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‘Surprise!’ they yelled and I stopped in my tracks.  Before me, smiling widely, were my parents, my sister, her husband, her children and even the neighbours.

‘Oh my...’ I exclaimed, stunned by the unexpected gathering.

‘Come on in then!’ my mother said, impatiently.  ‘We’re having a little get together for you! Are you pleased?’ she demanded.

‘Uh, yeah! Wow! Thanks, Mum,’ I mumbled, completely thrown by the little affair.

‘Well come on in! We have cakes and presents for you,’ she said, enjoying every minute of this.

I didn’t like the attention; in fact I felt embarrassment course through me at the thought of all eyes being on me.  Instead of turning away though, I did as I always did and walked on in-following my mother’s wishes. 

My parents’ house was traditional, and I joined the gathering of people sat around the coffee table.  An array of tea cakes was spread out on the little table along with cards and presents and I suddenly felt guilty that I had not wanted to come in.  Little did they know that I had just had the day from hell; I concluded that maybe that would explain my mood.

‘Hey sis,’ I said, going to embrace my sister, ‘You know about this?’ I whispered in her ear.

She chuckled and held me close.  ‘Yeah...I couldn’t tell you or I knew you wouldn’t turn up,’ she replied quietly.

I eased back from her hold and looked at my sister, Evie.  She was such a wonderful woman, sister, wife and mother.  She always seemed to have it all together-and that, in turn, simply made my own feeble existence look worse.  ‘Brilliant,’ I muttered.

‘Hey Ally!’ Nick exclaimed, embracing me.  Nick was Evie’s husband and I thought he was wonderful.  He was one of life’s keepers, and he made a wonderful partner for my sister.

‘Hey Nick.  Thanks for coming,’ I smiled.

‘Oh you’re welcome...your face when you walked in!’ he laughed.

‘Funny...’ I muttered and then saw my nephew and niece.  ‘There they are!’

‘Aunty Ally!’ little Ella called happily, running into my arms.  I scooped her up into my arms and swung her around, ticking her as I did so.  ‘Stop it!’ she shouted, but was laughing insanely, like any four-year-old being tickled did. 

‘I’ll put you down,’ I told her, but leant down and smiled into her little, cheeky face, ‘But I might get you later!’ I laughed.

Ella squealed and run off into the other room excitedly.  Left waiting to greet me was Finn, my nephew, who was a lot more reserved and had always been a little shy.  At the age of nine, early hormones were setting in too and I adjusted my behaviour accordingly.

‘There he is!’ I said, grinning.  ‘The Finn-ster!’

He grinned, head down and shuffling his feet with discomfort.

‘How’s things?’ I asked him.

He shrugged and looked up.  ‘Alright.’

‘What’s new on Fortnite?’ I questioned.

He tilted his head at me, with that look of confusion on his face which always told me that he wasn’t quite sure what to make of me.  ‘It’s good.  There was a live event yesterday.’

‘I know, I heard about it,’ I told him.  ‘Was it good?’

‘Amazing!’ he smiled, his face lighting up.

‘Well, tell you what-catch me later before you go and I’ll slip you a tenner for some V-Bucks.  Sound good?’ I asked.

His face was a picture.  ‘What, really?’

‘Yeah, sure...anything for my only nephew,’ I smiled.

He smiled back, happily.  ‘Thanks, Aunty Ally.’

‘You’re more than welcome,’ I told him.

I moved on to the couple sitting on the sofa, staidly.  ‘Hello!’ I said, brightly, even though I found my mother’s neighbours to be miserable, old busy bodies who never had a good word to say to anyone.

‘Oh hello, dear!’ the woman-Joan smiled, although it was closer to a sneer than a smile.

‘Happy Birthday, my dear,’ the gentleman added.

‘Thank you, Bob,’ I replied, nodding politely.  A hug would have been out of the question with these two.  They were very uptight, formal and sat as if they had a poker up their arses so I settled for smiling at them warmly.

‘Come sit down everyone!’ my mother announced, loving being the star of the show.  I had no doubt that this whole affair was a chance for her to be a hostess and show off to the neighbours, but I didn’t think that I was the one to do that for.  It was quite plain to see that out of Evie and I, I was the let-down.  That, to me, was very clear.

I sat down on the sofa between Evie and my Dad.  Little Ella clambered onto Evie’s lap and smiled at me widely.  I smiled back, feeling a pang of regret fill me.  She was so adorable.  Both children were.  Where had I gone wrong, I mused?

‘So!’ my mother began, and I knew that this evening wasn’t going to be fun.  Whenever she began a sentence with ‘so’ it always turned out to be negative.  ‘We’re here this evening to celebrate my younger daughter’s birthday! Twenty-nine, Alison,’ she smiled, her face tight from the effort.

‘Yeah...’ I said, and grimaced.

‘I can’t believe you’re twenty-nine!’ she went on.  ‘Only one year now until you’re thirty!’

‘Yeah, I know,’ I said, glancing around at the group.  As expected, all eyes were on me and I didn’t like it.  ‘Quite an age...thirty,’ I mumbled.

‘Nothing better, if I have anything to say about it,’ Evie said happily from behind me, glancing over at Nick.

‘Yeah! If you’re married to the love of your life, have two beautiful children and live in a gorgeous home!’ I joked, but I was in fact serious.

‘Well, quite! You have a lot of catching up to do, don’t you, Alison?’ my mother spoke, eyeing me while she spoke.

I felt my heart drop, and it sank down in my chest to a very low point.  Disappointment curled through my stomach like a snake.  I was a let-down.  The one who hadn’t made it.  The sister who hadn’t succeeded whatsoever. 

‘Oh Mum, I didn’t mean that!’ Evie objected, standing up for me.  ‘Ally will get there in her own time...’

My mother made a sound of discontent and then dismissed the comment with her hand.  ‘I just hoped that by thirty, she’d be in the same boat as you! With a lovely husband, children and home.  What happened with your job by the way?’ she asked, turning to me without realising how rude she had just been to me.

My heart sank even further down into my chest.  ‘Well, uh...’

‘She’s had some troubles, lately,’ my mother informed Bob and Joan who were quite happily tucking into tea and cakes.

‘I’m uh...well today I heard I’m being made redundant unfortunately.’

My mother gasped.  ‘Oh, Ally!’ she exclaimed.  ‘It couldn’t get any worse!’ she said, rudely.  ‘No job now! For goodness sake, couldn’t you do something?’ she demanded.

‘No,’ I told her bluntly.  ‘You generally can’t when you get made redundant.’

‘Did you re-interview? Fight for your job?’

‘I did,’ I sighed.  ‘I told you about the last few weeks if you remember.  It’s been very hard.  Sadly, I didn’t make the cut.’

‘Oh dear,’ my mother complained.

I looked over at my father for support.  He tended to say little at times like these and let my mother take the lead.  He shrugged and reached over to pat me on the shoulder.  ‘You’ll find something else,’ he said, nodding, his reassurance helpful.

‘Yeah...’

‘Well!’ my mother announced, ‘Enough of all this negativity! We’re here to celebrate your birthday! Let’s light the candle for you to blow out.’

By this point, I felt lower than could possibly be imaginable.  My mother had the ability to cut me deeper than anyone else I knew.  Her critical, unsupportive viewpoints about my life situation was clear, and I felt like a complete failure.  Pasting a false smile on my face, I tried to forget her harsh words and focus on the moment.

They lit the candle and encouraged me to blow it out.  As I leant forwards, I briefly closed my eyes.  In that moment, I made a wish.  It was a big wish, an extensive list...I wished for love, children, a home and a new job-by the time I was thirty.  I added a please, please, please on the end to help ensure it would happen and then opened my eyes.  By thirty, I added again mentally.  It gave me a year.  A year to change my life.

It took about another hour and a half before I managed to escape the hell of my mother’s questioning.  Walking out with my sister and her family, she loaded them all in the car and then waited by the kerb to talk with me.

‘I’m worried about you, Ally,’ she said, reaching for my hands.  ‘You looked so sad in there!’

I swallowed hard against the emotion, not wanting to bring her down.  ‘I’m okay,’ I told her.  ‘It’s just a rough patch.’

‘But, sweetie...you can’t be happy? I mean, ignore Mum’s comments but really? Are you happy as you are?’ she asked.

I felt my heart sink again.  Even my sister was getting her say on my life.  It didn’t seem fair. ‘Maybe not,’ I conceded.  ‘But it’s not easy!’

‘You don’t settle though, Ally.  What about that last guy you were seeing? What happened?’ she asked.

I wrinkled my nose.  ‘It just wasn’t right,’ I told her.

‘You always say that! Will it ever be right?’ she exclaimed.  ‘I think sometimes you have to stop looking for Mr Right and settle with Mr Right now.’

I stared at her, stunned.  ‘Really, Evie?’ I said, shocked.  ‘You’d prefer me to find someone I’m not happy with and settle down just for the sake of settling down?’ I questioned.

She considered this for a moment.  ‘No,’ she sighed.  ‘I just want you to be happy...whatever that may mean for you...’

I nodded, glancing down.  Digging into my pocket, I fished out a twenty pound note.  ‘I forgot-I told Finn he could have ten pounds for V-bucks-and Ella can have a little treat,’ I said, handing over the pocket money.

‘Ah thanks.  They’ll be really chuffed.’

I smiled.  ‘They’re gorgeous kids,’ I told her, and then hugged her warmly.

‘Are you sure I can’t give you a lift home?’ she asked.

‘Nah-I’ve got my bike,’ I said, indicating the push bike which was propped against my mother’s front hedge.

She laughed.  ‘You sure have,’ she grinned.  ‘Love you, sis,’ she called, heading to her car.

‘Love you too,’ I waved.

Getting onto my bike, I rode off into the early evening darkness feeling nothing but relief to be finally alone.
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I cycled hard against the wind, grateful when the salt air filled my senses.  I always felt like I was at home when I drew near the beach, and tonight was no exception.  I cycled along the coastal road and then turned down towards the beach.  When I hit the sandy footpath, I slowed my pace and turned to look at the sea as I rode.  The waves came in calmly, lapping the shore gently.  Despite the wind, the night was calm-and it settled my wayward emotions.

I reached the line of beach huts and slowed further.  Right to the end I travelled and then pulled up at the final and most wonderful (in my opinion) beach hut.

I locked my bike up and let myself into my little, seaside home.  Having struggled over the past few years financially, I had ended up moving into my parent’s beach hut which was situated on the seafront.  I loved it and always had.  Hope Beach was my salvation.  It had been the first place I had enjoyed going as a child and then as a teenager I had worked at the café on the same beach. As a young adult I had walked down Hope’s sand when I needed time to reflect, and now-as an almost thirty-year-old woman-I lived on Hope Beach.  No matter what anyone said about the fact I lived in a beach hut, I didn’t care.  I was happy, content and settled.

‘Home sweet home,’ I murmured to myself as I closed the door behind me.  The wooden structure was a decent size considering it was a beach hut.  It was rectangular with a small ladder inside which led to my upstairs bedroom.  The bedroom simply consisted of a bed in the alcove of the hut, but it was all I needed.  Downstairs was a small kitchen with minimal cooking devices and a single lounging chair plus small table to sit at on the other side.  It was basic and cosy, but I loved it.  I didn’t care that it wasn’t exactly traditional.  I enjoyed the fact it was different.

After turning on the lights and making myself a sandwich, I opened the front door up, carried my chair out and sat in front of my hut to watch the waves.  It was my habit to relax in front of the sea, rather than the television.  It was much more entertaining-aside from when it was cold and then I did retreat inside to watch Netflix or a film.

Staring out at the sea, I considered my predicament.  I was twenty-nine years old and was basically a failure.  Even by my own standards, I wasn’t doing well.  I presumed it would be okay if I didn’t dream of having the things that others my age did, but that wasn’t true.  When soul searching, I knew what I wanted.  I wanted to fall in love, get married, have some children and live and work by the sea.  It was a big ask; and I didn’t know whether I would achieve it in the time frame I had given myself.  Glancing down as I shifted, I saw a dandelion wavering in the wind.  Instinctively, I reached for it and plucked it from its place on the ground.  When I was younger, I had blown on the dandelion and made wishes.  Without thinking, I did it again, blowing so the seeds dispersed into the wind.  I closed my eyes briefly and made my wish again.  I then let the stem drop and I stood up, sighing heavily.

Heading back inside, I locked up for the night.  It was getting late and my final day of work was in the morning.  I couldn’t quite believe that I was being made redundant.  Although the payoff was a decent amount, I knew it wouldn’t keep me going forever.  I needed a plan-and I didn’t have one just yet.

After clearing up the downstairs, I opened my small cupboard which stored my minimal clothes and pulled out pyjamas.  I changed quickly and climbed the steps to my alcove bed.  Climbing in, I cuddled into the warm duvet, shuffling around to get warm.

Staring into the darkness, it took a long while for sleep to come.  I was too wired.  I kept thinking and thinking...surely there was someone out there for me? Surely my soul mate lay out there too-alone in the darkness, waiting for me to arrive in their lives.  I sighed to myself, closing my eyes. 

‘Happy Birthday, Ally,’ I murmured to myself, somewhat sardonically.

It hadn’t been the best birthday, whatsoever.  I promised myself, wholeheartedly, that next year I would have a lot more to celebrate.

In the morning, I cycled into work early.  I wanted to have a chat with my boss and double check if there was anything I could do to change my fate within the company. 

I arrived before many and locked up my bike in the racks.  Entering the tall building, I took the lift to my floor and headed to my desk.  My work neighbour, Jackie, had clearly just arrived.

‘Oh, hey Ally!’ she smiled.

‘Hey Jackie,’ I replied, returning her smile.

‘How was your birthday?’ she wondered.

‘Oh...uneventful,’ I told her, wryly.

‘Well, never mind! Some birthdays are like that!’ she said, happily.

‘Yeah...hey, do you know if Simon’s in yet?’ I asked.

‘No, not sure, why? What are you going to do?’ she asked, as another employee who was being forced out, ‘Are you going to speak to him about it all?’

‘Well, yeah...I mean, it’s worth a shot, right?’ I replied.

She shrugged.  ‘I’m not that optimistic, I’m afraid, Ally.  Take the pay off and get out!’ she advised.  ‘There’s simply not enough jobs here anymore.’

I sighed.  ‘I’m going to speak to him,’ I decided, despite her advice. 

‘It’s your funeral!’ she quipped.

I have her an exasperated expression and then headed over for his office.  After knocking, I headed in.

Ten minutes later, I left the room with my tail between my legs.  Simon, my boss, had not been pleased to see me-especially as I wanted to try and keep my job.  He was clearly under pressure, but the man hadn’t been particularly polite to me and I felt upset, worried and on edge. 

‘Told you,’ Jackie muttered from the desk beside me.

I looked over at her, glumly.

‘What did he say?’

‘Nothing good!’ I told her, sadly.  ‘What are you doing? Packing?’ I asked, noticing her placing things from her desk into a cardboard box.

‘Yes,’ she sighed.  ‘May as well get on with it.  I need to go and get on with my life now. I’m not hanging around a second after 4pm.’

‘What will you do?’ I asked, curiously.  I didn’t know the woman very well, she had generally got on busily while she worked beside me and therefore, I never had the opportunity to get to know her. 

‘Well thankfully my partner has a good job.  We’ll be alright for a while.’

‘Oh, what does he do?’ I wondered, intrigued by what other people did for a living.

‘She,’ Jackie corrected me.  ‘She’s an accountant.’

I felt my eyebrows rise in surprise.  ‘Oh!’ I exclaimed.  ‘Well, that’s a good job,’ I replied, still shocked by the revelation that Jackie had a female partner instead of male.

‘Yes.  She’s a good wife,’ she smiled.  ‘She’s said she’ll provide for me while I’m not working.  I’m not worried,’ she continued. ‘We may even take the opportunity to start a family.’

I stared at her, stunned.  ‘A family?’

‘Yes,’ she laughed and then leant over and nudged me playfully.  ‘It is possible you know! You just need to know the right people,’ she chuckled. ‘Now, let me finish this data.  I’m heading home on the dot of four!’

I nodded and turned back to my desk.  I sat there, doing nothing, glancing over at the older woman who sat on the desk beside me.  How interesting, I thought to myself.  Jackie was someone who I had barely exchanged more than pleasantries with and now I wished I had taken the time to talk to her more.  She seemed so interesting! Way more so than I would ever have expected.

Sighing, I turned on my computer and prepared my desk to finish off all the loose ends I had outstanding.  By the end of the day this would be my workplace no more-and I had no idea what was going to come next.

By four, everything was finished and I was packed up as well.  Emptying the small cardboard box of belongings into my backpack, I stood, preparing to leave.

‘Good luck for the future then, Ally!’ Jackie said, heading over to me.

I turned to accept the brief hug she gave me and then stepped back.  ‘You too, Jackie.  I hope you’re very happy-and get to start your family.’

She smiled broadly.  ‘Sometimes things are meant to happen, Ally.  I’m sure someday soon you’ll find your own happy ending too,’ she said, kindly.

‘I hope so,’ I murmured, softly.  ‘Take care, Jackie.’

‘You too.  Bye Ally,’ she said, and hurried off.

I watched her leave, realising I felt jealous of the woman who also had it made.  With a partner to go home to, and a future to look forward to, I realised yet again that I was very much unfulfilled.

Lifting my bag, I looked around the room.  I said goodbye to the place mentally and then left, unwilling to stay a moment longer.  I was done with the place.  Onwards and upwards, I told myself.

Outside, I unlocked my bike and started to ride home.  On the way I passed by the local town, and I decided to stop for a few essentials.  My fridge was bare and it would save me a trip.

After a wander around a little shop, I walked down the small, quaint high street.  Something stopped me halfway down, and I stared across the road at the sign. 

‘Quinn Travel’ it read, and I realised I had bypassed the shop many times before without ever going in.  Standing stock still in the high street, I pondered my options.  No partner, no ties, no job...maybe a holiday would put me on a path to a better future.

Without considering the pros and cons further, I crossed the road and headed to the travel agents.  Maybe a holiday was just what I needed.  I was going to be getting decent redundancy money.  Perhaps now was the time to give myself a little treat.

Stepping inside the travel agents, the place seemed empty.  There were two desks on the right hand side of the shop and the other wall was an array of brochures which immediately drew my attention.

Walking over, I began leafing through a couple of attractive looking places.  There were summer sun holidays, old cities which intrigued me and more adventurous, far-off places on offer.  I didn’t know where to begin!

‘Hey, can I help you?’ a voice asked from behind me.

I whirled around in surprise and lifted a hand to my chest. ‘Oh! You scared me!’ I laughed, having not expected anyone to be there. 

‘Sorry,’ she smiled.  ‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’

‘That’s alright,’ I replied, taking in the woman before me.  I studied her face with rapid intrigue.  There was something about her which was arresting; and I couldn’t quite figure out what.  The woman before me was tall, at least 5’11 and had a strong, athletic frame.  She wore black trousers and a white shirt which was loose around the collar, exposing tanned flesh and a love of the outdoors.  Her face drew me to become even more curious because her eyes were a dazzling, turquoise blue and her lips were full, curved and rosy, her skin was smooth, tanned and unlined.  When she smiled, which she seemed to do a lot, her eyes crinkled and creased in the corners.  A single dimple appeared on one cheek and her warmth radiated throughout the room.

‘So; can I help you?’ the woman asked, her eyes smiling down into mine.

Inexplicably, I felt my cheeks redden with her frank appraisal of me.  The way that she looked at me was incredibly intense and it made my stomach twist with nerves.  ‘Uh, well, I’m, uh...looking for a holiday,’ I told her, with such a lack of eloquence that I cringed inwardly.

She laughed.  ‘Well; this is the place!’ she joked, clearly enjoying the moment.

‘Uh, yeah.... I just...well, I don’t know what I’m looking for at all, really.  This was somewhat spur of the moment!’ I explained.

‘Okay...well, come and sit down and we’ll talk.  I find it’s always helpful to have a chat first-that way I can hopefully find you your perfect holiday.  Sound alright?’ she asked.

It sounded perfect.  Any time spent with this interesting woman giving me her attention seemed good.  I nodded, smiling back at her, and headed to the desk she walked over to.  Sitting down before her, I felt the butterflies skip through my stomach merrily yet again.  Frowning a little to myself, I wondered what that meant.
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The woman sat down before me and sat back, comfortably. ‘I didn’t introduce myself,’ she said warmly, ‘I’m Tess Quinn-owner of Quinn Travel.’

‘Nice to meet you,’ I replied, a little nervously.  ‘I’m Ally.’

‘Good to meet you Ally,’ she responded, her eyes scanning my face and resting on my lips.  I felt my body respond with tension to her look and the nerves skipped through my system yet again.

‘You said you don’t know why you’re here? Or what you’re looking for?’ she asked, encouraging me to speak.

‘Yeah, well that’s not strictly true...basically, I’ve just been made redundant and I’m looking to expand my horizons.  I thought a holiday might be a good step forward.’

‘Okay,’ she nodded.  ‘Sorry to hear about the redundancy, by the way.  Losing a job always sucks.  Was it a good job? Were you happy there?’ she asked, conversationally.

I tilted my head a little, confused as to why she seemed so interested.  ‘I, uh...no...it wasn’t a particularly good job.  Just a data-based job in an IT company,’ I revealed.  ‘I wasn’t unhappy but I wouldn’t say I was happy either,’ I said, slowly.  ‘It was just, kind of...bleurgh...’ I said, wrinkling my face up.

She laughed, leaning back more comfortably against the chair.  ‘Well, I wouldn’t be too sad then, Ally.  ‘Bleurgh’ doesn’t quite cut it in my book.’

‘No,’ I murmured, ‘I suppose not.’

‘So, who would the holiday be for?’ she wondered.

‘Myself,’ I answered.

‘Just you?’ she enquired.

‘Yep,’ I nodded.  ‘Just boring, old me...holiday for one, please!’ I joked.

She chuckled again, clearly enjoying this.  ‘I seriously doubt you’re boring, Ally and you’re definitely not old by any means.’

‘I was twenty-nine yesterday,’ I told her, unsure why I was being so conversational with the travel agent. 

‘Oh really? Happy Belated Birthday for yesterday then.’

‘Thanks...but it wasn’t the best,’ I sighed, settling back into the comfy seat.

‘How come?’ she wondered.

‘Ah well...’ I shook my head, wrinkling my nose.  ‘You don’t want to hear about it...’

‘Yes, I do!’ she objected, ‘Go on, tell me,’ she encouraged, as if we were old friends.

‘Alright...well, I’m twenty-nine, right?’ I said, rhetorically.  ‘I went to my parents and family for a cake last night and basically it was a stark reminder of the failures of my life.  I have no other half, no children, no house, no job! My mother is most displeased.  My sister was supportive, but she’s got all of those things already.  It’s hard to measure up.’

Tess eyed me closely.  ‘It’s not always the best idea to measure yourself against other people,’ she said slowly. 

‘No, I know...and I don’t...well, not always,’ I replied, ‘It’s just, it wouldn’t bother me if I didn’t want those things, but I do! You should see my sister! She’s got the loveliest husband, two beautiful children, she lives in a lovely house and has got a part time job with a husband who supports her.  I mean, she’s got it all!’ I exclaimed.

‘Perhaps,’ Tess commented, ‘Perhaps not...’

‘What do you mean?’ I questioned.

‘Well, you have a lot of things she doesn’t have...’

‘I do?’ I asked, wrinkling my face in confusion.

‘Yeah, for sure! You have freedom, Ally.  You have opportunity.  You have good things to come.  Do you think your sister can just head off on a holiday to anywhere she pleases at any time? No way! You’ve got the opportunity to go anywhere and do anything at any time you want to.  You’ve got the chance to do all the things she’s done at some point, but at your own speed.  Don’t be jealous of her situation, embrace the differences and then lead your own life, your way! Don’t ever compare yourself to others...it’s not worth the pain and disappointment it causes.’

I stared at her, open-mouthed.  She had said more positive things to me than I had heard in years.  ‘Oh wow,’ I exclaimed, truly thrown. 

‘What?’ she smiled.

‘You have to be my counsellor!’ I joked.  ‘You’re amazing!’ I said, stunned.

She smiled at me, a long slow look of appreciation.  ‘You’re not so bad yourself,’ she replied, warmly.

The butterflies which had settled down in my stomach began flipping wildly as the woman before me looking at me with quiet intensity.  What was it about this woman that affected me quite so intensely? I didn’t understand it; and it made me feel deliciously but decidedly uncomfortable.  ‘I, uh...’

‘So, tell me more...you want a holiday for one?’

‘Yeah,’ I nodded, glad she was getting back to the holiday and off more personal topics.

‘How long are you planning on going away for?’ she wondered.

‘Oh...I don’t know...just a week or two, I think.’

‘Okay,’ she nodded.  ‘And any preference as to where? Do you like hot? Cold? Beach? City?’

I shook my head, ‘I just don’t know...’ I replied, thinking.  ‘Maybe somewhere romantic,’ I mused.  ‘That’s the first on my wish list-to find love.’

Her eyebrows rose in surprise. ‘Ah!’ she responded.

I sighed.  ‘I haven’t had the best luck in love...’

‘No? You surprise me,’ she commented.  ‘You seem pretty fun and good company to be around...’ she said, ‘And you’re absolutely, stunningly beautiful too,’ she told me.

I couldn’t have been more surprised by her words and felt my cheeks blaze with heat.  ‘I, uh...’ I looked away, completely embarrassed.

‘And clearly not used to compliments!’ she said, laughing.

‘I...I don’t get them,’ I admitted. 

She gaped at me.  ‘Well, you should.  You’ve clearly been going out with the wrong people.’

I nodded, knowing that was a very accurate statement.

‘What’s your type then, Ally?’ she questioned.

‘Well, uh...I don’t know if I have one,’ I replied. 

‘How many long-term relationships have you been in?’ she wondered.

‘Oh, I haven’t,’ I replied, shocking her. ‘I’ve been on dates and had-I guess you would call them flings-but no...nothing worked out...I’ve never felt...well, I suppose I’ve never been in love.’

‘How sad,’ she commented.  ‘What goes wrong on the dates you go on?’

I looked upwards, thinking about her question.  ‘I don’t know...I just...well, I’ll meet a guy, we’ll go on a date or two...maybe get a bit further than that...but I just...I don’t...I guess, what I’m trying to say is...I’m just not interested...’  I said, frowning at my own reflection on my state of affairs.  I wasn’t, I realised.  I simply wasn’t interested-even after a date or a kiss-or more!

‘Hmm...I can see that,’ she replied, considering me carefully.  ‘And...you said guys?’

‘Yes, why?’ I asked, intrigued by her take on things.

‘Well; I guess I just...’ she laughed, nervously.  ‘I wasn’t expecting you to say that...’

I cocked my head at her, confused.  ‘Why?’

‘Oh, no reason,’ she said, evasively.  ‘So, you’d like to go on a holiday which is a romantic destination?’

‘Maybe, yes...you know, I should think a little more about this and then come back.  Truth be told, I have no idea where I want to go! Can I take some brochures and get back to you?’ I asked, wondering why I was so eager to escape the intensity of our conversation.

‘Sure,’ she nodded.  ‘Help yourself to whatever takes your fancy,’ she said, smiling.

I did as she offered and perused the racks, taking a range of brochures for different holidays.  When I was through, I turned back to her and saw she had stood and was waiting behind me.

‘Find some good ones?’ she asked.

‘Yes!’ I smiled.  ‘Thank you.  I’ll have a look through and get back to you,’ I told her, loading them into my backpack.

‘Yeah anytime...hey, what are you doing tonight?’ she asked.

‘Uh, nothing! As always.  Why?’ I frowned, suddenly confused over why she was asking.

‘Well, I wondered if you wanted to go out for a drink with me? It’s been good chatting to you and I just thought that maybe we could finish our conversation?’

I didn’t know what to say.  I didn’t have many friends to go out with and for some reason, her offer intrigued me more than I wanted to admit.  ‘I, uh...I’d have to go home and change.  I’m in work clothes,’ I said, looking down at myself.

‘Sure.  Where do you live?’ she wondered.

‘I’m down by Hope Beach,’ I revealed.

‘Oh, me too! Shall we walk together?’ she suggested.  ‘I was just about to lock up when you came in.’

‘Sure!’ I smiled, liking the idea of company.  After a day like I had endured, it might be nice to encourage a new friendship, I decided.

‘Okay great.  Let me just grab my things and we’ll get going.’

‘I’ve got my bike outside.  I’ll go and unlock it and wait for you.’

‘I’ll just be a minute,’ she promised, smiling.

I left Quinn Travel and walked down to where my bike was locked up a short distance away.  After stowing my bag in the basket, I pushed it back to the front of the shop where Tess was locking the doors.

‘There, done.  You ready?’ she asked.

‘Yeah...let’s go,’ I replied.

‘So, you cycle to work usually?’ she wondered, indicating the bike.

‘Yes, I do.  I do drive but I don’t have a car at the moment.’

‘Through choice?’ she wondered.

‘Sort of.  There was just no need for it.  I could cycle to work from my home and there wasn’t any need for a car for anything else.  As there’s just me; it wasn’t a problem.’

‘I see...’ she replied, turning with me as we reached the coast road.  ‘So; you’re local then?’ she asked next.

I nodded. ‘Yep.  Born and bred here...and I love it,’ I smiled.  ‘I’ve always loved the sea so living right next to it is perfect for me.’

‘Oh, me too.  I wasn’t born here but I’ve lived here for five years now and there’s nowhere else I would wish to call home,’ she said, happily.

‘That’s nice.’

‘So, whereabouts is your house, Ally?’ she asked then.

I turned to her and gave her a look.  ‘Okay...now, promise not to laugh...’ I warned her.

‘What? Why?’ she chuckled.

‘Well; I don’t live in a house, Tess,’ I said, using her name for the first time.  I liked the way it sounded when I said it.

‘That’s okay! You live in a flat? A bedsit? A car?’ she joked.

‘No to all of the above,’ I grinned.  ‘I actually live in a beach hut.’

She lifted her eyebrows and looked down at me with surprise.  ‘No way!’

‘Yeah...it’s actually my parents’ place.  I moved in about a year ago when I was having trouble paying my flat’s rent.’

‘Ah, I see.  Well, that’s cool! You don’t often meet someone who lives in a beach hut! That’s a bit different!’

‘It sure is,’ I smiled.  ‘I mean, people are condescending to me about it sometimes, but I really don’t care...I love my little home by the sea.  Right now, being alone, it’s all I need.’

She looked down at me with interest.  ‘What if you met someone?’ she wondered.  ‘Would you find somewhere else eventually?’

‘Oh yes,’ I laughed, ‘The beach hut is tiny! Two people wouldn’t be able to manage,’ I chuckled, turning onto the beach road.

‘I can’t wait to see it,’ she murmured, and glanced up at me.

I smiled at her.  ‘Now don’t get too excited,’ I told her, happily.  ‘It may be perfect to me, but for most it’s a wooden shack!’ I laughed.

She smiled.  ‘If it belongs to you,’ she replied, ‘I’m sure it’s lovely,’ she replied, softly.

I glanced at her again, not sure what to do with another compliment.  I felt myself redden with embarrassment and I simply looked away and kept walking.  I didn’t know what to say.

‘So, when does your job end?’ she asked then.  ‘You mentioned being made redundant?’

‘Yeah.  My last day was today,’ I told her.  ‘Pretty miserable last day it was too...’

‘Oh dear,’ she commiserated, ‘Well, even more reason to go out for a drink and cheer you up.  Right?’

I smiled. ‘Right.  Thanks, Tess.  Here-my place is just down this row.’

‘Oh right,’ she said as we stepped onto the sand and began walking along the sandy footpath.  ‘Which one is yours?’ she questioned.

‘The one at the end...’

‘Wow,’ she breathed.  ‘Hey, you’ve got a view to die for!’ she commented.

‘It’s pretty cool, right.  I mean, even on freezing cold nights, it’s amazing down here.  It can get a little scary when it’s really stormy and the beach hut seems like it’s about to break into a million pieces, but I still love it.  I’ve always felt at home by the sea.  It makes me feel...’

‘Complete?’ she said, finishing my sentence for me.

‘Yeah!’ I replied, looking over at her again.  ‘It just feels right-to be here. There’s no better place,’ I said, reaching my hut.  I parked my bike around the side and locked it up and then stood back, holding out my arms.  ‘Ta da!’ I exclaimed. ‘Home sweet home.’

She smiled at it.  ‘It’s gorgeous, Ally.’

‘Thanks.  You want to see inside?’ I wondered.

‘I’d absolutely love to.’
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Chapter 4
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I unlocked the beach hut and lowered the deck to open up the inside.  When the doors were open, I stood back, gesturing for Tess to go in.

‘After you,’ I smiled.

‘Thanks,’ she said and stepped in.

I followed her in and suddenly the small space felt even more cramped.  With two people in my tiny home, it was almost impossible to move around.  It was a case of constantly being in each other’s way.

‘What do you think?’ I asked her, curious of what she made of my tiny home.

‘I love it!’ she exclaimed.  ‘It’s very cosy and you’ve made it so comfortable.  I love the seaside décor!’

I smiled at her.  ‘It’s simple...but home,’ I told her.

‘You sleep up there?’ she asked, looking at the wooden steps which led to my alcove bed.

‘Yep.’

‘Can I climb up and see?’ she asked, surprising me.

‘Yeah, sure!’ I laughed, ‘I mean, if you want to!’

‘I do...this is so cool,’ she said, climbing the steps of the ladder.

I watched as she went up and then actually lay down on the bed, letting out a sigh of relaxation.  ‘This is good!’ she exclaimed.  ‘Although if it was me, I’d worry that I’d fall out all the time!’ she laughed.

I chuckled.  ‘I know.  I felt like that at first.  Now, I guess I’m used to it.’

‘It certainly is peaceful.  I bet you lie here listening
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