — herbal tea steeped sweet. Autumn and Winter bickered over beads, dissolving into giggles.

“Morning, lovebirds,” Shelly said. “First night survive you?”

Lisa laughed. “I don’t think I’ve taken it all in yet.”

“You don’t have to,” Gypsy said, stretching. “Just breathe it.”

By mid‑morning the paddock had become a wild market. Makeshift stalls sold macramé belts, beads, incense, patched jackets, vinyl in dusty crates. Children chalked peace signs into dirt. Smoke hung low — sweet and hazy.

A wiry man with painted spirals held a brush. “Sun for your arm? Price is kindness.”

Lisa looked at David.

He grinned. “Art’s on the house?”

“Always,” the man murmured.

A sun bloomed in gold across her forearm.

They queued at a yellow Kombi for vegetable curry and chai, served by a woman in denim shorts and an oversized shirt knotted at the waist.

“Left a desk in Melbourne,” she said. “Burned the rulebook. Haven’t missed it yet.”

They ate cross‑legged under a tree, Lisa’s ankles sandy and bare.

Later, a bearded poet stood on a milk crate declaiming nonsense about love and shovels. A heckler yelled, “Try rhyming love with shove!” and the poet bowed.

“Everyone’s performing,” Lisa whispered.

“Maybe that’s the point,” David said.

Not everyone glowed. A gaunt man hunched against a Kombi smoked a rollie to the filter, eyes darting.

“Scene’s all pretend,” he muttered. “Everyone’s still running.”

“We’re not running,” David said.

“Yet,” the man snorted, drifting away.

The truth stung, but didn’t dim the sun on Lisa’s arm.

They were swept toward the stage as a blues band ripped into Baby, Please Don’t Go. Lisa danced — shy at first, then fearless. David stepped into the rhythm beside her.

They lost track of time.

* * *




As dusk settled, a low growl rolled from the trees. Conversations faltered.

A black Harley burst through the dust. Tall rider. Inked arms. Leather vest marked IRON CHIEFS.

He dismounted — calm, watchful.

Lisa leaned closer to David.

Gypsy stepped forward. “Right on time.”

They clasped hands.

“Everyone, this is Ryder.”

He crouched by the fire, set a billy to boil, and said nothing else.

Gypsy’s guitar lifted into Catch the Wind, Shelly humming harmony. Autumn and Winter curled together, dozing. Ryder stared into the flames, quiet gravity wrapped in denim and ink.

“I want to come with you,” Lisa whispered suddenly. “To Byron.”

Gypsy smiled. “You’d be welcome, little sister.”

“It’s gentle there,” Shelly said. “Musicians everywhere. A sun that forgives.”

David looked at Lisa and saw the road unspooling behind her eyes.

“We’ll go back first,” he said. “Talk to your parents. Then… Surfers. Byron.”

Relief lit her face.

Ryder poured tea. “You look like a man who knows the difference between a broken engine and a broken heart.”

“Only fixed one,” David said.

“Same tools sometimes,” Ryder muttered.

Lisa whispered, “If we go back to Sydney… will it feel different?”

“It should,” David said. “We’re changed.”




* * *




By the third morning the festival’s rhythm had settled into their bones. Lisa wore a borrowed crocheted top as she danced, sun on her skin. David watched her glow.

Not every moment sparkled. A drifter tried reading her palm for a kiss; David stepped between them with a smile that wasn’t one. Lisa learned something about boundaries that day.

Later they found Ryder carving driftwood — a shape half‑woman, half‑weather.

“For someone I knew,” he said.

By twilight the louder acts faded. Poets took the stage. Gypsy’s voice broke gently through the hush. Fire circles drew them inward.

Lisa looked around — Shelly threading wildflowers into her hair, the twins plaiting bracelets, Ryder silent, Gypsy warm as firelight — and she knew this wasn’t chaos. It was order built from trust.

The festival looked softer at dawn. Flags drooped. Tents leaned. Smoke hung heavy and low.

Lisa and David packed slowly. The twins hugged her tight.

“Find us,” Autumn murmured.

“We’re always where the sound is,” Winter added.

Shelly pressed a bracelet into Lisa’s pocket. “For courage.”

Gypsy stood with the sun behind him. “The world’s only as small as the fences you let others build. Make your own gates.”

Ryder lifted two fingers from his mug — a farewell, an approval.

David started the engine. Lisa watched them fade into dusty light.

“You brought me here,” she whispered. “To something I didn’t know I needed.”

He laughed softly.

The highway unfurled ahead — wide, bright, waiting.

Behind them, Ourimbah settled into memory.

Not an end. 

A beginning.








  
  
  Chapter 5

  
  




They pulled away from Ourimbah with the music still humming in their bones. The festival slipped into the rear‑view — smoke thinning, colours folding back into bush and sky. The Kombi rattled along the highway, windows down, warm air spilling over their faces. Lisa sat sideways in the passenger seat, knees drawn up, wearing denim shorts and a bikini top beneath David’s old flannel shirt. Gum trees flickered past like frames in a film.

The radio finally found its sweet spot — The Beatles, Cream, a scratchy bit of Dylan — each song stitching itself into the golden thread between them. Lisa laughed suddenly, her voice spilling out with the music.

“If Byron’s really like that — the music, the markets, people just living free — what would it be like for us? You and me?”

David kept one hand on the wheel, the other tapping time on his thigh. “We’d meet all sorts. Musicians, dreamers, people with nothing but the road in their pockets. Some good, some a bit… out there.”

She hugged her knees, hair wild in the wind. “I want to see it. Even the strange parts.”

He glanced across. Sunlight caught in her eyes, fierce and bright. “Yeah. I do.”

She kissed his shoulder. “You’re too steady, David. I’m already gone in my head — bracelets jangling, toes in the sand. I want all of it.”

The road unrolled, their laughter blending with the radio’s crackle. Behind them the festival was already turning into memory; ahead waited a promise neither could quite name.




* * *




The Kombi hummed along the bitumen, the engine weaving through bursts of static. The Doors climbed out of the speakers — Morrison’s voice thrown down the highway like a dare. Lisa sat cross‑legged, hair streaming out the window, restless in the best way — fingers tracing circles on the glass, knees brushing his arm, turning toward him again and again as though the road was only half as interesting as the man steering her through it.

“What do you think it’d really be like?” she asked over the music. “Not just visiting Byron — actually living there. Waking with salt in your hair, guitars outside your tent. Everyone… free.”

“Depends what you call free,” David said. “Some people up there have nothing — no money, no place to go back to. Just the road and whatever turns up.”

Her eyes sparkled. “That sounds perfect. Doesn’t it? People who aren’t stuck in the same patterns every day. Musicians, poets, people who just… believe in something else. We’d hear their stories, share ours. Like being part of a tribe.”

“A tribe can be messy,” he said. “Arguments, jealousy. Not everyone wants to share. You ready for that?”

She leaned closer, cheek warm against his shoulder. “If it means music by a fire at night and swimming in rivers by day? Yes. A thousand times yes.”

He chuckled. “You’re already gone, aren’t you?”

“Completely.” She flicked her head, a strand catching on her lip.

David brushed it away with his thumb, touch lingering just long enough to make her heart trip. “You’d fit right in.”

“And you?”

“I’d rather build something than drift,” he said. “But maybe building can happen there too — just… different.”

Creedence rolled in, steady as tyres on tar.

“So how long would we stay?” she asked. “A few weeks? Months?”

He didn’t answer straight away. Sunlight strobed across his face until he said, “As long as it works. As long as it feels right.”

She kissed his temple, light as breath. “You’re steady. That’s why I trust you. But me?” Her smile brightened. “I want to see everything — even the strange parts. Especially the strange parts.”

The Kombi rolled south, but their words tugged north — to Byron, to all the unknowns waiting there. The van carried two dreamers only just beginning to understand how wide the world could be.

* * *




By afternoon the highway narrowed. Trucks roared past, trailers rattling, hot air buffeting the Kombi. The open‑sky feeling of the festival gave way to something tighter. Roadhouses and paddocks bled slowly into suburbs. Powerlines appeared, then shopfronts, then the familiar sprawl of Sydney tugging them back toward its centre.

By the time they hit Parramatta Road, the spell of Ourimbah had thinned, replaced by traffic lights, exhaust, and the jab of horns. The Kombi felt smaller here, boxed in by sedans and delivery vans.

Lisa grew quieter as the city closed around them, laughter folding back into her ribs. She rested her head on David’s shoulder, watching pubs with peeling paint, neon fish‑and‑chip signs, billboards for soap and toothpaste. The world of colour and music they’d just left already felt like a half‑remembered dream.

David noticed but didn’t press. At a red light he squeezed her hand. She gave him a small, brave smile.

As they turned into her street in Stanmore, the sun dropped low, washing the weatherboard houses in honey light. Gardens spilled over fences; a tricycle lay on a path. Somewhere a dog barked. Neighbours chatted over driveways as though nothing in the world had tilted.

Ordinary. Steady. The world Lisa had always known.

David parked outside her parents’ place. The EJ Holden sat in the driveway like a sentinel. The Kombi coughed into silence, the engine ticking as it cooled. For a moment neither of them moved.

“It feels different now,” she murmured. “Coming back.”

“That’s because you’re different now,” he said.

Her smile wobbled. “Do you think they’ll understand? About Byron. About… us.”

He touched her cheek, thumb steady and warm. “We’ll find out.”

They climbed out together. The evening smelled of roast, lawn clippings, and something else — possibility pressed up against fear. As they walked up the path, the dream of the road north folded itself carefully away, waiting for its time, while they stepped back into the world of family, questions, and decisions that could no longer be postponed.








  
  
  Chapter 6

  
  




The front door creaked open and the familiar scent of roast chicken drifted through the hall — Alayne’s doing, always eager to have a proper meal waiting when Lisa came home.

“Lisa?” she called, bright but cautious, as if half‑expecting silence.

Lisa barely set her bag down before hurrying into the kitchen. Alayne turned from the oven just in time to catch her daughter’s arms around her neck. The hug was tighter than usual, held a heartbeat longer. When Lisa drew back, her cheeks were flushed, eyes bright in a way Alayne hadn’t seen before.

“Did you have fun?” Alayne asked, already smiling at the answer written across her daughter’s face.

Lisa laughed, breathless. “It was incredible, Mum. The music, the colours, the people — it was like stepping into another world.”

Alayne brushed a strand of hair back, studying her. Something had shifted; Lisa seemed lit from within.

Peter appeared in the doorway, tea towel slung over his shoulder. Lisa hurried to hug him, and he chuckled, patting her back.

“You’re home two minutes and glowing like you’ve seen the sun for the first time,” he said.

“It felt like the first time,” she replied. “Everything was new. The music never stopped. People danced barefoot, strangers talked like friends. It felt… free.”

David stepped quietly into the hall. Peter shook his hand — steady, measuring — while Alayne offered a warm, assessing smile. She noticed how Lisa’s eyes flicked toward him, that soft magnetism she hadn’t learned to hide.

“Well,” Alayne said, ushering them toward the table, “you can tell us everything over dinner.”




* * *




They had barely begun to eat when Lisa blurted it out, the words falling like they’d been waiting all day.

“Mum, Dad — David and I want to go to Byron Bay. Not just for a weekend. For a while.”

Forks hovered. Peter’s brow lifted. Alayne glanced between them.

“That’s quite a leap from a few days at a festival,” Alayne said, laying her fork down.

“It’s not just the festival,” Lisa said quickly. “It’s the way people live. Everyone’s so open, so alive. It felt… right. Like where I’m meant to be.”

Peter cleared his throat. “You’ve never lived away from home. Not more than a few nights.”

“I know,” she said softly. “But I didn’t feel lost. I felt found.”

A look passed between her parents — quiet, startled, worried.

David spoke then, calm and deliberate. “We’re not talking about running wild. I’ll find work — cafés, farms, workshops, whatever I can. We’ll take care of each other.”

“And money?” Alayne asked.

“We’ll live simply,” he said. “Like people up there do. We don’t need much.”

Lisa reached across and took her mother’s hand. “Please, Mum. I don’t want to wake up one day and wish I’d been brave enough.”

Peter leaned back, studying her. “And if it goes wrong?”

“Then I come home,” she said. “At least I’ll know.”

Silence settled, the hum of the fridge filling the kitchen. Then Alayne’s shoulders eased; a small smile softened her mouth.

“You came home glowing. I don’t want to snuff that out,” she said. “We’ll talk more — but we need to understand what this really means.”

David nodded. Lisa squeezed her mother’s hand. The idea of Byron was no longer a whisper; it was real, sitting right there on the table with the roast and potatoes.




* * *




After dinner the house grew quieter. The smell of gravy lingered. Lisa helped clear plates, though she barely noticed what she carried.

“You really do look different,” Alayne said, watching her.

Lisa grinned. “Different good or different worrying?”

“Both,” Alayne admitted. “There’s a light in you. But Byron’s far. What if you get lost in it?”

Lisa rested her head on her mother’s shoulder. “I didn’t feel lost up there. I felt like myself. And David’s steady. You saw that.”

Alayne’s mouth softened. “That’s what I’m holding on to — him keeping your feet on the ground while your head’s in the clouds.”

“Maybe it’s time I had both,” Lisa whispered.




* * *




Later that night Peter stood on the verandah, cigarette glowing in the dark. David joined him, hands in his pockets.

“She’s never been this alive,” Peter said. “But she’s never been this far from us either.”

“I know,” David said. “I won’t let her get hurt. Not by anyone. Not by herself.”

Peter eyed him. “Responsibility’s heavy. Can you carry it?”

David met his gaze. “I don’t know everything, but I know how to work and stand by her. That’s a start.”

A thin smile tugged at Peter’s mouth. “You remind me of me. Full of plans and stubborn certainty.” He offered the cigarette, then chuckled. “No — keep your lungs for the music.”

David grinned. “That’s the plan.”

“Keep her safe,” Peter said. “And bring her home if it falls apart.”

“I promise.”




* * *




Over the next few days the house hummed with small preparations. David repaired a loose fence paling while Peter held the nails. Their rhythm was easy, companionable.

“You’ve got a knack for this,” Peter said.

“Work’s work,” David replied. “I can pick up odd jobs on the road. Mechanics, labouring — whatever keeps us moving.”

Inside, Lisa helped with bills, her neat script marking numbers. “We can camp most nights,” she said. “Buy from markets. Maybe I can make macramé to sell.”

Alayne’s worry softened into pride. “And when you’re tired or lonely?”

“Then we come home. We’re not running — we’re just going to see.”

By the weekend they’d saved fuel money, mapped the route, and set out a loose plan. Peter leaned over the atlas with them.

“So… Newcastle, Port Macquarie, Coffs, then Byron?” he asked.

“Pretty much,” David said. “I’ll find work along the way. We’ll keep costs down.”

Lisa doodled a flower in the margin. “We don’t need much. Just each other. And we’ll write every fortnight.”

Peter didn’t smile, but something in his shoulders eased.

At night Lisa and David sat on the back step, the hum of Parramatta Road drifting over the fence.

“I think they’re warming to you,” Lisa murmured.

David smirked. “Your dad’s testing me. I’d do the same.”

She nudged him. “You’re doing fine.”




* * *




The Gardener house shifted with David’s presence. He wasn’t a guest anymore — he rolled up his sleeves and asked, “What needs doing?”

Peter found him one morning oiling the gate hinges. Another afternoon he had his head under the bonnet of the EJ Holden. By week’s end Peter caught himself smiling — not at the car, but at the young man willing to learn.

Lisa, meanwhile, was a whirl of energy. She hummed while she folded washing, chattered about the music and the firelight and the people she wanted her parents to meet one day. Alayne listened, torn between fear and delight.

Evenings found them around the dining table with the road atlas spread wide. Peter tapped the route with a pen; Lisa added doodles; David made practical notes. Responsibility and dreaming, side by side.

Alayne rested her chin in her hand. “What about work here? You’ve prospects at home.”

David placed a plate in the drying rack. “This is part of my path too,” he said. “I want to see things before life ties me down. And Lisa deserves that with me.”

His honesty disarmed her. “You’re both so young,” she said. “But maybe that’s when you’re meant to be brave.”

By week’s end the mood had shifted. David was no longer the boyfriend; he was the young man fixing fences, carrying groceries, earning quiet trust. Lisa was no longer the girl underfoot; she was a young woman glowing with something new.

At dinner, Peter finally said, “If you’re set on this, at least you’re not walking in blind. You’ve thought it through. That counts.”

Lisa clapped her hands. “So you’ll let us?”

Alayne smiled softly. “We’ll let you. But this is still your home.”

Lisa hugged her tight, relief and excitement flooding her.

David caught Peter’s eye and gave a steady nod — a promise understood.




* * *




The house became a flurry. Lisa darted between her room and the hall with armfuls of clothes — shorts, skirts, tops, sandals.

“Do you think I’ll need the red skirt? Or is that too much for camping?” she called.

“Take it,” Alayne said, folding what Lisa dropped. “But you’ll want a jumper too. Nights can turn cold.”

Outside, David lay beneath the Kombi — changing oil, tightening belts, checking bolts, dirt smudged on him the same way responsibility was settling into him. He worked with the quiet confidence of someone who understood what depended on the machine running true.

Peter stood in the doorway, arms folded, watching the young man under the van.

“You’ve done this before?” he asked.

“Plenty,” David said. “Better to catch something here than halfway to Port Macquarie.”

Peter exhaled, almost smiling. It wasn’t just about engine work. It was foresight. It was care.

Inside, Lisa’s voice floated through the house — excited, nervous, hopeful. Out front, David tightened the final bolt. Two halves of the same journey: her radiant anticipation, his steady preparation.

Maybe, Peter thought, just maybe… this could work.








  
  
  Chapter 7

  
  




Morning light spilled across the front yard as the Kombi idled at the kerb — packed, rattling, faded, and suddenly noble, as though it knew it would be carrying more than luggage. Lisa hovered by the door with her suitcase, denim shorts and a cotton top beneath her open flannel shirt, excitement too big for her body to hold still. Alayne fussed over last things — a jumper tucked in, a toothbrush checked twice — stretching the moment before letting her daughter go.

Peter came last, keys jangling in his hand. He looked at Lisa, then at David, then at the Kombi. David took the suitcase and stowed it carefully — no jokes, no rush — steady in the way that anchored Lisa’s flurry. The side door thudded shut, the sound of home giving way to road.

Lisa hugged her mother tight. Alayne whispered something into her hair — a braid of pride and worry — and let go a moment later than she meant to. Peter clasped Lisa’s shoulders, memorising her face.

“Go on, then. But write. Don’t make us wait to know you’re safe.”

He turned to David and offered his hand. David met his eyes, gripped firm. Peter’s mouth twitched — the smallest admission of approval.

Lisa scrambled into the passenger seat, hair tugged by the morning breeze. David slid behind the wheel. The Kombi rumbled, coughed, caught. As they pulled away, the house shrank in the mirror; Peter and Alayne stood arm in arm, not waving, simply watching — proud, fearful, hopeful — until the curve swallowed them from view.

Lisa found David’s hand across the gearstick and squeezed. “We’re really doing this,” she whispered.

And they were.


* * *


Parramatta Road gave way to open sky. Traffic thinned. The Kombi found its rhythm — a rattle here, a hum there, the engine singing its old, stubborn song. Through the radio fuzz, George Harrison slipped into the cabin: Here Comes the Sun.

Lisa lit up. She leaned back, eyes closed, knees pulled up, bare feet pressed to the dash. Bracelets chimed softly as she tapped her toes and let the sunshine into her bones. Wind turned her hair into wild ribbons. She sang — unpolished, free — her voice flying out the window with the morning.

David shook his head, smiling at her joy.

California Dreamin’ drifted in next. She pointed out cows like they were rare wonders, then collapsed into laughter. When Spirit in the Sky kicked in, she howled the chorus, grabbed his arm, and made him nearly veer. Her kiss on his cheek was quick, warm, alive.

Past Brooklyn the Hawkesbury flashed like broken glass under morning light. They rolled into Mount White, the roadhouse flat‑roofed and cream‑green, the forecourt dusty and sun‑washed.

Inside, bacon and diesel thickened the air. Truckies hunched over Formica tables. A jukebox wheezed through Creedence under the rumble of heavy boots.

Barefoot, Lisa skipped across the gravel without flinching. “Come on, I’m starving!” she said, tugging David’s sleeve.

They ordered the kind of food that came on heavy plates: bacon and eggs for him, buttered toast and sweet tea for her.

“Feels like everyone’s on their way somewhere,” Lisa said, nose to the window. “Do you reckon they’re off to do something amazing? Or just back to work?”

“Bit of both,” David said. “Not everyone’s chasing what we are.”

She turned to him. “And what are we chasing?”

David looked past the forecourt to the highway stretching away. “Freedom. A different way of living. Something bigger than this.”

She nudged his leg. “Then let’s not stop too long.”

Outside, she flung her arms around his neck and planted a quick kiss that made him laugh, half‑shy. Truckies shook their heads — amused at the barefoot girl and her whole‑hearted joy. Lisa didn’t notice. Or didn’t care.

The Kombi rattled back onto the road. Newcastle waited ahead, but the feeling of arrival had already begun.


* * *


By the time the highway folded into Newcastle, the Kombi wore a veil of dust and a satisfied hum. Lisa pressed her forehead to the window, pointing out everything — old farmhouses, slashes of Pacific between the hills, Golden Fleece billboards peeling toward the sun.

Hunter Street buzzed with life: art deco façades beside tired brick shops, sailors mixing with locals, pubs spilling music onto the pavement. Uni kids with guitars. A woman in a miniskirt clutching textbooks. Barefoot surfers leaning on railings with boards at their feet.

“It’s like a city — but not Sydney,” Lisa said. “Smaller, louder. Like everyone’s in on something.”

“A working town,” David said. “Feels honest.”

At a red light she kissed his temple. “Thank you for bringing me.”

They rattled past a barbershop, a bakery, a bookshop with paperback covers fading in the sun. Two boys strummed guitars on the footpath; Lisa’s laugh turned heads and left strangers smiling without knowing why.

They found Nobbys easily. The lighthouse swept white arcs across the late afternoon. Surf broke in silver lines. The ocean breathed in and out like a living thing.

“David…” Lisa whispered, spinning barefoot in the salt wind. Her cotton top fluttered against her skin. He leaned on the Kombi and watched joy move through her — unfiltered, unafraid.

Music floated from a pub tucked behind the dunes. Lisa caught it first — head tilting like a bird.

“Let’s go,” she said, taking his hand.

Inside: cigarette haze, beer‑sweet air, sticky floorboards. A local band ripped through Friday on My Mind and the whole room sang it back. Lisa was swept in immediately — clapping, laughing, pulling David into the crush. He let the beat loosen him; her grin loosened the rest.

A slower number softened the crowd. Lisa leaned into his chest and they swayed as though the pub had fallen away. He kissed her hair without thinking.

Later, they walked back beneath the slow blink of the lighthouse. They curled in the Kombi overlooking the dark water, the white



* * *




















* * *
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