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Dedication


In honour of my father Mr George Alexander Sim who took his own life aged 52.


I will be donating a percentage of all royalties received from the sales of my book to a children's charity very close to his heart.


Dad you are always in my thoughts.




Chapter 1


Barbados 20:30 Departure


‘For God’s sake, wake up!’ Ben’s voice ripped through the silence of Sasha’s sleep, shattering the peacefulness of her bed. He whipped off the duvet and shook it to within an inch of its life. ‘We’re going to miss the bloody flight!’


It was just after 5.00am and the alarm hadn’t gone off. As if to emphasise that, a series of long and strident blasts from a car horn outside told them that the pre-ordered taxi was already at the door, the driver was becoming increasingly impatient.


Half-dressed, Ben rushed to the window. He leaned dangerously out. ‘All right, just a minute!’


‘Okay, okay. You take your time, mate,’ was the helpful response from the balding, overweight fifty-something year old taxi driver. ‘It’s not me who needs to catch a flight.’


Ben rushed back to the bed. ‘Sasha. C’mon. Get up.’


‘Okay, okay. You don’t have to shout. I heard you all the way to Heathrow.’


‘Gatwick.’


‘Whatever.’


‘Well move it then!’


Half asleep, she sprang from her bed and tried to go two ways at once, mouth agape, uncoordinated limbs; a picture of human confusion. Eventually, when it was clear that that wasn’t getting her anywhere, she peeled off left and headed full-tilt for the bathroom debating if there was still time to wash her hair, with Ben’s voice booming out in the background as he repeatedly cursed the over-packed suitcases at his feet. There was panic in their voices.


The house was freezing. The timer for the heating didn’t come on until six. It had been a reasonably mild winter, but the heavy frost on the car windows outside was a strong indication that the weather was starting to change for the worse.


They had allowed two and a half hours for the check-in at the airport terminal instead of the recommended three, so Sasha was probably being hopefully irrational by suggesting a shower before racing like a lunatic to catch their flight to Barbados. But within ten minutes, the hurricane in their apartment had died to little more than a whirlwind. They were washed, dressed and almost respectable looking.


‘Passports?’ said Ben. ‘Where are the passports?’


‘Here, I’ve got them.’


‘Tickets?’


‘In my bag. Look, stop panicking. We’re good to go.’


‘I’m not panicking!’ he screamed. Then looked round with fresh alarm. ‘My wallet! Damn, where did I put my wallet?’


‘Over there, on the table,’ said Sasha, forcing herself to stay calm. ‘Beside your keys.’


‘Okay, I’ve got them. Now let’s go. Pass me the cases.’


Sasha grabbed one, and then the other. Ben reached out and got a purchase on one.


‘Jesus, Sasha, what have you got in here? They weigh a tonne!’


‘No they don’t. I’ve already weighed them, and they’re fine. Just keep calm.’


‘We’re already over an hour late,’ said Ben, his eyes roving around the room for anything else they might have forgotten, such as mobile phones, foreign currency, and their sense of humour.


‘And whose fault is that?’


Ben said nothing and simply headed for the door, his keys rattling between his teeth. Two minutes later they were sitting in the back of the Mercedes cab.


Without further ado, the taxi driver stamped on the accelerator and launched them off down the road. Sasha took the hint and motioned to Ben to put on a seatbelt. It looked like it was going to be one hell of a ride.


As they hurtled along, the atmosphere between them in the car was hostile. But Ben decided to forgo any further conversation until he was safely inside the airport and standing in front of the check-in desk, bags loaded onto the carousel with his boarding card safely in his hand.


* * *


Thirty minutes later the dark blue Mercedes cab screeched to a halt outside the departure hall at Gatwick airport. Ben threw the luggage onto an abandoned trolley, set it rolling and raced through the rotating door.


Back in the cab, Sasha was opening her purse.


‘Just call it seventy love,’ said the driver, smirking. ‘Need a receipt?’


‘No. And you obviously don’t need a tip.’


With no time to argue over the extortionate charge, and Ben nowhere in sight to back her up, Sasha reluctantly handed over the fare.


‘Good luck,’ said the driver. ‘Better hope you catch your flight. The weather’s due to change by the weekend. Snow forecast, I believe.’


‘Really, I thought we were in for a heat wave,’ Sasha replied, now exiting the vehicle and eagerly warming her ice-cold hands inside her long leather coat.


The airport was packed. Travellers were hurrying in all directions between the check-in desks and the departure gates, the car hire desks and the coffee bars and restaurants. The queue at security was overflowing into the departures hall. If they were going to make this flight, things were going to have to move a little more quickly.


As the revolving door spun continuously behind her, Sasha saw in the distance Ben’s distinctive blue puffa jacket and faded blue jeans. The jacket wasn’t going to be much use in the baking hot Caribbean sunshine, but was essential for surviving these bitterly cold winter mornings. As she approached, Ben was slouched over the trolley staring at the departures screen. Closer still, she could see their flight at the top of the list.


BA 2155 06.40 Barbados Gate 34C Now Boarding – Check In Closed.


‘Oh, that’s fantastic! Absolutely bloody great!’ Sasha could feel the tension as she looked round at Ben. His teeth were gritted in anger. His well-defined jaw line was quivering like a lion about to strike its prey. The look he gave her was one of pure anger and hatred, and it was obvious that there was no doubt in his mind who he blamed for this terrible situation.


‘If you hadn’t stayed up so late packing, we wouldn’t have overslept,’ he said. ‘You should have been more organised, Sasha. I can’t bloody well believe this.’


You can’t believe this? Nothing to do with the fact that the alarm clock you apparently set didn’t go off and that’s why we slept in! Thought Sasha.


‘Marvellous,’ continued Ben, ‘there goes our cruise. Honestly, Sasha, how many times do I need to tell you that leaving things to the last minute always results in chaos? This is all your fault.’


Mortified by her fiancé’s outburst, Sasha stood silent hoping any minute now he would calm down and stop yelling. But he didn’t calm down, not even slightly. He went on and on about the thirty minutes they should have allowed for bad traffic, for breaking down, for punctures, or – God forbid – an earthquake to tear up the M23 during their fifty minute journey to the airport.


Thinking about it now, they really should have allowed an extra hour in case the weather turned unexpectedly nasty during the night, Sasha decided. But it was definitely too late for recriminations. The argument was very one-sided, but the situation was bad enough. There wasn’t any point in adding fuel to the fire.


This really was a dreadful predicament to be in at the best of times, least of all at six o’clock on a cold, dark January morning without so much as a cup of coffee in sight.


The crazy thing was, Sasha never really wanted to go, anyway. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. She had wanted to go on the Caribbean cruise that they had booked two years earlier, but just not with Ben.


As she stood in the departures hall, blinking hard to stop the tears from streaming down her face, she tried to devise an alternate plan. She knew British Airways had two flights leaving for Barbados that morning. All they had to do was get hold of a member of check-in staff and ask if there was any room on the later one. Two last minute flights to the Caribbean wouldn’t be cheap, but they would be nothing compared to what they were about to throw away if they didn’t join the ship.


Anyway, they were here now, packed and ready to leave. The ship was due to remain berthed at the port in Barbados until 8.30pm. It would undoubtedly be a tight connection, but there was still time to get there, time to salvage the cruise.


Unwilling to let Sasha try and resolve the terrible mess they had got themselves into, Ben picked up his brown leather hand baggage, threw it over his shoulder, took hold of his suitcase and, without speaking a word, disappeared into the crowd.


* * *


Penny hated flying and hadn’t realized how much her job would involve travelling when, one month earlier, she accepted it. But there was something about travelling business class that made the experience a whole lot more enjoyable. So far, during the flight, Nadia, the very attractive flight attendant, had offered everyone a glass of champagne while they made themselves comfortable in their exceptionally large, fully reclining chairs. The legroom was hugely impressive compared to the normally cramped economy experience. Nadia then continued to serve a selection of drinks from the bar, while the passengers browsed over the menu deciding what they would like for lunch.


To start, Penny opted for the antipasti, followed by the fillet steak with porcini mushrooms and red wine jus. The meal was accompanied by a selection of fine wines from the bar. Nadia then offered a choice of crème brûlée, or cheese and biscuits to finish, accompanied by coffee and liquors.


The meal was fantastic. It lasted almost two hours, which perfectly suited Penny. After lunch, she lay back in her chair reclining it ninety degrees to a comfortable position before dozing off for a good hour and a half. The timing was perfect. She woke just in time to catch the start of The Departed, a movie she had been looking forward to watching since it was released last summer. With Leonardo Di Caprio and Matt Damon to keep her entertained, it couldn’t be a bad choice.


As the movie concluded, Nadia began preparing the cabin for afternoon tea. Penny was surprised how keen most passengers were, eagerly participating even after such a large lunch, but it seemed that most of them were prepared to have a go anyway.


The last two hours of the flight passed relatively quickly, and the plane landed on schedule at Barbados airport. As the cabin doors opened and the crew secured the stairs for the passengers to disembark the aircraft, the initial blast of heat that filled the plane was exhilarating. Penny, who was definitely more prepared than some of the other passengers, removed her cashmere pullover, rolled up the sleeves of her blouse and unbuttoned the top few buttons. She then placed her sunglasses over her eyes in preparation for the strong sunlight that she was about to encounter.


After a short bus ride to the terminal, she passed through passport control without too much of a wait, collected her baggage from the carousel and left the airport in the direction of the taxi rank.


* * *


‘Welcome to Barbados,’ said the first in a large group of taxi drivers. ‘Where would you like to go, gorgeous?’


‘Ocean Magic, please,’ Penny replied, feeling a little self conscious as several of the taxi drivers, who you would think had never set eyes on a female before, pointed and sniggered at her while she made her way into the first in a long line of taxis.


‘No problem. You want a tour of the island first? Bridge Town? Christ Church? St Lawrence Gap? You name it, I’ll take you there, lovely.’


‘No, thanks. Maybe another time, huh?’


‘All right. Ocean Magic it is.’


Sam, possibly the friendliest taxi driver Penny had ever come across, interrogated her all the way to the cruise terminal. With her shoulder length layered blonde hair and piercing blue eyes, Penny had a strong resemblance to Sienna Miller. Sam was convinced that he had picked up the genuine article. Rarely a month would pass without someone staring, or even stopping her in the street to tell her how much she resembled the talented actress.


Airports were the worst place. That was where people expected to see celebrities passing through, and exotic locations like the Caribbean – especially at this time of year – were the sort of locales you would read in Hello and People magazine about holidaying Hollywood stars such as Sienna.


‘That’s twenty-five dollars,’ said Sam, when they arrived, ‘and here’s my card in case you change your mind about that tour.’


‘Thanks,’ replied Penny as she handed over two twenty-dollar notes.


The money was difficult to make out. The notes were all the same size and colour. She remembered that she had thought the same thing a few years ago when she had spent the summer working in New York as an au pair.


Outside, the pink-coloured L-shaped cruise terminal oozed Caribbean charm. Several small beach huts were offering Carib lager for two dollars a bottle, or ten dollars for a bucket of six, while others were standing by hoping to sell some last minute beachwear and loud Caribbean shirts to unprepared passengers before they set sail for their first port of call.


Inside, the terminal was decorated from top to bottom with Christmas trees and various yuletide decorations while the resident quayside band were playing ‘We wish you a merry Christmas’ on steel drums – which felt a little strange considering the clear blue sky and the soaring temperature outside. Apart from that, Christmas and New Year were well and truly over with for another year, but the locals were obviously determined to keep the celebrations going for as long as possible.


Penny made her way past the first stage of security and stood in a long queue at the other side of the cruise terminal waiting patiently to go through the grey metal detector archway before boarding the ship.


Sam, the taxi driver, had taken charge of handing over her luggage to a member of the ship’s company who, in turn, instructed a colleague to label and deliver the case to the allocated cabin. This enabled Penny to walk a great deal more freely, unencumbered by the thirty kilos of clothes, shoes, and other items she deemed essential for her two weeks onboard.


Most of the other passengers had flown out on a charter flight from one of the nominated airports. London, Manchester, Birmingham and Glasgow were among the choices available. The flights, should one wish to accept them, were included as part of the cruise package. Having got to know each other during the flight, the group members were all chatting away. On her flight, Penny had spoken briefly to a couple from Dublin. They were going to Sandy Lane on their honeymoon. The other two couples that sat within earshot were also staying in Barbados on holiday.


The three hundred metre long cruise ship stood nineteen decks tall, a colossal vessel berthed at the dockside. Penny stood patiently trying to work out where her cabin would be. The cabin number was C16, so she knew it was on the starboard side of Deck 9 near the front of the ship. She counted up the decks, and was fairly certain she could locate it. The queue moved a little faster than she had anticipated and, before she knew it, she was standing in the grand atrium on Deck 5.


‘Welcome onboard, madam.’ A trim-looking officer placed colourful lei over her head and smiled. ‘I hope you enjoy your time with us onboard Ocean Magic.’


Penny smiled back. ‘Thank you.’


For the next fifteen minutes, she stood motionless, carefully surveying the eight large glass lifts, each moving and stopping at different levels. The mammoth waterfall fountain was the centrepiece of this astounding atrium. Adjacent to it were four sets of winding stairs leading up over four or five levels of shops, bars, restaurants, cafes and various other public rooms. It was breath – taking.


Deck 6 hosted the main reception, the tours and excursions desk, and the internet café. Deck 7 boasted a large shopping arcade complete with its own champagne bar, cocktail lounge and several other casual dinning outlets, including a speciality tapas bar and exclusive sushi lounge to give one the impression of shopping on Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills, California.


Throughout, the décor was contemporary with a fantastic combination of neutral and dark furnishings to give a relaxed and tranquil feel to the endless selection of rooms. Penny, a little overwhelmed at the sheer size and presence of the mighty vessel, followed a group of excited passengers into one of the lifts.


‘Wow! It’s the size of New York,’ a fair haired little boy said to his sister as he pressed his face against the front of the glass lift.


When the lift stopped at Deck 9, Penny excused herself and made her way down the long, narrow corridor towards her cabin.


The cabin key worked first time, which was an added bonus. Penny smiled as she opened the door. She couldn’t remember the last time she had stayed in a hotel where she didn’t have to about-turn and go back to reception to get the card reprogrammed.


She spent the first twenty minutes exploring her home for the next two weeks. Impressed by the beautiful floral display and the bottle of champagne she found waiting by the bed, she opened the card and read:


Dear Penny, We hope the flight went well. Enjoy the rest of your day.


Looking forward to seeing you tomorrow.


Danny, Josh and Katie x


* * *


There was a loud knock on the cabin door. Sasha’s heart skipped a beat. For a second she thought it might have been Ben. Catching her breath, she cautiously opened the door and was greeted by a rather friendly and immaculately presented member of the ship’s crew.


‘Good Afternoon, Ms Carter. I’m Joe, your cabin steward and I’ll be looking after you for the duration of the cruise.’


‘Oh. Hi, Joe. Nice to meet you.’


Joe smiled. He had perfect teeth and clearly knew it. ‘Your suitcase has arrived.’


‘Great. Can I have it?’


‘Yes madam, it’s right here’


‘That’s fantastic, thanks’


‘Would you like me to get you anything else?’


‘Such as?’


‘More tea or coffee, perhaps? Or maybe a different brand?’


’No, I… I don’t think so,’ said Sasha, gently attempting to close the door.


‘And your companion, madam?’ Joe called out. ‘Mr Benjamin. Will he be arriving shortly?’


She stopped closing the door and gazed thoughtfully at those perfect teeth.


‘Uhm, no. I’m afraid there has been a change of plan. It’s just going to be me.’


‘Very well, madam. Enjoy your stay onboard Ocean Magic. And remember, if you need anything at all, please don’t hesitate to ask. And if I’m not around, you can page me. My number is beside the phone.’


Sasha nodded and gently closed the door and stood for a moment composing herself. The flight had gone well, all things considered. It hadn’t been as luxurious as she had hoped, but she knew she was lucky to get any seat at all on the later flight, let alone one with extra legroom as she had originally booked. The two glasses of wine she had enjoyed during the flight, coupled with the four-hour time difference, were helping make light of what was far from an ideal situation. But she had to know if Ben was regretting his decision to leave her alone at the airport. What had he expected? That she would follow him home, apologise profusely, begging him to forgive her for something she hadn’t done?


Well that was never going to happen. He probably just needed a little time to cool off, and then he could join the ship in another port of call. Once again, this was far from ideal, but he could make it possibly to St Lucia tomorrow, or Mayreau on Monday.


After making a second cup of strong black coffee, Sasha unpacked her laptop and organised it. Sitting back in her chair, she logged on to her email on the off-chance Ben had made contact.


* * *


At dinner that night, it was made quite apparent that someone was missing from the already prepared table for eight. While the group introduced themselves, the restaurant manager cleared the spare table setting and apologised for the mistake. Edna and William Cockburn, a couple of senior citizens from cabin A180 began the introductions. This was their eighteenth cruise together. They had sampled the fleet several times, and were classed as ‘Gold Club Cruisers’ – which basically meant they got invited to lots of cocktail parties and enjoyed a special lunch, which was laid on for them to meet their fellow regular cruisers.


‘Nice to meet you,’ Sasha replied, keen to move on and meet the second couple. This was Kris and his partner Megan, and it was their first cruise, which drew a rather frosty reception from Mrs Cockburn.


‘How could they possibly put first time cruisers on our table?’ she said, then glanced at her husband. ‘William, did you hear me?’


‘I heard you Edna,’ he replied, ‘and so did everyone else. Now please just be quiet.’


Mrs Cockburn winced at the thought, while William tried hard to ignore his wife.


‘Kris is in the police service,’ Megan continued, ‘and I’m a teacher.’


This, however, did seem to meet Mrs Cockburn’s approval. Kris and Megan also lived relatively close to the Cockburn’s, which drew a second nod of approval from the old lady.


Sasha was quite excited to meet the third couple, which were Richard and his wife Lucy. They had a surreal but somewhat understated aura about them. They just seemed so happy and perfectly suited to one another. Sasha looked at them a little longer than she had realized, thinking about Ben, and how much they used to be like Richard and Lucy. Now she was here alone, sitting at a table of strangers while her fiancé was back home in bitterly cold England.


‘Sasha, isn’t it?’ Richard said, interrupting her thoughts.


‘Yes, sorry. Sasha Carter.’


Richard smiled.


‘So what brings you to the Caribbean on your own?’ Mrs Cockburn asked wasting no time in butting into the conversation.


‘I quite often holiday alone,’ Sasha said, blushing ever so slightly at the little white lie she wasn’t remotely prepared for telling. It had come out so unexpectedly.


Richards’s wife Lucy, however, was extremely quick off the mark and rushed in to help her dining partner by raising her glass to toast the holiday. As the others joined her, Sasha felt the intensity of the intended interrogation dissolve. Lucy flashed Sasha a friendly smile.


‘Thanks,’ she whispered, as she sat back in her chair and began to relax.


Dinner passed off relatively peacefully, certainly better than she had anticipated. There was, of course, the odd remark here and there about single women holidaying alone, and the image it portrayed. These comments came from Edna Cockburn, actually, but no one encouraged the shallow remarks, and at every opportunity ignored the old woman.


After dinner, Sasha excused herself from the table and returned to her generously sized cabin. She had received a free upgrade at the time of booking an ‘early bird booking bonus’. That was what the girl at the travel agency had told her. Not that she needed half the space. The huge double bed and the three-piece suite only emphasised the fact she was here on her own.


Alone.


Dinner had been a confusing mix of pleasure and grief. She simply needed a little time on her own now. Out on her balcony, Sasha sat wrapped in her fluffy white bathrobe sipping a Bombay sapphire with slim line tonic. Once he realized she would be travelling alone, Joe, her cabin steward, had left a small selection of drinks for her as a welcome-on-board gesture. As she watched the waves cascading against the side of the 106,000 tonne cruise ship, she desperately wanted to call Ben. It had just gone 11.00pm, local time, which meant it was 3.00am back home.


She decided against calling, and opened her laptop instead. There was a slight chance he might have emailed her while she was at dinner. She keyed in her password, and froze for a second not knowing what she wanted the email to say.


The thought of leaving Ben behind earlier made her stomach churn. She began to feel a little sick at the thought of how callous she had been. How would anyone ever understand what she had done? And had she just made the biggest mistake of her life?


Maybe Edna Cockburn had been right after all. What possible good could come from a single woman cruising the Caribbean on her own? No good, that’s what.


No good at all.




Chapter 2


St Lucia 08:00 Arrival


17:30 Departure


By seven the following morning Penny was up and about. Josh had been awake since six. Keen to explore the ship, and not realizing the time, he had picked up the phone and called Penny. He wanted to arrange for her to join Katie and himself at nine o’clock and take a tour of the ship.


Three days earlier, Danny and the kids had flown out allowing them to spend some time together in Barbados before joining Ocean Magic. The arrangement for the cruise was a little different from the contract Danny had drawn up one month earlier when he agreed to take Penny on as his full time nanny.


Penny lived with the family when they were at home, and was provided with her own accommodation when the family were on holiday. The hours were a lot more flexible too, as Danny was keen to spend some quality time with his children while he wasn’t working.


‘Hurry up Katie, will you stop playing with your food and just eat it,’ Josh snapped at his little sister.


‘Leave your sister alone to finish her breakfast,’ said Danny.


‘But in less than five minutes we’re meant to be meeting Penny. She might think we’re not coming.’


‘I’m sure she will wait Josh. Anyway you have two weeks to explore the ship.’


‘Fine,’ Josh agreed hastily, signalling to his sister to finish eating. And behind Danny’s back; ‘Penny’s waiting for us, you idiot.’


‘Finished,’ Katie announced as she enthusiastically left the table.


‘Okay. Have fun kids.’ Danny winked at Josh then kissed Katie on the cheek.


‘We will, dad,’ they replied.


‘And Josh, you are in charge of Katie until you meet Penny. Do you understand?’


Josh made a face. ‘Yes. Okay. I understand.’


‘Oh, and Josh…’


‘Yes, dad.’ Josh turned once more in the direction of his father. ‘What is it?’


‘It’s that way, son,’ Danny laughed as he pointed in the opposite direction to where they were heading.


‘Right. Of course, I knew that!’ Josh took his little sister by the hand and led her out of the dinning room.


‘Are you our new mummy,’ Katie squinted at Penny, her little forehead creased as she looked up and waited in anticipation for Penny to answer.


‘Don’t be stupid, Katie,’ said Josh. ‘Penny’s our new nanny. You know that.’


‘That’s enough, Josh,’ said Penny. ‘Apologise to your sister, please.’


‘Sorry, stupid,’ Josh sniggered to himself as he sprinted up the stairs two steps at a time.


Katie shook her head in dismay as her brother pushed open the door onto the open deck.


The warm Caribbean breeze was exceptionally inviting compared to the frigid draft from the air conditioning inside. It tasted fresh and salty and hopeful. Penny placed Katie’s sunglasses over her eyes and suggested Josh did the same. Reluctantly he agreed. He removed them from his head where he had been wearing them all morning, perfectly placed, to allow his blonde hair to peak in the middle.


‘But I want to tell you a secret about mummy, is that ok?’ said Katie.


‘Of course it is, sweetheart.’


Katie signalled for Penny to crouch down to her level and reached out to cover her ear with her tiny hands.


‘I miss her,’ she whispered. ‘Is she dead?’


Penny, who had only been briefly informed about Danny’s separation from his wife, was taken aback by Katie’s question. She realized for the first time how confused the break-up had become in the four-year-old’s head.


‘No, darling. She’s not dead. She’s just gone away for a while, but if you miss her, I’m sure we can arrange for you to call and speak to her.’


‘Daddy said mummy’s not coming back, so I think she must be dead.’


The poor child had convinced herself her mother was dead and everyone else was carrying on as normal as if nothing had changed. Danny obviously has no idea what his daughter had been going through.


Josh was a keen swimmer. He was standing by the family pool wearing a pair of loud Quicksilver shorts; a pair of flip-flops, and a blue and white striped Ralph Lauren t-shirt. He was pretending to be swimming breaststroke and making exaggerated movements with his arms as he hopped between his feet.


‘Come on, Josh, let’s explore the children’s area before we get changed for a swim.’


‘I love swimming,’ called a little voice, as Katie started swinging her arms about like her brother.


‘But I don’t have any wings with me.’


‘That’s okay, darling. I was thinking that I might teach you to swim during the cruise. What do you think?’


Katie could barely contain herself as Penny marched them along the deck towards the children’s department.


‘I’d love to swim like Josh can,’ she squealed with enthusiasm, thrilled at the prospect of being able to swim like her brother.


The onboard children’s facilities were fantastic. There was a team of eighteen youth leaders employed to look after the children 24/7. The parents brought their children along and signed them into the care of the department and, after that, rarely saw them during the cruise. Penny had wondered why Danny had gone to the expense of flying her business class to Barbados; then providing her with her own cabin, the cost of which was in excess of four thousand pounds. Yet she knew the children would most likely choose to be in the care of the youth leaders, instead of their nanny.


Katie looked pleasantly surprised when she stepped inside The Play House, a room designed specifically for two to five year olds. It was bright and airy, with an endless supply of toys, books, arts and craft paraphernalia and musical instruments. There was also a large soft play area with a slide that led down to a huge colourful ball pool, all specifically designed for the children to tire themselves out in.


‘I won’t need to wear my wings in there,’ Katie giggled with excitement as a slightly smaller child with messy blonde hair walked towards her with a wet paintbrush. Stacy, the youth leader, was straight on to him and prised the brush out of the child’s hand before the little boy painted Katie and her beautiful new yellow summer dress she was wearing for the first time.


Next-door was the Hide Away for the six to nine-year-olds. Josh had asked if it would be possible to go into the next age group. He was nine and a half and felt the eight and nine year olds in the Hide Away were too immature for him. His dad had very kindly left it up to Penny to make the decision. The only concern with allowing him to hang out in The Club was the fact that there was no signing-in policy. That would make it difficult to keep track of his whereabouts during the cruise, and that in turn meant the parents needed to directly monitor their children’s comings and goings from the department.


‘Oh please can I go to The Club, Penny?’ said Josh. ‘I’ll behave, I promise.’


Penny looked at him sceptically.


‘Okay, but on one condition, Josh.’


‘What is it? I’ll do anything.’


‘You must be back in your cabin every night by ten o’clock. That’s an absolute deadline, and if for any reason you’re late, you’ll be demoted to the Hide Away where your father and I can keep track of you. Do you understand?’


‘What’s demoted?’ said Katie.


‘Sent back,’ said Penny.


‘It’s a deal,’ said Josh. Excited by his negotiating skills, he squeezed Penny’s hand.


‘Thanks. I won’t let you down. I promise.’


Josh and Katie collected their welcome packs from the officer in charge of the department, and eagerly began studying the programme of activities scheduled for the cruise. They had read about so many games, sports, music activities and events in the brochure. They had to make sure that some of them were going to take place during their cruise.


Meanwhile, Penny encouraged them to leave the children’s department and get ready for a swim.


By eleven o’clock, Danny had found himself a sun lounger by the family pool. He topped up his sun cream and sat back to watch the children enjoy themselves.


Danny was an incredibly talented travel writer and dedicated father, not to mention somewhat good-looking with his slightly long, dark brown hair, brown eyes and year round tan. Although he had never set foot inside a gym in his life, he was also blessed with a lean and perfectly toned physique; a body most men would give their right arm for.


When Danny wasn’t locked away in his office writing, he would spend a lot of time away from home travelling and researching his next book. He did his best to limit the travelling to Europe, but on rare occasions, his work took him slightly further afield.


Danny’s work routine, although far from ideal being married with two young children, had been working reasonably well. He would generally spend two to three weeks away, then a month to six weeks at home. Writing about his latest experience. He tried his best to stick to this routine allowing him to spend as much time as possible with his family. He was also fairly flexible when it came to Josh’s school and Katie’s kindergarten holidays. If he had to go away unexpectedly, he would always try to fly his wife Victoria, and the children, out for a long weekend to spend time with him.


Although far from ideal, Danny’s wife also worked full time as a personal assistant for a very highbrow advertising company. But a few months ago, and completely out of the blue, Victoria admitted to having an affair with her much older but nevertheless charming boss. She had also, much to her surprise, fallen pregnant with his child.


Victoria had worked with Parker for the past eight years. Danny had always known they had an unusually close working and personal relationship, but had never felt threatened. He had often encouraged Victoria to accompany Parker to various business dinners, and even on numerous last minute business trips abroad. Because he was away from home so often, he felt it only fair his wife had the opportunity to attend foreign business trips whenever the opportunity arose.


Parker’s wife, Angela, was clearly as oblivious to the affair as Danny. She frequently turned up unexpectedly with a steak pie or chicken casserole for Danny and the kid’s expressing guilt that her husband had once again dragged Victoria away from her family for a couple of days.


Danny had taken the news of the affair badly. Well aware that he was away from home a lot, but only ever due to work commitments, it had come as one hell of a shock. He didn’t have the slightest inclination his wife would contemplate having an affair, and quite often listened to her passing remarks about the neighbours, or people at work, who were rumoured to be playing away from home.


Victoria had practically floored Danny with the news. After spending two and a half weeks in Rome working on his latest book, he had returned home late one evening. The trip had gone well, and he arrived armed with a bouquet of flowers and a bottle of champagne. He had bought these for his wife at the airport; only to get home and find Victoria waiting for him at the front door with her suitcases packed and mind made up she was leaving. Confused and distressed by what was happening, Danny literally begged his wife to stay. But Victoria wouldn’t even entertain a conversation. She was sorry for what she had done. But it was over. She was leaving. Goodbye.


It wasn’t until three weeks later when Danny bumped into Victoria at the Health Centre that he came to realize the whole sordid truth. Outraged by the discovery that his wife was pregnant with another man’s child, Danny filed immediately for divorce. At the same time, he applied for custody of Josh and Katie.


Victoria didn’t stand in his way. She didn’t put up a fight. She was quite prepared to let him proceed; convinced he would struggle to look after a nine-year-old boy and a four-year-old girl.


Josh and Katie, although not fully understanding why their parents were no longer living together, knew that if their mother was prepared to just walk away from them, then they were almost certainly better off with their father. Josh understood it wasn’t that his mother didn’t love him any more, but that she had fallen out of love with his father. At least that’s what he told Jack, his best friend at Tae Kwon Do class, the night after his mother left.


Danny did his best to be honest with the children, but at the same time wanted to protect them from the complicated divorce that was sure to follow. Thankfully, Josh had shown a great deal of maturity dealing with the separation, which in turn rubbed off on Katie. Obviously, they had their moments, but Danny seemed to manage to keep them under control.


To enable him to continue working, Danny immediately hired a nanny. He had hoped to prevent the children’s routine from being disrupted any more than it had to be, but the arrangement between him and Josephina, their first nanny, really hadn’t worked out. She was completely wrong. Danny had hired her based upon her looks rather than qualifications. It was a feeble attempt to make himself feel better, and hopefully get back at his wife believing she would inevitably change her mind and want him and the children back. It was something he longed to hear her say, but would take ultimate satisfaction in declining.


He knew Josh and Katie would automatically be drawn to Josephina because of her long dark hair, ocean blue eyes and model like figure. He hoped in turn they would prefer to be with her, rather than running back to their mother. Josephina, however, proved to be a complete liability, and on several occasions acted totally irresponsibly, often punishing Josh and Katie for petty crimes as an excuse to send them to bed early and get them out of the way.


Danny knew things weren’t going as well as he had hoped, and deep down he knew he had to get rid of Josephina. But he struggled to find sufficient evidence to justify sacking her. One Thursday afternoon, however, when he came home early from a short trip to Venice, he found her drunk and entertaining a feisty young man on the sofa. They had just enjoyed a candle lit dinner of Greek salad, and one of Jamie Oliver’s prime aged rib eye steaks. Danny had bought the steak in Sainsbury’s earlier that week. He had planned to cook it on Saturday night, and then kick back with a movie and a glass of red wine while Josh and Katie were at their grandparents for a sleepover.


To once again accommodate Josephina’s private life, Josh and Katie had been sent to bed with a bag of tortilla chips for dinner. This really was all the justification Danny needed to instantly dismiss her. Unwilling to even listen to Josephina’s slurred excuses and feeble attempt to keep her job, he had thrown her and her latest conquest out into the street before unwinding for the evening with what was left of his two hundred and fifty pound bottle of XO brandy.


The little bitch had gone too far this time, he told himself as he picked up the paper and began looking for a replacement nanny.


Thankfully, Penny was proving to be a Godsend compared to Josephina. Just watching her with his children proved he really had made the right decision.


Josh swam up and down the pool like a fish, while Katie screamed every time someone splashed water at her face. These swimming lessons were going to be harder than she thought; Penny contemplated as she wiped the water from Katie’s sunglasses. The pool was reasonably quiet, as almost everyone had gone ashore for the day. Danny had promised Penny the afternoon off so she had a chance to see the island. He had made plans to take Josh and Katie to the beach.


* * *


Sasha awoke to the sound of Steel drums on the quayside of St Lucia. With the sun beaming through the gap in the brightly coloured curtains, the guilt that had sat heavily in her stomach the night before lifted. Her mood changed completely. She realized that her hasty decision to leave Ben behind yesterday was a strong indication of her feelings towards him. Yes, their relationship had been on the rocks for a long time. Nevertheless, it was as if a voice had entered her head while she was sleeping.


If he hadn’t been so quick to walk away, he could have had the last seat on the later flight and maybe then things would have been different. As it was, Sasha had been left with an awkward choice. Anyway, fate had told her it was the right thing to do, so she did it. So get over it.


There was a knock on the cabin door. Sasha presumed it would be Joe, her steward, coming to service the cabin. It was only nine thirty. She would have to negotiate a more suitable time. She wasn’t a particularly early riser, but neither did she like being rushed, especially when on holiday.


‘Just a second,’ she called as she wrapped her bathrobe around her slender frame.


Sasha opened the door, startled.


‘Oh. Mrs Cockburn.’


What the hell is she doing here?


‘Hi, Dear,’ said her unwelcome visitor. ‘I just wanted to let you know that William and I won’t be down to dinner tonight. We’re trying one of the alternative dining venues. Jasmines, I think you call it. The Thai restaurant on Deck 16.’


‘No problem,’ Sasha replied, puzzled by why Edna Cockburn thought she would be in the least bit interested in knowing about their dinning arrangements for the evening. ‘I’ll pass it on.’


‘Yes, some of our friends who were on here for the Christmas cruise – or was it New Year, I can’t remember. Well, anyway. Yes it was Christmas, I remember now. They told us you must book early to avoid disappointment. Apparently it gets very busy towards the end of the cruise.’


‘I’m sure it does. I will let the rest of the table know you won’t be down tonight. Thank you for calling.’


Not meaning a word of it, Sasha stood patiently listening to Mrs Cockburn as she went on to say she thought it best to call in past Sasha, as she was on her own. The others were couples, after all, and it wasn’t fair to disturb them. Sasha struggled to contain herself. She didn’t even know this woman, and yet she had come to her cabin at a ridiculously early hour to insult her yet again.


‘Okay. Goodbye then,’ Sasha replied, closing the door on the old woman’s face.


‘Oh, I’ve not finished dear,’ called a muffled voice.


Oh great, what was coming now, she thought? Another insult about travelling alone? Or perhaps she was going to vent her opinion on why all women over the age of eighteen should be married and settled down with a family just like it was three hundred years ago when she was young.


Sasha gently opened the door again and put her foot behind it.


‘I was also wondering if you would like to come ashore for lunch with me and William today.’


Good God, no! I couldn’t think of anything worse. I’d rather stay here and pluck out all of my eyelashes.


‘Seeing that you are on your own and all…’ continued Mrs Cockburn, unperturbed.


There she goes again! Hell, would the woman please just stop. She really knows how to ruin someone’s day before it even begins. Sasha tried to remain calm but she was beginning to loose patience with the old dear. Although, it was probably actually quite a nice gesture really – but not so nice that she couldn’t turn it down.


‘That’s very kind of you, Mrs Cockburn,’ Sasha replied, forcing a smile, ‘but I’ve got a few things planned for my day.’


‘No problem, dear. In that case we will see you tomorrow night at dinner. You will be there, won’t you?’


‘Yes, I’ll be there.’ Sasha flashed the old woman a second smile as she closed the door, a little slower this time.


She had, however, no plans past making a cup of strong black coffee and vegetating on the balcony. Everything else would just have to wait.


Sitting out on the balcony, admiring the perfect china blue sky and turquoise sea watching everyone else rush ashore was one of the things Sasha enjoyed most about cruising. The tours all-congregating by the buses as they were sent off one by one to explore the island. Couples armed with their beach bags and matching white towels with Ocean Magic embroidered in blue and red across them heading off to find a quiet spot to sunbathe, and the groups of young guys and girls, probably ship’s crew with a little time off rushing ashore to get away from the passengers for a couple of hours.


They all seemed in such a hurry. It was exciting.


The hours ticked by. The sun climbed the sky. Presently, glancing at her watch, Sasha realized it was 4.00pm back home, which meant that now would be a good time to get in touch with Ben. Slightly less keen than the night before, she knew she couldn’t relax and enjoy herself if she didn’t know where she stood with him. She collected her laptop, plugged in the charger, and opened her email account; then started typing.


Ben. Can we talk?


Okay, not a brilliant start, but a start all the same. She lay on the end of her king-sized bed wondering if emailing actually was the right thing to do. Then again, what choice did she have while he refused to answer the phone? She had tried to call him on his mobile several times yesterday. She’d wanted let him know that she had managed to get a later flight. But Ben had obviously turned off his phone and answering service.


She sent the email and waited, breathing slowly and tapping a finger. Five minutes later, her heart rate quickened as Ben’s email address flashed up on the screen. He was online and communicating at last.


I have nothing to say to you.


Okay, not exactly the response she was hoping for. But it was a response. A reply. A reaction.


She tried another message. We need to talk. Why won’t you answer the phone?


The reply came a little faster. We need some time apart. I think we should call off the engagement.


Ben it was all a misunderstanding. We need to sort things out. Let me get you a flight to join the ship in Curacao. We’ll be there in a couple of days. There’s an officer onboard who can make all the arrangements for us.


Don’t bother Sasha, I’m over it. The ship, the Caribbean, and you!


Ben. Please can we at least talk about this?


Like I said, I’ve got nothing to say to you. Enjoy your cruise.


Ben, don’t leave things like this. We need to talk this through. Ben, please call me. Ben…


* * *


Josh and Katie were in their element as they ran up and down the white sandy beach throwing buckets of water over each other. Danny had bought three passes for them to use the facilities at the Rex St Lucian Hotel. Katie was losing terribly on every attempt to splash her brother as Josh ran away from her every time she got remotely close. Leaving the water to go all over her again – and on one occasion over an old man who was sitting on a sun lounger reading his newspaper – Josh panicked at the thought of getting told off, and went over and apologised profusely to the man hoping his dad hadn’t noticed.


As he walked away from the not very amused old man and his less than impressed wife, he decided it was safer to spend the rest of the afternoon splashing about in the clear green blue sea catching small fish with his hands as they swam around his feet. Anyway, it was fun to watch Katie squeal as he chased her with them and threatening to put them down her bathing suit.


Danny found himself a quiet little table in Nelson’s beach bar where he sat with an ice-cold bottle of Banks beer watching Josh and Katie play while he read the odd chapter of his book.


‘Can I have my camera, dad? I want to film Katie.’


‘Be careful with it, Josh. If you get sand in it, it’ll be ruined.’


‘I will, dad. Don’t worry. Come on Katie. Smile!’


Josh had asked for a digital video camera for Christmas. Danny was surprised at the interest his son had shown so far, making short documentaries everywhere they went. The excitement would surely wear off. But for now, whatever kept him happy was fine by his father. Danny’s face dropped when he looked up to see that Josh had trusted Katie to film him splashing about by the waters edge. Thankfully, Josh had had the sense to put the strap around his little sister’s neck, in case she dropped it into the sea.


‘Smile, Josh. Come on, do something funny’ Katie giggled to herself as Josh posed happily for the camera.


The afternoon had been wonderful. Danny felt completely relaxed while Josh and Katie had exhausted themselves endlessly running around. Danny finished his second beer and looked up from his book to see Josh wandering casually off up the beach with Katie trailing on behind him. He quickly turned to the table beside him where an attractive middle-aged woman was engrossed in her book.


‘Excuse me,’ he said. ‘Will you watch my bag for a second? My kids have just wandered off and I’ve not paid the bill. Would you mind?’


‘No problem,’ the woman replied as Danny leapt out of his chair and ran off up the beach after Josh. On closer inspection, he realized his inclination was right. Josh’s incentive for being so trigger happy with the camera was a beautiful, tanned blonde haired girl topless sunbathing a little further up the beach.


‘Josh! Katie! Come back here this minute.’


Katie’s eyes lit up as she spotted her father. She came skipping back down the beach straight into his arms.


‘Hi, dad. Josh is taking lots of film for his holiday video.’


‘Is he really darling? Come on, give me your hand.’


‘Yes, his teacher said he had to keep a video diary of our holiday. He has to do a presentation to the class when he gets back, telling them about everything he does and what he sees on his holiday.’


‘Okay, Katie, but not now. Josh, come on. We’re going back to the ship, now please.’


‘Now please!’ Katie copied her father’s harsh tone finding it very amusing.


‘Okay, dad. Smile!’


Danny looked rather unimpressed as Josh turned and flashed the camera in his face.


‘I’ve just discovered how to take still shots; you should see some of the photos I’ve taken. They are so cool. Look dad, check these out!’


Josh turned the camera screen towards his father and thumbed through a number of images. In the brilliant sunlight, it was difficult to see clearly. But Danny got the general idea.


‘Yes, very good, Josh. But I think we should save them for later when we have a little chat about your choice of subject! Come on, let’s get our things and go back to the ship.’


Later, while Josh sang away to himself in the shower, obviously rather pleased with his day’s achievements; Danny deleted the images of the topless girl. What was he thinking about, Danny wondered? I hope this isn’t an indication of Josh’s chosen career path, he mused. Mind you, he did have a good eye for the camera. Try as he might, Danny couldn’t deny that. But picking the good-looking blonde with a body builder for a boyfriend probably wasn’t the smartest thing Josh had ever done.


Little did Danny and the kids realize, Penny had been sunbathing only a few hundred metres away at the next stretch of beach; Spinnakers beach resort. She had arrived just after two o’clock and found the only spare sun lounger on the beach. It had been a beautiful afternoon, with clear blue skies. The temperature had probably reached the high thirties.


St Lucia was one of the islands Penny had been most keen to visit. The buzz she felt when she stepped ashore was exciting. Not really knowing where to go or what to expect, she felt she had done quite well in sounding as if she knew the beach that she had read about in the tour guide just minutes earlier. It was a tip Danny had mentioned to her before he had gone ashore.


‘If you sound like you know where you want to go, the taxi drivers will be less inclined to whisk you off on a tour of the island. Not that I want to worry you or anything. St Lucia is perfectly safe. It’s just that you’re a single woman.’


The conversation hadn’t quite come out the way he had intended it, and it had made Penny feel a little apprehensive about getting into a taxi on her own in unfamiliar surroundings.


Danny had offered Penny the opportunity to go ashore with him and the kids, but she felt they wouldn’t want her tagging along with them in every port, so it was probably best to get used to going ashore on her own.
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