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    Chapter 1: Milkshake

  


  
    


    “Nana..nanaa..nana..nanaa..nana..nanaa..nana..nana..na naa.. nana..nanaa...”


    Humming and swaying slowly, a woman is standing by the front door of the porch, rocking a baby in her arms. Due to the sunlight peeking from the horizon at daybreak, and her wavy hair playfully being swept up by the breeze, her face is obscured and can’t be seen from the living room. Carefully adjusting the child in her arms, she continues humming to put the baby to sleep. Suddenly the ground starts shaking. Her singing gets drowned out by the loud sound of an engine. This rudely awakens the man, looking to be in his forty’s, who realizes he must have fallen asleep… and must have been dreaming.


    His glance rests on the half empty bottle in the young woman’s hand beside him. The strands of hair hanging around her face, and the deep grooves between her green eyes reveal the bottled up vehemence on the face of this sourly Madonna staring ahead of herself.


    “Just be careful with the water,” he whispers sternly to her. “Soon it will be finished, and the bus isn’t even halfway to the next stop yet.” Irritated, she turns her head with a jolt toward the man sitting next to her, her auburn hair, untidily gathered together in a rubber band, swinging forcefully. Annoyed and in protest, her nostrils flaring, she defiantly takes a bigger sip of the water. “Go back to sleep, leave me alone. I’m thirsty!” she barks at him. Defeated, the man shakes his head.


    “I haven’t had any of it yet,” he claims.


    “That’s great!” she interrupts him.


    “You can hold off drinking too, or at least drink less. Otherwise I will have to buy more water soon,” he complains.


    “Big deal, then you buy more water! This journey wasn’t my choice.”


    “I already explained to you about this.”


    “Yes, because it’s cheaper. I know that Armando Cavarel is very stingy. That’s why we have to suffer through this way of travel.” “You have to understand my point of view, Vanu. Please be careful with the water.”


    “Mando, when I’m thirsty I drink! And right now I’m thirsty!” “What a waste of money,” Armando grumbles, disappointed. Bumping and swinging along the way, the very old vehicle, once a school bus, moves on arduously over the dirt road running through the unending mountainous scenery, leaving behind a trail of dusty clouds. The rooftop is carrying a load of baggage, and it’s a miracle that the body of the vehicle isn’t falling apart into several pieces spontaneously. The engine has been running irregularly for a while now and threatens to die any moment, its only destination being the junk yard. Behind the steering wheel the driver rhythmically dances and jumps along with every sway and bump over the potholes in the road. The travelers reluctantly support his preference for motion and endure the suffering quietly since there seems to be no end in sight.


    The journey started at 00:15 am in a village 22 km away from the city of Tinogasta in the province of Catamarca in northwestern Argentina. The end destination of this packed bus is the city of Cordoba. Every now and then a vehicle approaches from the opposite side. The windows are then quickly rolled up. Because of the heat in the bus, they are rolled down again shortly after, and the cloud of dust, although slightly settled, gets inside the bus. The travelers, in trying to protect their lungs, start to cough and sneeze. However, they can breathe a sigh of relief when the bus drives over a piece of paved road.


    After some time, they reach the place called Patquia. They stop for half an hour outside the built-up area. Vanu is talking to a couple of women standing in the shade of a tree.


    “I could strangle him, and maybe I will.”


    “Child, control yourself. You won’t reach Spain like this,” one of the women says.


    “This trip is driving me crazy. A domestic flight? Oh no, he’s too cheap for that! Getting to Europe by flight within one day? No way! But sure, four weeks at sea with a big passenger vessel, that’s fine. It’s cheaper, he says. Goddamn it, my hands are itching to choke him to death!” The women giggle and she giggles along reluctantly.


    “This is going to be a long journey to Buenos Aires, girl, hang in there,” says another woman.


    “I hope he has bought water. I’m dying of thirst,” Vanu declares. “Here, have some of my water,” says the first woman while handing Vanu the bottle.


    “Ah, sweet… Thanks.”


    “Hang tight for the four weeks on the boat, girl. Once you’re in Spain, you can always go against the grain. Whatever his suggestions may be, you decide what you want.”


    “That’s exactly what I intend to do. I will fight him any way I can… as long as I don’t lose my temper on the way.”As the women giggle again, Vanu turns her head towards the store.


    “Here comes Mr. Scrooge. Oh, God… he has water with him. Whatever got into him?”


    The bus reaches the city of Cordoba late in the evening. The passengers who have to continue the trip to Buenos Aires have to spend the night in this city. And of course Armando looks for the cheapest hostel to spend the night. At 6:00 in the morning the passengers get into a comfortable bus that’s ready to take them to the big city. So this trip will be less painful than the previous one. Late in the afternoon they reach Buenos Aires. The bus stops at the station, after which Armando, Vanu and some others transfer onto a city bus that takes them to the harbour. After half an hour the bus reaches its destination which lies within the harbour area. In the crowd,Armando and Vanu walk with their luggage towards the building where the tickets are being sold. While Vanu keeps an eye on the luggage in the general area, Armando is standing in line at the counter to buy the tickets. Vanu starts to think that it’s taking too long. But then she sees him coming with his head down. Vanu gets anxious. Frowning, she watches the approaching cheapskate.


    “No, this can’t be true…,” she mumbles, stunned.


    “All cabins are occupied,” Armando announces, disappointed. “Then we will sleep on the deck,” she decides firmly.


    “All benches and reclining chairs have been sold out two days ago.”


    “Jesus!” she exclaims, disheartened. “Did you not make reservations? How could you be so stupid!”


    “Reservations cost $20,” he defends himself.


    “So nothing is available?”


    “Just some bridal suites...”


    “So… What now?”


    “We’re going back home and we’ll wait for the next boat.” “Oh no, my mother won’t survive that.And you probably won’t either,” she objects grimly.“Then you should just take a bridal suite. And I don’t want to hear anything about expensive or not.” “That will be difficult, you must have it reserved beforehand,” he protests.


    “Then you’ll just have to lie through your teeth. I’m not going back! I want to go to my husband!”


    “I will get caught if I go back. And you know the laws and rules here. This is a very strict catholic country. You have to be married to get a bridal suite or a double cabin.”


    “Yes, I do know the pretentious traditional laws and customs.And I don’t want to get arrested either,” she bites back.


    “I don’t want to risk spending two years behind bars. Do you see those two officers there?”


    “Jesus, do I have to take care of everything myself? Shit... come with me… we’re going to the other counter. Wait… wait… one of them is being relieved by a woman. Come… come quick, the other line is shorter.” They hurry up and are fourth in line.“I’d like a double cabin,” Vanu says cheerfully when it’s her turn. “Did you make reservations?” the counter clerk asks.


    “Uhmm… nnnooo…,” Vanu replies, her mouth open. “Double cabins are sold out,” the clerk says.


    “Oh dear… what else is available?”


    “Uhmm… only… some bridal suites.”


    “We’ll take one,” Vanu replies quickly.


    “You should have reserved that beforehand, madam.” “Ooh no… my honeymoon is ruined,” cries Vanu, “my dream cruise is over. I’m so unfortunate!”


    “Well, I can’t do anything about it. Didn’t you know?” “No,this is my first cruise.Could you please allow it? We’re coming all the way from Catamarca.” Vanu’s lips are quivering. The lady behind the counter clears her throat and looks over her shoulder. “I shouldn’t be doing this, but… I will book one for you… Oh, dear! They’re all booked… I’m so sorry.” She notices the tears rolling down Vanu’s cheeks.“Uhmm… there is one more option. But you probably can’t afford it. It’s the royal suite.”


    Vanu quickly opens her mouth, and without batting an eyelash, she resolutely says,“we’ll take it!”


    “May I see your passports and marriage certificate, please?” The passports and marriage certificate are handed over nervously. The merciful clerk writes the names on the tickets.“Armando Cavarel and spouse Vanu Mendoza?” she asks for clarity while writing the names. Vanu quickly nods her head. With a pounding heart she watches the clerk’s actions. The passports and marriage certificate are handed back. “Altogether it comes to $10,860. You can board at 17:00. Diner is at 19:00. How would you like to pay?” “My dear husband will pay by MasterCard, right Mando…?” she replies in a sweet and melodious tone while quickly glancing at Armando to make sure that he didn’t get a heart attack. All she hears is a hissing.


    “Uhmm… Vanu?” he whispers.“Shouldn’t we rather…” “Oh, Mando, you promised me,” she interrupts him with tears in her eyes. “This cruise would be our honeymoon. Darling, don’t you love me?” she raises her voice slightly to draw attention. To prevent any further commotion, Armando grimly withdraws the MasterCard from his pocket. Vanu watches him look over his shoulders at the officers and then he angrily and awkwardly takes care of the payment. Vanu embraces him.“You’re the dearest husband in the world, Mando!” her voice blares as he notices others smiling around them. Even the officers are smiling. Armando is quiet. There goes his money. Vanu grabs his arm and cheerfully drags him along to the exit. But as soon as they are outside, her attitude changes. “I’m hungry and thirsty,” she complains in her normal voice as she lets his arm go.


    “Couldn’t we wait a bit? In an hour we are embarking, and then you’re getting free food and drinks.” He sounds resentful. “Why waste more money?”


    “Ok, you just wait here quietly while I go across to that café to beg for some food.” She leaves her luggage behind and quickly goes across.


    “Vanu… don’t do it, Vanu… Vanu, wait, wait… Damn bitch!” Vanu doesn’t hear the grumbling and is already halfway across. Armando feels forced to follow her, so he picks up the luggage with some difficulty and goes after her. She has already placed an order when he enters and sees her standing. She nods her head sideways as she reaches to accept two cups.


    “He’s paying.” She takes the cups and walks over to an empty table, plops down and lets out a sigh. Dejected, Armando reaches for the money in his pocket.


    “The total comes to $42.60,” the cashier behind the counter tells him.


    “$42.60! Why can’t I pay in pesos?” Armando grumbles to himself. He turns his head to look at Vanu, but she’s looking the other way.


    “It’s an international harbour, sir. Everything is paid in dollars here,” the clerk says.


    After paying, Armando slowly walks over to the table where Vanu is sitting. He puts down the luggage on the floor and takes a seat across from her.


    “Do you know how many bottles of water I could have bought with that amount?” he gripes irritably. She pushes the second cup towards him.


    “Here, this one is for you. You don’t need to buy more water. Soon you’ll get enough water for free to drown yourself into,” she declares, taking a sip from her cup with her straw.


    “Such a waste of money and you’re doing this on purpose. No wonder you have no money on you. I just wished…,” he pauses to take a sip too, “…that… hey… this is delicious!” he admits and looks at the cup in wonder.


    “Never had a milkshake before, Mando?” she asks tartly. “Jesus, you’re such a miser.” She looks at him, shaking her head. “So you like it?”


    “Yes, it’s delicious. But it’s very expensive.”


    “I’ll explain why I don’t have any money left. I’ve given half of my money to my mother. Some of the other half I spent on clothes and make-up. The rest I gave away to beggars. And I feel satisfied. You don’t feel anything. You never give to the poor,” she claims. Before Armando could react, the café worker brings the order that Vanu had placed.


    “Here is your order, madam,” he says, and then he retreats. “Have you ever had fish and chips?” Vanu asks while she frowns at Armando.


    “No,” he denies,“are they just as delicious as the… milksh…” “Milkshake,” Vanu corrects him.


    “Yes, milkshake,” he repeats after her.


    Armando and Vanu finish eating. She watches him curiously every now and then. She notices that he’s enjoying the food, in spite of having paid a fortune for the food and the drinks. “I did enjoy the food and the drink,” Armando admits. “I’m happy you got value for your money. And I’m happy we weren’t caught. Fortunately you both have the same first names and thank goodness she wasn’t interested in the birth dates. You took a big risk to travel haphazardly. It was very stupid of you, Mando.And that too, just to save some money. Tell me, how much money did you save so far?


    “I have an idea,” he suggests. “If we return the tickets, we can go home by plane. It will save me $6,000 that way.” Vanu stares at him, baffled.


    “You are an unbelievable idiot! Did you sign any cancellation insurance? Did one of us die? Is one of us in the hospital?” “No…,” he sighs, not understanding.


    “You can forget about it. And you know what… I won’t bother anymore. I don’t care how much money you want to save, right now we’re going home.”


    “Weren’t you scared to get stranded here?”


    “Scared? Me scared? Listen, Mando… I could not possibly return home. You spent six weeks with us without contributing a dime. You behaved like an idiot and were utterly annoying. Returning home? No, my mother wouldn’t survive it. And as for being scared, I have protested numerous times against injustice. At every bloody riot I have fought against the riot police and against the ME. I’m not afraid of anything.”


    “And what if I didn’t have all this money or wouldn’t want to pay?” “Mando, even someone like you with a MasterCard would pay. I would create a terrible scene to destroy you, and I would strangle you.” Somewhat later they walk towards the wharf for embarkation. In the crowd, Vanu taps his shoulder.


    “How much pesos do you have left?”


    “Uhm… once I exchange it, I’ll receive at least €3.10,” he answers. “Just give it to me,” she orders him while holding up her hand. Armando looks puzzled at her, but notices others watching him. Reluctantly he reaches into his pocket and hands over the pesos. Vanu puts her luggage down.“I’ll be back soon.” She hurries back towards the begging woman who’s sitting by the café, and gives her all the pesos. Armando looks on, disgusted and tortured. “You gave her all the money,” he hisses as Vanu joins him back in the line.


    “I told her that it’s a gift from my husband. She blesses you, Mando.”


    Annoyed by the waste, he angrily picks up his luggage and steps forward to close the gap in the line.


    



    



    



    Chapter 2: Death Threat

  


  
    


    The Royal Suite is on the 10th floor, the second highest floor. The head purser, along with two bellboys, guides Armando and Vanu to their suite.


    “I will lead you to your suite. We offer exclusive services to special guests, especially newlyweds who are on their honeymoon,” the purser explains. “In the evening, at the crossing, there will be a special ball held at full sea which is organized in honour of the bridal couple in the royal suite. Watch the notice board in the lounge. There is a dining room right there.”


    They take the elevator up, walk through a short hall and arrive at the door of the royal suite. The purser takes out the key card. He shows Armando and Vanu how to open the door.“You stick the card in this slot till the green light flashes, indicating it’s open. That’s all. Watch, the door opens easily. The cabin is very royal and comfortable. There is a big bathtub, a shower, and a separate toilet. The portholes in this cabin are bigger than the rest. And just to pamper our guests we recently added two roomy double beds with spring mattresses. You see, there is plenty of room. There are four big closets along two walls. The sofa set is new, as well as the TV set. We picked a widescreen model. The floor has Persian carpeting. You can walk around barefooted.You also have access to the deck through the exterior doors. You have two phones available. There will be charges when you use the outside line. Enjoy… Oh, and there is a menu card on the coffee table. The dining room is two decks below and is easy to find. Just follow the signs. The ship leaves at 24:00 hour. If you need us, just give us a call. Again, have fun.”


    “Thank you,” Vanu says cheerfully.“This journey is a gift from my husband. He loves the sea. I’m sure he’ll quite enjoy himself.” In the lounge Vanu’s attention is drawn to a dressed up mannequin in the shop window. After dinner she stops to admire the green strapless dress and the jewelry. Hanging beside it, there is a beige pair of pants and a burgundy blazer for a man.


    Armando has walked ahead in the meantime. When he notices that Vanu has stayed behind, he comes back to see what’s happening.


    “Are you coming?”


    “Uhm… yes,” she replies dreamily.


    At 24:00 hour the ship departs, sailing out of the harbour and the river estuary, heading north. After about five sea miles away from the shore, the passengers start looking for their cabins and sleeping places. Vanu is first to use the bathroom. Meanwhile Armando lays out his pajamas on the bed.


    After showering, Armando notices that he has left his pajamas on the bed. So he wears the same clothes again which he has been wearing for the past two days. He opens the door and sees Vanu standing there. She immediately pushes a pillow and a blanket into his arms.


    “Here, go find a sleeping place somewhere on the deck.” “What?!” he yells outraged.“On the deck? But why?”


    “Serves you right. Then you should have reserved sooner. This room is mine.”


    “Yours?! I’m the one who spent a fortune on it! And the beds are placed miles apart from each other!” he roars.


    “Am I speaking a foreign language, Mando? Get lost!” she shrieks, pushing him out the door.


    “You are a horrible, vicious bitch!” he thunders as he looks back. “Fine, I’m a terribly spoiled brat! A mean witch, a damn bitch!” She slams the door behind him.


    “What a terrible person…” he grumbles, looking around. On the left side there is a small corridor to the exterior door and in a corner he discovers an alcove.


    In the morning, around six o’clock, he stands in front of the closed door again. He lifts his hand, ready to knock on the door. Then a grin widens on his face.


    “Damn, I still have the key card in my pocket,” he whispers. “And that vixen must be sleeping still. I’m going to wake her up.” He pounds constantly on the door until Vanu, narrowing her eyes, opens it.


    “For heaven’s sake, what are you doing?” she hisses, gritting her teeth.“Are you planning to cause everyone a heart attack?” “Oh no, I’m just showing everyone that the happy husband was kicked out of the royal suite by his loving, cute wife on this amazing dream cruise.” He enters the room and throws himself on the bed, covering up with the blanket.


    It seems as if Mando has barely been in bed when he hears Vanu’s voice.


    “Mando, wake up, it’s late already, and I’m hungry!


    He gets up quietly and stumbles to the bathroom. A bit later he’s back. Vanu watches him with her arms crossed, annoyed by his sluggish movements.“Can you hurry up, Mando?” she nags him. “Of course, this slave will do everything his mistress orders,” he declares crankily,“even if he has had a horrible night behind him.” “To me it was a priceless night.”


    “I can tell this is going to be a miserable journey full of doom and glo om.”


    “I don’t give a shit, too bad, so sad.”


    “He didn’t mention that you’re heartless, unscrupulous and cunning. You both are complete opposites, like night and day,” he complains.


    “And he didn’t tell me that he would send a miser, a scrooge and a money grubber to pick me up!” she retorts sharply.


    “I can see it already, you will soon dominate him. And maybe you’re setting him up against me. I’m warning you, this marriage won’t even last a year. And you’ll be back at your mom’s within no time.”


    “You’ll feel foolish if it takes a different turn, Mando,” she replies calmly, “Armand’s love for me is endless. I get whatever I want. And you might also succumb to my will eventually.”


    “I’ve already noticed that. Let’s go, weren’t you starving?” They wander to the elevator.


    “Mando, you’re not going to a funeral.You’re on your honeymoon, you’re enjoying this cruise and you feel very happy. So show me a radiant face and smile once in a while at your fellow passengers,” she taunts him as they step out of the elevator.


    “But sweetheart, I’ve been jumping for joy for a while now, haven’t you noticed?”


    Every time Vanu enters the dining room, she stops at the shop window to admire the dress. And every time she hears Armando’s voice: “Are you coming?”


    “What a beautiful dress,” she finally remarks on the fourth day. “Yes, but it’s much too expensive for you,” he replies comfortingly. “Yes, but how fantastic it is. What would be the asking price?” “Maybe €15,000 or even double that amount,” Armando replies. “Jeez, I don’t even earn that much in a year,” she sighs. “If only I were rich...”


    “Are you coming?”


    “Hold on, let me dream some more.”


    The next morning Vanu is not feeling well. After breakfast Armando brings her bread and tea. With difficulty she swallows the bread. Then, ten minutes later she throws it all up. After that she can’t handle anymore food.


    “Dear God, you’re seasick,” Armando comments. “Stay in bed till you become accustomed.”


    At night she vomits even more, and it continues the following day. She looks quite sick. And every time she sees him she gets angry. “For God’s sake! Why did I have to get to Spain by boat? I’m so sick… ugh.” She hurls again.


    To keep an eye on her, Armando sleeps in the cabin on the other double bed. Every time he jumps up and hurries to Vanu’s side when she needs him, and each time he has to rinse the spittoon. On the table next to the bed there is a beverage that should replenish her in case of dehydration, but unfortunately she can’t hold it down.


    “I think you should try harder to keep it in,” Armando comments as he stands at the foot end of the bed. He should not have said that... because she grabs whatever is within her reach to throw at him.


    “Stupid jerk!” she snaps angrily. “Should I suffer just because you wanted to save money? I will make you pay for this, some day I will get you, I will… ughgr…” She throws up again.


    The following night Vanu has weakened. Armando stays awake that night and at midnight he hears her groaning. He goes to take a look.


    “Vanu… Vanu?”


    “Ohhh… I want to die… I want to die…,” she moans with her eyes closed. “Throw me overboard, Mando, I can’t take it anymore… strangle me… I don’t want to live anymore…”


    “Here, have some juice.” Mando tilts her head up a little and brings the cup to her mouth.


    “No, no, I’m going to throw up again… I’ll murder you, I swear… I’ll kill you… I’ll poison you slowly… I’ll shoot you… a bullet between your eyes… I’ll strangle you… I’ll stab you with a knife in your ribcage… if I survive this journey… you just watch…” She continues moaning.


    He touches her forehead. It startles him. She has a high temperature. Armando walks over to the telephone. After a few connections he gets the ship’s physician on the line.


    “She’s dehydrated,” the doctor tells him after a quick diagnosis. “Your wife will be attached to an infuse to stay hydrated, and to be safe, she will also get antibiotics and a remedy for seasickness. In the morning the fever should go down. But I think it would be better if you would apply cold compresses to her forehead. I’ll have them delivered. In two days she can try walking. Tomorrow morning at ten o’clock I’ll stop by again. And don’t worry… she won’t get seasick again for the duration of this journey.” Armando applies the cold compresses to Vanu’s forehead. In fact he does everything he can to help her get well again. At the advice of the doctor he gives her light and easily digestible meals. After two days she starts looking better indeed, and he gets her out of bed. He puts an arm under her shoulder to support her as she walks.


    The next morning Armando is snoring lightly when from afar he hears a pleasant voice.


    “Mando, wake up, it’s late and I’m hungry.”


    Armando is relieved. Vanu is feeling better again. He brings her breakfast. Later on he takes her out for some fresh air. After lunch she stands outside by the railing again, breathing in the fresh air. And in the evening she joins him for dinner. She gets hit by questions from everyone.


    “How are you now, madam?”


    “Are you feeling better now, madam?”


    “Oh, how nice, she is back…” An older couple walks up to her. “So, girl,” asks the woman,“is it going better now?”


    “Yes, a little, thank you,” Vanu replies kindly.


    “Good girl, your husband was very worried about you. Eat well and get stronger. Bye girl.”


    “Bye madam,” Vanu greets back, and while the seniors walk away she looks at Armando questioningly.


    “Yes, they’ve missed you,” he whispers.“I’ve told them about your illness.”


    The next day, before lunch, he takes her to the front part of the bow. The wind tosses her hair fiercely. Vanu looks over the railing and sees that in front of the bow of the ship dolphins are swimming ahead swiftly. She enjoys it and laughs…


    “Look, look, Mando… dolphins… they’re swimming in front of the ship! Look please! Oh, how funny!”


    Armando looks over the railing, but is more captured by her guffaws and chuckles.


    “Look, there they go again, there they go again!” She laughs out loud. As she giggles, she turns her head towards him and notices that he’s watching her admiringly.“What…?”


    “Ever since I’ve known you, this is the first time you’re laughing. You’re having fun. You have a nice laughter and your giggles are like music to my ears. I’m starting to think that you’re not a bitch. And I think that you’re a good choice after all. I’m very happy. Your guffaws will sound like a concert at home and your smile will light up the house like the sunshine. And it’s so cute how your nostrils flare before you say something. You look different with your hair down.”


    She blinks quickly a couple of times.“You’re exaggerating.” “No really, I mean it. And when you’re batting your eyelashes, jeez… you’re quite a pretty lady, Vanu! Armand made a good choice after all. Did he get floored by your eyes, your smile and that flaring of your nostrils? Must be! I would love to see you both as a happy couple. But oh well, unfortunately I won’t be around for long to witness it.”


    “Why? Are you leaving us…?” she asks with a surprised look. “Well, you have all the trump cards. Look… a shot between the eyes is very effective. A knife in the ribcage may keep the death away a bit longer. And strangling…? Ppuhhh… that only takes minutes, but slow poisoning can take days, maybe even up to weeks.”


    Vanu is already giggling lightly and every now and then she covers her mouth with her hand to stop herself from bursting into laughter. She clears her throat.


    “Maybe I’ll let you live longer.” She giggles as she looks over the railing again.


    “Will you look at that,”Armando continues,“I was wrong after all, you do have a good heart and you are very merciful. Should I get you a milkshake?”


    “One for you and one for me,” she corrects him.


    “You’ve outdone yourself.” He saunters away. Vanu watches him as he disappears.


    “Sucker…,” she whispers. She doesn’t notice that two young men are approaching her. Some fellow passengers are standing or walking around at a distance out of earshot.


    “Hey there, young lady...” Vanu turns around. “I’m Marcello and this is Stefano. It seems like you’re very lonely and unhappy with that retiree. With us you will have more fun for sure. Come along to my cabin. A threesome will give you heavenly delights. Believe me, you don’t know what you’re missing, and you’ll get $500 on top of that. You can’t refuse that now, can you?”


    “Leave me alone,” she says icily.“Get lost!”


    “Come, come, we know this game already. You say no, but you mean yes…”


    “I said, get lost and leave me alone.”


    “So you’re coming along, let’s go.” Marcello grabs her arm. Vanu pulls herself loose and hisses again, angry and disgusted: “Don’t touch me, get lost, piece of shit!”


    She looks over their shoulders to see if Armando was coming back. “That old bag is probably busy removing used food,” Stefano states mockingly.


    “Leave me alone, you arrogant bastard!” she snaps at Marcello. “Even if you were the last man on earth, I would leave, screaming my head off!”


    “Well, well, for a beauty, you’ve got some mouth on you. Come with me, I’ll give you $1,000. Your old man is a wimp. We are young and quite virile. You see these sunglasses, they cost $900 bucks. You come along, and I’ll even pay you $2,000,” he smiles widely.


    “What’s going on here?” Armando is back and he notices the anger in Vanu’s eyes. He places the cups on a bench.


    “This disgusting swine is offering me money for a fantastic roll in the hay, Mando,” she says calmly as she watches him closely. Armando sees Vanu’s nostrils flaring quickly and suspects that she’s up to something.


    “I bet you’ll be knocked out within two minutes, you freaking rat,” she snaps at Marcello. Before he could reply, Vanu’s left hand shoots out and grabs him by his crotch. Marcello grimaces and cringes as he lets out a long groan.


    “Hhkkh… shit… don’t… hnkhmm…” He tries desperately to release her painful grip with both hands. Vanu grabs Marcello’s ring finger with her right hand and pushes it backwards. Another choked scream escapes his throat. Stefano starts moving, but Armando barks at him: “One move and you’ll have a broken nose, you scoundrel!” Stefano is perplexed at seeing Armando’s big fist right in front of his face, poised to hit him.


    “Now then, you nasty creep. Got anything else to say?”Vanu wants to know as she tightens her grip.


    “Hnnhg… no, no,” he groans hoarsely, “Let… hnng… go…” “First you have to apologize, you maggot. Come on!” “Sorry… hnnhg… let go now.”


    “To my husband too.”


    “Sorry… God… dddam…”


    “No, no, not to God, but to my husband... Apologize!” “I have… hnng… already… damn it… hnng. Don’t squeeze harder… hngng.”


    “You’ll never learn, you swine. Repeat after me. The sooner you do, the faster I’ll let go of you. Repeat after me… I am a terribly spoiled jerk…” He hesitates, and Vanu squeezes harder. “Hnng… I am a terribly… khnng… spoiled jerk,” he groans hastily.


    “I won’t harass married women anymore.” He obediently repeats after her.“I offer my sincerest apologies.You are a respectable lady.” Quickly he hisses out his regret.“Mr. Cavarel, I deeply regret that I have offended your wife.” He repeats her words hurriedly. Vanu finally releases her grip and then she plants a resounding slap on his face. “Next time I will chop it off!” she threatens. Aghast and furious Marcello and his friend back away and then they make a hasty retreat. Vanu turns around calmly and starts enjoying the dolphins again. Armando goes to stand beside her with the two cups and hands her one. Right away he hears her giggling again. “Look, look, Mando, they’re jumping and flying forwards!” she squeals merrily as she points downwards.


    “This is the second time I hear you laughing. Jeez, you’re such a giggle-head,” he says, observing her.


    “There they go again!” she exclaims, laughing.


    “When your laughter will echo through the house, blessings will be showered upon it. I’m sure you’ll be happy.”


    Vanu turns around and smiles at Armando as she tries to analyse him. Her eyes blink rapidly, her nostrils flare for less than a second and the smile on her face stays.


    “Thanks for taking great care of me, Mando.”


    “My pleasure, dear.” He lets out a sigh. Giggling, Vanu watches the dolphins again.


    After lunch she stands in front of the shop window again. Naturally, Armando is with her.


    “What a beautiful dress. And the jewelry too, especially the earrings, and the matching shoes… if only I had the money… then I would have definitely bought that dress.”


    “Yes, that dress is an absolute piece of art,”Armando admits.Vanu sighs and continues to walk.


    At night, at bedtime, Armando takes a pillow and a blanket from the bed.


    “See you in the morning, Vanu, sleep well.” He heads towards the door.


    “Where… where are you going?” she asks surprised.


    “Well, you’re all better now. So I’m heading towards my comfortable alcove.”


    “Stop being dramatic, Mando,” her voice echoes, and she grabs the bundle from his hands.“You’ve already spent some nights here, so go ahead, get in your bed.” She throws the bundle on the bed.“You don’t frighten me.”


    



    



    



    Chapter 3: Powerful Weapons

  


  
    


    The ship stops at several islands in the Caribbean. For two days now the notice board has been showing the announcement of the upcoming ball in honour of the couple in the royal suite. After dinner, on the way back, Armando gets a worried look on his face. “You look glum, Mando, is there something wrong?”


    “Yes,” he whispers,“we’ll discuss it in the suite.”


    A few moments later they’re sitting across from each other. “Ok, tell me, what’s bothering you?”


    “We are overlooking some unavoidable situations,” he voices his worries. “Tonight is the ball. Did you read the text on the notice board carefully?”


    “Maybe not well enough but tell me what’s going on.” “Vanu, there is a prize, an award for the winning couple, based on three criteria: the best dressed couple, the best dance couple and the most in love couple.”


    “What’s the problem then?”


    “Vanu,” he says impatiently, “we are not the most madly in love couple, we are…”


    “Then we’ll just pretend, which we’re already doing, no? It’s best to just go along with it. Anyway, I’d like to try to win the award.” “We’ll have to do a hell of a job in acting,” he sighs, “and I’m not good at that.”


    “Come on, Mando, you’re doing fine.”


    “I didn’t expect a dance party.”


    “Mando, the ball is not a big deal, ok? We just have to dance with each other. And pretend that we are a fabulous couple. The evening will be over before you know it, don’t worry. We’ll be fine.” After the island of Antigua, the crossing to Europe begins. Vanu briefly pauses at the window shop after dinner. She doesn’t look up, but continues on her way with her head down.


    While Vanu lays out her most beautiful dress on the bed, Armando heads to the door.


    “I’ll be right back, you go ahead and shower.”


    “Don’t be long, we only have one and a half hour of time left.” When Armando returns, Vanu’s make up stuff are spread on the table. She is just sticking the last bobby pin in her bun. “Oh dear!” he exclaims disappointed. “You’re all dressed already. That’s a pity.”


    “What do you mean?” she asks surprised. “Wasn’t I supposed to be dress… What do you have there?”


    “Uhmmm… ehhh… I have…”


    “What’s in the clothing bags?” she asks again.


    “Uhm… Vanu? Uhh…” He puts down the bags on the bed.“I was wondering… I wanted… I would like to… request that you wear another dress. It’s in there.”


    Vanu walks up to the bags, curious and suspicious. She zips it open and… screams! “Man… Mando! This is… this… is the dress from the window!” she squeals, her hand covering her mouth. Armando just smiles.


    “Would you put it on, Vanu? Please…?” Vanu just stands there, staring wide-eyed at the sea-green dress, motionless and flabbergasted. “Come, Vanu… do me a favour and get into your dream dress.” She leans over, moaning, and takes the dress out. Then she slowly turns to look at Armando. Armando enjoys the puzzled look on her face.


    “Why… how did you…? Oh, Mando…?” she stammers with a shaky voice. Armando smiles at her and replies, “Oh Vanu, I saw your eyes shining at the window shop. I saw your yearning increase by the day. The last time I felt really sorry for you. You’ve had to suffer so much when you were sick. You were miserable. From now on I just want to see you smiling and beaming, just like at the bow. Allow me to see you happy and joyful tonight. This is your wedding gift. I still owed you one.”


    Tears are streaming down Vanu’s face.


    “The dress is so beautiful…,” she snorts.


    “I’ll go outside for a bit,” he tells her, and leaves Vanu behind, who’s still motionless and baffled. Ten minutes later he hears her calling out, and Armando goes in again.


    “I can’t get the zipper closed, give me a hand please.”


    “Ok…” He helps her out. She looks in the mirror.


    “Ohh… it fits me like a glove, Mando!”


    “It’s like the dress was made especially for you. Your bare shoulders and arms look amazing.”


    “So much money… just for a dress,” she sobs.


    “Oh well, it’s all for you both, Vanu. Why not make use of it?” “I’m… I’m just speechless,” she mutters.“I’m dreaming.” “Alas dear, you’re wide awake. It looks great on you with your hair up and your big green eyes. But… something is still missing. Here, wear this around your neck,” he says while pulling something out of his pocket.


    “Oooohh!!” Vanu screams. Armando puts the emerald necklace in her hand. Vanu shifts uncomfortably, not knowing how to react, giving him an endearing look with her head tilted while her mouth is pointing down. Armando hears soft moaning sounds, and then she bursts into tears. Somewhat later…


    “You do it, Mando…”


    Armando tightens the necklace around her beautiful neck. His hand goes back into his pocket.


    “Look, put this watch on your left wrist and this bracelet on your right wrist.”


    Quietly she blinks her moist eyes and accepts the wrist jewelry. Armando grabs around in his pocket again. “This piece goes in the hairline. Your head should be adorned too.” Then he takes out the matching shoes from the bag. “Put on these shoes and go stand in front of the mirror.” She willingly follows his instructions. “Ok dear, tell me now what’s missing.” Vanu checks her reflection, but shakes her head. Armando removes something else from his pocket and puts it in her hand. She lets out a scream… the show pieces…! The dazzling, shiny, oblong dangle earrings are lying in the palm of her hand… Her big eyes dart back and forth between Armando and the earrings… and she promptly starts crying again. “Dear Vanu, I’m very clumsy with earrings, please do it yourself…”


    Within two minutes the earrings dangle from her ears… She looks charmingly at Armando.


    “Mando…? Where did the miserable, intolerable freak go? What happened to the scary, stingy, annoying person? What happened to the greedy jerk?”


    “I have destroyed them all, dear Vanu,” he declares with a smile. “My God, I’m so happy with you now. How did you become a scrooge, Mando? In the past you were so generous.”


    “In the past?” he sounds surprised.


    “I… uhmm… I meant… I… you haven’t always been stingy… have you?”


    “That’s correct, but it’s a long story. I’ll never forget that certain day. My wife had died four years ago. Armand was six years old, and he was hungry. We didn’t have any food left in the house. I stole a piece of bread at the bakery. I fed it to Armand. Then I gave him water to drink and took him to bed. The pieces of crumbs that were left on the table were my meal, along with lots of water. I swore then that I never wanted to be in the same situation again. That’s why I was forced to sell off half of my property. I achieved success with that money. Within ten years I was almost a millionaire. I remained frugal and stingy. That’s why I advised Armand to go work. You know that he has a successful job now at a big construction company. The moment he turns 25, he will inherit all my properties. That’s the agreement.”


    She gapes at him. Then she takes a few steps towards him and hugs him. She lays her head on his shoulder and sighs… “I’m so sorry, Mando, I’m really sorry. I have said some evil and ugly things to you. I was very rude to you and have hated you immensely. I could even strangle you, shoot you, poison you, and even throw you overboard. Can you forgive me?”


    Armando lifts her chin up.


    “Vanu, in a moment you have caught me completely off guard with your radiant smile and shining eyes. You’ve turned me from being a cheapskate into a whole different person.And I’m grateful to you for that. Believe me, we’ll be a happy family. I will always be there for you, Armand and for my grandchildren.” She suddenly lets go of him.


    “I have to put on makeup again. And you have to shower still.” “Uhmm, yeah… I’m still thinking,” he hesitates. Vanu questioningly follows him with her eyes as he goes to sit on the sofa. What now?


    “What do you mean, you’re still thinking?” she wonders, astonished.


    “I will probably be laughed at. Such an old bag with such a stunning young woman… You know what, Vanu? You go ahead and enjoy this evening. I’m not going. Just say that I’m not well.” Vanu stares at him in disbelief. A strained smile is on her face. “Listen, Mando, I’m going to the ball holding your arm, or else the dance party can go to hell! As for the old bag, can you point me to him?”


    “But isn’t it true, Vanu?” he protests. Vanu points him to the bathroom.


    “You’re going to get ready, now! What if that creep shows up and harasses me again.”


    Armando jumps up!


    “He better not lay a finger on you, I’ll knock his teeth in!” he exclaims furiously.


    “Exactly… should I still go alone?”


    “Not for the world, I have to protect you. I have to hand you over unharmed!”


    She watches him go into the bathroom.


    “Sucker,” she mumbles triumphantly.


    When Armando gets out of the bathroom, Vanu has redone her makeup already. He stares at her with his mouth open. “You look like a fairytale princess, like a queen!”


    “Come sit on this chair when you’re done, Mando,”she says, beaming. Soon Armando goes to sit in the indicated chair. Quietly he follows her actions, every now and then stealing a glance at her attractive face. After a while she’s done. She inspects the contents of the other clothing bag. “Don’t look in the mirror yet, put on your jacket first.” Armando wears the jacket. He looks in the mirror and sees a handsome man standing in front of him. “Va… Vanu, is that me?” he asks surprised. Vanu looks at him. “Yes, Mando, that’s you. You are a handsome man. You shouldn’t wear that old garbage anymore, it makes you look old.” “W… what… how… you have magical hands,Vanu,” he stammers. “Makeup,” she corrects him.


    “Now then… let’s go,” he suggests. Vanu takes his arm. “L et’s go.”


    “Will you save the last dance for me, Vanu?” he requests, while they walk to the door. She stops.


    “Uhmm… we’ll make it a pleasant evening...”


    Before they reach the elevators, Armando suddenly stops. Vanu looks at him questioningly.


    “What if… what if I have to kiss you at the request of the audience?”


    “I won’t die from it,” she assures him,“let’s go ahead. And besides, we’ll have to put up a very good act.”


    A resounding applause meets them when Armando and Vanu enter the ballroom. They hear “oohs!” and “aahs!” and are perplexed. It seems like the couple’s entrance was being anticipated. The host of the evening takes the microphone.


    “La… ladies and gentlemen, this is the newlywed couple on their honeymoon. Don’t they look fantastic? Look at the gorgeous lady… doesn’t she look like a fairytale princess? Truly! Let the music play and let the couple start the opening dance… Hooray!!” The music starts and the host gestures invitingly at the glowing couple to start the opening dance. Armando stretches his arms to guide Vanu. The people see a flexible pair dancing fluently as they float over the dance floor. And Vanu wonders about how lightly and graciously Armando leads her.


    “How effortlessly you’re dancing, Mando… I never expected this from you…”


    “I feel like I’m reborn with you in my arms,” he admits. During the whole dance they stare into each other’s eyes deeply like a couple madly in love. Afterwards the whole dance floor is occupied. After the next two dances they find a table close to the bar. The older woman who had spoken to Vanu in the lounge invites them to sit at her table.
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