
lining a walkway. On Percy Island, the 
Orion crew went all out by serving  
up a surf-and-turf barbecue complete 
with champagne, punch and beer. 
Perched on the rooftop patio of a 
makeshift shack, over-looking what is 
the most beautiful beach I’ve ever 
seen, I spoke with 44-year-old Ernst 
Klose, one of a handful of people who 
resides on the island. When he told me 
that he’d fled city life six years earlier to 
live like a castaway, I asked if he ever 
got lonely.

“No,” he replied, a little too emphat-
ically. “I only get lonely in the city. City 
girls like bad boys, bad girls like rich 
boys, and good guys, like me, get stuck 
cleaning up the mess.” His eyes soft-
ened. “But do you want to stay here for 
a bit? I could show you around.”

Hmm, I remember thinking, per-
haps I’m being hit on during this trip 
after all. 

Despite breath-taking scenery and 
decadence on board, the jewel of this 
cruise is the opportunity to experi-
ence the Great Barrier Reef. As a nov-
ice scuba diver, faint-hearted at best, 

it was the event I anticipated most but 
which scared the heck out of me. Sad-
dled with pseudo-claustrophobia and 
an instinctual distrust of man-made 
breathing apparatus, frankly I like say-
ing that I scuba dive more than I ac-
tually like doing it.

I awoke on the morning of the big 
day in the sanctuary of my cabin – 
spacious with a glassed-in bedroom, 
living area, marble four-piece bath 
and two sets of sliding glass doors 
leading onto a Juliette balcony over-
looking the sea. Like the majority of 

my sea mates, I too had opted to go 
snorkelling, but that quickly changed: 
I knew I couldn’t go home and tell 
people that I’d declined the chance to 
explore the scuba-diving utopia of the 
world. Easier to will myself down than 
to live that down, I figured.

Not surprisingly, I bungled my first 
few attempts to descend, but my guide, 
Nessy, a young woman with maternal 
skills beyond her years, kept at me.

“You can do this, Rebecca,” she said 
each time after dipping my face in, I 
re-surfaced. “You have to. This is the 
Great Barrier Reef.”

FEAR SuCCumBED tO pride, and 
in one of those “die-trying” moments, 
I managed to submerge. Once sur-
rounded by the kaleidoscope of col-
ours, shapes and textures that make 
up the largest World Heritage Area 
on earth, I lost myself in the stagger-
ing display of myriad species of coral, 
mollusks, crustaceans and fish. I was 
so moved by it all that I wanted to cry 
… but that would involve removing 
my mask to clear it and, hell’s bells, I 
hadn’t done that manoeuvre since  
I was tested. Instead, when Nessy sig-
nalled our ascent, I reached for the 
slate she carried and penned my first 
words underwater: Thank you.

Back on board, just in time for the 
ritual afternoon tea, fellow passengers 
greeted me with pats on the back and 
words of praise. There I was, I thought, 
relishing the moment, thousands of 
miles from home and yet part of one 
big happy family. 

I know everyone who has travelled 
with a partner or friends has experi-
enced that sense of connection, but 
when you roam alone, the feeling is in-
tensified. Perhaps vulnerability makes 
us more grateful. 

IF YOU GO Orion expeditions vary 
from two nights to 20 and leave from 
different locations in Australia and 
New Zealand, sailing to destinations 
such as Papua New Guinea, the 
Kimberleys, Tasmania and Antarctica. 
www.orionexpeditions.com  ph
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A diver’s eye view 
on the reef
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