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            ‘This is old fashioned storytelling in the finest tradition. I was transported to Sally Jones’s world of sea ports and sailors and gangsters and I couldn’t have enough. Every word was an utter delight’

            Nizrana Farook, author of The Girl Who Stole an Elephant

            ‘A beautifully illustrated, rich adventure that is essential reading… These books are genuine classics and will be part of the children’s literary canon for the next hundred years’

            Pie Corbett

            ‘The kind of story you read aloud by candlelight, or huddled by the fire under a pile of blankets. It is full to the brim of danger and intrigue, seastorms and hidden treasure, and at its heart is one of the most original, warm and thoughtful narrators children’s fiction has ever seen’

            Yarrow Townsend, author of The Map of Leaves

            ‘Hold the frontpage: our favourite ape is back! This adventure tests our nerves, but rest assured that Sally’s loving kindness and gentle nature will see her through’

            Julia Golding, author of The Diamond of Drury Lane

            ‘An enthralling adventure sweeping from Shetland to Lisbon and beyond’

            Waterstones 

            ‘Charming, immersive and highly original’

            The Bookseller, Editor’s Choice

            ‘Full of memorable characters and exciting twists, this wonderful story will keep you enthralled from beginning to end’

            The Week Junior, Book of the Week
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         Madame!

         You have asked me to write down everything I know about the man known as Shetland Jack. I’ll do that. I’ll tell you about his hard life and I’ll tell you the awful truth of his violent death.

         But the story of Shetland Jack did not come to a close with his death. His story has become part of my own story and I’ll have to write about that, too, though it will be hard for me. I’d sooner forget much of what has happened to me during the past year.

         It will take me some weeks to give you a full account. Possibly as much as a month. But you’re welcome to read it piece by piece as I write. Every evening I’ll put my latest pages on the small mahogany table by the grand piano in the drawing room.
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         The typewriter you’ve lent me is really superb. I’ve never typed on an Imperial before. My own typewriter is an old Underwood No. 5, but it’s back in Lisbon, packed in my seaman’s chest on board the Hudson Queen.

         The Hudson Queen is our ship. The Chief and I bought her in New York years ago and she’s been our home ever since. And our living. We’ve crossed most of the great oceans of the world and I’ve lost count of all the harbours in which we’ve loaded and unloaded our cargoes.

         Five years ago we arrived in Lisbon. There we were hired to collect a cargo of tiles from a small port called Agiere on the River Zêzere, a dozen or so miles inland. It seemed to be a simple enough job but turned out to be our great misfortune. The Hudson Queen was hijacked by bandits in Agiere, and shipwrecked in the river.

         The Chief and I were lucky to escape with our lives, but when we got back to Lisbon the Chief was arrested by the police. He was charged with murdering a man called Alphonse Morro and sentenced to twenty-five years in jail.

         Suddenly I found myself a beast without a master in a great foreign city. The streets were full of people, yelling at me and hunting me. They called me the “Murderer’s Ape” and wanted to do me harm.

         I’d lost the Chief, and the Hudson Queen was gone, too. I had nowhere to go and nothing left to hope for. But just when I thought everything was over I met Ana Molina. If it hadn’t been for her I wouldn’t be alive today. She hid me and protected me when everyone else was saying I was the murderer’s crazy ape.

         Ana’s home became my home. And her friend Signor Fidardo, the instrument maker, also became my friend. He let me work in his workshop and he taught me his trade. Thanks to him, I am now a skilled accordion repairer and, if needs be, can even change the neck of a guitar.

         Bit by bit and with the help of Ana and Signor Fidardo, I uncovered the truth behind the shipwreck of the Hudson Queen and the murder of Alphonse Morro. It took four long years. But in the end the Chief was freed. The day he was released from jail was the happiest day of my life.
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         Some time later the Chief and I returned to Agiere. We were able to salvage the Hudson Queen and have her towed to Lisbon. After four years sitting on the riverbed, our ship was a wreck. We took any and every casual job we could in the port of Lisbon in order to earn enough money to make her shipshape again. But the wages were miserable and almost everything we earned went on food and the necessities of life.

         So far we’ve managed to renovate the cabin and we’ve started work on restoring the wheelhouse. But there is an awful lot still to do. The worst thing is that the main boiler exploded and was destroyed when the ship was wrecked. I don’t know how we’ll ever afford a new boiler, which is why I sometimes wonder whether the Hudson Queen will ever plough the great seas again.

         I’m telling you all this because the story of the Hudson Queen is, in part anyway, the story of Shetland Jack. You’ll understand later what I mean.
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         Lisbon and the Hudson Queen feel very far away at the moment. Through the windows of this tower room I can see the sun rising behind the wooded hills to the east. The warm light paints the whole valley a fiery yellow. Down by the river the morning mist is drifting in and out between the trees. A little while ago I saw the Chief mount his bicycle and pedal off down towards the main road. I think he’s on his way to Lodève to pick up the new blade for your steam saw. In that case, I’ll maybe join him and test the saw when he returns. That would be fun.

         The Chief has told you, hasn’t he, about how he and I became acquainted. It was obvious that you didn’t believe him at first. That doesn’t matter. You’re not the first to doubt that a gorilla can learn to work as a ship’s engineer.

         But I’ve lived almost all my life among human beings and on their terms. So I’m no longer simply an animal. But nor am I a human being. So what am I? I don’t really know. The only thing I’m absolutely sure of is that I am a friend to my friends. And that’s quite enough.

         Even though you and I only met recently, Madame, I count you as one of my friends. Which is why I must warn you that the story you’ve asked me to tell you is an unpleasant one. And sad. So you must be prepared to find yourself hearing of things you will later wish you had never heard.
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            The Dinner Guest

         

         I’ll start by telling you about Harvey Jenkins. After all, he’s the one with whom it all started. And finished. We first met Jenkins in Lisbon. It was an evening in April last year and the Chief and I had spent the whole day lugging boxes of ice around the fishing harbour. As part of our pay we had been given a pound of anchovies to have for dinner. The Chief was up on deck peeling potatoes and I was lighting the wood stove in the galley. We may have been short of money but we didn’t have to skimp on firewood. The firewood bin beside the stove was always full of scrap wood. That particular evening I was lighting the fire with planks from our old cabin.

         While the potatoes were boiling we each took some soap and a towel and went ashore. We only treated ourselves to visits to the bathhouse a couple of times a month, otherwise we washed in the River Tagus. A little way upstream the water was reasonably clean and there was both a landing stage and a changing hut on the shore.

         After bathing we walked slowly back along the quay. The sun was low in the sky and made the river gleam red and gold. The Chief was whistling to himself. He was in a good mood, as he had been every day for almost a fortnight, ever since hearing he’d got a job as second engineer on a passenger liner called Funchal. He’d be signing on in just a week’s time and he’d be away for a month.

         We were still about fifty yards from our quay when I saw there was someone on board the Hudson Queen.

         “Who can that be?” the Chief said, shading his eyes with his hand to see better. “Let’s hope it’s not someone wanting money from us. Have we paid the harbour master for our drinking water this month?”

         I nodded. As far as I knew we had paid all our bills.

         When we got closer we could clearly see that it wasn’t one of the harbour officials waiting for us. The man was dressed in a long shabby overcoat and wearing a narrow-brimmed hat that looked a couple of sizes too small. And on his shoulder sat a big greyish bird of some variety.

         The man was inspecting the Hudson Queen’s ship’s bell, which hangs forward of the mast. On hearing us come aboard, he turned round in no hurry, let go of the worn old bronze bell and came to meet us.

         “Now then,” the Chief said. “And who might you be?”

         I guessed the man was in his sixties. He smiled and held out a hand covered in fading seafarers’ tattoos. His thin, weather-bitten face was marked with a mosaic of wrinkles. I saw now that the bird on his shoulder was a cockerel, and it must have been ancient. Its plumage was sparse and there were glimpses of pale skin showing through here, there and everywhere. Its eyes were staring, watery grey-white and blind.

         “The name’s Jenkins,” the man said in a gruff voice and an accent that was unmistakeably Scottish. “Harvey Jenkins. I apologize for coming aboard without permission. Are you the skipper?”

         “I am,” said the Chief.

         “I just happened to be walking past along the quay,” Jenkins said. “And I saw your ship. She’s a Clyde Puffer, isn’t she? There are a lot of them up and down the west coast of Scotland and I used to work on one myself. As engineer. We carried the mail and all kinds of cargo between the mainland and the Hebridean islands. That was a long time ago, though.”

         The Chief beamed. It’s not often we meet someone who knows what kind of ship the Hudson Queen is.

         “I couldn’t take a look below deck, could I?” Jenkins asked. “Old memories… well, you know…”

         “There’s not a lot to see,” the Chief said with a sigh. “She lay on the bottom of a river for four years.”

         “I’d like to look round anyway,” Jenkins said. “It’s nice to be on board a Puffer again.”

         That’s how the Chief ended up showing this Harvey Jenkins around the Hudson Queen. And it took some time as Jenkins wanted to look into every nook and cranny. Meanwhile, I was frying the anchovies. The Chief asked Jenkins whether he’d like to eat with us and he said yes.

         We found ourselves sitting round the galley table for a couple of hours. Jenkins was very curious about how a Clyde Puffer had ended up in Lisbon. The Chief told him how we’d found the Hudson Queen in New York ten years or more before and about all the voyages we’d sailed in her since.

         Then Harvey Jenkins told us the story of his life.

         “I was at sea for heaven knows how many years,” he said. “But suddenly one day I’d had enough. I went ashore for good and bought a small farm in Oklahoma. In the middle of America, as far from the sea as I could get. I kept chickens and pigs and a couple of cows. And I had six acres of land under the plough. One day I took my horse and cart and drove to South Bend to buy seed. On my return a couple of days later, my farm was gone. Pigs and cows gone too. And the barn I’d built with my own hands. Everything had disappeared. A tornado had passed through—it’s the kind of thing that happens in Oklahoma. Among the wreckage I found this cockerel, more dead than alive. He was the only thing the tornado had left me, so I took him with me when I moved on. He and I have roamed here and there around the world ever since.”

         The bird opened its beak and Jenkins gave it a piece of potato.

         “At present we’re working for a travelling funfair,” Jenkins continued. “Not so bad. You get to see places. We arrived in Lisbon a week ago. We’ve put up our tents and parked our wagons on vacant ground by the Cais do Sodré. My job is to look after the steam engine for the merry-go-round and Cock—I’ve never come up with another name for him—he terrifies children with his white eyes.”

         The cockerel leant forward, put his head to one side and opened one of his blind eyes wide. He was given another piece of potato as a reward.

         “You’re welcome to come and visit one evening,” Jenkins continued. “Entry is free and you can have as many rides on the merry-go-round as you want!”

         “Thanks,” the Chief said, “but in a couple of days I’m signing on with a liner sailing to Brazil. And there’s a lot to organize before that. We’ll have to put off riding on your merry-go-round until the next time your circus comes to Lisbon.”

         Jenkins looked from the Chief to me and then back to the Chief.

         “Aha…” he said hesitantly. “So Sally Jones will be alone on the Hudson Queen while you’re away at sea? I see!”

         The Chief nodded. “Sally Jones will manage fine on her own, I can tell you. And anyway, she has friends here in the city.”

         Jenkins looked thoughtfully at me. I had the feeling that he’d just come up with an idea of some sort.

         There was a bit more small talk about this and that before he thanked us and prepared to leave. He wished the Chief a successful voyage to Brazil.

         When he reached the gangplank, Jenkins turned to me and said, “It strikes me you would make a good merry-go-round operator. Being both engineer and gorilla… you’re actually made for fairground work!”

         The Chief and I exchanged a quick look. Then the Chief said, “We’ll take any work we can get. We’re saving money for our ship.”

         I nodded. I wouldn’t say no to a job as fairground engineer.

         “That’s good then,” Jenkins said. “I can’t promise anything. We don’t have any work for you just now. But fairground workers are footloose types, who come and go at whim, and a job could just turn up out of the blue. I’ll see what I can do, I promise!”

         And with that we said goodbye to Harvey Jenkins. The Chief and I helped each other tighten the ship’s moorings for the night, while Jenkins walked off along the quay with the cockerel on his shoulder.

         I watched them go, and wondered. Jenkins had seemed nice enough, I thought. But there was something about him that wasn’t right. Something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.
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         It was half an hour later, after I’d slipped into my hammock and blown out the night light, that I twigged what it was that had felt strange about our guest:

         He hadn’t seemed in the least surprised when he first saw me.

         People meeting me for the first time are always inquisitive. They ask questions. Not to me, of course, but to the Chief. He then has to explain that, yes, I’m a gorilla, but that I can understand what people say and I am as skilled at my job as any ship’s engineer you care to name.

         But Harvey Jenkins hadn’t asked the Chief a single question of that sort. Why was that?

         The answer was quite simple, I thought. Jenkins had no doubt seen so much of the world that nothing could surprise him.
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            Sawdust and Turpentine

         

         Four days later it was time for the Chief to go on board SS Funchal. It was raining that morning. The smell of wastewater and cold dawn stung our nostrils as I helped the Chief carry his kitbag to the Doca de Alcântara where the Funchal was moored.

         The great passenger liner had put in the evening before and would be ready again in just a few hours to set sail westwards to Rio de Janeiro in Brazil.

         The Chief was all anticipation and perhaps a touch nervous, too. During the winter he’d had several short contracts as skipper of one of the harbour authority’s small ferries, but this would be his first real ocean-going voyage for five years.

         I’d hoped to be able to take a look at the Funchal’s engine room before departure, but the watchman on the gangway had been ordered not to allow access to anyone unauthorized. So the Chief and I had to say our goodbyes on the quay.

         “Look after yourself,” the Chief said and gave me a pat on the shoulder.

         I nodded and then he went on board.

         Neither of us are keen on grand farewells.

         
            
        
          [image: ]
      

         

         Instead of returning to the Hudson Queen, I crossed Comércio Square and started walking up the steep and windy streets of the Alfama district. The rain had stopped and the heat of the sun was making the cobblestones steam. A number of cafés were already open and the narrow streets were filled with horse-drawn carts loaded with milk, fruit, fish and meat ready for delivery to shops and inns.

         Signor Fidardo and Ana Molina live in a house by a small nameless park, just where the dark and narrow street Rua do Salvador meets the much larger and busier Rua de São Tomé. Signor Fidardo’s workshop for musical instruments is at street level and the bell above the door pinged when I entered. There was a smell of wood shavings, turpentine and well-oiled metal tools. Signor Fidardo was sitting there, bent over his workbench. The ceiling lamp hung so low that his white hair glowed in the warm circle of light.

         “One moment, please,” he said, without looking up from his work.

         I tiptoed across to my corner of the workshop. On my workbench lay the parts of a small, two-row melodeon I had dismantled. The owner had requested a full restoration and Signor Fidardo had passed the job on to me, saying that he himself didn’t have time. Strictly speaking, that wasn’t true, but he knew that the Chief would be away at sea and he no doubt thought it would be nicer for me to be working in his workshop than to be on my own on the Hudson Queen. He was right about that.

         The Hudson Queen’s ship’s wheel was leaning against the wall beside my bench. It was a sturdy wheel, made of solid oak reinforced with strong brass fittings. Like everything else aboard the Hudson Queen, it had suffered badly during the years the Hudson Queen lay shipwrecked at the bottom of the River Zêzere. The varnish was flaking off and black patches stained the wood. To restore the wheel to its original condition I would need access to the best carpentry tools, which is why I’d brought it here. But it wasn’t a job that needed to be done urgently. The Hudson Queen lay where she lay, and it would be a long time before she needed a wheel to steer her.

         After a short while Signor Fidardo straightened his back and turned round.

         “Good morning, my friend,” he said, looking at me over the top of his spectacles. “You’ve come at just the right time for morning coffee.”

         Once Signor Fidardo had changed into his white suit, we went to the Café Nova Goa on Rua do Salvador and drank our coffee standing at the counter. Signor Fidardo is very meticulous about his appearance and will never leave the house in his work clothes. I wonder if there is anyone else in the world who changes into pyjamas for his midday nap.
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         Many hours later, at the sound of the evensong bells in Graça church, Signor Fidardo and I put down our tools for the day. I cleared up and swept the floor while he poured himself a glass of Campari and a large glass of milk for me. Then we sat down and enjoyed our drinks in silence. That’s the way Signor Fidardo always rounds off the working day. He is just as punctilious with his routines as he is with his dress.

         There was a knock at the window above my workbench and Ana looked in. She had a bulging shopping bag on her arm.

         “Would you like to eat?” she said. “I’ve bought artichokes and a few other things.”

         “Wonderful—yes please,” Signor Fidardo said. “I don’t have any other plans for dinner.”

         They turned to me and I nodded.

         “Excellent!” Ana said. “By the way, how did things go for Henry? Did he manage to get away on that ship this morning?”

         Ana always calls the Chief Henry. She is almost the only one to do so, even though that is his real name.
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         Ana lives right at the top of the building, with a view out over the roofs of Alfama. I’ve had some of the best moments of my life in her little flat—and also some of the very worst. Strangely enough, it’s only the good times that have stuck in my mind. I feel almost as much at home at Ana’s as I do on the Hudson Queen.

         This particular evening Ana was happier than she’d been for a long time. As we ate dinner she told us that she’d just turned down a long tour of the great cities of Europe. During the autumn Ana had sung in concert halls in Paris and Madrid and she felt that she’d had enough of the great elegant stages for some time to come. What she wanted instead was to carry on working in the shoe factory in Alcântara and to perform at weekends with the house orchestra in the Tamarind, the scruffy little fado pub on Rua de São Miguel.

         It was at the Tamarind that Ana had started singing in public. And it was at the Tamarind that she was later discovered by the Viscount de Oliveira, director of the São Carlos opera house. The viscount convinced her to give a concert at São Carlos and Ana had been a star ever since.

         “You should have accepted the offer of the tour, Ana,” Signor Fidardo said firmly. “Not many fado singers get a chance like that.”

         Ana smiled. “I knew you’d say that, Luigi. And the viscount said the same thing. But I am happy with my life as it is. Why should anyone change something good just for the sake of doing so? I’m happiest singing here in my own city for my neighbours and friends. If the rich folk in London and Paris want to hear my songs, they are welcome to come here. Everyone is welcome in the Tamarind.”

         Signor Fidardo rolled his eyes and shrugged his shoulders. Ana laughed.

         “Don’t worry, Luigi. I’m sure I’ll go on tour again one fine day. And I’m in the process of making a new record. You must be pleased about that? Have another artichoke and taste this Beiras sheep’s cheese I bought in the market hall.”

         Rather reluctantly Signor Fidardo took a piece of cheese. His morose expression softened when he tasted it. And in no time at all he and Ana were gossiping away about neighbours and acquaintances. I crept up onto the kitchen sofa and listened to them with half an ear. I was feeling happy and peaceful—and a little drowsy after the good meal.
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         I left the house on Rua de São Tomé a couple of hours before midnight. Ana had asked me if I wanted to live with her while the Chief was away, but I’d said no. It wouldn’t feel right to leave the Hudson Queen completely unattended.

         Down by the river a damp night breeze was blowing along the empty quays. No one was about and between the flickering gas lamps the night was very dark. I sped up and every so often glanced back over my shoulder. You always need to be on your guard in a harbour at night.

         It was low tide so I had to climb down a ladder to get aboard the Hudson Queen from the quayside. I was about to open the galley when I noticed a folded slip of paper stuck under the door. I closed the door behind me and lit the paraffin lamp hanging over the table. Then I opened the folded paper and read:

         
             

         

         
      I have a job at the fairground for you. Come to Rua Moeda (near Cais do Sodré) at seven o’clock tomorrow evening.
    

         
             

         

         
      Harvey Jenkins
    

      

   


   
      
         
            3

            
               [image: ]

            

            A World of Pleasures

         

         The following evening I left Signor Fidardo’s workshop immediately after six. I hurried through the crowds on the steep streets of the Mouraria district and bought a loaf of bread and a bit of cheese on my way.

         Down by Martim Moniz Square I ran to catch up with a tram and hung on tight to the rear platform. The slipstream cooled my face pleasantly as the tram picked up speed on the wide shopping streets of Baixa.

         Dusk was falling and the streetlamps came on one by one. I jumped off at Cais do Sodré and continued on foot. The sounds of laughter and music quickly led me to a piece of waste ground illuminated by open fires burning in big metal drums. I could see a dozen or more colourful fairground caravans drawn up round a merry-go-round with worn wooden horses that were circling at a leisurely pace beneath a canvas roof. The clatter of the machinery was drowned out by a waltz melody produced by a large barrel organ cranked by a woman in a red uniform.

         A small queue had formed at the booth where you could buy tickets to ride on the merry-go-round. On the roof of the booth was a large sign saying:

         
            Brockdorff’s Funfair – A World of Pleasures

         

         It occurred to me now that I should be on my guard. Neither I nor the Chief knew Harvey Jenkins. What if his reasons for encouraging me to come here were suspicious? After all, it wouldn’t be the first time in my life I’d been ensnared.

         The fairground didn’t seem in the least suspicious, though. Just a bit shabby and worse for wear as travelling fairs tend to be. The caravans had hatches where you could buy sweets and soft drinks. An old woman was walking around selling carnations to couples in love. In one tent there was a bald giant of a man who was arm-wrestling with anyone brave enough to challenge him. He called himself François le Fort and boasted he was the strongest man in France. In another tent you could have your future predicted by a fortune-teller who was in contact with the spirit world. Her name was Margosha and she came all the way from Odessa on the Black Sea.

         The hissing and puffing steam engine that drove the merry-go-round stood behind a set of railings. Harvey Jenkins was sitting on a wooden chair close to the machine. His hat was down over his eyes and he was asleep. The cockerel on his shoulder was keeping watch and began stamping its feet when I climbed over the railings. Jenkins opened his eyes.

         “Good evening to you,” he said, pushing his hat to the back of his head.

         He spread his arms as if introducing me to the fair.

         “Yes, this is it, our travelling pleasure ground. Well, what do you think?”

         I shrugged my shoulders. Jenkins gave a hoarse laugh.

         “It’s all a bit run down, I’ll give you that,” he said, “but a ride on the merry-go-round is cheap and Margosha promises everyone a brilliant future when she tells their fortunes. So no one leaves here disappointed. Anyway, it’s time for you to come and meet Director Brockdorff.”

         He whistled over the ticket-seller, a grey-haired woman with a book under her arm, and asked her to keep an eye on the steam engine for a few minutes.

         Director Brockdorff’s office was in one of the fairground caravans. He was a small thin man with a waxed goatee beard and oily hair with a centre parting. He was dressed in a stained nightshirt and long johns held up by braces.

         “Aha, so this is the ape engineer,” he said when he saw me. “Excellent, Jenkins. How are you going to divide the work between you?”

         “I’ll take the afternoon shift and Sally Jones will take over from me at seven o’clock, and run the merry-go-round until closing time.”

         Director Brockdorff peeled a couple of banknotes off a roll he’d fished out of the breast pocket of his nightshirt.

         “Your pay is six escudos a day. Here’s twenty-four escudos. You’ll get the same again on Saturday next week. That’ll be your last working day as we’ll be moving on come Sunday.”

         I took the notes. The pay was rubbish, but still a bit better than I’d been expecting.

         When we went back to the merry-go-round Jenkins explained to me how to look after the two-cylinder steam engine. If anything went wrong, I had to get it fixed before the customers on the merry-go-round got tired of waiting and wanted their money back. There was a box of tools under the wooden chair.

         Jenkins waited while I gave the merry-go-round a trial run. Then he picked up a bottle of wine that he’d hidden behind the steam engine.

         “See you tomorrow evening, then,” he said, quickly slipping the bottle into his pocket. “I’m off now to Bairro Alto to meet a nice little widow I got to know the other night. Her name is Eulalia and she bakes a wonderful leek pie, believe me!”

         He touched the brim of his hat and, whistling cheerfully, went on his way. At the entrance he took the opportunity to pinch a couple of red carnations from the flower-seller’s bunch.
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         My days were long now, though it wasn’t something that bothered me. But Signor Fidardo was worried that I’d taken on an evening job.

         “Are you managing to eat and sleep properly?” he wondered.

         I nodded, but it didn’t convince Signor Fidardo. The following day I saw that he’d got hold of a mattress and put it in the workshop storeroom.

         “You must have a nap for at least half an hour every day,” he said sternly. “Then you can come out with me and I’ll buy you an early dinner before you go on to this other job you’ve found. Are we agreed on that?”

         The funny thing about Signor Fidardo is that the kinder he is being, the stricter he tries to sound.
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         The best thing about working at the fairground was that I was left to myself to get on with things. There were, of course, always a few visitors leaning on the fence that surrounded the merry-go-round. They stared at me in curiosity but that didn’t matter much: after all, I’m quite used to that sort of thing.

         The other fairground workers hardly paid any attention to me at all. They had plenty of work of their own to be getting on with. One of the few people I got to know was the woman who sat in the ticket booth. She was called Sylvie Dubois and she was the mother of François Le Fort, the bald-headed arm-wrestler.

         “This is the only job poor little François can get,” she explained. “And he can’t manage without his mamma, which is why, like it or not, I’m forced to travel round with the circus as I do.”

         Sylvie Dubois loved books. She’d been a bouquiniste in Paris, which means she had sold second-hand books from a stall on the street. These days, instead, she spent all day reading. Sylvie Dubois could take customers’ money and hand them their tickets without even glancing up from her book.

         Sometimes, when she felt the need to stretch her legs, she would come over to me to have a chat. On one of my very first evenings she asked, “You and Harvey Jenkins have known one another for a long time, haven’t you?”

         I shook my head.

         “You haven’t!” she said in surprise. “I thought the two of you were old acquaintances.”

         I shook my head again.

         Sylvie Dubois looked at me over the top of her reading glasses.

         “That’s very strange,” she said. “Why did he go to so much trouble for your sake, then? With Margosha and everything?…”

         Just then someone turned up to buy a ticket for the merry-go-round and Sylvie Dubois had to go back to her booth.

         Her questions had left me feeling a little confused, so when the fairground closed at midnight, I went over to the ticket booth hoping that Sylvie Dubois would give me an explanation. But she’d clearly already forgotten the whole business. She looked at me curiously and said that since I’d finished for the night I should be getting on home.
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            Unexpected Meetings

         

         It was Sunday. The first Sunday after the Chief had sailed away on the SS Funchal.

         I got up early to take full advantage of my day off. The city was blanketed in a dense grey mist, and the weak wind blowing in from the Atlantic was cold and damp. A good day for chipping off rust below decks.

         Some people say that chipping off rust is hard and dreary work. And they’re right. It’s both dirty and boring—don’t let anyone tell you otherwise! After an hour I needed to stretch my legs and go up for a breath of fresh air. I climbed the engine-room ladder and went to the galley to heat up some coffee left over from that morning. The galley is at the front of the ship, next to my small cabin, and you reach it through a hatchway in the foredeck. I’d reached the bottom step of the ladder when I got such a fright I almost fell backwards.

         Harvey Jenkins was standing in the galley. His cockerel, head to the side, had one of its blind eyes rigidly fixed on me.

         “So there you are,” Harvey Jenkins said with a smile. “I didn’t mean to scare you. We were out for a little Sunday stroll and happened to be passing. Since the hatch was open, we came aboard… I brought some vanilla cakes, if you’d like one?”

         In his hand he was holding a brown paper bag, its sides covered in fat stains. I quickly pulled myself together and pointed at the coffee pot.

         “Yes please,” Jenkins said. “A cup of coffee with the cake would be just the job.”

         Our snack didn’t last long. Jenkins talked a bit about this and that and rose to his feet as soon as he’d drunk his coffee.

         “I won’t keep you from chipping the rust,” he said. “See you this evening then, when you take over from me at the merry-go-round.”

         I nodded.

         Jenkins went ashore and walked off along the quayside with his hands in his pockets and his collar turned up against the drizzle. The cockerel huddled down on his shoulder.

         I watched them for a long time. There was something strange about their visit, I felt. It wasn’t exactly the perfect weather for a walk. And what had Jenkins been up to in the galley? Why hadn’t he come down to the engine room instead? He must have heard me down there, chipping rust…
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         I stopped work for the day a couple of hours later. I washed, changed into clean overalls and then Ana, Signor Fidardo and I took the tram out to the Prazeres cemetery. We do that almost every Sunday and Signor Fidardo plays the harmonium while Ana sings in the cemetery chapel. While they are doing that, I visit my good friend João, the cemetery caretaker.

         I helped João weed the flowerbeds and rake the gravel until it was time for me to go to Rua Moeda and take my shift at the merry-go-round.

         “Hi there, matey,” Jenkins said, casual as ever when he caught sight of me.

         He was standing by one of the braziers to keep warm and the cockerel had crept in under his coat. Jenkins was gently stroking its bald little head.

         “He’s afraid of the fire,” Jenkins explained. “All animals are, I suppose… well, except you, of course. By the way, have you had any dinner? I’ve been roasting chestnuts if you’re hungry.”

         There was a pile of freshly roasted chestnuts on a dish beside the brazier and the smell was wonderful. I signalled my gratitude by touching the brim of my cap with two fingers.

         Jenkins put the cockerel back on his shoulder and buttoned up his coat.

         “We’re away to Bairro Alto to see what the lovely Eulalia has cooked for us today,” he said, full of anticipation. “Have a good shift and see you again tomorrow.”
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         The hours passed slowly. I kept a good fire going to serve the boiler of the steam engine, but there was little to do apart from that, other than to eat chestnuts and drink tea with Sylvie Dubois. To help pass the time she read to me from a newspaper one of the fairground customers had left behind.

         The big news of the day was the report of an Italian sail-assisted steamship from Salerno putting into Lisbon as an emergency when several passengers fell ill with diphtheria, a very dangerous and infectious disease. The port authorities had quarantined the vessel. No one on board was allowed to go ashore and no one ashore was allowed to go aboard. In spite of that, some people in the city were so frightened the infection might spread they were demanding the vessel be towed out to sea and left to its fate.

         “Poor souls,” Sylvie Dubois sighed and I nodded my head in agreement.

         When the clock eventually reached twelve, I walked to the tram stop at Cais do Sodré and caught the night tram towards Alfama. The tram was full of sleepy-eyed waitresses and cleaners on their way home from the evening shift at the big casino in Estoril. I found an empty place by the window and slumped down on the worn and shiny wooden seat.

         I must have fallen asleep and by the time I opened my eyes again we’d already reached Comércio Square. A tram going in the opposite direction was waiting at the stop. The two cars were right alongside one another and I turned my head and looked into the other tram. The very first thing I saw through the rain-streaked windows was Harvey Jenkins. He was sitting just a couple of yards away, staring straight ahead, and he hadn’t noticed me.

         I was taken by surprise. Hadn’t Jenkins told me he was going to visit the widow Eulalia in Bairro Alto? So what was he doing on a tram coming from the Alfama harbour area? Perhaps the widow had got tired of baking leek pie for him? He was obviously now on his way back to the fairground and he didn’t look as if he’d had a particularly enjoyable evening.

         One of the cockerel’s white eyes was staring straight at me and I had a strange feeling that the blind bird knew I was close by. It began stamping excitedly up and down on its master’s shoulder. Without really knowing why, I slipped down in my seat so that Jenkins wouldn’t see me. Just then, his tram jerked into motion and set off with a ping and at the same moment my tram set off in the opposite direction.
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            The Fortune-Teller’s Confession

         

         Grey and misty weather cloaked Lisbon for several days. Not a breath of wind rippled the waters of the river and the smoke from all the coal-fired stoves in the city hung in the air and made it difficult to breathe.

         Slowly the haze was dispersed by a warm and ominous south-west wind. Ragged white clouds stood out against the blue-black sky far out over the sea to the west. For the best part of a day and a night the storm remained motionless, growing in strength before it began moving towards the coast.

         “I’ll have to get going immediately if I’m to reach Eulalia’s place without getting soaked,” Jenkins said, eyeing the clouds with a frown as I took over the merry-go-round from him. “The thunderstorm will soon be with us.”

         Jenkins was right. The first, heavy drops came almost at once, followed by the cloudburst. The wind grew stronger and stronger and the rain whipped the sandy fairground into a field of mud. Low clouds rolled and plunged just above the rooftops and the whole city was lit up by flashes of white lightning. The last visitors to the fairground took to their heels. Instead of looking after the merry-go-round I had to help tie down and stow anything likely to blow away.

         By late evening a full storm was raging. Director Brockdorff came running through the deluge in nothing but his long johns and told us to take down the big circus sign from the roof of the ticket booth. At the same moment I heard Margosha cry for help: the guy ropes supporting her tent were about to give way.

         I found a long rope among the junk behind the merry-go-round and managed to tie her tent to a tree. Then I tightened all the guy ropes and hammered the pegs deeper into the ground. Meanwhile the fortune-teller, her face pale and anxious, was standing in the opening of her tent. When I’d finished, she clapped her hands softly and beckoned me to follow her in.

         Margosha from Odessa was a big, powerful woman with beautiful eyes but a face that wouldn’t have been out of place on a harbour thug. She had gleaming black stones hanging from her ears and they had stretched her earlobes halfway down to her shoulders. Her tent was decorated with dark-coloured pieces of chequered cloth. Small lanterns close to the roof gave off a sweetish scent but very little light. There was a small table with two chairs and round it stood a collection of strange wooden sculptures. Every time a gust of wind shook the tent, the lanterns swayed and the shadows made by the sculptures flickered back and forth on the pieces of cloth.

         “It was good of you to save my tent,” Margosha said. “Sit down at the table and I’ll make you a hot drink. We don’t want you catching a cold.”

         She spoke an odd dialect, mixing together words from several different languages, in spite of which it wasn’t too difficult to understand her. I sat down while she fetched two small cups and filled them with hot, reddish-brown liquid from a brass pot with a long spout. I sipped at the drink, but couldn’t work out what it was.

         “I’ve read the future for cats and for pet dogs,” Margosha said, taking the chair opposite me. “But never for an ape. Would you like me to tell yours? Free. As a thank-you for helping me.”

         I didn’t have any desire at all to have my future told, so I shook my head. But then I thought about something Sylvie Dubois had told me on one of my first evenings at the fairground. She’d said that Jenkins had had some sort of “trouble” with Margosha, and it had been about me. What had Sylvie Dubois meant by that? I really wanted to know.

         Somehow, however, Margosha was able to read my mind. I don’t know how it happened but I suppose reading minds is not unusual for fortune-tellers. She leant forward a little, looked me in the eye and said, “There’s something you are wondering about, isn’t there?”

         I nodded.

         “Does it have anything to do with the funfair?”

         I nodded again.

         Margosha took a sip of the mysterious drink before saying, “I believe you’d like to know how Harvey Jenkins went about arranging a job at the funfair for you. Am I right?”

         Could this be what Sylvie Dubois had been talking about? I thought for a moment or two before nodding once more.

         “I’m not one to tell tales,” Margosha said. “Especially not about myself. But I’ll make an exception in your case. Partly because you helped me, and partly because you can’t talk. A secret is in safe keeping with you.”

         Margosha, of course, had no idea that I can write. And there was no need for her to learn otherwise. She leant forward and continued in a low voice. “Before you came, Jenkins used to share the merry-go-round work with a man called Kowalski. He was Polish and had been working at the fair for about a year. A quiet, friendly man. Jenkins took the evening shift and Kowalski the afternoon shift. Jenkins came to me one day and asked for a favour. This was just a short time after we’d opened the funfair in Lisbon. He offered me a sum of money in exchange for me convincing Kowalski to resign and leave the funfair.”

         Margosha took another sip before continuing. “Jenkins and I have known one another for a long time and he has done me a number of favours. So I couldn’t say no. That same day I invited Kowalski to my tent and told his fortune from tea leaves in a bowl. I told Kowalski that, unfortunately, he was going to die soon. It frightened the poor fellow out of his skin and he wanted to know what was going to happen. ‘You’ll be blown to smithereens,’ I said, ‘when the boiler of the merry-go-round explodes.’”

         Margosha shrugged her shoulders and put on an apologetic face. “It was a lie, of course, but it worked. Kowalski refused to work on the merry-go-round one minute more. He scuttled off to Director Brockdorff and resigned immediately. A quarter of an hour later he’d packed his bags and disappeared. The following day Jenkins announced he had found a replacement for Kowalski. That was you, of course…”

         My surprise must have shown in my face. And my confusion.

         “You’ll be wondering, of course,” Margosha said, “whether Jenkins wanted to get rid of Kowalski in order to offer you the merry-go-round job instead. Is that so?”

         I nodded.

         “The answer is yes,” the fortune-teller said. “That’s exactly it. Jenkins told me that himself, though he wouldn’t say more. Or rather, there was one other thing, not that it made me any wiser.”

         Margosha looked deep into my eyes before continuing. “I asked Jenkins why having you here at the funfair was so important to him. And this is what he said…”

         Margosha leant closer to me and lowered her voice to a hoarse whisper. “The past has returned. And I’ve been given a second chance.”

         The fortune-teller sat back in her chair. “Those were his exact words,” she said. “I had no idea what he was talking about, but perhaps you do. Do you?”

         I stared at her, uncomprehending. Then I slowly shook my head.
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         The thunderstorm and the rain had moved away by the time I took the tram home at midnight. But the wind hadn’t eased and the tram swayed and creaked as the gusts hit it.

         Time after time I ran through everything Margosha had told me. Harvey Jenkins had behaved appallingly, just to ensure that I could get Kowalski’s job. It was strange and incomprehensible. After all, Jenkins and I hardly knew one another.

         It was possible, of course, that Jenkins’s motives had nothing to do with being kind to me. He may have been trying to win the director’s favour by arranging for there to be a live gorilla at the funfair? That would explain everything. And maybe it wasn’t even Jenkins’s idea, but Director Brockdorff’s!
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         I got off the tram at Rua da Alfândega and walked down towards the river. The waves were breaking against the quay, filling the air with foam. The storm had ripped open the roof of one of the harbour warehouses and the torn sheets of corrugated iron crashed and screeched in the wind. I walked faster. How had the Hudson Queen weathered the storm?

         The ship lay in darkness but even at a distance I could see that she was scraping and grinding against the quayside. The strong west wind had caused the river to rise at least two feet and the Hudson Queen’s mooring ropes should have been tightened up hours ago.

         I hurried on board. It took all my strength to pull the ship back into position but she was going to need more mooring ropes to hold her there.

         We store heavy ropes and other useful bits and pieces in a box bolted to the deck behind the wheelhouse. I went to fetch the key to the padlock on the box—it’s kept along with all the other keys, hanging in a cupboard in the galley.

         The moment I opened the cupboard I could see that something was wrong. The hook that usually held the spare key to the galley was empty. Where had the missing key gone?

         I didn’t have time to worry about that just then. So I took the key to the deck-box from its hook and hurried back to make the ship’s moorings more secure.
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         My clothes were still soaking from the torrential rain so I lit a fire in the stove and hung my overalls over the back of a chair to dry. I didn’t have the energy left to make myself a cup of tea and, pulling an extra blanket over me, I crawled straight into my bunk.

         I felt uneasy and couldn’t get the things I had discovered out of my head. For many hours I lay there, slipping in and out of uneasy sleep. Dreams and thoughts became tangled in my mind and I could hear Margosha’s and Harvey Jenkins’s voices talking to me in riddles.
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