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Rick Cockle was acutely aware of the vast open space around him as he walked along the ocean's edge. The salty sea air whipped through his long hair, carrying with it the sound of waves crashing against the shore and the faint scent of brine.

He took a deep breath as the peacefulness washed over him. Nobody screamed. There was no loud music and no one telling him what to do.

Eventually, he turned and went back the way he had come and relished the feel of the sand under his soles. The water tickled his feet as it engulfed them. 

This was real life. This was what he had craved for so long. What he needed. Time out. Time away to figure out what to do with the rest of his life.

As he walked, his eyes fixed on the apartments and homes that littered the shoreline. He’d paid a fortune for an extended lease. There was no time limit to his stay. He was his own boss without having to think about other people.

This last week someone rented out the apartment beneath him. Although his initial disappointment at not being alone subsided, he soon became curious.

The occupant had given him the distinct feeling that she had also come to escape. 

Rick climbed the outside staircase that took him to his dwelling. As he passed the one below, he couldn’t resist glancing into the large glass window as he passed by.

Where are you? Who are you?

Then he spotted a shadowy figure. She stood still, staring back, and appeared almost ghostlike. 

He carried on upwards to his own apartment. She didn’t even react to my presence.

It was odd. She was odd. There wasn’t even any recognition on her face. The only thing he glimpsed was a deep and troubling sorrow. Which made him even more curious.

The following day Rick returned from his daily run walk to find her sat on the terrace outside her apartment. A magazine lay in her lap, and what looked like an untouched drink.

His eyes automatically fell on her long, shapely legs. Her auburn hair hung around her face and over her sunglasses. It was as if she were hiding. 

Perhaps she was. From him. From life? 

Rick couldn’t see her eyes, but as soon as she spotted him, she turned her face, clarifying that she did not want conversation. 

As he carried on through, it amused him how it had been a long time since someone had not had a reaction to him. It was kind of cleansing, as if he was just a regular joe.

His days continued with long walks across the beach, and sitting at the piano he’d had especially shipped in.

Rick Cockle was a burnt-out rock star. Lead singer with the band Energy, they had toured continuously for ten years.

He was bone weary. Partying too hard for too many years had taken it out of him. His erratic behaviour was getting him noticed for the wrong reasons. Some said he was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. All he knew was that he had to get out, stop, and find himself again.

The woman downstairs continued to occupy his thoughts. She had become a welcome distraction from his long days.  

After showering and changing into a fresh set of clothes, Rick sat down at the piano, and his eyes rested on the ocean. That alone was inspiration. 

Despite having penned most of the band's biggest hits, his writing skills had dwindled in recent years. The relentless pressure and excessive partying took their toll.

Rick stared at the piano keys for a few moments, then rose and poured a brandy. His thoughts drifted back to the girl downstairs. Why is she here by herself? He wondered. 

His eyes scanned the empty shoreline. The only sound was the crashing waves. The quiet serenity of the place washed over him, offering a sanctuary from the noise of the world. Rick wondered if it was the same for her.

He got up and poured himself a drink. The burning sensation in his throat didn’t stop him from gently pressing the ivory keys with the fingers of his other hand. 

The lone sound, a soft, rhythmic hum, filled him with a sense of peace. As he played, the music seemed to surge and swell, taking on a life of its own, filling the room with its powerful energy. The sound of the keys echoed through the apartment, reflecting his own sadness and the sorrow he sensed from the woman downstairs. 

Words came to mind, and he jotted them down on a pad. His fingers flew across the paper as he added the words that represented all that he felt.

He played a few melodies, each one like a brushstroke on a canvas, until he could weave them together into a piece that hinted at a song’s structure.

Rick sipped his brandy and let it scorch the back of his throat once more. 

The music flowed and made him feel alive. Living in the moment instead of stolen time gave him a sense of achievement. 

As he put the sequences together, he liked how they sounded.

The whisper of the ocean on the sand,

The wind passing through.

Life is hard, we all endure, and

A heartbeat long and true.

Oh, how we resign our life

To live in memories.

A walk by the water freshens my soul.

Who was he kidding? That was rubbish! He admonished himself.  It doesn’t match the music. You can do better, Crockle.  

He smiled to himself. The scolding felt good. He was right; he could do a lot better. The music was there. The lyrics would come. 

He spread his fingers, stretching them out before pressing the keys. Each one made a distinct sound in the quiet room. The air was thick with music, a vibrant wave of sound as Rick sang once more. 

His voice soared through the air, the words blending together as he became lost in the music. His deep baritone resonated through the open door, carried away on the gentle afternoon breeze. 

Later, as Rick stood beside the window, he spotted his neighbour sitting on the rocks below. Her long legs stretched out in front of her as the ocean sprayed her with delicate slivers.

He loved the way the tide had crept in, unnoticed until now. The rhythmic crash of the tide on the shore created a soothing melody, like a lullaby. 

The woman seemed to relish her own company, and it reminded him how lonely he felt during the last few months. Although surrounded by people, he felt alienated. They thought he was losing his mind. Perhaps they were right.

That evening Rick ventured out, drifting around the shops for company and inspiration. He'd come to the ocean to get away from people, but his own company sometimes drove him to distraction.

When he returned, his head was full of the music he would compose. In his mind, he already sat at the piano as his fingers danced over the ivories with a mind of their own.

As he climbed the stairs, he noticed his neighbour sitting on the terrace again, with a bottle of wine next to her. 

This time, her eyes rested on him. They appeared haunted, and her demeanour filled him with compassion. 

She’s so sad and beautiful. I wonder what her story is. Why is she unhappy and what makes her feel that way?

Her hair tumbled over her shoulders, and her eyes flickered at the sight of him. Not from recognition, more as if she hadn’t expected to see him there.

As he continued up the staircase, she rose to her feet, her eyes briefly meeting his. For a moment, he thought she might actually follow him, or at least say something. Instead, she took the bottle of wine and her empty glass inside, and the door shut with a resounding thud.  
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AFTER THREE WEEKS IN solitude, Rick’s friends and colleagues were worried about him. Eventually, he relented and invited them for a drink and a taste of what he was experiencing here.

“How the hell did you find this place, anyway?” Jake, his friend and fellow band member, asked as he sat at the piano, tapping the keys half-heartedly.

“Carefully,” Rick said, pouring a drink into a tall glass and taking it to him.

“How's it going, then?” Jake asked.

Rick shrugged. “Writing goes slowly, but don't pressure me.”

“Hey, man, I'm only asking.”

Rick grinned to soften his words, “Well, don't.” 

The sound of more footsteps on the stairs caught his attention. It seemed people had missed him, as more arrived than he had invited. 

It was nice to know there was still life out there.

“How are you doing?” was the resounding question on everyone's lips.

“This is a great place. Look at the view,” said one.

“You’re looking well,” said another.

He nodded with a few murmured comments.

Music filled the room by whoever felt the urge to sit at the piano. A couple of friends even brought their guitars. 

Rick felt relaxed, enjoying the sounds of chatter, laughter, and music. It was a welcome change from the solitude.

“...and Parky, well...” Jake was telling Rick about a colleague when a figure at the door caught his attention. “Wow, who’s that?” Jake asked, stopping mid-conversation to stare.

Rick’s eyes widened slightly as he hurried over to the door, as the woman from downstairs stared around the room at all the people.

It was the first time she’d reached out to him. Their eyes locked for a moment before panic filled her expression. She suddenly pivoted and quickly left again, saying nothing. 

Rick raced out after her. “Wait.” He jumped the last three steps, almost expecting the door to be slammed in his face. 

Instead, she turned to him, and he had never been this close to her. The paleness of her skin startled him.

She shook her head as if responding to something he’d said. 

“Don't be afraid. It's all right.” For a moment he wondered who he thought he was talking to; she wasn't a child.

“No. I'm sorry; I shouldn't have... I-I thought—”

Rick realised she appeared frightened of him. He couldn’t think why. It was a reaction he’d never had before. Once more, he wondered what was going on with her.

“I’m Gemma and I....” The words seemed to fail her.

Rick smiled, trying to reassure her. “You thought you wanted company, eh?”

She nodded. “Yeah, something like that.”

“Look, I hope I’ve not disturbed you.” He emitted a small, embarrassed laugh. “I was feeling lonely and invited a few people, but well...” He held out his palms, feeling nervous in her company. “It’s overwhelming after the quiet, isn’t it?”

“I’m Rick, by the way.” 

Gemma broke into a smile, and it lit up her face. “Rick Crockle, I know. Go back to your party; it’s okay. You haven’t disturbed me.”

He stepped away, only managing a tight smile. Why the hell do I feel so nervous in front of her?

Jake was on him the moment he walked in the door. “So, who is she, then? Is she joining us?”

“No, she's from downstairs.”

“Pity...” Jake shook his head. “Anyway, I'm starving.” Jake was always hungry. 

Rick put his arm around his friend and led him to the kitchen. 
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