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Dedication

For those who dream of far horizons, may your journeys bring friendships and memories to last a lifetime.




Disclaimer

The Emerald Dream, its crew, passengers, and all other characters depicted in this story are fictional creations of the author’s imagination. Any likeness to actual individuals, or ships, is purely coincidental. While the story draws inspiration from locations the author has personally visited while cruising, the ship’s itinerary reflects artistic licence and does not represent actual cruise routes, destinations, or events.

Descriptions of the polar night and the aurora borealis are based on careful research and aim to be authentic. However, artistic interpretation has also been applied.
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Chapter One

To travel through Arctic waters is to witness nature’s majesty – where the mountains whisper stories, every sunrise brings wonder, and dusk drapes the world in mystery.

Joy Bradley stood at the window of her hotel room at the Inn on the Beach in Little Haven and stared out at the horizon. Despite the stillness of the sea, unease tightened her stomach, and her fingers dug into her palms as the weight of inevitability crept closer. 

Beneath the early morning sky, a ship appeared, sailing smoothly towards the harbour. In the soft light, the rising sun caught the gleam of its hull cutting through the misty morning, and as it moved nearer, Joy imagined a predator closing in on its prey.

Was it too late to gather her cases and hurry from the hotel? Back to the home where memories still haunted her.

Taking steadying breaths, Joy closed her eyes and counted slowly. She could do this. She would embark on a holiday. It was a cruise that Tom had planned and something her daughter demanded when she thrust the glossy brochure into her mother’s hand.


Cast off on a Christmas adventure!

All aboard the Emerald Dream as she sails through Norway’s winter wonderlands to see the breathtaking Northern Lights. Celebrate Christmas beneath the glow of the aurora borealis, indulging in festive fun that will create memories to last a lifetime.



The dream cruise for their fortieth wedding anniversary. The memorable holiday that Joy had carefully planned with Tom. Christmas aboard a floating paradise to share the wonder of the Northern Lights doing what they loved best. 

‘We’ll book an Arctic cruise,’ Tom had said as he’d scanned the brochure. ‘Let’s celebrate the milestone of our marriage and go somewhere snowy at Christmas – after all, we got married on Christmas Eve.’

But the much-anticipated anniversary was not to be. 

As she watched the Emerald Dream enter the channel of the River Tyne, Joy remembered the warm September night beneath a Mediterranean sky strewn with stars when, to the gentle sway of the ship, Tom fell asleep in their balcony cabin. 

He never saw a sunrise again.

Joy felt tears trickle down her cheeks. The pain of Tom’s death was still raw. Despite the months that had turned into more than a year, she’d never forgotten the agony of touching his cold skin and lifeless body. His death so sudden, leaving Joy in a widowed world she hadn’t been ready to enter. 

Now, that world was a place she found difficult to leave.

Would Tom have wanted her to join this cruise? To remember their years together and all their holidays at sea? The idea felt almost unbearable. There was an ache in her chest that wouldn’t go away, and pain hung like a heavy coat. It was only through the incessant nagging of Susan, their daughter, that Joy found herself about to board the cruise. Tom had paid upfront for the Arctic cruise, and Susan insisted that Joy should still go.

‘Mum, I can’t come with you,’ she said. ‘You know how Hugh insists that his family spends Christmas with us. Perhaps you can find a pal to join you?’

Joy knew only too well that Christmas in Susan and her husband Hugh’s home was a highlight of the year. Wild horses wouldn’t drag Susan away from the ritual her husband adored. Joy thought of the bustling kitchen, with endless mouths to feed, and the hours Joy spent chained to the sink, only to return home utterly drained. As for finding a travelling companion, she had no ‘pal’ in mind and, in truth, preferred it that way. The thought of a double-berth cabin all to herself was oddly comforting. 

Had Susan and Hugh had children, Joy would have leaped at the chance to join the Christmas festivities in London, despite all the hard work. But Susan’s focus had always been her high-flying career, and Joy felt the ache of a missed opportunity. She’d never have the chance to cradle a grandchild; that small, private pleasure had never come her way.

Now, the Emerald Dream was close by. So close, she could see passengers on upper decks who waved to those watching on the banks of the Tyne. Outside, a woman bundled in a quilted coat, returned the greeting excitedly as the magnificent ship cruised slowly towards the port. 

At least someone is happy to see the Emerald Dream, Joy thought. 

She walked to the bed and fastened her suitcase, then, reaching for her coat, thrust her arms into the sleeves and wrapped a scarf around her neck. Checking that her gloves were tucked safely in her pockets, Joy heaved the case to the floor and took a last look around. The room was so cosy and welcoming, with its seaside-pastel shades and mock porthole windows, that she felt reluctant to leave.

But Susan’s words echoed. ‘It will be good for you,’ she’d said. ‘Dad wouldn’t want you to be miserable. I miss him too, but I’ve managed to move on.’

Well, bully for you! Joy loved her daughter and knew she meant well, but Susan could sometimes be less than sympathetic. Susan didn’t wake every day to an empty space where her husband used to be and feel the panic that followed. 

Joy felt weighted down, a feeling as heavy as the suitcase beside her. Yet amid her grief something had shifted and the panic attacks that stalked her had faded. She hadn’t had one in months and was at least able to leave the house to make this trip – something that had felt almost impossible in the aftermath of Tom’s death.

She made her way to the hotel reception, where jolly Christmas decorations hung, and a pretty tree laced with lanterns stood in one corner, while a miniature Santa sat beside the tree. Its pointed hat was crooked, and its fur-trimmed coat a faded shade of red. Santa’s smile was worn, his cheeks chipped, and Joy knew that Tom would have joked that Santa had seen better days. 

Acknowledging the young man behind the desk, Joy settled her account. She struggled to summon up any Christmas spirit as he ordered a taxi for her as she waited in the warmth of the hotel lobby. Very soon, she would arrive at the port and, unable to face breakfast here in the hotel, Joy planned to settle in the ship’s departure lounge and read a book before the embarkation process began. But as she traced the edge of her wedding ring on her finger, she wondered if this holiday would be the beginning of anniversary memories or another painful reminder of Tom’s death. 

A few minutes later, the taxi’s horn beeped outside, and with effort, Joy forced herself to move. Holidays were for leaving cares and woes behind, and the Emerald Dream awaited, but as she climbed into the cab and the vehicle pulled away from the hotel, she knew that no matter how far she travelled, some things refused to be left behind.



Leticia Scott was excited. After hurrying out of her hotel room at the Inn on the Beach in Little Haven, she was in awe of the magnificent sight of the Emerald Dream as it entered the mouth of the Tyne, passing the iconic red and white of the South Shields lighthouse, sailing slowly down the river to the port. Passengers who would soon disembark stood on deck, and Leticia waved her hands. ‘Hello!’ she called out excitedly. 

After a few minutes, the ship became distant as it continued to its destination, and Leticia gathered her quilted coat tightly and turned to the narrow path leading back to the hotel, bracing herself against the freezing Tyne wind. Ahead, nestling by the sand dunes, she was intrigued to see a collection of sculptures. The life-like human figures appeared to be conversing. Captivated, she hastened her pace until she stood in the middle of the bronze munchkin-like characters. 

‘What fun!’ Leticia laughed and saw that someone with a sense of humour had placed cosy knitted Santa hats and seasonal fur-trimmed scarves on the figures, as though protecting them from the harsh weather whipping in from the North Sea. 

A notice board alongside explained that this was the Beach Ladies – a public artwork created by the artist Juan Muñoz, and the ladies were to welcome visitors from both land and sea. They reminded Leticia of Weeble toys with egg-shaped, weighted bottoms. ‘Just like me.’ She smiled. She stared at their faces and ran her gloved fingers over their old-fashioned clothes, the surface smooth and cold. 

‘Weebles wobble, but they don’t fall down …’ she sang. 

Reminding herself that she must tell Jim about the sculptures, Leticia hurried back to the hotel just as a taxi pulled away from the front door. Inside, the lobby was warm and welcoming, and as Leticia removed her gloves, she noticed a pretty Christmas tree, hung with colourful lanterns. Beside the tree stood a miniature Santa with a pointed hat and fur-trimmed coat. Leticia reached out to stroke Santa’s rosy cheek. ‘Happy Christmas!’ she whispered.

Turning to a young man in reception, Leticia called out, ‘Good morning, we’re checking out shortly.’

The young man returned her greeting then produced a bill. ‘Any plans for Christmas?’ he asked.

‘We certainly have,’ Leticia grinned. ‘We’re off to Norway on a cruise.’

Moments later, she tucked her receipt in her bag, reached for her keycard, and let herself into her room. ‘Jim, you’ll never guess what I’ve just seen …’ 

As the door closed behind her, Leticia looked towards the port hole window, where the morning sun suffused the room in a warm glow. Seated in his wheelchair, her husband looked peaceful, his eyes closed. The light caught the shine of his sleek black hair, and the lines on his face appeared soft. 

How handsome he is! Leticia stood, drinking him in. 

She watched Jim’s hands, resting on the arms of the chair. Hands that were no longer strong or active. Leticia silently cursed the illness that had caused Jim’s disability and swallowed the lump rising in her throat. Life had dealt her handsome husband a cruel blow.

Jim turned, his eyes now open and a knowing smile on his lips. ‘You’ve seen the ship,’ he said, ‘I’ve been watching you.’ He picked up his glasses and perched them on his nose to gaze at his wife.

‘Yes,’ Letitia replied, ‘I’m glad we were up early, I never expected such a wonderful surprise.’

‘It was quite a sight,’ Jim agreed, ‘and now the Emerald Dream will prepare for a speedy turnaround, with a brand-new passenger list.’

‘Including us.’ Leticia reached out to cradle Jim’s face and lovingly kissed him.

‘I hope I’m not too much of a burden.’ Jim frowned. ‘This damn wheelchair is so restrictive and hard for you to manage.’ 

‘Don’t be silly.’ Leticia brushed off the comment. ‘Now, we need to sort ourselves out, and I’m sure you’re ready for breakfast.’

As she tidied their room, Leticia told Jim about the Beach Ladies and how they reminded her of herself. ‘If there’s time before we check out, we’ll whizz over to them, and you can see for yourself,’ she said.

‘My whizzing days are over, my love, but I’d enjoy seeing the sculptures.’ Jim placed his hands on the wheels of his chair and attempted to turn around. ‘But first, I need the bathroom.’ Frustration etched itself on his face as the chair barely moved.

Some days were better than others. Some days Jim could stand and walk independently. But today was not one of those and, swift to react, Leticia took control. 

Giving Jim space, she waited by the window and stared at the long sandy beach of Little Haven. Despite the sunshine the temperature outside was just below freezing. Several hardy swimmers were in the sea, and Leticia shuddered at the thought of the icy water. In days long gone she knew that Jim would have joined the swimmers, enthusiastically grabbing opportunities, his energy unlimited. 

But despite Jim’s condition being life-changing for them both, Leticia refused to be downhearted. She embraced every day with hope and was determined that Jim did the same. Their cruise was a much-anticipated Christmas gift to each other, a holiday to tick off their bucket list, and would be a wonderful break.

In the hotel restaurant, Leticia watched as guests ate their breakfast. She wondered how many, like herself and Jim, had chosen to spend the night before the cruise in a hotel. The drive from Bath the previous day had been pleasant but long, and it made sense to have a leisurely overnight stop before boarding the Emerald Dream.

Jim was chatting to a couple seated at an adjacent table. The couple nodded as they listened to his words. 

Thank goodness he makes the effort, Leticia thought, watching the exchange with a mixture of affection and relief.

She smiled as a server poured coffee and, sitting back, Leticia felt herself relax. The cruise was truly beginning, and Christmas felt full of possibility. Should they be lucky enough to witness it, perhaps the beauty of the aurora borealis would cast a spell that eased Jim’s pain. Whatever the outcome, Leticia made a promise to enjoy every moment and make the most of this Arctic cruise, while ensuring that despite his fading strength, Jim did too. 

Time was no longer a companion but more like a silent thief, stealing precious days that they once took for granted. But when Jim turned to face her, she beamed, and taking his hand, her dark brown skin a striking contrast to Jim’s pale complexion, Leticia leaned closer. ‘Here’s to our dream cruise, my darling,’ she whispered, ‘and I simply cannot wait.’ 




Chapter Two

A cruise is where you lose yourselves in the waves, only to find yourself in the journey.

In the crew section of the Emerald Dream, Simon Blake sat in his office on a lower deck and studied his programme for the day. As cruise director, Simon had already attended the morning briefing to coordinate the ship’s officers and department heads, and any matters that team members raised had now been dealt with.

Simon was buzzing and as he worked, he hummed a popular Christmas song. Christmas was his favourite time of year and he couldn’t wait to set sail to Norway, where the snow-capped mountains and winter scenery would be the perfect backdrop for this festive voyage. 

Simon enjoyed this time of year in Norway and found a fascination in the dark polar days, as though he were sailing into an unknown world. They would cross the Arctic Circle, where the sun slipped permanently below the horizon and only at midday would the land become briefly bathed in a dim blue twilight, before darkness returned and took hold.

Running a hand over his smooth head, Simon studied the passenger list, noting frequent cruisers, higher-tier loyalty members, and VIPs. He saw that Kenneth and Barbara Montgomery Jones had booked a Dream Suite, and housekeeping had been instructed to ensure fresh flowers, fruit and champagne were in place for their arrival. The couple often sailed with the Diamond Star Line, the company that owned the Emerald Dream and her sister ship the Diamond Star. Like many who chose to travel on these ships, the Montgomery Joneses were of a certain age. 

Simon loved his job, and seeing the world and getting paid for it was part of the charm. But he thrived on the thrill of creating special memories for their guests and especially enjoyed cruises with mature passengers because they appreciated the old-school glamour that the Diamond Star Line retained. Many were seasoned travellers and often returned year after year. The Emerald Dream was quite unlike the party boats Simon had worked on in previous jobs, where the younger passengers of the vast floating cities treated their cruise like a reality TV show. It wasn’t that the guests of the Emerald Dream didn’t get into mischief, but the chaos was calmer, and Simon easily coped.

He reached across his desk and picked up a draft copy of the Emerald Dream Daily Times. Compiled by Penny, the assistant cruise director, she’d left it for his approval. Each evening, a copy was placed in every cabin, detailing events over the next twenty-four hours. Beginning with the weather forecast, the evening entertainment, restaurant times, and dress code, Simon then studied the bar specials, live music venues, and onboard activities. 

Tomorrow would be a sea day, when passengers had the day entirely onboard, and Simon noted that the ship’s fitness instructor, Kyle, had an early morning session for seniors entitled Frost & Flex. They were due to sail into much colder weather, and Simon hoped Kyle wasn’t planning to frog-march the participants out on deck. On a previous Arctic cruise, Kyle had kept the medical team busy with over-eager seniors risking life and limb during his Silver Fox Stretch. Kyle’s Brrrr-lesque Bootcamp resulted in two elderly ladies spending three days in the medical facility suffering from hypothermia. 

But despite adding to health and safety concerns, Simon knew that Kyle was popular and always scored high on passenger feedback forms. Some guests even commented that they’d like to take Kyle home to exercise together in the comfort of their cosy sitting rooms. 

Simon leaned back and thought of Kyle’s perfectly toned abs, his muscles a work of art. A fitness magazine model brought to life. With his soft blonde hair, baby blue eyes, and mischievous smile, Kyle’s endless energy was a magnetic force. If they weren’t both crew members, Simon might have tapped Grindr’s heart icon on Kyle’s profile on the dating app. Not that he’d expect Kyle to respond. After all, who wanted to date an overweight Teletubby lookalike? Simon might hold a position of authority on the ship, but he wasn’t on anyone’s eye candy list. Besides, work and pleasure didn’t mix, and Simon was married to his job.

Penny popped her head around the door, bringing Simon back to reality. ‘Excuse me,’ she called out. ‘Embarkation is going smoothly, and we’re almost full. It looks like sail away will be on time.’

‘Thanks, Penny, I’ll let the captain know.’

Gathering paperwork, Simon pushed back his chair. Checking that his desk was neat and tidy, he stood and straightened his tie. Buttoning his uniform jacket, Simon tapped his portly tummy. ‘Showtime,’ he said and fixing a wry smile, stepped out to welcome the newly arrived guests to their Arctic cruise.



Henry Halliday’s worn leather suitcase was neatly placed beside his hand luggage when he stepped into cabin 3344, situated on the promenade deck of the Emerald Dream. Opening the wardrobe doors, he checked several drawers before studying the contents of the minibar and hospitality tray. Peering into the bathroom, Henry stroked the thick towels and noted the toiletries, then moved into the sitting area of his terrace room and pulled open the wide glass doors that led to the deck, where two steamer chairs lay side by side.

‘This will do very nicely,’ Henry muttered. 

He politely nodded to passengers strolling by, who, like Henry, were familiarising themselves with the layout of the ship. A woman, bundled into a quilted coat, pushed a wheelchair and paused to ensure a blanket was securely tucked around the occupant.

‘Hello,’ she said, ‘isn’t it a beautiful afternoon.’

‘Indeed,’ Henry replied.

Returning to his room, he unpacked and carefully tidied his personal items and cold-weather clothing. As he placed a dinner suit on a hanger, he felt slightly guilty that he’d invested in a new formal outfit that might not see much wear. But his previous suit had last been worn at his retirement party, almost a decade ago, and to his discomfort was somewhat tight. These days, he’d no occasion for such a get-up and preferred more casual clothes, and his old cords, woolly jumpers, and tweed jackets served him well. Still, the cruise itinerary stated that there was a dress code for formal nights, and Henry, known to adhere to rules and regulations, would comply.

Glancing at his watch, Henry realised that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast, and his tummy was making it known. A mid-afternoon cup of tea and a biscuit would pacify the rumbles until dinner, and he decided it was time to explore. With his cabin ship-shape and his precious camera and valuables secured in the safe, Henry straightened the collar of his plaid shirt. Patting the pockets of a tailored tweed waistcoat, he felt for his glasses and cabin card, then reached for his well-worn Barbour and set off.

In the corridor, he almost crashed headlong into a housekeeping trolley. He apologised profusely to the uniformed lady who peered out from a tower of sheets.

‘Terribly sorry I didn’t see you there,’ Henry said.

‘Is no problem. My name is Jennifer. I look after you,’ she replied. ‘Anything you want, you tell me, I take care of cabin, keep it good for you.’ 

Jennifer’s smile was welcoming, and her voice carried a soft lilt. Henry noted her name badge, which had a Philippines flag printed alongside it.

‘Well, I’m much obliged. Thank you, Jennifer, and it’s a pleasure to meet you.’ Henry stumbled backwards. Women often made him clumsy, and he hastened to move away.

Emerging from the corridor, Henry paused. He’d entered the lower level of the central atrium, where a grand staircase circled the space around a vast clock. It reminded Henry of Big Ben, and as he walked around to study the ship’s landmark, he saw several ornate clock faces displaying time zones in different countries. The magnificent structure, decorated with Christmas swags of red and gold, was topped with an enamelled globe wrapped in a tartan bow.

Henry checked his floor plan then began to ascend the thickly carpeted, sweeping staircase that connected different levels of the ship. By the guest services desk, a Christmas tree sparkled with silver lights, which were as bright as the smiles of the staff who greeted him. A spacious bar and lounge area was busy, and guests gathered around low tables, already enjoying cocktails of the day. Acoustic music played, and picture windows framed the view of the port outside. 

In the Botanical Room, the decoration reflected nature, and Henry thought the serene setting would be an ideal place to relax. Other rooms had interesting names, and the Planet Room and Oriental Tea Room both looked inviting, but Henry was led by a delicious aroma of coffee coming from a serving counter in the Bookmark Café, surrounded by bookshelves. 

‘Perfect,’ Henry said, and found an armchair beside large windows, where he placed his Barbour jacket as a steward came to take his order.

‘I’d like a cappuccino and a shortbread biscuit if you have one,’ Henry said.

‘Freshly baked today.’ The steward smiled and made a note of Henry’s cabin number. 

As he sat back, Henry began to unwind. The stress of the journey was behind him now, and the closure of the Tyne Tunnel that had delayed his progress and caused an anxious hour’s diversion was soon forgotten. His trusty Morris Traveller was safely parked until his return, and all Henry needed to do was look forward to the holiday.

Henry Halliday had never been on a cruise. It hadn’t appealed to the history teacher who’d devoted decades to shaping young minds. Henry’s hobbies lay in photography, wildlife, and stargazing, and the Scottish Highlands were his favourite destination. Wonderful species of red deer, golden eagles, otters, and wildcats could be found there and, in the Cairngorms National Park, he’d witnessed incredible views of the night sky, including on one occasion, the dense region of stars located in the Milky Way. But Henry had never seen the Northern Lights. 

In the summer, at his camera club meeting, a member had talked about this marvel, showing photographs and informing colleagues that the spectacle was best seen in Norway, especially in Tromsø, which was described as the gateway to the Arctic. Here, the sun didn’t rise in December and the polar night offered perfect conditions. When Henry learned that Bill Zhang, an astrophotography expert much talked about by club members, would be on board the Emerald Dream as a guest speaker for the Arctic cruise, he took advantage of an offer in his club magazine and booked his place. 

The coffee arrived and Henry sipped. It was delicious, and the shortbread was perfect too. Fussy about his coffee and a dab hand in the kitchen, Henry enjoyed taking a freshly baked batch of biscuits or cakes to his club meetings, where the members devoured the treats. Miss Audrey Aston, Henry’s elderly neighbour, also enjoyed his culinary efforts during their weekly afternoon tea together at home in the North Yorkshire town of Skipton. Over the years, Audrey had become both a close friend and trusted neighbour and Henry enjoyed the old lady’s feisty nature and her love of life almost as much as she loved his shortbread and spicy carrot cake.

As he eased into the deep leather armchair, Henry smoothed a silver-streaked strand that had fallen onto his forehead. Despite his years, he was proud of his full head of hair, unlike the many comb-overs of his contemporaries. With lots of walking and a careful diet, Henry kept himself fit, and his eyes, a deep shade of blue, still held a twinkle. He didn’t look his age and felt at least a decade younger than his seventy years. Audrey, also a retired schoolteacher who’d taught art, told him he was still young enough to find a good woman and settle down, but Henry flinched at the thought. 

It wasn’t that he didn’t like women, quite the opposite in fact. Over the years, Henry had been in several relationships, and two had been serious, but he had been devoted to his intellectual life and reluctant to commit. He’d never felt a conviction strong enough to marry, and with no signs of wedding bells ringing, his partners became impatient and eventually drifted away, and Henry decided he was better off alone. 

As Henry finished his coffee, he thought of Audrey. She lived in a detached house alongside his own and took care of his plants in his absence. The weathered red brick Edwardian properties with curving bay windows had been built to last and were surprisingly spacious, with a deep cellar, two living levels, and several attic rooms. Henry loved his home almost as much as he’d enjoyed his job teaching at the grammar school in Skipton and had been bereft when his retirement came around. It was Audrey who encouraged Henry to take up new hobbies, and she took an interest in his photography and star gazing. 

‘You must make the best of the cruise,’ Audrey had been adamant. ‘You never know what might happen or who you might meet,’ she insisted, flicking crumbs from her lace-trimmed blouse with fingers as gnarled as driftwood. ‘Go and have an adventure, Henry Halliday, before it’s too late!’

Now, Henry reached for his Barbour and rose from his chair to head out on deck to watch the ship sail away from the port. But his neighbour’s words lingered. 

An adventure? He wasn’t so sure. 

With a sharp tug, he opened a door and stepped outside. As the ship’s horn bellowed, Henry shrugged into his coat, bracing against the crisp air. He’d planned a holiday with sightings of the Northern Lights, perhaps some wildlife photography, and excellent meals. After all, he thought, as he joined other passengers and the Emerald Dream moved slowly away from Tyneside, these simple pleasures were predictable and safe.

And for a retired schoolteacher like Henry, that was adventure enough. 




Chapter Three

Taste the world where the sea is your companion, and every course tells a story.

Dinner in the Emerald Dining Room was a formal experience, and as Joy entered, she noticed that everywhere sparkled with glamour, Christmas cheer, and abundant colourful decorations. A Christmas tree stood beside the reception desk which was framed in an archway of festive swags and tartan bows. 

Joy wondered what Tom would have thought of the atmosphere, as she noted candlelight flickering on polished silver and crystal chandeliers, casting a warm glow over the guests as they arrived to take their place at tables set for the evening. Stewards in smart uniforms moved efficiently, their steps whisper-like across the carpet as they glided from table to table. Joy was wide-eyed as she stared at the dome-shaped dining area which hummed with gentle conversation against the backdrop of music from a string quartet playing soothing tunes from a balcony above the main room. 

Fearing that it was a mistake to enter the room as a solo traveller, Joy was nervous as the maître d’ greeted her, and instinctively she wanted to double-back to the safety of her cabin. But it was too late to change her mind. Not wishing to sit alone, she’d chosen a communal table and allowed herself to be guided to table number twenty-eight, situated in a balcony position overlooking the extended restaurant below. Her steps were hesitant, and she gripped her clutch bag tightly to her chest. When the maître d’ pulled out a chair, Joy sat down with a shy nod to a couple already seated. 

So far, so good. 

Joy knew that Tom would expect her to join in, but he wasn’t the one plunging alone into a cruise with strangers. She’d almost cancelled her dinner reservation, preferring to go to the buffet restaurant where food was served at all hours. Choosing a table for one in a corner, Joy would have dined then headed back to her cabin to settle down with a book and bed. But as she’d dressed, her phone had rung. It was Susan checking on her mother to ensure all was well. 

‘Now make sure you have a decent dinner, Mum,’ Joy’s daughter had instructed. ‘You’ve paid a lot of money for the cruise, so don’t go sloping off to the buffet where you can sit anonymously in a corner picking away at a salad.’

Joy had rolled her eyes but knew that her daughter was right. She promised Susan that she’d take her place in the main restaurant at a table with other guests. And yes, she would go to the show after dinner, too. Smoothing her simple A-line dress over her slim hips, Joy had slipped her feet into ballet pumps and smiled dryly. At least they would soon be far away, and the signal on her phone would no longer be available. Wi-Fi on the ship was expensive, and Joy had no intention of upgrading her package to take ticking-off calls from Susan. 

Now, as the dining room filled, Joy placed her clutch bag on her lap and turned to her dining companions.

‘Hello,’ a woman said, offering her hand, ‘I’m Leticia Scott, and this is my husband, Jim.’

Joy felt her hand pumped and noted that the woman filled her space at the table. ‘Pleased to meet you both,’ Joy said as she leaned in to acknowledge the couple. ‘I’m Joy Bradley.’

‘What a lovely name, and what a coincidence!’ Leticia beamed. ‘My name comes from the Latin word meaning joy or happiness, and everyone says that I’m full of joy.’

‘Too much joy, at times,’ Jim laughed.

‘So, you’re a Joy too,’ Leticia said. ‘I hope we’ll be cruise buddies.’

‘Oh, that’s interesting,’ Joy replied, feeling flummoxed by this woman’s instant engagement. Cruise buddies? Joy wasn’t sure about that. 

She gave a half-glance at Leticia, noting her striking dress, a shade of red that perfectly flattered her dark skin. Her lips, glossy and plump, were red too, and her large oval eyes seemed to light up the room. Leticia’s hair was intricately plaited into cornrow braids threaded with pretty beads and piled elegantly high on her head. On her wrists, an assortment of silver bangles gleamed.

Wearing a beige dress, Joy felt dowdy next to this vibrant woman and thought that she should have chosen something more glamorous or added a bright scarf. But Joy lacked the confidence to stand out like Leticia. It had abandoned her many years ago. She half-wished that she’d done more with her own hair, which, though still a vibrant shade of chestnut, was fashioned into an easy to manage cut that lay primly on her shoulders. With her beautiful braids and colourful clothes, Leticia was larger than life, and Joy felt herself sink low in her chair. 

While Leticia greeted another couple who’d joined the table, Joy stole a glance at Jim. In a smart suit and open-necked shirt, Leticia’s husband was as handsome as she was vibrant. But noting that Jim was sitting in a wheelchair, she wondered what ailed him. When Jim turned and caught her eye, he removed his glasses and grinned, and Joy hoped his condition wasn’t serious. 

A man sat down beside Joy, and she turned to introduce herself. 

‘Kenneth Montgomery Jones,’ he announced.

His spicy aftershave was so overpowering that Joy wondered if he’d bathed in it. Dressed in a dark blazer with gold buttons, Kenneth wore a bow tie with a white shirt and as he moved his head, Joy saw the thick crown wobbled independently. 

Was he wearing a wig? When Kenneth turned, his hair, the colour of a conker, was a split-second behind. 

Kenneth summoned the sommelier with a snap of his fingers and Joy winced. She disliked seeing anyone treat staff disrespectfully. 

When Kenneth’s wife, Barbara, leaned forward to say hello, Joy set her face in a smile. Barbara’s bosom was bursting from a silver sequinned top, and her ash-blonde hair, neat in a chignon, was topped off with a black velvet band. Joy couldn’t imagine the worth of Barbara’s dazzling diamonds and covered her own modest wedding ring with her fingers. 

‘We were almost late for dinner,’ Barbara began. ‘Kenny and I were enjoying complimentary champagne and canopies in our Dream Suite and didn’t notice the time.’ She gave a snort that passed as a laugh and fluttered unnaturally long lashes. 

Contemplating Barbara’s age, Joy studied her smooth, taut skin which looked as though it had been lifted, and her eyebrows seemed permanently raised. Instead of reducing her years, Barbara seemed to have fast-forwarded them, and Joy guessed she was in her early sixties. 

Meanwhile, Kenneth was asking the sommelier what was drinking well, and Joy wondered if he meant the wine or the waiter. 

Confirming his order, Kenneth turned to Joy.

‘Château de Pizay Morgon,’ he began. ‘A good red wine from Beaujolais. Babs and I often take holidays there,’ he added. ‘It’s made with the Gamay grape, don’t you know.’

Joy didn’t know at all and had no clue what Kenneth was talking about. She was about to tell him that she knew little about wine, but another guest was being shown to their table, and everyone turned as a man sat down.

‘Good evening, everyone,’ Henry Halliday said as a steward skilfully flicked a napkin and placed it on Henry’s knee.

Oh Lord, Joy thought, is the maître d’ matchmaking? 

She’d been placed on a table with two couples and a man who might be single like herself. Thank goodness Henry Halliday was on the opposite side of the table, and she wouldn’t have to make small talk. Between Leticia, Barbara and their spouses, Joy hoped that the dinner table chatter would be all the conversation they needed. 

Tomorrow, Joy decided, she would ask to move tables. Surely, she wasn’t obligated to share with the same guests every night.

Their steward Jhamille introduced his assistant, Ryan, and they handed out menus. Moments later, with choices ordered, the sommelier poured Kenneth’s wine, inviting him to sample it. Kenneth held his glass to the light, making a grand performance of swirling, and Joy wondered if he was summoning up spirits. Perhaps Tom would appear at any moment to haunt her, like a genie from a lamp! 

Diplomatically silent, the sommelier stood alongside, waiting for Kenneth’s approval.

‘Mmm, a classic Cru Beaujolais. I detect blackcurrants and a hint of raspberry,’ Kenneth murmured, ‘there’s a slight edge and a fine tannin …’ 

Joy thought that Kenneth could be describing a glass of Ribena and holding up her own glass, nodded to Jhamille, who held a pitcher of iced water.

‘The acidity is almost playful,’ Kenneth continued, his eyes closed.

As the sommelier waited, his expression remained neutral, although Joy thought she detected an amused twitch at the side of his mouth.

‘But what about the body?’ Barbara interrupted.

Kenneth opened his eyes, ‘Generous and extremely ostentatious,’ he replied.

Joy caught Leticia’s eye, and it was all she could do not to smile as Leticia whispered that Kenneth might be describing his wife.

Leticia passed Joy a silver dish and as Joy spread butter on a warm, seeded roll, she considered her dinner companions. Leticia and Jim might be fun, but Kenneth and Barbara would be more of a challenge. As the first course arrived, the couple discussed their wine and made it clear that the bottle was for their sole enjoyment. When Leticia ordered a bottle of prosecco and offered it to Joy and Henry, Joy accepted. However, Henry said he’d prefer a pint of beer. 

Kenneth raised his eyebrows. ‘Beer and fine dining?’ he commented, clearly not approving. As he shook his head, his toupee lifted slightly at the corners.

Turning to her starter, Joy tucked into crab pâté, served with slithers of melba toast. 

Leticia struck up a conversation with Henry and they learned that he was a retired schoolteacher – a department head, who’d taught history at a grammar school in Skipton. Henry admitted that he’d loved his job and missed it. He spoke fondly of his classroom years, recalling lively debates about historical events and his satisfaction in helping students learn.

‘I miss the routine,’ Henry admitted, ‘and also the camaraderie of colleagues and the sometime chaos of school life. Teaching gave me a purpose in a way that few other things have in the years that have followed.’

Jim was fascinated and told Henry that he envied him. ‘My career was in computers,’ Jim said, ‘I didn’t really enjoy it, though it gave me a decent living, and it is refreshing to hear from someone who loved his job and made such a difference to young lives.’

 When they learned that Joy had been a teacher too, at a secondary school in Lancaster, Jim proposed a toast.

‘To teachers,’ he stuttered, ‘the guiding lights who inspire our futures.’

Kenneth looked bored but soon perked up when Barbara announced that after leaving the diplomatic service, her husband was in international finance, and they’d lived all over the world.

‘Yes, Hong Kong, Dubai, Jo’burg and a long stint in Zurich,’ Kenneth sighed, ‘all gruelling stuff.’ He shook his head. ‘Let’s face it, you’ve not lived until you’ve negotiated a bond deal in Mandarin. A bit different to staid old Skipton, eh Henry?’ Kenneth stared at Henry. 

Joy wondered what international finance meant and presumed it involved laundering money and hedge funds. She turned to Kenneth and asked, ‘What exactly did you do?’

‘Started as a junior officer in the British Diplomatic Service and was posted to various embassies,’ Kenneth replied. ‘Worked my way up with a bit of this and that, trade negotiations here, political reporting there …’

Barbara butted in. ‘When Kenny left government, he moved into the lucrative private sector, joining a merchant bank in the City.’ She smiled smugly, no doubt concealing the fact that her husband had greased many palms to nudge regimes into taking on loans, keeping his kickbacks safely offshore.

‘Ah yes,’ Kenneth sighed, ‘my international contacts and knowledge of local politics were invaluable in negotiating finance and managing debt deals.’

It sounded improbable, and everyone stared, clearly wondering if Kenneth had spent decades drinking other people’s whisky, shuffling papers, and collecting frequent flyer airmiles. 

When the main course arrived, Kenneth picked up his knife and poked at his steak before taking a bite and half-heartedly chewing. ‘Not like the steak we had at Don Julio in Palermo, is it Babs?’ he said. ‘Argentinians worship their beef and know how to serve it.’

Leticia smiled at Jim. ‘We enjoyed the Wagyu in Japan,’ she commented, raising her glass to her husband.

‘Yes, the Kobe melted like silk,’ Jim replied.

Joy remembered an episode of MasterChef where Kobe beef had been revered by Michelin-starred chefs, and she turned to Leticia and Jim. ‘Japan holds the crown for the most expensive steak in the world. How amazing that you got to try Wagyu.’

Kenneth had been upstaged and swiftly steered the conversation away from meat and back to wine one-upmanship instead. 

As Kenneth droned on, Joy looked at Henry, who was quietly eating his meal. She hoped he hadn’t taken offence to Kenneth’s comment, and when Henry looked up, she gave him a hesitant smile. 

To her surprise, he returned her smile with a wink.

Feeling her cheeks flush, Joy took a sip of iced water. Wanting to know more about the couple on her right, she turned to Jim and asked what job he did with computers. 

‘I was a programmer,’ Jim explained.

‘Ah, a geek!’ Kenneth rudely chirped up.

‘And I was a nurse,’ Leticia added.

‘You still are,’ Jim said, reaching for Leticia’s hand. Raising her fingers to his lips, he kissed them tenderly.

Joy watched Barbara as she stared at the couple, noting the kiss. 

‘My goodness, all this talk of work makes me weary,’ Barbara said. She’d finished her meal and now drained her wine. ‘Let’s talk about the cruise and the trips we’re going on when we get to Molde, our first stop.’ She pushed her plate to one side. ‘We’ve chartered a boat for our own private cruise of the fjords. What’s everyone else doing?’

Joy wondered why Barbara and Kenneth didn’t take advantage of the wonderful tours offered through the Emerald Dream guest services but assumed that they didn’t want to mix with the passengers going ashore in Molde.

‘I’m looking forward to the coach trip along the Atlantic Ocean Road,’ Henry said, ‘I understand it to be one of the world’s most beautiful drives, and I’m hoping to photograph wildlife.’

‘You’ll see plenty of wildlife on the coach.’ Kenneth chuckled. ‘Babs and I prefer to be more independent.’

‘Jim and I are going to travel on the Rauma Railway,’ Leticia said. ‘There’s a lunch included too.’

Kenneth turned to Joy. ‘And what about you, old girl?’ he asked. ‘You’ll be staying put on the ship, I suppose?’

Joy bristled. She didn’t enjoy being called ‘old girl’ and being patronised. Despite her years, she didn’t consider sixty-three to be old, nor did she take kindly to Kenneth’s assumption that she wasn’t adventurous enough to step off the ship.

Taking a deep breath, Joy said, ‘Actually, Kenny, this old girl is looking forward to the trip that Henry is taking, and I can’t wait to see the eight-kilometre stretch of road that links the islands with so many breathtaking bridges.’ Joy paused. ‘But then again, your trip with Babs to the fjords will be stunning. Let’s hope it doesn’t snow, and the icy Molde Mist, which is almost certain at this time of year, obliterates the view during your private excursion.’

Joy saw Barbara’s eyes narrow, and her plumped-up lips press into a tight smile. Had Barbara realised that Kenneth might have misread the private tour information when he booked it? 

Barbara declined a dessert and told Kenneth he shouldn’t overindulge either. Taking his arm, they rose. ‘Mustn’t be late for the show,’ Barbara said. Short in stature, she barely reached Kenneth’s shoulder. ‘Simon, the cruise director, has reserved seats for us at the front,’ she added smugly. ‘Enjoy the rest of your evening, everyone.’ 

With a curt nod that raised the fringe of his toupee, Kenneth guided the couple out of the dining room.

‘It’s a good job the ship is steady tonight,’ Leticia mused, ‘I’d hate to be around Kenneth’s hairpiece during a storm. More prosecco, Joy?’

Joy stifled a laugh and saw that Henry was smiling, too.

‘What’s the Molde Mist?’ Henry asked, ‘I’ve never heard of it.’

‘Neither have I.’ Joy shrugged and tipped back her glass to drain it. ‘I made it up.’

Henry stared open-mouthed at Joy, but Leticia and Jim had begun to laugh. Seconds later, Joy heard Henry laugh, too.

As Joy watched her dinner companions, she experienced a strange sensation, as though her long forgotten sense of humour had woken within. Like a flicker of light from a room darkened for too long, Joy felt a tiny glimmer of hope. 

And tonight, for Joy, that was enough.




Chapter Four

Beyond the fjords lies a world untouched, where every step is an Arctic adventure.

On the first full day of his cruise, Henry woke early. To his surprise, he’d slept well. As he pulled himself into a sitting position, Henry patted the comfortable covers around him and reached for his glasses, then, taking his copy of the Daily Times, he began to read.

Today would be spent at sea as the Emerald Dream travelled north to Norway. Henry studied the day’s itinerary, beginning with the weather forecast, which stated that the sea was moderate, the skies partly cloudy, and the wind a northerly gale force six to seven.

‘It might get choppy, but nothing to worry about,’ Henry said and stared out at the view, where the murky water of the North Sea was a white-capped, steel-grey expanse. 

Henry was glad that he’d had an early night, opting not to go to the show. Instead, after a tiring day, he’d retired to his room and settled down to spend his first night onboard. 

As Henry studied the rhythmic swells, a man, speed-walking, appeared beyond the one-way mirrored sliding glass doors that opened onto the promenade deck. Wearing a T-shirt, walking boots, and shorts, the man paused to catch his breath, and Henry saw that he carried weights in each hand.

‘Ah, someone who enjoys the cold, a Jack Frost,’ Henry named the vision, ‘and he’s a fitness fanatic …’ He wondered at the man’s ability
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