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The waves lapped the shore, breathing in and out as I sat on the soft, silky sand and tried to regulate my breathing.  In and out, in and out. I closed my eyes and breathed the salty sea air, letting the sun warm my skin.  Allowing my body and mind to calm, I let my surroundings bring me back to a place where I could open my eyes and feel ready to face the day.  With my sense of peace returning, I stood up and brushed off the sand, giving the sea one last long look before turning and walking up the beach.  A hundred steps took me to my place of work-a little cafe nestled on the edge of the sand.  

‘Hey Annie,’ a voice called.

I smiled at one of my co-workers, a kind guy who always made time for me.  ‘Hi Christian.’

‘You sign up yet?’ he grinned, joining my side as we made our way up the slope which led us inside the restaurant.

I groaned, giving him a look.  ‘No, Christian!’ I laughed.  ‘I don’t think it’s for me.’

‘Oh, Annie!’ he exclaimed, dramatically.  ‘Just give it a try! What have you got to lose?’

‘Nothing, I suppose,’ I murmured, ‘But I still probably won’t do it,’ I told him, pausing by the railings as he wrapped an arm around my shoulder.

‘Annie, Annie...you can’t be alone forever...you know that’s how I met Jack,’ he said, smiling at me enigmatically.

‘I know! You haven’t stopped talking about him!’ I laughed.  ‘But before Jack it was Billy, and then before Billy it was James...I don’t think joining a dating app is for me.  I’m looking for a soulmate,’ I explained, ‘Not a hookup.’

‘Then say that!’ he said, wide eyed. ‘And who says I’m not looking for a soulmate too?’ he asked, indignantly. ‘I just haven’t found him yet, clearly!’ he said, shaking his head in despair.

‘What about Jack?’ I asked, frowning up at him.

‘Well, it’s pretty clear it’s not leading anywhere,’ he sighed.  ‘I saw him last night and he made it clear what he’s looking for-and let’s just say it isn’t a long-term relationship.’

I looked at him closely. ‘Oh, Christian,’ I sympathised. 

He wrinkled his nose, looking out to sea.  As we stood there, one of our co-workers headed up the path, giving us a shy wave as he passed us and went inside. 

‘Hey Ben,’ I said kindly, watching him as he walked in. 

‘Hey,’ he smiled, glancing briefly at Christian before going on ahead into the building.

‘You know,’ I murmured, when he was gone, ‘I still think you’re missing out there...’

‘What are you talking about?’ he asked, looking over at me.

I nodded my head towards the door, smiling at him a little.

‘What-Ben?’ he exclaimed.

‘Yes, Ben! He’s perfect for you! Closer to your age, completely adorable and gorgeous as well.’

‘He may well be all those things, Annie, but you’re missing the huge issue that’s stopping that from being an option-he’s straight!’ he almost yelled.

‘Is he though?’ I smiled.  ‘He watches you...I’ve seen him.’

‘You’re ridiculous!’ he chuckled. ‘Living in one of those romance novels you love reading.’

‘No, I’m not,’ I denied, blushing fiercely.  ‘I’ve seen the way he looks at you, Christian! It’s there in his eyes!’

‘He dates women, Annie.  I don’t mess with straight men.  Been there, done that...’ he told me, flatly, ‘And besides, you’re just trying to distract me from what I was talking about.  You!’

‘No, no, no,’ I denied.  ‘Why would I do that?’ I chuckled. 

‘Because that’s what you do. Don’t think I haven’t noticed! Now come on...come and sit with me on the patio and we’ll do this together.’

‘Christian; no...’ I objected.

‘Annie, yes!’ he mocked, laughing at me.  ‘Do you want to be a single, miserable old spinster, with no life, no partner and no joy?’ he demanded.

‘No, I do not want that!’ I said, bothered by his words.

‘Exactly! So, you’re joining the app and meeting people-to meet some lovely lesbian friends, if nothing else!’

‘You can do that?’ I asked, baffled by all of it.

‘Yes! Oh my God, you’re such an alien,’ he laughed.

‘Rude,’ I murmured.  ‘I’m new to all of this.’

‘Well, get with it.  Come on-give me your phone,’ he instructed.

I reluctantly got my phone out of my bag and handed it to him.  

‘Okay; we’re downloading the app,’ he said, tapping away quickly.  ‘It’s purely for the LGBTQ+ community so you can rest assured that it’ll reach your target audience,’ he told me.

‘I don’t want my picture on there,’ I piped up, watching him opening the app up.

‘Fine, whatever...we can do an arty shot of the back of your head with the sea in the background.  Go on-stand by the railings and I’ll snap some shots.’

‘What? Of the back of my head?’ I asked, dubiously.

‘Yes!’ he exclaimed, sounding exasperated.  ‘Honestly, Annie, don’t make this harder work than it has to be!’

‘Sorry,’ I murmured, going to the railings.

‘Okay...smile!’ he chuckled.

I did smile, my back to him.  

‘There-I’ve taken three or four.  One of them will do,’ he said, sitting back down.  ‘Now, look at this.  ‘All about me’ section.’

‘Christian, wait,’ I objected, frowning at him intently.  ‘If I do this-and I’m not saying I will-I need to be ready in myself and do it when I’ve got time to think about my answers and write a good reflection of what I’m looking for.  I’m not going to do it now-minutes before a shift when I’m not sure if it’s even what I want.’

He huffed at me, shaking his head.  ‘Fine,’ he muttered, handing me back my phone.  ‘But you should do it, okay? Life’s too short to be lonely.’

I stared at him, feeling like I could cry at his words.  It was too soon to contemplate them, after the events of the past few years.  I was too vulnerable still. ‘Just do it’ and ‘life is too short’ resonated with me massively, but I couldn’t tell him that.  Everything was still just too raw.  ‘Yeah.  I will,’ I said, instead of bursting into tears and crawling into a ball.  ‘Anyway, I start soon. I’m going to go on in,’ I told him.

‘Okay!’ he called, as I stood.

Heading for the door, I made my way inside, feeling an ache inside of me which had become familiar.  It was like my chest cavity was empty, and it gnawed at me for comfort and love.  I was unfulfilled, flat and hollow but I knew that time was the best healer right now, as there hadn’t been enough of it for me to process everything which had happened.

Walking into the old, brick café, I looked around at my surroundings.  The place had an ambience which fulfilled something inside me.  It gave me a sense of calm, which was why I had accepted the job here working in the kitchens.  It had supposed to have been a temporary measure, but here I was, six months later, still turning up every day.

‘Hey Annie,’ Josie smiled, as I walked into the back room and hung my bag up.

‘Hi Josie, how are you?’ I replied, pasting a smile onto my face, which had to be forced.  I didn’t feel like smiling lately.  In fact, I hadn’t smiled for what felt like months.

‘Good, thanks,’ she replied.  ‘Although I’ve got to head out and do a stock up. Are you okay handling things here today yourself?’ she asked.

‘Yeah, fine,’ I nodded.  She’d come to realise I was reliable and that I worked hard-the strengths I’d told her I had when I’d come to interview with her six months before.  At the time, I’d been surprised to have been offered the job.  I knew I hadn’t been myself in that interview and was a complete shadow of the ‘me’ that I wanted to be, but still she’d taken a chance on me-and it had paid off.  When she wasn’t in the building, she trusted me to run the kitchen fluidly, and when we were quiet, let me indulge in making things which were off-menu, and sometimes even added them to the offered selection on the special’s boards. When she occasionally asked me for a recipe, I knew I’d done well.  ‘I’ll be fine.’

‘I know you will be,’ she nodded.  ‘Oh, and how’s the flat turning out? Are you getting settled up there?’ she asked.

‘It’s great,’ I assured her.  ‘I’m so thankful for the place to stay.’

‘Well, it’s good for me to have the rent payment seeing as I’m not living there anymore.’

‘I can imagine.  It all worked out well for all of us, I guess.  How is Suzy?’ I asked, referring to her partner.

‘Great,’ she smiled, the warmth of her grin radiating all around her.  ‘She’s following her dream and booking more gigs now.  It’s great to see her grow. Making her leave this place and follow her actual destiny was the right thing for her, I know it.  We’ve been using crystals to manifest every day,’ she added.

I stared at her, baffled. I couldn’t even put one step in front of the other some days, and my boss and partner were manifesting their futures? It made me feel worthless.  In a world where everything had collapsed around me, I felt like an empty shell of the woman I had once been.  The woman I wanted to be.  I despaired and wondered where it had all gone so terribly wrong.  

‘Oh, I have one for you by the way!’ she said, hustling me out of the room and down the corridor towards the kitchens.

I followed automatically, walking behind her to make our way down to the kitchen and beyond, where she had a tiny office at the back of the busy café kitchens.

‘Come on! Squeeze in!’ she said, encouraging me into the small space.

Josie’s office was tiny.  Two people inside the box room was too much.  Still, we went inside, and she reached for a little, black velvet bag.

‘For you,’ she said, handing me the crystal.

I looked down at the gift and felt my eyes burn.  A gift for me? ‘Josie?’

‘It’s just a little thank you, Annie. Since having you here, I’ve been able to be much freer to pursue my own interests. Having someone I trust running the kitchens is invaluable to me, so it’s a little thank you.’

I took it out of its bag, reverently, staring at the quartz wand crystal in my hand.

‘I held it and felt it was for you,’ she told me, smiling.

I looked up at her.  ‘How did you know?’

She shrugged.  ‘It just felt right.’

I swallowed hard.  ‘Thank you,’ I whispered, overcome by emotion.

‘Hey, don’t get upset! It’s a good thank you.  I didn’t mean to make you sad!’

‘I’m not sad,’ I said, clearing my throat.  ‘I’m just...thankful too,’ I said, finally daring to lift my eyes to hers.  ‘You’re, uh...’ what could I say? Inspiring? Incredible? Amazing? ‘A good friend,’ I went with, unused to sharing my emotions.

She smiled, happily.  ‘You are too.  When Suzy and I are settled, you’ll have to come and have dinner one night, okay?’ she smiled.

I loved how normal and easy it was for her to say something like that.  It was something I strived for, something I longed for.  ‘Uh huh,’ I said, swallowing hard.  ‘I’d, uh...I’d like that.’

‘Okay then.  Are you okay if I go then? It seems pretty quiet right now.’

‘It’s fine,’ I smiled.  ‘And Josie?’ I said, as she turned to leave.

‘Yeah?’

I swallowed hard.  ‘Thank you...for everything...’

She gave me a warm smile.  ‘No, thank you.  See you later, Annie!’ she said, turned and left.

I was left alone, standing there with the crystal in my hand. I knew nothing about crystals, manifesting or why she had thought that this might be something suitable for me, but I appreciated it, nonetheless.  I appreciated Josie and the friends I had made here since joining the place.  I knew I hadn’t been easy to get to know, that I had been insular and quiet, but a few of them had persisted, and over a period of time, I had become closer with a few of them.

Sighing, I tucked the crystal back in its black bag and then into my pocket.  It felt cold through my jeans and the awareness of it there was somewhat grounding for me. I kept my hand against its coldness for several more moments before moving, and when I finally did, I felt a little lighter in my step.  Heading into the kitchens, I grabbed an apron and set to work.

The café had been standing since 1900, although the building had changed, grown and developed during the course of its time there.   Josie’s family had always owned the place, from its small beginnings-providing nourishment for hungry fishermen to its larger-scaled version today-a busy, bustling beachfront café-it had always been run by a member of Josie’s family. Now, it fell to her to manage and continue to long-standing family tradition, and I loved every minute of my time there.

When I’d been lost and unable to do much but worry and fret about what was coming next, I’d headed to the beach for comfort.  A self-help book had recommended that I find time to spend in nature, and as someone who had always loved being by the sea,  I took solace in the idea and had started coming down to Hope Cliff Bay in an attempt to start the healing process of my battered soul.

The truth was, that it had helped. Sitting by the shore and watching the waves was incredibly comforting to a lost, little soul.  I’d spent the time just watching the world go by, back in the elements, come rain or shine and I’d discovered that it was healing.  Hunger one day had made me venture into the quiet, little café.  I’d hurried out of the rain and slipped inside to order myself a hot chocolate to warm myself up.  The warmth which had greeted me had been encompassing, and I’d sat in a corner of the room, sipping the sweet drink and watching the world go by.  It had felt calming.  It had felt peaceful.  I’d felt okay for once.

Visiting the café had become habit forming.  I’d visit the sea, breathe in its beauty and healing properties and then walk up to the sand to get a warm drink.  It wasn’t until I’d noticed a sign on the window advertising for a job as a chef that I had even considered the chance of working in a place like this.  The idea had stuck with me though, and eventually I had plucked up the courage to ask to speak to the manager, as suggested on the advert.  Josie had materialised from the kitchen and surprised me by offering to sit down with me there and then.  She’d offered me a job after less than ten minutes of me trying to stumble over my words and make myself coherent to her.  I had been surprised and shocked, but it had turned out to be the best move I could have made.  Six months later, I was still there.  Perhaps I wasn’t rich, by any means, but I had enough.  I had a roof over my head, enough to pay the bills and eat and the job didn’t break me, as was my previous experience.  It was easy, simple and meant I could go home each night stress free, without emails to check, work to finish or worries clouding my busy mind.  

‘Shall I open up?’ a voice said from beside me, startling me out of my reverie.

I looked over.  It was Ben; another kind soul who I’d taken to over the course of my time here.  ‘Oh, yes please, Ben.  That’d be great.’

He headed off and I set to work, getting the kitchen set up and food cooking before the first orders.  We always had a busy breakfast run, so the first order of the day was getting all the elements of a traditional English breakfast was crucial.  I set to work, knowing Ben would assist me when he returned from unlocking the gates.

The morning was busy.  When Josie returned from stocking up, we all assisted in bringing everything in and putting it away while the kitchen continued to run around the hecticness of new supplies.  At twelve I took my lunch break, and after making my own sandwich, I left the café and headed down towards the beach.  We did have a little lunchroom, but I preferred not to use it. It was much better for my mind, body and soul to go down onto the sand, sit and watch the waves break and breathe in the salty sea air while I had time off. 

This lunchtime, I found myself distracted by something other than the waves.  Down the beach, to the left, was a gorgeous young dog, bounding in and out of the sea.  She was chasing her ball, which she would retrieve and then take back to her owner, again and again.  When the owner got close enough for me to be able to see her, I was taken aback initially.  The woman breathed life and vitality, from the rosy pink of her cheeks on this cold day to the wide smile which displayed even, white teeth.  She was beautiful; heart-stoppingly so, and I found my breath caught as she walked past me, calling for her dog, Lucky.

I sat, transfixed, as she made her way down the sand, admiring her easy walk, her athletic grace and her natural smile.  Sighing to myself, I felt that ache inside of me grow.  

I ate my sandwich, despite not wanting to.  The last year had taken its toll upon my body-especially my weight, and it had plummeted to the point where I was physically also a shadow of the woman I had once been.  I knew I was too skinny now and had resolved to make sure I ate for the sake of my health.  It wasn’t easy, as every time I ate, I felt nauseous, but I was persevering as of late, determined to be well again.

When I was done, I stood, wiping the back of my jeans and feeling the sand roughly against my palms.  Breathing in deeply, twice more, I let the view of the sea calm me before I turned to walk up the sand towards the café.  As I walked, I glanced down the beach to see the woman and her dog in the distance.  They were long gone, enjoying their walk in the cold sunshine. Something told me she would still be smiling.  I wished I could be like that.

Returning to work, I got on with the afternoon contentedly, enjoying the lack of brain power required to fulfil this job to satisfaction.  When we finished for the evening, I helped with the clear up and then said my goodbyes to a chorus of responses. 

Home was a few steps away, since I’d been fortunate enough to be given the chance to stay in the flat which was situated above the café itself.  A simple aluminium staircase led me upstairs to the first floor and I reached into my pocket to get the key out, my hand touching the crystal Josie had given me earlier.  Warmth spread through me as I considered the thoughtful gesture.  I hadn’t been expecting it, which made it even more appreciated.  I kept the crystal in my hand as I let myself in.  Walking to the coffee table, I placed the little black, velvet bag in the centre with the crystal on top of it, in pride of place where I could see it every day.  Sitting down on the sofa, I smiled at it, pleased Josie had thought enough of me to give me a gift, and a special one at that.  For so long, I hadn’t felt like I was enough, and yet here was a gesture which showed me that maybe there was a chance I was.

Sitting back on the sofa, I looked at the basic flat I was in.  Since Josie’s partner Suzy had left, I hadn’t done anything to the place apart from move my stuff in.  It was an empty shell of a home, with very little anywhere, but I still loved it.  The sofa faced the windows at the front of the lounge and my favourite place in the whole space was situated there, under the large windows.  A window seat, providing a reading nook was created and I had found that it was the best place to be.  Not only could I sit and read but I could also stare out of the window and watch the sea, enjoy nature on my doorstep and revel in the quiet peace I found in this small space of the world.

‘I am going to be okay,’ I murmured to myself, saying the words I had been speaking to myself for a while.  Breathing deeply, I corrected them to make them even more positive.  ‘I am okay,’ I said then, my voice quiet in the silent room.

Flashes of memories flitted through my mind, but I didn’t try to dismiss them as I once had.  Advice from supportive fields around me had encouraged me to let the thoughts in, notice them and own them-all whilst knowing they couldn’t hurt me anymore.  I’d acknowledged that the uncontrollable anxiety had made me unwell and had resolved to embrace it and deal with the feelings rather than run from them.  I’d taken action to change my life for the better and it was onwards and upwards from here on out.

Getting up, I walked over to my favoured window seat and curled into the cushions which were piled to one end. Tugging the fleecy blanket which I’d left there up and over me, I curled into its warmth and lay there watching the sea for a while.  Soon, the dark would set in, and I would only be able to hear the waves crashing rather than see them, so I spent the time enjoying the sight while I could.

Sooner than expected, the dark began to set in and then I enjoyed the sight of the moon rather than the sea as it illuminated the beach with its natural light. I loved the moon and the way it made me feel.  Sometimes, I’d think of the world beyond mine and how small and insignificant it made my worries feel.  Sometimes, I’d stare up at it and feel hopeful, inspired and excited for a new start in my life, which I knew I was tentatively making, but felt scared by it sometimes. Sometimes, I’d watch it glow and wonder what all of this meant-why I was here, what my purpose was and if any of this meant anything in the wider scheme of things. The moon made me wonder; and I liked that.

When my stomach started to growl, I listened to my body.  Getting up from my fleecy warmth, I headed to the kitchen and opened the fridge.  Looking at the contents made me feel weary and lacking in inspiration to actually cook anything I had.  Deciding to head out to the local shop, I grabbed my bag and left the house.  

The air was cold, but it was still March, so spring weather hadn’t quite reached the south coast.  I walked down the steps and decided to take the long route, along the sand instead of the car park until I could head out to the little roads to the local shop.  It was only a ten-minute walk, so would be quick.

Down at the beach, I stepped onto the sand and walked along slowly, using the moments to watch the moon and the waves crash on the shore, as the light outside illuminated the sea.  It was a beautiful evening, and I smiled to myself as I walked.  A quick turn took me up the pavement towards the next road and I crossed over before reaching the little corner shop.  Inside, I bought the essentials to make chicken fajitas and then avoided the human at the checkout to buy my items at the self-service checkout instead.  My anxiety was worse in shops, I found, and in the past, I had experienced more than one panic attack in shops or supermarkets.  Somehow, to me, they were overwhelming.  The bright lights, the busy shop floor and the people all added together to make me heightened to the point of dizziness, confusion and panic.  

Scooping up my items and thrusting them into a plastic bag, I quickly grabbed my receipt and made my exit.  I was beginning to feel the walls closing in, and the last thing I needed was a breakdown in another shop.  I was past all that now...wasn’t I? 

Leaving quickly, I hurried away from the bright lights, the noise and chatter of happy voices and made my way back to where I felt safe-by the sea in my little quiet flat where at night, nothing could be heard but the waves.

Reaching the sand was a relief, and I slowed my pace, realising I was breathing hard-not from exertion, but from internal thought processes making my body react negatively.  I forced myself to stop and slowed my breathing, putting my finger to my palm and drawing squares as I breathed.  One, two, three, four in...one, two, three, four out.  I did it a few times until I felt calmer and then walked on down the beach, knowing I could cope again.  

As I walked, a sound startled me.  

‘Lucky!’ the voice called.

I turned, frowning, the voice was coming from the distance and kept repeating as the woman called and called the name.

‘Oh hello!’ the woman said, nearing me.  ‘I’ve lost my dog,’ she said, breathlessly.  ‘I don’t suppose you’ve seen a dog around here running around? She’s golden...only a year old...a cocker spaniel.’

‘I’m sorry, I haven’t.  I’ll keep an eye out though,’ I said, remembering this woman from earlier.  She was the woman on the beach who had been walking earlier.  I recalled her as I’d noticed how beautiful she was. Up close, she was stunning.  The moonlight brightly illuminated her blonde, golden hair, which was cut short and framed her face attractively.  Interestingly, the moon also highlighted the fact that she had two differently coloured eyes, one a golden brown and the other an iridescent blue/green colour which reminded me of the ocean.

‘Thanks,’ she said, sighing heavily.  ‘Can I give you one of these flyers?’ she asked, shaking her head, clearly worried about her dog.

‘Of course,’ I said, reaching to accept the paper.

‘Thanks,’ she replied, and was gone.  

I watched as she made her way back down to the beach and continued to call Lucky’s name.  I stayed still as she made her way down the sand, searching and calling the whole time.  I felt a wave of worry for her plight and found myself searching everywhere as I also began to walk back down towards the café.

When I reached the flat above the café, I stood on the steps, searching the beach for the lost dog.  Unfortunately, I could see nothing though, so I reluctantly went inside, feeling anxious for the poor woman who couldn’t find her dog.  Going directly to the window to watch in the moonlight, I stayed there until she was completely out of sight and gone before sighing to myself and trying to regulate my breathing.  How sad, I thought to myself. I felt concerned for her, taking her worries onto my own back and shouldering them heavily.  I didn’t know her, didn’t know her dog and yet her anxieties became mine and even as I turned away from the window to go to the kitchen and make fajitas, I found myself worrying and stressing about her poor lost puppy.  It was cold, the dog would be freezing.  It wouldn’t be able to get any food, so would be starving.  We were surrounded by water-what if the dog went in and couldn’t swim out.  Rip tides were possible.  Maybe she’d got swept away? My anxieties continued as I put together onions, red peppers and chicken before adding a range of various seasoning and preparing salsa, mayonnaise and fajitas themselves to the table.  The act of cooking soothed me and as always, I went over to my journal and scribbling down the recipe I’d made, adding to it the lessons learnt that day at the bottom, by analysing my anxiety and writing, ‘Add a dash of hope, when things are getting on top of you.  You never know what tomorrow might bring.’

I went back to my saucepan and mentally added some hope to my recipe.  As I sat eating fajitas at the kitchen table, I closed my eyes and hoped Lucky would be found so that her owner could stop worrying.  

Once I’d cleared up and put my leftovers in the fridge for the following night, I decided to have a shower before heading to bed.  An early night was needed after such a long day.  As with every day, I spent a few moments before sleeping thinking about everything I was grateful for, to count my blessings and remind myself of the reasons I had to feel like I held value in this world.  After listing them in my head, I turned off the light and went to sleep, listening to the sound of the waves.

When I next woke, it was clear that it wasn’t yet morning.  The darkness was still surrounding me, and it was deathly cold.  Sitting up, I wondered what had woken me.  A few months ago, lack of sleep was commonplace in my world, but lately I’d been sleeping far better, which was always a positive thing and gave me a hint at the world waiting for me after recovery. 

At the sound of scraping, I startled, gripping the covers around me tighter as fear tightened its grip around me like a noose.  Feeling my heart accelerate and the rush of adrenaline which followed, I forced myself to breathe deeply, to calm and settle myself.  I was safe. The doors were locked. I was protected by security cameras.  I was okay, I told myself again.

A sudden noise made me jerk once more but then my fears quickly abated as a familiar sound filled my ears.  A whining sound followed by a bark had me bolting from the bed and running for my door.  This was nothing to be afraid of! This was something I could do!

When I reached the door, I yanked it open and there in front of me, standing in the darkness, was the beautiful dog from earlier.  Lost and alone, standing on my doorstep, I dropped to my knees in surprise, extending my arms to the wide-eyed dog.

‘Oh baby!’ I exclaimed.  ‘You must be Lucky, right?’ I asked her.  ‘Are you lost, baby?’ I questioned, as if she was about to answer me.  ‘Come in,’ I said, welcoming her into my arms as she moved forwards towards me.

Her soft fur felt fantastic against my bare arms, and I petted her lovingly, holding her close and reassuring her as she panted her pleasure at being found in my arms.  I stroked her and talked to her before welcoming her into my flat, closing the door behind me.

‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ I murmured, trying to calm my panic and think what I should do first.  Looking at the wall told me it was 4.30am, so it was way too early to call the owner.  I made a split-second decision and decided I would take care of Lucky until 6am and then call the number on the flyer.  I could do it; I told myself.  I could care for this lost puppy temporarily.

Heading to the kitchen, I quickly got a bowl and filled it with water.

‘Here you go, Lucky.  Some water,’ I told her, softly, placing it in front of her.  I watched as she lapped it up thirstily and it made me consider that she must be hungry too.  ‘Are you hungry, baby?’ I asked her.  ‘Do you want some chicken?’ 

Her big doe eyes looked at me eagerly, and I quickly headed to the fridge to find some chicken breast which I’d cooked the day before.  Chopping it up quickly, I put it on a plate and then placed it on the floor before sitting cross-legged before her as she woofed it down hungrily.

‘Wow; you were hungry,’ I smiled, watching her lick her lips.  

She gazed at me, big adoring eyes watching me.

‘Are you tired? Shall we sleep a bit until your Mum can come and get you?’ I asked her, standing up and beckoning her into my bedroom.  ‘Here...you can come and lie next to me if you like,’ I offered, patting the bed next to me.  ‘I don’t know if your Mum lets you sleep on the bed, but this once you can,’ I told her, as she jumped up and settled in beside me cosily, as if she were used to cuddling up to her owner.  ‘That’s right.  My; you’re a cuddly girl,’ I smiled, petting her softly.  ‘We’ll sleep a little bit and then call your Mum, okay?’ I told her, holding her close. 

She made a gentle huffing noise and then closed her eyes, settling down beside me.  I breathed deeply, smiling to myself now I could relax, and stroked her gently while she rested.
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I didn’t sleep.  It was impossible.  I did rest there beside the tired, lost dog though and keep a close eye on her while I waited for the clock to move to a suitable time to call.  

When 6am appeared on the digital clock, I sat up and the dog beside me instantly woke and sat up, alert.

‘Sorry, baby,’ I told her, stroking her head.  ‘But I think it’s time to call your Mum. I think she’s going to be worried about you.’

The dog looked at me expectantly, even as if to say, ‘Go on then! Stop stalling and get her here!’

I got out of bed, pulling on a jumper to shield myself against the frigid air.  Heading to the lounge, I found the flyer the woman had given me the day before and sat down with it, tapping the number into my phone before pressing the green button to start the call.

The phone rang for long moments while my anxiety peaked, and my heart accelerated.  

‘Hello?’ a sleepy voice answered.

‘Oh hello,’ I said, clearing my throat awkwardly.  ‘I’m uh...calling about your dog.  I found your dog,’ I said, hearing my voice quivering as I tried to pass on the information needed to get the puppy back to her owner.

‘You’ve found Lucky?’ the woman gasped.

‘I, uh...yes...well, she found me...’ I murmured, glancing at the dog beside me.

‘Where are you? I can come now! Please-I’ve been so worried-can I come and collect her right now?’ the woman asked, sounding desperate.

‘Yes, of course.  I’m at the beach-at the café.  Hope Cliff Bay café,’ I told her, swallowing hard.

‘Oh wow! Amazing.  I’ll be there in five minutes.  Thank you so much!’ she exclaimed, before hanging up.

I didn’t even have the chance to tell the woman my name before she’d hung up and presumably bounded out of bed in order to rush down to the beach to collect her beloved dog.

Realising I was still in my pyjamas, I got up and went to the bedroom, quickly discarding my PJ’s before pulling on jeans and a jumper and then brushing my hair in front of the mirror.  Thoughts of the woman headed my way were at the forefront of my mind as I remembered her so clearly.  She had been striking in a way that had captured my attention immediately. 

A nuzzle to my leg reminded me that Lucky was beside me and I bent to pet her attentively.  ‘It’s okay, sweetheart.  Your Mum’s on the way!’ I told her, happily, heading to the front window to look out at the view.  I could look to the right and see the car park, which meant I’d be able to see when the woman arrived.  

Lucky jumped up beside me and I stroked her while we waited, my stomach churning with butterflies.  I was nervous, I realised. Anticipation etched through my veins and made me feel alive with excitement.  Lucky seemed to be on edge too-her ears had pricked up and her gaze was fixed on the window as I too looked out.

Not even four minutes later, a car turned into the dimly lit car park and drove down to the edge of the brick café.  I watched, heart pounding, as the woman climbed out of the car and looked at the building with a frown etched on her face.  She hurried over to the café and looked around, clearly baffled as to where to go.  It was closed up at this point, so I quickly hopped down from the window seat and headed to the door of the flat.

Opening it a fraction, I stuck my head out and called-making sure I didn’t let Lucky out in the process.  ‘Up here!’ I shouted.

The woman startled and then saw me.  ‘Oh hi!’ she exclaimed, rushing towards the steps.  

As she made her way up, I reached for Lucky’s collar and held her at the door while she wagged her tail enthusiastically and began to bark as her owner approached at speed.

‘Oh my God! Lucky!’ the woman exclaimed, bending to encompass the gorgeous dog in her arms and hold her close for a long moment.  Lucky became animated and launched herself into the woman’s arms, licking and nuzzling her energetically as she laughed, happily.

‘Thank you so much!’ the woman said, quickly attaching Lucky’s lead to her collar for safekeeping and then standing.

Her eyes met mine and I felt my breath catch. This time it wasn’t with anxiety.  I remembered her eyes from the brief moments meeting her before, but I wasn’t prepared for how beautiful they were to behold in the early morning light of day, shining with happiness because she had her beloved pet back.  ‘You’re welcome,’ I told her, smiling a little too.  

‘How did you find her?’ she exclaimed, eyes wide.  ‘I was out past midnight searching!’

‘Actually, she found me,’ I explained.  ‘I woke at 4.30 to scratching noises at my door.  The scratching became whimpers and then she barked so I rushed to the door and let her in.’

‘4.30?’ she asked, looking baffled.  

‘She woke me at 4.30...I thought I better not call in the middle of the night, so I waited until a decent time-and still woke you, I guess,’ I said, feeling guilty.

‘No, no! I’m just sorry she woke you like that!’ she apologised.  ‘And I can’t believe your kindness-taking her in like that.’

‘Oh, well I just gave her some water, chopped up some chicken for her-I hope that was okay-and then she came and slept with me for a while.  Well, she slept, I worried,’ I chuckled, nervously, feeling myself blushing.

‘Wow,’ the woman exclaimed.  ‘Thank you so much...’ she paused, obviously waiting for my name.

‘Uh, Annie...’ I said, embarrassed.

‘Annie,’ she repeated, smiling warmly at me, her eyes never leaving mine.  ‘You really went above and beyond,’ she told me, patting Lucky’s head.  ‘And what a lucky Lucky!’ she said, laughing down at the cute dog.  ‘Getting a sleepover at an absolutely gorgeous woman’s home! Unbelievable!’ she said, shaking her head and chuckling.

I felt heat spread through me instantly at her words.  I was sure my cheeks were scarlet red, and my throat seemed to have constricted and left me unable to utter a single word. 

‘Thank you so much,’ she continued, seemingly unaware of my racing heart and intense feelings which were coursing through me in waves.

‘You’re welcome,’ I murmured, my voice coming out a mere whisper.

‘I literally can’t thank you enough.  I’ll leave you to sleep though! I’m so sorry she woke you so early,’ she apologised.

‘No, it’s fine...it’s fine,’ I stuttered.

‘Well, thank you again.  I’ll get out of your hair!’ she laughed, turning to leave.

‘Okay then,’ I murmured, reaching for the door.  I still felt like I was burning hot, despite the cold frigid air of the morning.  ‘Bye!’

‘Thanks again! Bye!’ she called, before hurrying off down the steps with Lucky in tow.

I closed the door and then went to my front window to watch them as they left.  I kept staring as they went to her car, she loaded Lucky in the boot and then climbed into the driver’s seat.  Then I sat there, watching as she drove away.  It was only then that I realised I’d not even caught her name.  Frowning in disappointment to myself, I got up and headed back to the bedroom, knowing already that there was not a damn chance I’d be able to go back to bed now.  My mind was full and busy, and the excitement of the events of the past few hours had left me feeling wired.

Deciding to make an early start of it, I grabbed my coat, hat and gloves and then headed out.  I’d go for a long walk on the beach, I decided.  Enjoy the early morning view and get out in nature while it was quiet and secluded out there.

I headed down the steps, shivering as the cold air touched my face.  It was a bitter start to March, and I was feeling the cold more lately due to my weight loss over the past months.  I really noticed the chill to the bone, and it made me move faster in a bid to stay warm.

I walked down to the sand, increasing my pace and loved the fact that I was the only person on the beach this morning.  It was absolutely empty.  The only sounds that could be heard were the ones coming from nature, and that was overwhelmingly charming.  I sat down by the shore and watched as a bird flew down and perched on one of the groynes.  I listened as the sea lapped the shore, the gentle noises providing music to my ears.  I concentrated on my breathing and then got to the stage where I didn’t need to.  Nature was enough to provide natural calm.  When I got too cold, I got up and walked for twenty minutes and then turned around and walked back along the shore.  It was peaceful and calming, and I saw no-one during the whole experience.  I headed back to the flat feeling refreshed.

My shift that day started at nine, so I headed down and started work on time.  At lunchtime, I was in the kitchen making orders up when Ben poked his head around the fridge to speak to me.

‘Annie?’ he called.

‘Yes?’ I said, glancing up.

‘There’s a woman here with flowers for you,’ he said, catching me off-guard.

My eyebrows rose and my heart accelerated swiftly. ‘There’s...what did you say?’

‘Come on! There’s a woman asking for you and she’s got a massive bunch of flowers for you!’ he exclaimed, beckoning me.

Frowning in confusion, I glanced at Josie and Christian, who were grinning from ear to ear.

‘Got on that dating app, I see?’ Christian commented, chuckling and looking amused.

‘I knew you batted for my team,’ Josie added, laughing at me happily.

‘I, uh...I don’t have anyone...I mean, I’m not...’ I blustered, flushing bright red.

‘Annie, come on!’ Ben encouraged, reaching for my arm.

Before I could do anything about it, Ben was tugging me out of the kitchen as I stumbled after him and quickly had to confront my visitor, who waited just outside.

‘I’ll leave you to it,’ Ben said, his voice laced with humour.

‘Hi!’ the woman from earlier smiled.

I smiled, blushing maroon, I was sure.  ‘Oh, hi...’ I murmured, swallowing hard.

‘Annie, right?’ she asked, checking she’d gotten my name right.

‘That’s right,’ I replied, feeling my tension grow.

‘I didn’t introduce myself,’ she apologised.  ‘I’m Devon-Devon Jones.  I just wanted to say a massive thank you-on behalf of Lucky and myself,’ she said, handing me the flowers.

They were beautiful, I considered, taking the hugely attractive bunch of flowers.  There were roses, carnations and tiny little dashes of other flowers I didn’t know the names of which added to the effect of the wonderful splash of colour.  ‘You didn’t need to do this!’ I said, feeling the burn in my cheeks reaching fever pitch.

‘I wanted to, Annie,’ she said, staring down at me with those intense eyes.

I scanned them, startled by how extraordinary they were.  Her eyes were both so uniquely beautiful, in colour and shape-putting them together on one face and the effect was incredible.  ‘Well, uh...thank you.  They’re gorgeous.’

She smiled at me, amusement dancing in her eyes.  ‘Lucky says thank you too,’ she added.

‘Oh, she does?’ I murmured, unable to help the little
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