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            Prologue
   

         

         Saturday, 13 November 2021 08.30 a.m. Then
   

         I had been living in constant pain, but I was learning to deal with it after the accident. It was a pain that hurt emotionally, physically, and mentally. I had been prescribed all the necessary medication from my doctor to cope with everything that had happened to me. Some of it was still a blur because my brain had blocked most of the accident out. It was my body’s way of dealing with trauma.

         I remembered to pack all my tablets in my handbag too, along with my passport, cruise ticket, coach ticket and enough cash to pay for the taxi. This trip was really happening. I should have been excited, yet the thought of traveling from the coach station to the cruise terminal alone was daunting. I certainly couldn’t get in a car again, I wasn’t ready to face the roads and those savage memories that had me living in fear.

         I walked around the house one more time to check I’d closed all the windows; it felt so empty. I remember the day we moved in and how excited Cameron and I were to start our new adventures here; it was perfect. I smiled because I remembered all the times I begged Cameron for a cruise holiday, but he hated the idea. I never thought it would happen, but this was a lovely surprise. He was so thoughtful.

         ‘We’re in the best part of Bristol,’ Cameron said when we moved in. My husband had started his new green energy business. ‘I can convert one of the rooms to an office; there’s so much we can do with this house. I won’t have to commute as much; I can spend more time with the kids.’

         Sadly, perfection doesn’t always last. It was a bittersweet day, as I’d spent all of last night packing my suitcase while reliving memories of the past. I’d been unable to sleep due to all the tears. My fears starting to hinder my recovery.

         He still commuted to London, work still took over most of his life, but we supported each other through everything. Sometimes there wasn’t enough of him to go round, and his caring nature meant he supported things that he should have put on the back burner.

         I didn’t know the right clothes to wear on a two-week Mediterranean cruise in the winter. The children were no use either, but they were excited to spend the time away with their grandparents. Their grandparents were equally excited to have that time with the children. So many day trips were planned, I couldn’t be part of them, but I never knew how desperate I was for this trip away until that morning. It started to feel real after I waved the children off.

         I decided to pack everything that could cover different weather scenarios; I gathered it would be the coldest on the way down to Spain through the Bay of Biscay. I should have been excited about this trip. Still, when I remember the circumstances around it and how I had fallen out with my husband’s assistant, Chantelle, it had a bitter edge to it. Something about that woman rubbed me up the wrong way. I was intrigued to get to know everything about her, but at the same time, I feared her.

         As I left the house to wait for the taxi, there she was standing behind me. Chantelle had taken me by surprise, but her face looked dreadful. She was nervous and full of concern. I remember being fixated on her big brown eyes, and how they looked tearful.

         ‘Can I speak to you inside?’ she asked. She was polite, but I had a feeling I knew what it was going to be about. ‘It won’t take long.’

         ‘I’ve only got a few minutes before the taxi arrives. It should be here any minute, really,’ I replied, hoping she’d rather talk outside. ‘I don’t want to be late; you know how important this cruise is, don’t you?’

         ‘Trust me, it’s all I’ve been thinking about,’ she replied, and walked closer to the door. ‘Please, can we go inside? I have something important to tell you.’

         I opened the door, wheeled in my large suitcase, and closed the door behind us. Chantelle stood there, nervously waiting. I didn’t know what to say next because I was conscious of the taxi. Then it happened.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry for everything. We need to clear the air before the cruise; there’s something I can’t keep to myself any longer.’

         It was like her mouth was saying one thing, but her eyes were telling me something else. I sensed something wasn’t right. Then came the fear. It was a side to her I’d never seen before, but all actions have consequences.

         Don’t they?

      

   


   
      
         
            One
   

            Saturday, 13 November 2021 1.05 p.m. Now
   

         

         It has been three months since the car accident that almost left me paralysed. I need this cruise holiday to clear my mind of all the anger and suppressed feelings I’ve been keeping. I’ve been telling people that I was lucky to survive and I maintain that it wasn’t my fault. I didn’t have any other choice than to swerve the car in the opposite direction. I didn’t think about the consequences nor the solid trees that I hit upon impact. In that split second, I thought I made the right choice. It felt like I didn’t even have any options because instinctively I knew what I had to do. Subconsciously I’d chosen my path.

         I’m anxious, nervous, nauseous, but excited for this holiday all at the same time. For some a cruise is the holiday of a lifetime, but I need to find myself again. I want to come back home in the next two weeks with a clear direction. For the past three months all I’ve felt is anger, remorse, regret and revenge. I don’t want to be that person who carries around bad memories that torments them for life. This holiday for me, is going to be life changing. I’ve had the money sitting there in our savings for years, but now it’s definitely something useful to spend it on. Healing my soul all thanks to my loving husband.

         ‘That money is our rainy-day fund,’ my husband said. ‘What if something bad happens to the house, like the roof blows off? It’s good to have some money ready just in case.’

         I laughed at him, but I had always wanted a cruise. This two-week cruise is going to be a real adventure for me. I’m going to blog about all the locations and my experiences on my website. I want to show all my social media followers how great cruising is. The only thing is, I need to believe it myself. This is my first time. Hopefully, not my last.

         There isn’t a day that goes by where I don’t think about what happened that night. The lives of my husband and children dependent upon my instant reaction. I swerved hard and that’s about as much as I remember. I know the radio was on and I heard the kids singing in the seats behind me. My husband shouted at the top of his voice, but the sheer panic in my eyes stopped me from blinking. I held my breath, then the next conscious memory I have is being carried out of the driver’s seat by a fireman. It was sudden, but none of it my fault. Regardless of what anyone might think, it was unavoidable.

         It was getting dark, foggy and we’d set off later than planned. My husband was insistent that we stopped off at a quaint village pub on the way home for our evening dinner. It doesn’t matter where we are in the world, he always seems to want to eat. I’ve mentioned he should start up some food blog or review website of his own if he’s that obsessed, he might earn something from it.

         He over-analyses everything in restaurants because he’s such a nuisance. From the way he’s addressed to the way the food is presented, he likes everything to be perfect, but he dare not mention my cooking. He knows better than that.

         We’d left one small quaint little Devonshire village, the last thing I wanted to find was another one at night. I hate driving at the best of times, he should have eaten earlier in the day.

         ‘One last treat, on me. I’m starving,’ he suggested as he searched on his mobile phone for somewhere halfway between North Devon and Bristol. ‘You’d like that too, kids, wouldn’t you?’

         Both Jack and Emma nodded from the back seats. Jack had been glued to his handheld gaming console since he’d been the last three days without it. Emma was messaging her friends on Facebook because she’d only had her phone back for an hour or so, and it seemed an urgent priority to catch up with her friend Gemma. You’d have thought they’d not spoken in months, even though it was a couple of days ago.

         We had all agreed to stay away from technology for this break away, but I admit I had to take a sneaky few glances at my Instagram. It’s my job. I had to check if I had any more sponsored posts. You don’t realise until you stop using your phone how much time you’re glued to it. I felt like I’d lost an arm, and every second where I was tempted to post pictures, catch up on the news, I distracted myself by thinking about conversations we could all have with each other. After a day, I’d grown a vast list in my head of trigger points, discussion pieces, but it made me realise that we don’t talk to each other enough. We all live under the same roof, but at times it’s like we’re all flatmates, not family.

         I’m not overkeen on my thirteen-year-old daughter being on social media, because I know better than most the dangers you can face online. As a social media influencer with followers into the six figures, I make a living from it, but my daughter says that she’s excluded from her friends if she doesn’t get involved. I’d hate for her to miss out, but I’m always monitoring who she adds, you hear so many horror stories on the news. She’s growing up so fast. Too fast and faster than I’d like.

         ‘I suppose it’s better than grabbing something quickly from McDonald’s at a service station,’ I replied, hesitantly because I didn’t want any delays in the journey. ‘We’ll be on the road to Taunton soon. Can you check if anywhere is still serving hot food after nine? I definitely fancy something hot.’

         I glanced at the rear-view mirror to see the kids doing a fist bump. Watching their smiling faces warmed my heart. That moment of dread for breaking up the journey turned into a minor niggle; if they were happy, I was happy. I’d told myself that it would only add an extra hour or two at most before we would get back to Bristol. I could live with that.

         ‘Go easy on the dessert,’ I joked with the kids, seeing their happy faces. ‘Don’t overdo it on the ice cream, it’ll make you sick before bedtime. With all this driving, I don’t want to clean up the mess.’

         My husband rolled his eyes at me. I could read his mind. He knew I really was annoyed that he had a few beers so couldn’t drive, which was often the case – it was always up to me to transport us around on breaks like these.

         ‘Don’t you start too,’ I said. ‘It’s okay for you. You always get off lightly with not driving. I’m the one who can only have the one glass of wine. And I shouldn’t really have that with all that I drank yesterday, to be honest.’

         We’d just spent the August bank holiday weekend at a remote cottage in a rural Devon village overlooking the Noss Mayo estuary. I wanted one with a thatched roof and a private driveway for the car. My only other request was that it had to look old fashioned and ideally facing the river. If we were finding somewhere modern and fancy, we might just as well have booked an Airbnb in London. The cottage was perfect, so good that I could have moved in and never left. Noss Mayo is such a beautiful little area, it was like the world stood still for a few days. I’d go back in a heartbeat.

         It had been a weekend without our laptops, mobile phones, and constant diversions from spending time with each other. We’d all had the time of our lives. We needed that weekend together as a time-out from our hectic lifestyles. Cameron had paid me lots of compliments about my red dress that I had taken especially for him. I knew what turned him on. It was the dress that he couldn’t take his eyes off, similar to the one I’d worn when we first met.

         I try to remember little things after the accident, but there are blank spots. Moments of the incident that my brain is refusing to see and acknowledge. I know I hit the tree; I know I was trying to avoid the car that was driving towards me at full speed. Some drunk driver on the wrong side of the road. That intense panic and fear gripped hold of me and at the same time rushing around in my mind was the realisation that I had had a glass of wine in the pub before getting back in the car.

         Memories of my kids screaming haunt me. Their high-pitched cries as the car crashed and the airbags burst open before the windows smashed at the front and the back. When I try to remember everything, it’s though I’m watching it back in my head in the third person. A movie scene plays out in my mind, but every time I remember it, it’s different.

         Today I’ve given up thinking about everything and I’m waiting to embark on the ship. I’ve never been on a luxury cruise liner before. I scoured the internet for videos of ships at sea. The larger ships have stabilisers to minimise any seasickness. A lot of replies on the cruise company forums explained that by day it goes so slow and follows the coast anyway, so you barely notice any movement. This voyage being the last cruise of the year down the Mediterranean and back was a bargain. I had to do it.

         ‘You certainly wouldn’t find me on a cruise ship,’ my husband had said when I’d discussed it with him before. ‘I’d feel too trapped. I don’t like the idea that I can’t get off when I want.’

         ‘It’ll be fun for all of us,’ I explained, hoping he’d warm to the idea. ‘You, me and the kids visiting all those countries without needing to fly, or drive.’

         He shrugged his shoulders and wasn’t impressed.

         ‘Why don’t you go with your social media friends,’ he continued. ‘You social media influencer folk could tweet, post, share, like and blog about your journey. I’ll just watch it all unfold online. Message me on Facebook, or something.’

         ‘I might one day,’ I replied. ‘I’ve never been on a cruise, nor a holiday without you before. It would seem to strange. I’d have no one to moan to or cuddle up with at night.’

         ‘You’ll survive. Don’t be so bloody daft.’ He laughed. ‘It’s only a week or two, isn’t it? The kids and I will manage. It’s not forever. It’s something you’ve always wanted to do, so don’t let me hold you back. I insist that you go and have fun.’

         I can’t remember what he said to me after that, my head scrambles things. The concussion I suffered, the minor fracture on my skull, has healed, but some lasting effects still live on. I get nightmares, but I’m hoping this cruise will be a relaxing experience. I want to forget about the past, the nightmares, the memories, and stop thinking about the accident. I want to sit drinking cocktails while dolphin watching out to sea. I want to take a stroll along the promenade deck, thinking about shopping, or watching a show in the theatre. I want to create memories. Memories that I can share with my followers.

         I’ve travelled light by packing everything I need to hand in my handbag, and everything else into my suitcase. I handed it to the awaiting steward as soon as I got off the coach. One of the advantages of cruise holidays over flying abroad is that when you drop off your case at the cruise terminal, it then gets delivered to your cabin by the end of the evening. Whoever thought about that was genius. I don’t have to carry anything around with me and I can relax at the terminal without worrying about my case or struggling with my arms because it’s so heavy.

         The whole booking process was simple. I came here by coach rather than drive. I’ve given up driving after the accident. I’m okay as a passenger, but I feel physically sick the minute I put both hands on a steering wheel. I can’t bring myself to drive anywhere now. I might try again after the holiday. If I keep thinking about moving forward with my life I might take small steps. If I can sit in a car for more than a minute, then maybe I’ll drive around the street. Who knows, after a few months I might venture out of the area. I’ll worry about that when the time comes.

         I’m really nervous but glad I came. I’m seated in the terminal and there are hundreds of people around me. I watch their faces, but my friends haven’t arrived yet. I thought about having a drink to calm my nerves. I keep picturing the Titanic sinking but remind myself that these ships have enough lifeboats for everyone now.

         I can see the ship’s bow from the window. It’s huge, much bigger than I had anticipated. The name Venturus is emblazoned along the side. No matter how hard I try, I can’t seem to picture myself on it. All the planning I’ve done, but until I’m walking on the decks, it doesn’t seem real. Even though I’m sat here, staring at the ship, a monstrous giant compared to the smaller boats I’ve seen sailing along the River Severn, when I’ve had to cross over from Bristol to Wales. I wonder how on earth something so big stays afloat.

         Surely nothing terrible is going to happen.

      

   


   
      
         
            Two
   

            Saturday, 13 November 2021 1.30 p.m. Now
   

         

         I watch the crowds gather and sit at a distance out of their way. Families are gathering with their elderly relatives, others with many young children. A small handful of people arriving on their own. It’s a real mix of ages walking around within the confines of the cruise terminal looking for empty seats, but there aren’t many open spaces left. They all seem as lost as I feel, but I bet they know their place in the world. I don’t think I fit in anywhere. It’s not their problem though, it’s mine.

         Odd single seats are sparsely scattered, but no good if you’ve not come here alone. I sat here in this corner about half an hour ago because it was peaceful, but it’s the complete opposite now. It’s as though everyone has all arrived at the same time. I keep looking down, my head watching the floor, looking at the rows of feet pass me by. I hope no one can see how tense I am. Doing this journey alone was a brave step.

         I try not to look and people watch, but now the room is filling up, I wonder if there are any delays. I admire the room’s architectural structure above my head. It’s reminiscent of an airport terminal, but the roof has a curve to it that’s symbolic of a ship’s sail. I like that, it’s a nice touch. The décor is all white walls and steel structures, minimalistic and modern. I’m starving and can’t wait to get on board for something to eat.

         Why aren’t they letting anyone on the ship yet? I don’t know if this is normal because I’ve never cruised before, but I’m trying to gauge the other passengers’ moods. Some look frustrated, the kids over the other side keep fighting with each other. It’s so busy, but I don’t know what is considered a normal level of busy. I’m trying to imagine all of us on the ship at the same time, and I struggle to picture the scenes. Will it be crowded at dinner? Will there be room on decks for any sunbathing? Actually, this time of year will there even be any sunshine when we hit the Mediterranean sea? It can’t be as bad as hotel holidays where everyone grabs a sunbed at some ridiculous time in the early morning and hog it all day with their towels and books.

         I’m shaking a little with my nerves and anxiety, but it’s like every person in the terminal is staring at me. I don’t have a virus or anything contagious. There’s no social distancing in place now. Perhaps the ship is getting a deep clean top to bottom which has caused this hold-up? Everyone on the last cruise had to be off it by 11 a.m. going by the instructions that I read online. I look at the cruise ticket in my handbag to understand what timings it states.

         Something’s not right here, I can sense it. I know that something is wrong. It’s not safe to travel, is it? This holiday is going to get cancelled when I really need to have this cruise, I’m desperate for this time away. I have to get out of the UK, to get as far away from here as I can right now. There’s so much going on in my head.

         I keep looking at my watch and realising how long I’ve sat here, patiently waiting, now desperate to face my fears. Just like the first time I ever travelled abroad on a plane, those nerves have to be confronted. I need to be on it to start to calm down. The longer I wait, the more intense and shakier I’m becoming.

         What’s the hold-up?

         ‘Would passengers holding the green cards please make your way to the check-in desks,’ the female voice over the tannoy system broadcasts her instructions. ‘Please ensure you have completed your medical forms and have your passports ready.’

         I look down at my card to notice it’s purple. I have no idea what colour order they must board in, but at least there’s crowd movement that assures me that everything is as it should be. I can relax now in the knowledge that it must be safe to board if they’re letting people on now. I glance around the room once more at the cards in their hands. Orange cards, yellow cards, red cards. How long before it’s my turn?

         I’m still having second thoughts and doubts about doing this, but I’m going to force myself. I’m doing it for my husband and children. I need to get the old me back to show the world and my followers that I’m getting better. That fun-loving, bubbly, energetic woman that I once was is still here somewhere, and I’ll try to shift this grey mood of mine. It’s not doing me or anyone else any good. I have so many regrets and this cruise is the beginning of a whole new me. Things can’t stay the same as they are, it’s not healthy for anyone.

         Shit! Did I complete the medical form well enough? I know I completed something about not having a cold or flu, no stomach bugs or anything like that, but I didn’t give them anything else. I didn’t tell them about the accident. I don’t even know if I needed to. I should have looked into this more properly. It’s strange when you’ve not done anything like this before. I don’t know the rights or wrongs. I guess if they needed something more specific they would have asked me for it.

         Scanning the room further, I think I can see Milly who’s entered the terminal from the southern end of the room. That’s definitely her blonde hairstyle I can see, and although she’s quite far away I’m sure it’s definitely her. I’m waving, but she can’t see me. I edge forward and stand up to straighten my blouse, before, spotting Milly again, I’m waving and practically jumping up and down.

         ‘Milly?’ I shout, but I’ve attracted the attention of those sitting opposite and around me. ‘Milly, over here!’

         She’s vanished. I can’t find her face in the crowds as those with their green cards are now forming a queue down the southern end. If it wasn’t for the masses of people and how nervous I feel I’d run down and say hello. I can imagine that Milly would hate that, actually. She’s my son’s teacher and always does everything as agreed and on time. She’s one of those people who has to do everything per the book. If we decided to meet later, then it will have to be later. I daren’t upset her. She could be just as nervous as me about this experience. I should be excited, not petrified.

         Milly and I are friends, but not close friends, I’ve only met her a couple of times through Sarah, who’s also a blogger. She’s being driven here by her husband. They offered to give me a lift, but I insisted on the coach. I don’t like telling people about my car phobia, I try to avoid mentioning it. I don’t want the explanations or the reminders of the accident. I’d like to shut it out of my mind. I think Sarah gets the idea, but she knows me well enough to not discuss it. She’s the type of woman who would wait for me to mention it first. Maybe I should call her, see how far away she is?

         Sometimes there is a bit of rivalry between Sarah and me. Three years ago I sat in her kitchen, sharing a bottle of wine with her, and afterwards, I watched as she logged into her website, created a new post, and wrote a review of the wine. At first, I was confused, I thought it was a lovely bottle of white, something sweet, but I wouldn’t complain about it. My husband complained about things that were low quality all of the time. If he didn’t like it, he’d go straight online and give it a poor review. I assumed Sarah was doing the same. If I don’t like anything, I refuse to buy it again. I wouldn’t waste any time writing hundreds of words about it.

         ‘Why the urgency, we’ve only just finished the bottle,’ I said, sat on a stool at her breakfast bar that evening. ‘I didn’t think it was that bad. Do you post online reviews of everything you dislike too?’

         Sarah laughed at me, shaking her head.

         ‘No, you fool,’ she replied. ‘I’m a reviewer, or blogger as some people call it now. I have a website and write about food and wine. I had a few bottles sent for free, and all I have to do in return is write about them afterwards. I want this post up while it’s fresh in my mind.’

         ‘How did you get into that?’ I asked because that was some damn good wine. ‘You never told me about this before. What, you don’t have to pay for any of it?’

         Sarah shook her head at me and poured us both another glass of the delicious wine.

         ‘You know how opinionated I am,’ Sarah continued. ‘I started with a small blog of my own because I like sharing my opinions. Post a few links on Twitter or Facebook and hope they click into my blog. I’ve built up some regular followers and then recently I’ve started to get emails about reviewing products.’

         ‘I don’t know if I could be bothered,’ I replied, the idea festering away as I considered it. ‘I’m not really a journalist type if you know what I mean. I’m not that great at English.’

         ‘That’s the genius of it.’ Sarah laughed. ‘People want to read real views by real people, not some poncy posh translation or sales pitch. Give it a go.’

         That evening while I took a slow walk home I had the idea that I could do something similar, but I had so many different ideas about what I was passionate about, what would people want to read and see? I settled on cleaning tips. I always love natural products without the use of chemicals. I hate bleach, I always said there was a lot more you could do with bicarbonate of soda thanks to all the tips my grandmother shared with me over the years. It had really paid off.

         I didn’t realise how easy it would be to set up my social media accounts and post pictures with examples of my homemade cleaning solutions. It was at the right time when there was a media buzz around being healthier, using less plastic, bleach alternatives. Before I knew it, I was up to 5,000 followers. The moment I hit 100,000, the offers came flooding in thick and fast. I was being paid hundreds for posting videos online, of my using product placements or specific cleaning cloth brands. My vlogging videos are watched by thousands and the link shares are through the roof. I can’t wait to blog about my cruise holiday. If this goes well, I could branch out into other travel blogging areas. This might really take off.

         I’m sure there are times Sarah is envious, as without her I wouldn’t have had the idea or the know-how, but it’s not my fault that I became successful in a short space of time. She had a head start, but my idea was more original.

         I’m labelled as a Social Media Influencer, but it wasn’t my intention from the offset, I thought it would be a bit of fun. I don’t know how long my online fame will last, but behind the images of my smiling face holding the bottles of my homemade cleaning products is a darker, sinister truth. I’ve been afraid to leave the house, I can’t even get inside a car, and there have been times all I have wanted to do is lock myself away or live on a deserted island. I know that’s not how I used to be, so I’m trying so hard to find my inner strength.

         We’ve all agreed to meet up for dinner later, to allow us time to unpack, freshen up and sort ourselves out. I can’t see if my other friends are here yet. I could try texting them or calling, but I don’t think they’d answer the phone if they’re still travelling.

         Sarah is sharing a cabin with Milly, and I’m sharing a cabin with Chantelle. I decided to share with Chantelle because I wanted to understand her better. Being cooped up in a cabin is sure to reconnect me with her, and maybe strengthen our friendship. It’s been a difficult few months, and she knows how bad life has treated me. We’re like chalk and cheese, although she’s more outgoing than I am. This holiday is an excellent opportunity for us to get to know each other better, but I’ve seen the way she looks at me. That glare in her eyes sometimes catches me by surprise. I know she’s had her ups and downs too, so we might be able to talk it out. It would be strange to think that we could be the best of friends again by the end of it.

         I know that she’s unhinged too from past experiences. A dark horse, as others would say. We look quite alike too as she has the same wavy dark hair and brown eyes. We’d probably get mistaken as sisters if we’re seen out together. My gut instinct is that we’re going to be okay on this holiday. I’m glad we didn’t come here together because I needed this travel time on my own with my own thoughts. The coach was a little crowded, but at the back in my own little corner, I tried to get some sleep.

         ‘Would passengers holding the purple cards please make your way to check-in,’ the female voice instructed over the tannoy. ‘Please ensure you have completed your medical form and have your passports ready.’

         Following the announcement, a rush of people stands and heads off to the check-in and boarding area. This is it; I’m doing this. My legs are wobbly with the nerves and in a way, I’m glad I’ve come here alone. It’s given me time to think about everything leading up to this moment. The reasons I need to do this without my husband or the kids getting in my head. This holiday is all about me this time.

         Here’s to my new adventure, and to put my demons to rest.

      

   


   
      
         
            Three
   

            Saturday, 13 November 2021 2.15 p.m. Now
   

         

         I try not to look anyone in the eye as I keep walking past the crowds. It’s not like I’m trying to hide anything, but I want to get on the ship as quickly as possible without anyone trying to start a conversation with me. I don’t want to say the wrong thing, these experienced cruisers behind me don’t seem so anxious. I’m trying to disguise my nerves with a fixed smile.

         I walk through the narrow gangway that encased the queues within steel and glass, then I head up the stairs in silence. I had my photograph taken a couple of minutes ago, and my sombre expression matched my passport that I’d been keeping in my handbag. I wonder if people think I look strange here all by myself.

         I shouldn’t really care what other people think, not on this cruise. I’ve spent the last three years continually reading the comments on my blog. All it takes is that one negative reply to spark a flurry of insecurities. Am I good enough? Does everyone hate me? Will my sponsors see this and stop funding me?

         Look at me, I’m already starting to think about negative moments in my life. I’m going to try to stop that.

         Everything I need for the next few hours is inside the small handbag I have across my shoulder. My suitcase should be with me later, I’m not used to letting it go and being handled by other people. I hope they’re careful with it. Hopefully, it’s here before dinner, since I’ll need some fresh clothes to change into. It’s not bothering me, yet it’s weird not to have it near me or in my control. I couldn’t function without it.

         After having my passport checked in the queue, we all had to walk in a straight line which was a slow process so I can understand now why it’s taken so long to get onboard. I wish I’d arrived here earlier or checked if there was an option for priority boarding. If I do this again, I’m definitely either turning up really late or making sure I can get on early. With this many people cramming their way through the gangways, I’m surprised there aren’t any accidents.

         As I step onto the ship, we are outside and the wind is blowing against my face. Almost everyone around me is smiling. I can see they’re mostly happy, probably joyful about their experience. In contrast, I’m filled with so many mixed emotions of uncertainty and dread. I miss my children, my husband, but also, I miss myself. I miss the woman I was and I’m focused on the woman I want to become.

         I turn around to see the view behind me and it’s as though I’m miles high in the sky. In the distance are high rise flats and further down the river are other cruise ships at different terminals. This feels like a brave step. To do this and come here alone where everyone around me is a complete stranger. I’m pleased with myself. I’m less tense than I was before and I have a good feeling about this holiday. It’s going to be fun.

         I keep reminding myself to push forward, and that once I’m inside away from the crowds, everything will seem calmer. I need to unwind and settle in. I’m sure once we sail out of Southampton, I can start relaxing into the cruise experience more. I know it’s only been a few hours, but I didn’t enjoy waiting in the terminal. It reminded me of sitting at the dentist’s waiting to be called. You know deep down that everything will be okay, but there’s still that niggle of what-if? It left me with too much time to think about my worries and fear.

         Pleased about the lack of rain, I pull my coat closed tight and head inside to the atrium. The very welcoming Filipino points me in the staircase’s direction towards the centre of the ship and informs the queuing families that cabins aren’t ready until after 3 p.m. We’re to wait for an announcement. I’m on here for nearly two weeks, there’s plenty of time to explore and find my way around. By the end of the cruise, I should know every inch of this giant floating hotel.

         I don’t recognise anyone in sight yet, both Sarah and Milly mustn’t be all that far and Chantelle hasn’t shown her face again yet. She’s probably not all that far away either. Usually appears when I least expect her, she’s good with surprising me with her chastising ways and demands. I’m going to make more of an effort with her on this cruise and show her that there is another side to me. She might like it and we could become friends again. I don’t like falling out with people, least of all her. I’ve known her my whole life. Same school, same area, but very different views. She’s not going to ruin this holiday for me. I’m not letting anyone or anything spoil this trip.

         My first impressions with Venturus is that the ship looks like a grand hotel. The black marble archways near a series of winding staircases light up the atrium with glitz and glamour. My eyes are fixed on the decadence. It’s much nicer than I had expected. Everything is shiny, well polished, and spotless. The ship is a beautiful work of art and every corner seems to be a doorway to somewhere new and exciting.

         I still have around thirty minutes before my cabin is ready, but I’m starving. There should be somewhere to grab a bite to eat close by. It’s too cold to go outside, but the temperature indoors is cosy and soothing.

         ‘Excuse me?’ I ask a waiter who is walking around with an empty tray. His uniform smartly pressed, still with deep creases. ‘Do you know what floor I could find the buffet?’

         ‘Thank you ma’am,’ he replies, pointing in a direction further down the hallway. I catch his name from his gold badge as Efren. ‘The buffet is on Sun Riser deck, that’s deck fourteen. If you head to the elevator down the hallway, you’ll see them to the right. Head up to deck fourteen and you can’t miss it.’

         I smile at him. Obviously, I have never been on this ship before, but he must get sick of answering questions. I nod at Efren and walk away at the same time, turning to wave and thank him.

         ‘I see the way now,’ I reply. ‘Thank you.’

         ‘Have a nice day,’ Efren replies and walks off in the opposite direction.

         I walk at a faster pace now in the direction of the elevators; I can see a small gathering in the centre of the hallway. I hope we don’t have to wait long. There are pieces of artwork attached to every wall. It’s spectacular. I’ve spent many holidays in plenty of hotels over the years, but this is out of this world. I can’t believe the luxury for the price I paid. I’ve not even left Southampton yet and I’m already won over by the wonder of Venturus and its stunning décor.

         The elevator pings and the doors open. Without giving any consideration or second thought for anyone else, the small group waiting had pushed themselves all into the elevator leaving me to be the awkward one, having to apologize for standing on someone’s toes on the way in. I didn’t want to wait for another one and it looks like we all have the same idea. The only button pressed was for deck fourteen. Everyone must be hungry too.

         I realise I’m on floor seven, the promenade deck. The elevator is hot and stuffy due to being crammed full of eager cruisers desperate to see the delights of the buffet. I have this overwhelming urge to get out. I can hardly breathe in here and my anxiety is increasing.

         ‘This is our seventh cruise,’ I hear one of the passengers mention to what might be her friend. I’d seen them both talking outside the elevator before getting inside. ‘We’ve been on this ship twice already this year.’

         I glance and look around those near me. I see a tall man roll his eyes and I smile at him to acknowledge I’ve seen his expression.

         ‘It’s my Jeff’s birthday soon. I’ve got a cake coming tomorrow to surprise him. Breakfast in bed too,’ she continues to gloat. ‘I’ve asked if the waiters can sing happy birthday at dinner.’

         I take a deep breath to calm myself. I’m not fearful of elevators, but it’s moving at such a slow pace. It might be the weight of everyone in here all at once. I have to get out of here. I need some air. I see number ten on the lit buttons and hit it hard. In a moment of impulse, I considered I should get out here and take the stairs. It wouldn’t hurt to have a look around either.

         The elevator halts on ten and with a moment of relief, the doors open. I get out and compose my posture, straighten my coat and bag around my shoulders and here I am standing alone. I bet everyone in the elevator is now talking about me.

         ‘You can tell she’s new to this,’ I can imagine them saying. Laughing about my inexperience of being on a ship. ‘She doesn’t belong here.’

         Sometimes I think I don’t belong anywhere. Maybe doing this was a bad idea. I should have stayed at home; I should have done this another time. Is there still time to get off? I don’t think we sail away until 5 p.m. It’ll be dark by then too. Can I get a last-minute train to Bristol and what about my suitcase?

         I take another deep breath and walk towards the stairs. I see the sign to my left with an arrow in the direction of the cabins on this deck. I’ve collected my thoughts and pushed my worries to the back of my mind. In doing that I realise I can control my thoughts again, get a hold of them and now I consider if I really should be taking my antidepressants and anxiety medication. I’m not sure I need them, although I’m convinced my doctor will keep prescribing them for as long as he can. This is my life and my body. I should be able to do what I want. If I decide I don’t need them, then what the hell, I shouldn’t have to put these drugs into my body.

         I’m never going to get over the accident. I’m never going to forgive either. That driver shouldn’t have been on the wrong side of the road, but I know if we hadn’t stopped off for something to eat, maybe the whole accident could have been avoided.

         Who knows?

         I open my handbag, look at my mobile phone that’s switched off. I don’t want to call anyone. I’ve been on the ship for thirty minutes and already I’m questioning my whole life and what I want to achieve, what changes I could make. This is a good start, it’s definitely the direction I want. A whole new me and I can’t shift that ideology either. This really is going to be a whole new me and it’s an exciting time for a new lifestyle.

         I fumble around for my cabin key, and while I’m thinking about what to have for a snack on Sun Riser deck, I raise my head and spot the reflection of Chantelle in the doors of the elevator. She doesn’t look impressed.

         ‘Chantelle, you’re here at last,’ I say. ‘Sorry if I was a bit short with you this morning, but I haven’t been to our cabin yet. Have you?’

         Chantelle shakes her head.

         ‘This ship is absolutely fucking filthy,’ she replies. ‘Have you seen the state of the elevator and the dust along the corridors? For the money that it’s costing, you’d expect better than that.’

         I laugh at her; she smiles back at me. It’s a familiar face if nothing else.

         ‘You can take the cleaner out of Bristol,’ I reply with laughter. ‘We aren’t all clean freaks. I should have brought you some of my natural sprays to give it a once over.’

         ‘Where are you heading now?’ I ask to change the conversation from cleaning. The last thing I want to do is have her follow me around ship cleaning all the nook and crannies because she hates anything unclean. ‘I’m going up the stairs to get a bite to eat, are you coming to join me?’

         Chantelle nods, and I press the elevator door to get back inside. It opens immediately, and it’s empty. I know I could have walked the two flights of stairs, but now that Chantelle is here, I have someone to talk to. Someone who is a good listener too, even if there are times she frightens me. I have to learn to listen to her more, then I can understand her point of view. She’s difficult to engage with at times.

         She’s going to be really annoyed with me because I need to talk to her about the accident more. I have to get it all out of my system before we sail away as it’s really starting to play on my mind. Especially since our conversation this morning, it’s brought back some bad memories.

         I want to go to that sail away party this afternoon and see this ship heading out of Southampton with a clear mind. I should be up there, drink in hand and celebrating my courage, my newfound freedom and independence, as I wave goodbye to the insecurities and troubles of the accident. Chantelle knows that I’m here for her too if she needs me. It really does feel like out with the old, and in with the new. She’s the quiet one though. I’m sure at times she’s bothered about my success because of the little comments she sometimes makes in my direction.

         I’m not that bad a person, am I?
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