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    With its engaging prose and realistic scenes, flavoured throughout with spicy sensuality, Rigoletto is an adventure that blends suspense with politics and humour, intriguing the reader with its behind-the-scenes revelations of a cruise ship run by a crew of diverse nationalities.




    » May 2012. At the end of its Brazilian cruise season, the crowded Rigoletto departs for Europe.




    » Shortly after it leaves port in Brazil for the last time, the first of a series of strange and mysterious deaths occurs aboard the ship.




    » The Dutch commander and other officers struggle to suppress the news of these grisly events while they attempt to solve the mystery.




    » A beautiful journalist in her thirties and a judge in his fifties discover what's happening, and are determined to help.




    » The carnage continues as the ship reaches the middle of the Atlantic.




    » All clues lead nowhere until evidence emerges that the masterminds may actually be some powerful Brazilian politicians...

  


  
    



    



    



    About the author


    [image: foto Aydano para Frankfurt]



    


    Aydano Roriz was born in Bahia, Brazil, in 1949. As a journalist, he has been writing for magazines in São Paulo since 1972. In 2005, he moved to the paradise island of Madeira in the North Atlantic, 1,000 km from Lisbon. This is where he writes his books. Until 2013, he has published eight novels.

  


  
    


    


    



    



    



    



    Rigoletto



    Copyright © 2013 by Aydano Roriz


    All rights reserved


    siqueira@aydano.com


    ISBN 978-85-7960-184-2


    Translated by  Paola Schmid



    Art Design Jeff Silva


    ePub Design  Luiz Siqueira



    Cover Image  James Steidl, Shutterstock

  


  
    



    



    



    



    



    



    



    



    This is a work of fiction.


    



    Any resemblance to


    actual persons, living or dead,


    countries and institutions,


    companies or brands
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    This story takes place on board an ocean liner, and involves characters of different nationalities. For better characterisation, the author took the liberty of sometimes using words and phrases in a foreign language.


    



    To view an explanatory footnote regarding a foreign-language expression, click the number after the term in question. To return to the text passage, just touch the corresponding number again.

  


  
    


    


    1.


    The captain woke up to the harp-like ringtone of the telephone. He blinked and opened his eyes, glancing mechanically at the ceiling, on which the outside temperature and the local time were projected. 6:58am, 39 degrees Celsius. The phone kept ringing. He answered it. Due to the bad connection the words were but an incoherent stutter.


    “Go-go-go-good morning, dar-dar-dar-ling.”


    “Shit!” he cursed.


    “Wha-what d-di-did y-you s-say?”


    “Hi, love. Sorry. No, nothing. Hang up, I’ll call you back.”


    Mark ended the call. Sinking back into the pillows, he pushed the emergency key and typed 00 31 plus his home phone number. On the second ring, his wife answered.


    “Darling,” the voice was clearer now, “did I wake you?”


    “Hi, love.”


    “I did wake you up, didn’t I?”


    “Yeah, you did. Two minutes before wake-up time. How are things over there?”


    “Everything’s fine. As today is Whitsunday, the children came over for lunch. Franz has been pestering me for the last half hour, wanting to talk to grandpa.”


    “So he’s there?”


    “And he seems to have grown quite a bit since New Year. He’s your spitting image.”


    “My spitting image? I suppose he’s going grey, has a wrinkled forehead and double chins, suffers from hangovers and alienates others.”


    They both smiled. Their only grandchild, Franz, was six years old. Very thoughtful, he seemed older than he really was. Intelligent, genuinely kind and affectionate, he was the apple of his grandparents’ eye. What a pity he had that father! Mark did not like his son-in-law. The man was a musician, covered in tattoos, with an earring and a nose piercing. Skinny, pale-skinned and with that Mohican haircut… He looked like a cockatoo. He could not imagine how Betje could ever have fallen for a fellow like him. Such a beautiful girl… Always so studious… So responsible… Having started as an intern, she was already a coordinator or something like that at the headquarters of the European Central Bank in Frankfurt. Obviously, she must be the one who was supporting the family. If he made any money at all with his idiotic music, the Cockatoo was probably spending everything on cannabis. He certainly had the dull and distant look of someone who is constantly stoned.


    “And where are you?” inquired his wife.


    “Still in the South Atlantic. On my way back. As soon as I arrive in Genoa, I’ll submit my resignation and fly home.”


    “Stop that nonsense about resigning,” she rebuked him gently. “What a grumpy old man…”


    “You can´t work with Italians, love. It’s a mess. This company is so miserly, it leases a Russian satellite bandwidth, just because it’s cheaper. I actually have to use the emergency channel in order to be able to talk to you. Over the normal channel your voice is but whistles and crackles. Like a stuttering robot.”


    “Stuttering robot? That’s a good one. But look, talk to Franz, or he will end up tearing my skirt, the way he’s pulling and stretching it.”


    “Put him on. But I also want to talk to Betje. Hey! Wait a second. The yellow light is flashing. I need to answer another call. I’ll call back later.”


    The bridge was calling.


    “Good morning, Captain. Sorry to bother you.”


    “Good morning Axel. I was already up. What’s the problem?”


    “We’ve got another stiff,” informed the Swedish chief officer, with his unmistakable accent and usual lack of emotion.”


    “What? Heck! Who is it this time?”


    “A woman. Middle-aged.”


    “Damn it! I’ll get dressed immediately. The chief safety officer, the hotel manager, the doctor… have they all been informed?”


    “It was the chief safety officer who informed me. He is on his way to the bridge. As for the Italians, I decided to wait for your decision.”


    “Very good. Does anyone else know?”


    “Apart from Jeffey and the two of us, I think only the cleaner who found the body.”


    “All right, send for him as well. We’ll talk to the hotel manager and doctor later on.”


    “Understood. Over.”


    Against company policy, Mark again used the Eurosat emergency channel to phone home. His little grandson answered.


    “Franz? Hello, my lad. How are you?”


    “Mir geht es gut, Opa. Und der Herr Kapitän?”1


    “Speak Dutch Franz,” Mark scolded. “Your father is German, you live in Germany, but your mother is Dutch and you were born in Holland. So speak Dutch.”


    “Hopla!2 I’m fine, grandpa. And you, skipper? What happened out there? Grandma talked about a yellow light. An alarm?”


    “No, nothing of the sort. It was just my chief officer, Axel. You remember him? Well… it was Axel inviting me to have Whitsunday breakfast with the guys from the bridge.”


    “Over here, we’re already having lunch.”


    “Right, I know,” Mark confirmed, putting on his socks. “This time zone business is really funny, isn’t it? But do me a favour, Franz. Take my place at the table, and read a beautiful quote about Whitsunday… In Dutch please. Ask grandma to show you something from the Bible. And how are you doing at school? Still struggling with grammar?”


    
      
        1. Mir geht es gut, Opa. Und der Herr Kapitän?! – German, “I´m fine, Grandpa. And you, Mister Captain?”.

      


      
        2. Hopla! – Dutch, interjection equivalent to “Hey”, “Wow”.

      

    

  


  
    


    


    2.


    The Rigoletto wasn’t really a great vessel, though it looked impressive. Designed in Finland and built in China, it did not follow the trend of the giant ocean liners which are wide, hollow in the centre, and filled with attractions. That was not the case for the Rigoletto. 294 metres long and only 32 metres wide, its 15 decks accommodated 1,270 compact passenger cabins, and quarters for over 800 crew members. The narrow, long and elegant profile had been specially designed to impress first-time passengers. People of moderate means, easily dazzled by endless mirrors, shiny imitation gilding, synthetic marble, and tens of thousands of lights forever changing their colours. Fake luxury.


    The same fake luxury as in the captain’s suite. And it was there, in the adjacent office, that his Swedish chief officer and the Philippine chief safety officer awaited him. Two of the four men Mark trusted.


    “So tell me, Jeffey, what’s this story about a second dead person in two days?”


    “In two nights, sir,” said the Philippine, in his impeccable English. “The latest in rather unpleasant circumstances.”


    “And the cleaner who found the body?”


    “He’s in the anteroom. Waiting.”


    “Show him in, please.”


    Short, puny, with somewhat cartoon-like features, almost a gnome, the Balinese of undefined age entered the office with downcast eyes, as if he were entering a Shiva temple to meet a holy man. Of the more than 800 crew members of that ship, very few had had the privilege to see the bridge, and even less the captain’s office. Ah, he couldn’t wait to tell the others – no one would believe him.


    “Sit down, my friend,” said Mark in an amiable tone. “Tell us: when, where and how you found the body? Come on, sit down. This is not an interrogation. Nobody is upset with you. Consider yourself among friends. Now, tell us.”


    “I’m so-so-sorry, Captain. I am really sorry for my bad English.”


    “Don’t worry. I’m a foreigner myself, and battle with English. But with so many people on board, of so many different nationalities, it´s the only way we can communicate. Tell me, in which sector do you work?”


    “Excuse me,” the timid man sat down on the edge of the chair. “I clean the gents’ toilets, sir, on stern decks 12-15. Nine restrooms in all. I need to clean them every hour. Some every half-hour.”


    “And what’s your shift?”


    “From 6pm to 6am”


    “A twelve-hour shift! Shouldn’t it be eight?”


    “I do what my boss tells me to do,” he admitted humbly.


    “Is it a difficult job?”


    “Normally, not. The worst is between midnight and 5am. Lots of drunks. You know, sir… Very filthy.”


    “I see. But tell us: when, where and how did you find the body?”


    “In the aft restroom near the pool. After midnight it’s not even one of the dirtiest. It’s just noisy.”


    “Noisy?”


    “Moaning and groaning of people having… you know what, sir.”


    “And that’s where you found the body?”


    “Yes, sir. I passed by at 4am, and there were only two cubicles locked, with people moaning. I did my job and left. I returned at five, and only one of the cubicles was still locked. But no noise. I went on to the next restroom, but before ending my work I returned to the aft restroom near the pool. That same cubicle was still locked. I decided to get on my knees and look underneath the door. I saw two legs of a woman with her panties curled around her feet. A woman alone in the gents’ restroom… That’s odd. I knocked on the door. No one answered. I knocked again. Total silence. So, I entered the next cubicle, climbed on the toilet and had a look from above. That’s when I saw it. Very ugly, sir. The poor woman sitting on the latrine… sorry… with her dress rolled up to the waist, head hanging and her mouth stuffed with toilet paper,” the gnome had started to speak faster and faster, churning out words like a machine gun. “I wanted to break down the door, but I was afraid. I don’t want any problems. You know, sir… I need this job, badly. So I ran to the nearest phone and called the Safety Department. It rang once, twice, and around the fourth or fifth time, Mister Jeffey answered, and I told him. Mister Jeffey asked me to remain calm. He made me repeat where I was and told me to stay put, right there in the elevator lobby. The first elevator brought some people in bathing trunks chatting happily. I turned my back on them and pretended to be polishing the stair railing. The second elevator bell rang, and a beautiful young woman dressed in gym tights stepped out. She smiled at me and said something I didn’t understand. Only then did Mister Jeffey arrive. He ordered me to take him to the location and to stay at the door to prevent anyone from entering. Then, he locked the restroom from the outside and fitted an ‘Out of order’ sign. He asked me to follow him inconspicuously, but without saying a word. We got down using a service elevator and went to deck 3. Once in his office, he closed the door, asked me to sit down, poured me a cup of hot tea and asked me to tell the story again. Which I did. Afterwards, Mister Jeffey locked me in a holding cell, but said that I wasn’t being arrested. It was just a precaution, and that I should rest, try to relax. He would come back later. Who said that I could rest or relax? You know, sir… I really need this job. A short while ago Mister Jeffey showed up and brought me here. What will become of me, Captain?”


    “Calm down, man,” Mark said gently. “If you haven’t done anything wrong…”


    “Wrong? The only thing I did wrong was to have a look from above the next door cubicle. If that goes on my record… If it is considered a serious offence, I’ll be disembarked at the next port, without a return ticket. And what shall I do, so far away from home?”


    “Calm down, man,” Mark interrupted. “What’s your name?”


    “Putu, sir,” he shyly raised his eyes. “I’m the eldest son.”


    “Okay, Putu. Here’s what we’ll do. You must be hungry, aren’t you?”


    “After all this? No, sir. I’m not.”


    “As you wish. Please leave us for a moment and wait in the anteroom. We’ll be quick and call you in a little while.”

  


  
    


    


    3.


    As soon as the cleaner had left, and Axel, the second in command, had locked the door, the captain directed a questioning look to his chief safety officer. A Philippine, in his sixties, undersized with olive skin and straight hair, so black it was said to be dyed, sported with obvious pride his immaculate white officer uniform.


    “So, what do you think of all this, Jeffey?”


    “I don´t think Putu is guilty, sir. I believe his story. The poor man is Balinese and Hindu. These folks usually tell the truth.”


    “Exactly what I think,” said Axel, the huge Scandinavian. “I just can’t see how we will keep him from talking. If this story leaks…”


    “It must not leak,” ordered Mark. “Have you removed the body, Jeffey?”


    “I have, sir. I did it alone and I don´t think anyone noticed.”


    “What did you do?”


    “I used a pool attendant’s T-shirt and transported the body on a towel cart, with all doors securely closed. Rather humiliating for the poor lady, but it was the most respectful way I could manage. The cart is now in my office, waiting for your orders, sir.”


    “Do you already know who she is?”


    “No, but that won’t be difficult. We just have to go through the passengers’ file with the photos that we take when they first come on board. I’ve already found the photo of yesterday’s deceased. I pulled his record and flipped through his passport. Before that, however, I had the cabin’s lock code changed. Now, not even the cabin stewards who found the body can get in. Only you or me.”


    “Very good. As I haven’t received any missing person report, I suppose he was travelling alone.”


    “Yes. Single. In one of those outside cabins with a balcony which on the Rigoletto are called junior suites,” he mocked. “I was there yesterday, during passenger dinner time, checking out the details. It’s very unpleasant to go through a dead person’s belongings. I took a few notes and went to bed mulling the matter over. I was planning to finalise my conclusions today. A pity really that I woke up having to deal with yet another body.”


    “Comes with the job, Jeffey.”


    “Very true, sir. However, in almost forty years as a mariner, nothing like this has ever happened to me. When I was working on freighters, I had problems with Somalian pirates or Panamanian smugglers. There were terrorist threats, which fortunately did not come to anything. And passengers do die once in a while. However, two bodies in two days in a row on the same cruise ship…I’m truly worried, sir.”


    “So am I. Now, as for Putu… what a funny name.”


    “In Bali, every first son is named Putu, Wayan or Gede. The second son will be Madee, Kadek or Nengah. The third son Nyoman or Komang. And the fourth son is always Ketut.”


    “What if there are five or more children?”


    “In that case, it starts all over again.”


    “Interesting. To live and learn,” Mark joked. “But… tell us, Jeffey: any ideas how to keep Putu’s mouth shut?”


    “The same thing I did with the cabin stewards yesterday,” the officer kept rubbing his index finger on his thumb. “A little extra money. A promise to have extra shore leave at the next port. A recommendation for promotion… That sort of thing.”


    “No, no money,” Mark objected. “That doesn’t make me look good.”


    “True, sir,” admitted the Philippine. “I’m sorry. But it was the first thing that came to my mind at the time.”


    “It’s all right, Jeffey. I didn’t worry much about yesterday’s incident. Doctor Giuseppe told me in advance that the probable cause of death might have been a stroke.”


    “A stroke with sperm stains on the sheets?! Possibly,” the chief safety officer mocked, mimicking a smile. “I’m sorry, but I wouldn’t like to rely on that Doctor Giuseppe. Being Italian, I think the doctor wants to get rid of problems, as quickly and simply as possible.”


    The captain and the chief officer smiled. It wasn’t just they, born and raised in Northern Europe, who had difficulties in dealing with the Italian crew. In fact, Derek, the navigator, and Hans, the chief engineer, were complaining relentlessly. Bigmouth Hans even said: ‘They’ve been in the shit for centuries and still think they’re Roman conquerors like Julius Cesar.’


    “Take heart in the fact,” Axel said, “that if it were not for that… peculiarity of the Italians, we wouldn’t be here, filling our retirement nest egg.”


    “I fully agree, chief officer,” the Philippine corrected himself. “Thinking again, I only have to thank the Italians. And you, sir, who will provide me with a golden retirement. Until then, I can only reciprocate by doing my best.”


    “Well,” Mark felt a little embarrassed, “as for yesterday’s death, let’s wait for the final medical report. It’s today’s incident that is really worrying me. The mouth stuffed with toilet paper? Very strange, indeed. Everything leads me to suspect crime.”


    “That’s what I thought,” admitted Jeffey.


    “Me, too,” Axel concurred.


    “One way or another, the story must not leak. This ship would descend into turmoil. The company’s image would be shattered, you understand? And mine too. After all, it’s my face that is out there, God knows where, promoting this ship’s reputation.” He shook his hand. “Let’s call Putu back. I will try to make the Balinese understand the commitment I expect of him, the loyalty he owes to his employer. Perhaps, if ordered by the captain himself, and in the presence of two witnesses of your rank, he will commit to a vow of silence with the diligence due to the seriousness of these circumstances.”

  


  
    


    


    4.


    Minutes after the Balinese had left, the hotel manager entered the office, unannounced.


    “I was told that one of my cleaners was on the bridge. Without permission,” he emphasised. “Caspita!1 May I ask what he was doing here?”


    “Buongiorno2, Francesco,” Mark greeted him, forcing a smile. “I was just about to ask you to come here. Sit down. We’ve got a problem.”


    “Ah sì?3 What else is new?” he scoffed.


    The news of a possible murder on board transformed the arrogant hotel manager into an ordinary employee afraid of losing his job. Good-looking in his forties, he was said to be a sex machine. From waitresses to receptionists, and even cabin stewardesses, few could resist the charm of the Venetian. Or, perhaps, the temptation of intimacy with Signor Direttore4, as he was called. Francesco was proud of his conquests. And even more of his touted diploma from HSMS, the renowned Swiss Hotel Management School. Even so, he had not succeeded in making a career in first-class hotels or major cruise companies. Due to his Don Juan syndrome and in order to ensure respect from his subordinates, most of the times he acted like a frustrated sergeant in boot camp, yelling, cussing, and humiliating his recruits… He was rewarded with indiscipline, poor service quality, passenger complaints, admonitions… and resignations.


    During the last fifteen years, he had held eight jobs. A rather poor record. The factor which had heavily influenced his hiring for the Rigoletto was the experience he claimed to have had in Brazil. He had actually been a hotel manager in Rio de Janeiro, a resort director in Bahia, and had worked three seasons on different cruise ships. He loved the beautiful places of that tropical country. He loved the food, the caipirinhas5, the music, and, most of all, mulatto women. And here he was now, the hotel manager of a new ship, returning to Italy at the end of the season with two dead passengers, discussing what actions had to be taken.


    “Macchè!6 Don’t do that, Captain,” he finally spoke. “Maybe I don’t have your experience, però7 I know il Brasile better than anyone else here. The country is a paradise, but only in Africa have I seen civil servants even more corrupt.”


    “Corrupt?” the Scandinavian Axel feigned surprise. “I knew that pilots charge exorbitant prices, that port taxes border on absurdity, that the law requires that at least a quarter of the crew are Brazilian. However, corruption…”


    “Eccome!8 If I never said anything before it’s because it’s a matter of my exclusive responsibility. Però, in each port, from health and safety to customs officials, I have to bribe four to twelve of these individuals. Whisky for some, cigarette packs for others and free meals at the buffet, which is where they really help themselves to everything. They eat like pigs, have the best and finest wines, and stick their little gifts in their backpacks… Only then will they stamp what has to be stamped, and sign what must be signed. Last year, at the port of Santos, they even made away with a container full of products for the duty-free shop of the vessel I was working on.”


    “The whole container?” the chief safety officer was astonished. “Vanished?”


    “Precisamente9. Vanished! And it was I who lost my job. Therefore, I must insist, Captain. If you report the deaths to the Brazilian authorities, they’ll have us dock at some forlorn port. Then they’ll put us through a patience grinder called bureaucracy, and wait for us to offer a bribe. A major bribe!”


    “I don’t doubt that, Francesco, but look at the situation,” Mark said. “On one hand we need to keep this matter secret from the public, in order to protect the company. On the other, let’s face it: We are in Brazilian territorial waters, with two dead Brazilians on board. I’m not an expert in law, but I do know that hiding a corpse is a serious crime. In any country.”


    “Probably. Porca miseria!10” he rampaged, adding immediately, “If I were in your shoes, do you know what I would do? Pass the problem to Milan. They are the bosses, let them deal with this. Or, let them tell us what we should do and take responsibility for it.”


    “I’m not a man to shirk responsibilities, Francesco,” refuted Mark. “And I don’t pass problems down. I get paid to solve them. In fact, we all are. And as this is a delicate matter, and I am the highest ranking officer on board, I’ll be the one to decide. For now, thank you all. I’m counting on everyone’s discretion. Don´t forget that this story must not leak. Under no circumstances, whatsoever. Did you hear me, Francesco? Ah, Jeffey, do me a favour. When you get down, ask Doctor Giuseppe to bring me the medical report of yesterday’s death. I want to be the one to inform him about… today’s incident. And exchange ideas with the doctor about it. Alone.”


    
      
        1. Caspita! – Italian interjection to express surprise or anger.

      


      
        2. Buongiorno – Italian, “Good morning”.

      


      
        3. Ah sì? – Italian, “Really?”.

      


      
        4. Signor Direttore – Italian, “Mister Director”.

      


      
        5. Caipirinha – Brazilian drink made of sugar cane rum with lime.

      


      
        6. Macchè – Italian, “You don´t say!”.

      


      
        7. Però – Italian, “But”, “However”.

      


      
        8. Eccome! – Italian, “I’ll say!”.

      


      
        9. Precisamente – Italian, “Exactly”.

      


      
        10. Porca miseria! – Italian, “Holy crap!”.

      

    

  


  
    


    


    5.


    At that time in the morning, on deck 12, the buffet breakfast restaurant on the Rigoletto was swarming with people. There were waiters and waitresses trying to sell fruit juices, mineral water or maybe a cappuccino1. Helpers collecting trays, plates, mugs and clearing tables. Behind glass countertops, cooks with high hats and assistants wearing a cap or beret, hurried to serve or replenish the free delicacies. Wearing jacket and tie, a maître2 was pacing through the aisles as if he owned the ship. And among the many employees there was a crowd of passengers. A thousand or so. Many of them filling their plates with more than they could possibly eat. Others already seated, armed with knives and forks, stuffing themselves as if the world was going to end the very next minute. The world might not end, but there were only a few minutes left before the restaurant Via Veneto closed, for an hour and a half, before reopening for lunch. There was a sense of frenetic urgency.


    It almost looked like a human zoo such was the diversity of specimens. All races and respective mixes. People of every size, shape and complexion. Many examples of ugliness, and very few of grace and beauty. Not to mention how ridiculous travellers can be when they fancy themselves as tourists. Fat ladies squeezed in tight fitting blouses and short skirts, or tight jeans. Paunchy and thin-legged men in long and loose Bermuda shorts, sporting sleeveless shirts. Women, looking like grandmothers, with too much make-up, wearing summer dresses with shoulder straps. Others well started into middle-age, wearing bikinis barely concealed by semitransparent beach wraps. Elderly gay men, with slow and studied gestures, sending sensual looks to younger men. Teens whooping. Families and friends talking loudly. Children running, some of them crying. Lonely people as well. Some eager for company.


    “Hi! I couldn’t find another seat,” said the man holding a tray. “May I sit down?”


    The young woman looked up from her small bowl of cereals with milk. She had light-coloured eyes, shoulder length brown hair, well defined features, large mouth, full lips – a beautiful woman. She pulled an iPod earpiece from one of her ears.


    “Excuse me…”


    “There is no free seat left. Would you mind if I sat at your table?”


    “It’s not my table,” she said and gestured as if to put the headphone back in her ear. “I’m almost finished anyway.”


    “With your permission then,” he sat down. “Breakfast time is hell, isn’t it? If you want to get something else, I’ll save your place.”


    “No need, thank you. I’m almost finished.”


    “Is that all you’re going to eat? Whoa! Look at my plate,” the stranger continued the conversation while taking a forkful to his mouth. “I love these sausages with potatoes and scrambled eggs. You should try. Hum! Delicious. Do you want one?”


    “No, thank you,” she threatened to get up. “Excuse me.”


    “Hey! Please forgive me. I don’t want to annoy you. It’s just that… Well… To be honest, I’ve been on this ship for three days and I haven’t made any friends yet. Are you travelling alone too?”


    “I am.”


    “And you don’t miss someone to talk to?”


    “No.”


    “Really? Well, for me it’s tough,” he took the fork to his mouth again. “I chat a little with the crew, but it has to be quick, since, as I have been told, it’s forbidden. I even went to that singles meeting they organised the other day. But between the two of us… there was only Corvina3.”


    “Corvina?”


    “Ha, ha! That’s the name people call those high-mileage women… Those who are separated,” he took another forkful to his mouth,” or divorced… On the hunt, chasing men.”


    “I’m not the youngest, I am separated,” she got up, “but I’m not chasing men. Excuse me.”


    “How stupid of me,” he got up as well. “I’m sorry. Please. I went too fast, didn’t I? Forgive me. My name is Felipe. And yours?”


    “Corvina,” she mocked. “Excuse me.”


    As soon as she turned her back to him, Felipe sat down again. He feigned a smile to the elderly couple at the next table, which kept staring at him. Most certainly they had overheard the conversation. He felt ridiculous. A classy and beautiful woman, travelling alone, and he had behaved so stupidly… ‘Idiot, idiot, idiot’, he censured himself, as he took another forkful to his mouth and had a sip of the thin coffee that looked like tea. But then… ‘Blimey! She forgot her book!’ A pocket book, almost three fingers thick. It was hard to read the title upside down. Even more in English, or any other of those complicated foreign languages. Would the woman come back to fetch it or should he run after her and return it? He decided to go for the second option. He left knife and fork on the plate, threw the napkin on them, picked up the pocket book and rushed after her.


    Trying to locate her in the crowd - now even more excited, because some of the shutters of the food counters were being closed -, he dashed out of the restaurant as if it were on fire. Looking here, looking there, he finally saw her in the elevator lobby, descending the first flight of stairs.


    “Hey,” he called. “You forgot this at the table.”


    She seemed not to have heard him. Surely she had the iPod phones in her ear.


    “Hey,” he cried out again, hastening his pace. “Your book.”


    The woman remained indifferent. She had already gotten to the intermediate level. Holding on to the golden railing, she set foot on the first step of the second flight of stairs. Felipe followed her and touched her shoulder. It was as if someone had given her an electric shock. She turned abruptly, looking frightened.


    “Sorry. You left your book back at the table. My fault really. Here it is.”


    “Oh, thank you,” she took the book, turned her back on him and continued to go down the stairs.


    “Hey. At least tell me your name. Corvina doesn’t count. Ha, ha! That was stupid of me. Sorry.”


    Three steps further down, she stopped and turned her face. With her eyes she checked him out, from top-to-bottom. He didn’t seem all that bad. Admittedly his accent, half Rio, half Bahia, bothered her a bit. But in any case… He had been kind enough to return her book. She forced herself to smile.


    “My name is Patt. Patt with an ‘a’,” she stressed, “and double ‘t’. And don’t even think about making jokes by associating my name to pets.”


    
      
        1. Cappuccino – Italian coffee drink made of espresso, hot milk, and steamed-milk foam.

      


      
        2. Maître – French - Restaurant supervisor.

      


      
        3. Corvina – Brazilian cheap fish.
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    It was already past 10 o’clock when Doctor Giuseppe deigned to report to the captain. He didn’t apologise. Everyone knew his morning ritual before work. One hour of heavy duty workout in the gym, followed by a few laps in the pool, shower, lengthy grooming, followed by breakfast, together with two fellow officers. Always the same.


    He wasn’t yet in his thirties. Truth be said, he had only studied medicine because, in the small village where he was born, his widowed mother kept telling everyone he was going to be a doctor. He complied with Mamma1’s wishes. Getting his diploma was hard. However, once the medical residency was finished, he came to the conclusion that junior doctors were almost martyrs. Exploited. To maintain a minimally decent living standard, he would have had to work three or four jobs of the worst kind. Night-shift ER doctor, assistant coroner, caring for indigent people… That was definitely not the life for him. So, when he learned that a cruise company was recruiting doctors, he applied, made an effort, took advantage of his former teachers’ influence, and got the job.


    Travelling to Rio de Janeiro and the coast of Brazil was the fulfilment of a childhood dream. He couldn’t care less about medicine! Two Chinese nurses ran the Medical Centre. As for him, he reserved himself the right to attend only by appointment, or in extremely urgent cases.


    “Now, Doctor Giuseppe,” Mark asked, “do we already know the cause of death?”


    “Of course, capitano2,” he wasn’t very fluent in English. “As I suspected it was atelectasis.”


    “And that is?”


    “A sort of pulmonary collapse. Air loss from the lungs.”


    “Strange. I thought I heard you say that it was a cerebral vascular accident. The famous stroke.”


    “I said that? Macchè! Scusami3! I was mistaken. It was really atelectasis. The displacement of the trachea and the bruised ribs leave little doubt.”


    “And what would cause such…”


    “Atelectasis?” he completed the sentence. “When an object enters the airway and obstructs the windpipe. Accumulation of bronchial secretions, too. In sintesi4, anything that obstructs air passage, causing partial or total lung collapse.”


    “So, I suppose, it’s a sort of asphyxiation?”


    “Precisamente5. That’s precisely what it is.”


    “I see,” Mark gave up. “A stroke would leave me feeling more at ease.”


    “If il capitano so wishes, I can issue the death certificate stating it was a stroke.”


    “No, no, please. Not that kind of responsibility,” he dismissed the idea with a wave of the hand. “I’ve got enough already. Including… Actually, doctor, I have asked you to come here due to… Well… We’ve had another death on board.”


    “Caspita! Why wasn’t I sent for?”


    Reporting briefly, Mark described the circumstances. Giuseppe furrowed his brow, and adjusted his fashionable glasses. He stroked his beard and scratched the bald spots, where the receding hairline had forced him to shave his head. At the end of the captain’s explanation, he gave his verdict.


    “I’m not sure. I need to examine the body. Però, to me it looks like atelectasis.”


    “Two, in two days?”


    “One after the other. Maledizione!6”


    Giuseppe fidgeted in his chair, and bit his lower lip, with a body language that sent Mark’s imagination flying. Those coloured ribbons on his wrist…The sculptured body of a fitness fanatic… That beard carefully maintained to look unshaven… Was the doctor after all a closeted gay?


    ‘Just another one,’ the captain thought to himself. ‘Gays and ships seem to be made for each other, such is the abundance.’


    “You’re scaring me, sir,” said the young doctor collecting himself. “I need to examine il cadavere7, the corpse, I mean. Where can I find it?”


    “In the chief safety officer’s room. Locked inside a towel cart. I’ll ask Jeffey to hand it over to you. By the way, what happened to the one from yesterday?”


    “We have a small cold room in the clinic. In case of emergency…”


    “Very good. I was already wondering if it wasn’t in the galley’s cold storage.”


    “Ah sì? No. It’s at the Medical Centre.”


    “Could be worse. Do your job doctor. But understand this: All this needs to be kept under strict confidentiality,” he stroked his freshly shaven chin. “By the way, do you trust your nurses?”


    “The Chinese women? Come no!8 Eccellenti professionisti9. Efficient. Very discrete.”


    “Better that way. The utmost discretion isn’t enough. I fear we may be dealing with crime. Murder.”


    “Murder?” his eyes widened. “Mamma mia!10”


    
      
        1. Mamma – Italian, “Mother”.

      


      
        2. Capitano – Italian, “Captain”.

      


      
        3. Scusami – Italian, “Sorry”.

      


      
        4. In sintesi – Italian, “In summary”.

      


      
        5. Precisamente! – Italian, “Exactly”.

      


      
        6. Maledizione! – Italian, “Damn it!”.

      


      
        7. Cadavere – Italian, “Corpse”.

      


      
        8. Come no! – Italian, “Obviously”.

      


      
        9. Eccellenti professionisti – Italian, “Excellent professionals”.

      


      
        10. Mamma mia! – Italian, “My goodness!”.

      

    

  


  
    


    


    7.


    Sartre wrote that ‘hell is other people’. Maybe he coined that line in the pool area of a ship, sailing along the Brazilian coast. Well, come to think of it, no. In 1960, when the French philosopher visited that country, not even the famous Eugenio C had yet been built. On the other hand, neither lambada1, axé2, funk3 samba-raggae4 were yet known… None of these rhythms that insult good musical taste and violate sensitive eardrums. Since when, however, did illiterate people have good taste anyway? They seem to lack it. They want to appear sophisticated, but unwittingly revert to type when seeking attention.


    This was what Afonso Suárez concluded, every time he risked having a smoke at the pool. Apart from the casino and the disco, it was the only place left on the Rigoletto where one was allowed to smoke. There, women who could very well be grandmothers flaunted their bottoms like hookers gone senile. Old men, with white hairs on their chest and fat bulging over their swim trunks, flounced and bounced like chimpanzees. Mature couples, with their hands on their hips, tried to imitate the dancers on stage. And the midget? Poor sod! Not to mention that Italian entertainer. As if there wasn’t enough infernal noise already. Did he really need to keep shouting, encouraging passengers to join the ridiculous spectacle he organised?


    “Would you care for a drink, sir?” asked a young girl wearing white socks and sneakers, khaki bermudas and a flowery shirt, holding a tray in front of her chest.


    “Yes, please,” he agreed without much conviction. He had no desire to drink, but felt slightly uncomfortable not ordering anything. “Campari.”


    “Campari soda or on the rocks?”


    “Soda.”


    “Certainly,” the waitress wrote down the order. “Can I have your boarding card, please?”


    Only then, squinting his eyes, did Suárez manage to read the badge, attached to the flowery shirt, stating the attendant’s name, function and nationality.


    “There now! You’re Portuguese…”


    “Yeah…Madeirense5,” smiled the young girl. “I’m from Madeira Island. Autonomous Region of Portugal. I wouldn’t have thought you were Brazilian. Your card, please.”


    “My card…My card,” he searched his pockets. “Ah, here it is.”


    “I’ll get your Campari. Just a moment, please.”


    The music was deafening. The idiots were dancing. The entertainer kept yelling into the microphone, repeating the same imbecilities in three or four different languages. There were people bustling in the steaming whirlpool spa. Others were playing some sort of volleyball in the pool, disturbing those who wanted to swim or dive. A teenager ran on the pool edge and cannon-balled into the water. A shower of complaints, insults and swearing followed. ‘A horror circus’, thought Suárez. The cigarette was finished. He put it out in an ashtray and lit up another.


    “There you go,” the waitress lowered the tray. “I trust you’ll like it. It’s five dollars, plus taxes. I need your signature, please.”


    “Listen…,” he started up a conversation, while signing the debit note. “How can you stand working in such a hell?”


    “Well… Maybe, because the Brazilians are funny! You should see this during carnival…”


    “How long have you been working on ships?”


    “Two years now. On this one, since November last year.”


    “Did you study hotel management?”


    “Oh, no. I have a degree in Health Sciences. But due to the crisis…,” she smiled. “And by the way, I think I’ve seen you before. Your card tells me that you are allocated to the late dining at the Fontana di Trevi restaurant, where I serve. I happened to be your attendant on the first night. Since then, we haven’t had the pleasure of seeing you again.”


    “At that table, with almost a dozen strangers? Chatty people gossiping about nothing? Being inconvenient? Faking to be chums?” he sneered. “I know everything about their lives. But when they asked me about mine, I answered in English. They left me alone. I preferred to dine at the buffet restaurant. Late at night, it’s quiet there.”


    “You’re funny, sir,” she smiled again. “I’m sorry. We are not allowed to talk to passengers. I’d better leave. Excuse me.”


    You only get one chance to make a good first impression. And Judge Afonso Suárez had sympathised with that ship waitress. It wasn’t a physical attraction. Genuine sympathy. Maybe, for he himself had started his life serving tables. In those days, he needed to help his parents, Galician immigrants, who struggled to keep a market stall selling groceries at the Municipal Market. Through the help of a customer, also Galician, and owner of the first Spanish restaurant in São Paulo, he had gotten a part-time job at La Coruña. And there he had worked until he graduated from Law School. Actually, until he had passed an open competition exam and had been admitted to the public defender’s office. Exam after exam, he had moved up the career ladder, until he became a judge. He had been a magistrate for eighteen years. Disappointed over certain absurd laws and the corruption behind the scenes of the judiciary, recently widowed and, for that reason, sceptical about divine justice, he had been counting the days needed to complete his thirty years of service. And now, at 54 years of age, he was retired. With full salary (“another absurdity of law”). Without children, parents, brothers or close relatives, he had decided to leave the country that, over the past years, had caused him so much hardship. Leaving Brazil was his objective. He just didn’t know where to. Hence, he had bought a passage on that ship, en route to Genoa and with stops along the way. Pity that is was packed with Brazilians. Not just any Brazilians. People, that even in their physical appearance denounced a poverty of spirit.


    The chime of the public address system accomplished the miracle of interrupting the music and restoring some silence. With a heavy accent, the captain informed that the travel weather was good, sailing speed was at 18 knots6, and that within a few minutes, the islands of Fernando de Noronha could be sighted on the starboard side. That is the right side of the ship, looking ahead, he explained. They would sail past the islands, but at a distance that would allow for good photo opportunities.


    ‘Still in Brazil,’ Afonso Suárez lamented inwardly, sipping the last bit of Campari and extinguishing his third cigarette.


    
      
        1. Lambada – Brazilian style of music.

      


      
        2. Axé – A popular music genre fusing different Afro-Caribbean genres.

      


      
        3. Funk – Type of dance music from Rio de Janeiro.

      


      
        4. Samba-raggae – Brazilian style of music.

      


      
        5. Madeirense – Portuguese, native of Madeira island.

      


      
        6. Nautical unit of speed; 18 knots are equivalent to 33.3 km or 20.7 miles per hour.
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    After the formalities on the bridge were fulfilled, something he even appreciated because it gave him a chance to practice the Portuguese language, Captain Mark retreated to his cabin. He couldn’t really complain about his accommodation. It was quite roomy and comfortable. It even had a balcony, with a privileged view, sufficiently discrete to allow him to infringe the rules and smoke his pipe. He sat down, pulled out his Holland House tobacco, quietly filled the bowl and lit the pipe. He took a long puff, and savoured the cherry scent of the Golden Cavendish blend. He liked sitting there, alone, puffing, enjoying the immensity of the sea. That always did him good. It helped him organise his thoughts.


    The peace and quiet didn’t last long. After the fourth or fifth puff, the mobile service phone rang. It was the chief safety officer.


    “Sorry to bother you, Captain. I’ve identified the victim and I am in the cabin she was staying in. Wouldn’t you like to come by?”


    “What’s so important, Jeffey?”


    “You had better see for yourself, sir.”


    The Philippine wasn’t prone to share problems, Mark thought. He first solved them, and only then communicated. But now he was asking for his presence!


    “Okay, Jeffey. Give me the cabin number. I’m on my way.”


    As most inside cabins, 6329 was difficult to locate, and a ‘Do not disturb’ sign was hanging on the door handle. Mark discretely knocked at the door. The chief safety officer peeked, opened and the captain went in. He was surprised by the exiguity of the space. It barely accommodated a small and narrow double bed, two nightstands, a tiny bathroom and equally small wardrobes. Only a simulation of a lighted hatch, serving as frame for a picture of a paradisiacal beach, made the room look a bit less claustrophobic.


    “It’s tight in here, isn’t it, Jeffey?” the captain joked locking the door.


    “Mine isn’t much bigger. The difference is that I have a sea view.”


    “I know. But tell me,” cutting off the subtle complaint, “what did you find that was so important?”


    “Look for yourself, sir. The bed is made the same way it was made by the cabin stewards last night.”


    “True. It doesn’t seem to have been used. Did you call me to look at the bed?”


    “Not just that. Have a look at this,” he said, handing something to the captain.


    “What’s this? A scrapbook,” concluded Mark after flipping through the book.” Leaves and dry flowers, photos, paper scraps, newspaper clippings I can’t read. Women’s stuff. Where did you find it?”


    “Underneath the life-jackets,” he claimed and, excusing himself, flipped some pages. “Do you see this gentleman here, on this newspaper clip?”


    “If he were not more or less our age, I’d say it’s an old man. A bit bald, resembling a weasel dressed in suit and tie.”


    “Correct,” the Philippine smiled. “Curiously, it’s the same passenger the cabin stewards found yesterday. The one who supposedly suffered a stroke.”


    “Are you sure, Jeffey?”


    “If it’s not the same, it’s his twin brother,” he mocked, taking a piece of paper out of his pocket, unfolding and showing it. “This is his picture when he came on board.”


    “Da’s kloten van de bok1,” the captain cursed. “What a weird coincidence. By the way, he didn’t die of a stroke. According to Doctor Giuseppe, he suffered from some sort of pulmonary collapse, resulting from asphyxiation.”


    “With those sperm stains on the sheets… Makes more sense. Now the weirdest part… excuse me,” he flipped the album again. “Take a look at this picture.”


    “Hum…People toasting… An office party or something like that. Why, look there’s our Weasel again!”


    “In the flesh. However,” he pointed his finger, “see this lady here, over in the corner?”


    “I can’t see properly. Move over a bit so I can use the bathroom light.” He took half a step and cleared his eyesight. “Better this way. Middle-aged woman, ugly, rather masculine looking… and unlike the others, she’s not smiling. Who is it?”


    “I know very little. Only that it was her cabin. She is the woman Putu found this morning in the bathroom of the pool area.”


    “Damn it! Both on the same picture? Take the album.” He handed it back as if to get away from a bad omen. “Anything else you would like to show me?”


    “Not at the moment, no.” The chief safety officer took the album. “If you’ll allow me… have you decided whether to inform the Brazilian authorities about the deaths?”


    “Not yet. I’m waiting for Doctor Giuseppe to examine the second body and give me his opinion. Anyway, we’re passing an archipelago called Fernando de Noronha, and from there on, we still have 170 nautical miles of Brazilian territorial waters. This means, I still have about nine or ten hours to decide.”


    “May I speak frankly, sir… Excuse me, but on this matter I share the hotel manager’s thoughts.”


    “You, Jeffey, in agreement with Francesco?” He smiled, amused. “Things are really weird on this ship.”


    “It’s your decision, sir,” the chief safety officer said respectfully.


    “So it is. Now, we should get out of here. Change the lock code and advise the services manager that this cabin is off limits. For health reasons. A virus or something like that. The passenger is under medical supervision.”


    “I’ve already done that. I mean… I changed the lock code. But I haven’t informed the chief steward yet. The virus idea is very good.”


    “Thank you. Shall we leave? This place does me no good.”


    “You first, sir. I’ll wait a little while. It could draw attention, if someone saw us together. Captain, do I have your permission to take the album?”


    “If you think it’s important… Anyway, meet me on the bridge. I’ll call Giuseppe and ask if he already has results. I’ll ask him to come to my office, too.”


    “Perfect,” the Philippine nodded assent. “But if you’ll allow me, sir, it’s better not to discuss the album with the doctor.”


    “Why is that, Jeffey?”


    “It’s something I want to look into. I mean… I’m sorry, sir. Security reasons.”


    “Security reasons? Okay. Understood.”


    
      
        1. Da’s kloten van de bok – Dutch, “That’s very bad”. Literally, ‘by the testicles of the goat!’.
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    Giuseppe had nothing to add to his atelectasis prognosis. The new elements were merely accessory. And macabre: cadaverous rigidity. As the lady had been found dead in a sitting position, and been kept like that for a few hours, the doctor had had to force her joints, fracturing some bones.


    “Terrible, capitano!” complained the doctor. “Mamma mia! Sometimes, medicine forces us to act like butchers.”


    “It comes with the job. I mean,” he tried to amend his words, “every profession has its snags. Later on this evening, I will have to be relaxed and smiling at the Captain’s Party.”


    It was an old tradition. From the days, when passengers ships were divided into first, second and third class. For the fat cats in first class, the captain sometimes played host, offering gala dinners. Even with the unification of the classes, although maintained in terms of cabin size, comfort level, location, service quality and other differences, the gala dinners continued. These days, however, on most cruises, the captain’s role was limited to participating in a photo shoot. Millions of passengers, from all five continents, loved the event. They formed enormous queues to receive a smiling and mechanical greeting, shake hands with the captain in dress uniform, and take home an historical picture to be shown to relatives and friends as a trophy. Displaying and selling the photos was excellent business for the ships. On the Rigoletto, it was 15 dollars per photo.


    “It’s at least an opportunity to use our dress uniform,” Giuseppe trivialised. “And to see well-dressed passengers. On the other days, bad taste is the rule.”


    “If you’ll allow me, doctor,” the Philippine interrupted. “Judging from what the captain told me, the cause of yesterday’s death was also …What is it again?”


    “Atelectasis? Sì1. Precisamente.”


    “The captain said something about… pulmonary collapse. Asphyxiation.”


    “C’est la même chose2,” said the doctor, displaying his scanty knowledge of French.


    “I see,” he nodded slightly. “So let me ask you this: Would it be absurd for me to imagine that both passengers might have been… murdered?”


    “Chi lo sa?3”


    “Okay, Jeffey,” Mark cut him short. “Thank you, doctor. We already have your evaluation. Please let me remind you not to forget to keep this matter confidential as the circumstances require.”


    “The Chinese nurses know. Però, sono molto4 discrete. Extremely discrete.”


    “I sure hope so,” he said, ending the conversation. “Thank you, doctor.”


    As soon as the Italian left, the captain tapped his fingers on the desk, and looked at the chief safety officer, knitting his brows and looking rather concerned.


    “You… what’s on your mind, Jeffey? Any lead?”


    “This has never happened to me before, sir. I’m confused.”


    “Well, that makes two of us,” he joked. “Maybe, it would be better for you to inform your staff about the situation.”


    “I’d rather not. But I fear that I must. How can one justify a maximum alert level?” he asked. “You do agree, sir, don’t you?”


    “Obviously,” he confirmed with a nod. “Now, let’s review the matter: the stewards and the cleaner, who found the bodies, already know. Add Axel, Francesco, Giuseppe and his two nurses, you, me and the safety staff… Soon, about thirty or more people will know. Not to mention the services manager who is probably suspecting something, anyway. I haven’t yet recorded the incident in the logbook, but it’s something I will have to do. And I need to decide whether to communicate this or not to the Brazilian authorities.”


    “May I suggest something, sir?”


    “Go ahead.”


    “From what you told me downstairs, in a few more hours we’ll be in international waters. What if… we had a small episode of amnesia?”


    “How so? I didn’t get that.”


    “Skip the last two days. Pretend that the… incidents only started tomorrow. Or later.”


    “Skip two days… What about the death certificates?”


    “Doctor Giuseppe changes the dates. He’s Italian. He doesn’t put much importance on details.”


    “That is true,” he admitted. “Even today, as we talked privately about the first death, he proposed to change the cause of death to a stroke.”


    “So… with that small amnesia episode, you would get rid of the problems with the Brazilian authorities, and we’d be gaining two days to solve this puzzle.”


    “That would not be too bad an idea, Jeffey,” the captain was tempted. “It’s five days at sea before we get to next port. A lot can happen in five days, when you’re crossing an ocean.”


    “Let’s hope not.”


    “I mean, figuratively speaking. But something tells me that I should inform Milan.”


    “Just wait two or three days, sir,” the chief safety officer objected. “If you inform Milan, other people will become aware of it. It could compromise our little… tale.”


    “Golly gosh!” the captain quipped and smiled. “Now I understand how you survived hundreds of years of Spanish dominion, decades of American occupation…”


    “Don’t forget the Japanese,” Jeffey added. “You see, sir, in the Philippines we have this mythological entity called Kapre. A tree demon, with long hair and beard, a tobacco smoker, whose strong smell attracts passers-by. Kapre is considered to be a demon, but he’s not evil. He just likes to play tricks on people. Making travellers get disoriented and lost, things like that.”


    “Kapre? Someone who plays tricks,” Mark thought about it. “I think I’ll take your advice. I just need to talk to Axel, Derek and Hans. If it means losing our jobs, we will all be sitting in the same boat. Including you.”


    “I’m not worried about that,” Jeffey lowered his eyes. “I already have my nest egg. Thanks to you, I have earned the equivalent of almost two years with the Holland American Line, over the last months. I am here to assist you, sir. And if you excuse me… I have other chores waiting.”


    
      
        1. Sì – Italian, “Yes”.

      


      
        2. C’est la même chose – French, “It’s the same thing”.

      


      
        3. Chi lo sa? – Italian, “Who knows?”.

      


      
        4. Molto – Italian, “Very”.
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    It was already after 1pm, and Jeffey hadn’t eaten anything yet that day. His stomach growled with hunger. He decided to go to the officers’ mess, where meals were served à la carte1. As he reached the door, he saw Doctor Giuseppe sitting at the table with his usual buddies. He preferred to leave and go one deck down.


    He had been working for only a few months on the Rigoletto. It is true that ship employees are constantly coming and leaving. It is, however, rare to replace captain, chief officer, chief pilot, chief engineer and the chief safety officer, all at the same time. And those who came to replace the ones, who had been transferred, were regarded with suspicion. For that reason, Jeffey sometimes liked to have lunch in the staff cafeteria, among the office and front desk staff, managers, head waiters, nurses, musicians, chefs… People who were hierarchically beneath him. Socialising more closely with the staff was the way he had found to be more likeable. Nowadays, he felt welcome among them and there was always gossip on the run. More gossip than there, one could only hear in the so called crew mess, the self-service for waiters, stewards, cleaners, helpers and sailors. Menial workers. Yes, the crew mess was the ship’s information hub. They knew everything. Too bad, that the presence of an officer, especially a safety officer, inhibited and even seemed to bother the crew. Jeffey was hungry and thirsty for information. He was at least curious to find out whether the story of the deaths had leaked.


    As the tray slid along the buffet, stews, grilled meats and, especially, the pork chops, turned his stomach. The image of the dead woman he had carried in his arms in order to put her in the cart, and the doctor’s macabre descriptions, had stripped him of his appetite. He only served himself to a bit of salad and, looking up, searched for a vacant seat at one of the long tables. There was one right next to a certain receptionist. He sympathised with that little blonde. He asked for permission and sat down. Very talkative, the Brazilian was babbling away. The story of the moment was about a passenger who had shortly before been at the front desk, claiming that the night before he had lost 300 dollars playing blackjack. But since he had been drunk, the croupier had most certainly robbed him.


    “Where was the gentleman from, Katia?” they asked.


    “Why, where from? Argentinean,” she looked around and felt at ease to continue sarcastically, lowering and dramatising her voice. “The Italians of the Americas.”


    Her colleagues smiled knowingly. At the table sat the Brazilian receptionist, a Thai dancer, a Porto Rican sub-maître2, an Indian computer technician, the Romanian pastry chef, and he, a Philippine. Nobody seemed to like the Italians. Italians working for foreign companies was fine. Good colleagues. But in Italian companies… Perhaps they felt demeaned, as if they were tenants in their own home, and therefore compensated for this alleged inferiority with apparent arrogance.


    “How did you manage to get out of that one?” inquired the skinny Thai girl.


    “I tried to convince the man. Once he started to lose his temper, I asked him to go to management. I warned Signor3 Giancarlo beforehand, and left the Argentinean and Italian there, yelling at each other. As Mister Jeffey is sitting here with us, they haven’t killed each other yet.”


    “I don’t think so,” said the chief safety officer relaxing. “No one said anything to me.”


    They smiled out of courtesy. Jeffey kept thinking. If that Katia were not such a blabber, she could well help him out with the translation of the newspaper clippings from the album. The caption under one photo identified the name of the passenger found dead the previous morning. If he could read the article, he might find some clues. He had heard of electronic translation before. The Internet, however, was not exactly his cup of tea. Who knew, maybe the Indian could provide him with some guidance. He couldn’t forget that album. As well as the need to inform the safety staff about the strange occurrences, and to go to maximum alert.


    He was worried. In a way, he was commanding strangers. Two dozen men and women from all four corners of the world. Some of them had been in the company for over ten years. All of them with impeccable service records. He had never had problems with them in the daily routines. However, in a situation like this… how far could he trust them?


    After lunch he summoned the staff to the meeting room and went straight to the point.


    “In the last two days, I have received complaints of petty thefts on board. I haven’t given this much priority, considering they relate to rather silly things. A pair of sandals and a book disappeared from the pool area. A missing mobile phone. Things, we know do happen once in a while, and which aren’t necessarily thefts. In the cases mentioned here, the passengers complained, but ended up finding their belongings with friends or in their own cabin.”


    The staff smiled with an air of mockery.


    “However, today, a gentleman complained directly to the captain that his Rolex watch had been stolen,” he continued. “I went personally to the gentleman’s suite, searched everywhere, but found nothing. I interrogated the cabin stewards. They seemed to be innocent. I’ve already asked at the Spa, casino, bars and restaurants. So, I believe it has really been stolen. And the captain has ordered me to go to maximum alert.”


    “Maximum alert for a silly thing like that,” questioned Charles, a strong and lustrous black staff member, with enough body mass for two Jeffey’s.


    “The passenger is somewhat important, Charles. A politician or something similar in Brazil. A person of influence who could damage the company’s good name.”


    “Okey-dokey. I just don’t know how we are going to find a stolen Rolex, on a ship this big. I have a Rolex myself,” he said showing it off. “Okay, it was bought in the Bahamas for ten dollars, but it’s still a Rolex.”


    The others smiled again. Another staff member also showed his Rolex.


    “From what the gentleman told me, his Rolex isn’t exactly like the ones you have. This is a gold Rolex and extremely expensive.”


    “Most Rolex watches, fake or not, appear to be gold,” insisted Charles. “We’re not jewellers. I can’t distinguish one from another.”


    “That’s why the captain ordered maximum alert,” justified the chief, raising his voice. “And attention! You are not only here to separate brawls, ask people to put out their cigarettes when in forbidden areas, or prevent indecent exposures in public areas. You are the safety staff. The ship’s police. Act as such. But don’t be conspicuous. What I want you to do is to keep your eyes open. Wide open. And to report anything suspicious to me. Just that. Understood, guys? Very good. Let’s go. Back to work.”


    Jeffey was glad having devised this solution. It wasn’t very convincing, but it had nonetheless some effect. And if no one had commented on the deaths, it meant that the story had not yet leaked. Better that way. He could then dedicate himself to solving the puzzle.


    Once in his office, he took a small piece of paper out of his pocket, on which the Indian computer technician had written down an web address. As soon as he tried to connect the internet, the phone rang. It was the captain, calling for a meeting.


    
      
        1. À la carte – French, dishes chosen from a menu.

      


      
        2. Sub-maître – French, assistant restaurant supervisor.

      


      
        3. Signor – Italian, “Mister”.
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    With all the electronic paraphernalia of modern ships, some captains feel they are only needed on the bridge for delicate operations such as departure or docking. At sea, once the course is set, the autopilot together with the GPS, takes command. The echo sounder monitors the depth under the keel and ahead of the ship. Radar warns against the presence of other vessels within a radius of 34 miles. And the Global Maritime Distress Safety System constantly provides the weather forecast for the course set, and other alerts. The officers just monitor the instruments.


    Still, ever since captain Schettino had sunken the Costa Concordia and arranged to be the first to abandon ship, Mark didn’t like to be absent without leaving one of his trusted men on the bridge, but this time he didn’t have much choice. He couldn’t wait to discuss Jeffey’s suggestion to delay by two days the logging of the deaths that had occurred on board with Axel, his first officer, Derek, the navigator, and with Hans, the chief engineer. So as not to draw attention, he had decided that the meeting would not take place in his office, but instead in the engine room.


    He enjoyed roaming that almost secret and noisy world, full of colour-coded pipes and intricate mechanisms. If the bridge was the brains, the engine room was the ship’s bowels. Thirsty guts that consumed 10,000 litres of fuel per hour. No less than 240,000 litres a day. In return, that turned a pair of screws six metres in diameter, which provided the thrust required to propel the 100,000 ton steel mastodon. It generated electricity for tens of thousands of lights, thousands of appliances, and even for the central air conditioning system, operating 24 hours a day. It captured, desalinated, and purified seawater for the daily consumption of up to 4,000 people. It sucked up and processed waste from all drains and sewers. It separated, ground, and compressed every type of residue. And it kept standby compressors designed to seal off special doors, which divided the hull into watertight compartments, as well as huge pumps, set to automatically extinguish fire anywhere on the ship, ready for immediate action.


    The engine room was Hans’s kingdom, where he exercised his authority with an iron hand. Like any good German engineer, faults and failures were out of the question. At sixty and many years, a big fellow and outspoken, he was able to identify problems just by their sound. And woe betides those who made mistakes! He would complain, criticise, curse… Yet, he was also a teacher. And, although he had been on the Rigoletto for only a few months, it was precisely this attitude that had earned him the respect of his team.


    After the necessary explanations had been given, Derek, the Danish navigator, was resentful for not having been informed about the deaths. Not, Hans, though. He joked about it.


    “Two stiffs? Come on, Captain. Send them to me. I’ll grind them, throw them in the sewer and then into the sea. Sterilised, of course. We don’t want to hurt the fishies.”


    “That wouldn’t be a bad idea, Adolf,” teased Axel who sometimes called Hans Adolf, alluding to Hitler. “But you would also need to grind a Balinese cleaner, two Indian cabin stewards, two Chinese nurses and two Italian officers.”


    “The Italians, I’ll grind personally. It will be a pleasure. Maybe make sausage out of them. Come to think of it, better not. Italian sausage will taste like shit. I’ll give them some other use. As for the Orientals, I’ll leave those for Jeffey. Right, old fox Jeffey?”


    The Philippine forced a smile, slightly embarrassed. He had been keeping company with those men from northern Europe for almost 20 years, and, except for the captain, he was still not used to the cold indifference, or quite sarcastic humour of these pink-skinned blue-eyed people. Especially, when they were together. Then they seemed like mischievous little boys, and he always felt a bit like an intruder.


    “Let’s talk seriously, my friends,” Mark cut in. “What do you think of Jeffey’s suggestion to omit the incidents in the logbook and to log them only later on?”


    “I can’t see anything wrong with it,” Axel replied. “Logbooks are a bummer. Rarely anything happens even worth writing down. What concerns me a little is the possibility that both passengers may have been murdered.”


    “I don’t even want to think about that,” confessed Mark. “By the way, I’m sorry, Jeffey, but they need to know. Look here. Jeffey discovered a scrapbook in the cabin of the lady found dead earlier today. And in the scrapbook is a picture of the man found dead yesterday.”


    Foreheads frowned with obvious concern. The German was the first to voice his opinion.


    “Well, it’s obvious: it’s a crime of passion,” Hans decreed. “Imagine the following. The Boss’s secretary is his mistress. One day he gets tired of her and decides to leave her for someone younger. His driver.”


    “Oh, stop it, Adolf,” interrupted Axel, “changing the secretary for the driver?”


    “The boss changed direction, and decided he was gay. What is it to you? Let me tell my story,” and he continued. “As the driver didn’t give in, the boss got very sad, poor guy, and embarked alone on a cruise to forget his sorrows. The former mistress found a way to come along as well, though secretly. The cruise gets under way, and when the boss can no longer put her on a plane and ship her back, she surfaces. They talk, remember the old days, she tries to convince him to make love to her. As the boss refuses, for he can only think of the driver, they argue, fight, she chokes him with a pillow. Scared, afraid of being discovered, the next day the secretary gets drunk, rues what she has done and commits suicide by swallowing toilet paper.”


    “Bravo, Hans!” applauded Derek. “You should write novels when you retire. And if you mix that story with sausages made out of Italians, better still.”


    “An entertaining story,” joked the captain. “But for now, we need to decide what to do. Do I report to the Brazilian authorities, or not? Do we log the deaths with the correct dates or do we skip two days?”


    “You could even skip a week, as far as I am concerned,” Hans declared. “Being stuck down here, I don’t even know what day is today. And I don’t want to. What difference does it make?”


    “Axel?” asked Mark, looking at the first officer.


    “I agree with Hans, Captain. I don’t see any harm in it.”


    “Derek?”


    “Well… Actually, the comings and goings to and from your office this morning left the bridge personnel quite suspicious. Now I understand that if you had called for me as well, it would have given rise to gossip. So, no more sour grapes,” the navigator smiled. “I’m the youngest of the group, and still have another 15 years at sea ahead, and I pretend to retire as a captain. So, it wouldn’t be a bad idea if that criminal got Axel. Maybe you would then promote me to his post. Still, I would obviously never betray any of you. As we say back in Denmark, ‘friendship is a harmonious equality.’ You can count on me, sir.”


    “Nice speech, Derek,” mocked Hans. “Honest. Philosophical. I liked it. I’m glad you don’t want to be chief engineer. Axel, my friend, beware. Ho, ho!”


    “That’s set then,” Mark was pleased. “Now, we’d better go take a shower, get dressed, and get ready for the Captain’s Party.”
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    As soon as night fell, the Rigoletto became more and more animated. Bartenders, bar waiters and cocktail waitresses reported to work in particularly elegant and distinctive uniforms. Passengers kept arriving. Many in suit and tie, several flaunting dinner jackets that most certainly were rented. The few dressed in their usual sporty outfits appeared to feel uncomfortable. They compensated for their inferior visual image by looking askance at those in formal attire, with a derisive sneer.


    Now, the elevators were pouring out a torrent of women in evening dresses. Long, short, and very short. High-heeled, super rouged, full of sequins and shiny costume jewellery, the ladies flirted, straightened their hair with their fingertips, and stole quick glances at the mirrors while smiling or talking loudly. The younger ones, in provocatively short dresses and balancing on stilettos, paraded posing as nightlife regulars. The discrete charm of elegance was rare. Extremely rare. When it did show, it drew attention.


    There were no free seats left in the lounge bar closest to the entrance of the Fontana di Trevi restaurant. With a studied smile, waiters and waitresses strived to sell drinks. Few passengers were ordering. Time and again, someone looked at the clock for the umpteenth time. How unfortunate! Still a quarter of an hour left for the restaurant doors to open. There was much expectancy about the gala dinner. Would lobster be served? Shrimps, perhaps? On the dance floor, in the centre of the salon, a keyboardist played international hits from 40, 50 years ago. Elderly couples were dancing. Camera flashes everywhere. A family member or tour companion had been asked to record the event. Surely no one would relinquish the opportunity of posing for a picture with the captain, whom they had seen so often on TV. However, they would have to wait. The ship’s newsletter had informed that the captain would welcome passengers in two groups, according to their dinner shifts: the first turn at 7pm and the second between 8:30pm and 10pm.


    Suárez gazed around filled with nostalgia. Ten years earlier, he had made a journey like this one, with his wife and daughter. The Splendour of the Seas, however, had been a different class of vessel, distinguished and glamorous – with passengers to match. Sure, it had been expensive. In those days, cruises were not for everyone. And the dollar, back then, had been at its highest exchange rate! He admonished himself. Who was he, the son of Galician immigrants, with a stall at the Municipal Market, to harbour social prejudice? No! It wasn’t social bias. Not at all. It was prejudice against ignorance and human stupidity. In the majority of these faces, he did not see modest, but uneducated and rude people, without respect or scruples, not even remotely concerned with the moral collapse of their own country. They derided values such as ethics, honesty, honour and integrity. That the tax burden had grown to the point that it was one of the highest in the world – they weren’t aware of it. Nor did they know that the tax increase was built in into the prices of the commodities. That large part of the tax revenues were embezzled in an unprecedented and almost institutionalised escalation of robbery – they thought that was normal. One way or the other, the unions, entrenched in government, always managed to obtain wage increases in excess of inflation. That Brazil’s education system, healthcare and infrastructures were in a pitiful state – tough. What mattered was the money. Namely, to ascend to the small world of the coveted upper middle class. Security? Yes, that was a real concern to them. Rare were those who had never been victims of violence, or who did not have family members and friends, who experienced it. Every year more people died in Brazil due to crime than in the eight years of the Gulf War.


    Suárez tried to sweep from his mind the memory of his wife and daughter, murdered when they reacted to a robbery at a supermarket parking lot. Just thinking about it made the blood in his veins boil. He had done everything possible to feel minimally vindicated. A friend, in the state attorney’s office, had helped. The robbers had even been arrested and confessed the crime. However, as they were under 18, they could not be tried. But they could vote, rob and kill at will, because they fell under the Child and Adolescent Statute. ‘Stupid laws made by criminals to protect criminals’, thought the judge, asking for his third Campari.


    Looking impeccable in their dress uniforms, many of the officers were circulating in an effort to be sociable. Not Jeffey, though.


    In his office, he had taken a scrap of paper out of his pocket, on which the computer technician had scribbled an internet address. He clicked on the browser icon. The internet access was so slow! Annoyingly slow. While he waited, he carefully took out the scrapbook and scanned the picture showing people toasting. Then the connection crashed. He cursed and quit the internet. He saved the image on the desktop and tried to enlarge it. This worked. The picture was much clearer now. He made a backup copy and opened the Paint application. One by one, he selected the faces in the picture, deleted the rest and created new files. There were fifteen people, including the two deceased. He printed the pictures in the largest possible format without much loss of resolution, and then scattered them on the table. Now, he would have to devote himself to the painstaking task of discovering if any of those faces were among the records of the nearly 2,500 passengers and 800 crewmembers on board the Rigoletto.


    This task proved to be more difficult than expected. Of the enlarged pictures, three showed people in profile only. He set them aside and focused on the others.


    It was after midnight when he thought he had finished the bulk of the work. But he hadn’t really accomplished much, if anything at all. Feeling tired, he thought about the crazy story that Hans had told in the engine room. On second thought… Apart from the German’s creative liberties, maybe it had indeed been a crime of passion. That scrapbook, the two in the picture… It made sense. What didn’t make sense was the woman’s suicide in the men’s restroom. Could it be? And what if the lady had been drunk and walked into the wrong restroom? The nameplates on the doors only showed a pictogram of a man or woman, so stylised, that even he had once made that mistake. Why not? Was it possible that Hans had unintentionally solved the riddle? At the very least, it was a clue to explore.


    He put the pictures in the drawer, locked it, and logged off from the system, clearing the password. Then he shut the computer down. While Windows was closing, he remembered to talk to the safety staff on duty over the radio. Nothing new, except for a guest who had complained to the bartender of a weird guy who had seemed particularly interested in his watch. The passenger had been reassured when he learned that that person was a member of the Safety Department.
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    Walking to his cabin down the long corridor painted from wall to ceiling in white epoxy, Jeffey wasn’t surprised by the music coming from the deck below. Just another crew party. A bash organised by the crew in the crew’s mess. There, they could get drinks for half price until 2 am, and once in a while, they celebrated anniversaries, goodbye parties and similar occasions. In most cases, it was at these small parties that love affairs lasting a night, a week, a month or two, rarely more, had their beginnings. With so many men and women confined on board, working 12 or more hours a day, with very few days off, sex, especially among the young, was a welcome way to unwind. A post-it, a tie or even boxers and panties hanging on doorknobs, signalled the roommate of the respective crew or staff member to stay away. This did not apply to the officers, though. Even in this respect they were privileged. They had individual cabins.


    During his first years on cruise ships, Jeffey, then a young safety staff member, had partied a lot, usually with Indonesian, Thai and Malaysian women, always avoiding Philippine colleagues. In Pingan, the small village on the island of Cabarruyan, where he was born and raised, he had a child bride, whom he would marry one day. He couldn’t run the risk of another Philippine woman ruining everything, and embarrassing his family.


    He had indeed married his betrothed one. Between periods of leave they had had four children, and now he was actually a grandfather. His sexual appetite had faded over the years. All his life he had saved money to build a little hotel by the sea on his native island. Years ago he had bought the land, and it had been the right thing to do. Cabarruyan was starting to turn into a tourist attraction. It was in his little hotel with his wife, sons, daughters, and grandchildren that he dreamed of living after his retirement. He no longer had the age or inclination for adventures.


    As always, as soon as he had taken his bath and gone to bed, he slept like a log.


    Until little before 5am, when the phone rang.


    “Boss,” someone whispered, “we’ve got a problem.”


    “Hum! What?” Then he came to his senses and gathered his thoughts. “Is that you, Charles? Speak, Charles, what’s the matter? Did you find that watch?”


    “Not the watch, no,” he kept whispering. “I found… a dead passenger.”


    “Dead! How? Where?”


    “You’d better come here, sir. I’m in cabin 11717.”


    “What are you doing in a passenger cabin?”


    Charles let out an irritated sigh, which reached Jeffey’s ears almost like a gale.


    “Wouldn’t you rather come here, sir?” he whispered loudly. “I repeat: cabin 11717.”


    ‘Ano ba ‘yan!1’ he thought, placing the receiver on the cradle and getting up. ‘Three deaths in three consecutive nights… Do we really have a murderer on board?’


    Less than ten minutes later, properly shaven, combed and wearing his uniform, he softly knocked at the cabin’s door.


    The muscular Bahamian gave way making a caution sign with his outstretched hand. Next, he quickly shut the door.


    “There,” he pointed to the end of the bed. “When I saw him, while doing my round, part of his forearm was lying outside the door. I even took a picture with my iPhone. Look, here. I only pulled him by his feet, in order to prevent anyone else from seeing him. Did I do wrong?”


    The Philippine shook his head, meaning no. The naked body was faced down, with his right arm stretched and the other half bent, apparently with his hand in his mouth. His brown hair looked scruffy, but the fellow didn’t seem to be over 40. He was in good shape, sun tanned, and had a white stripe on his butt, the tan line from his shorts.


    “He’s in the same position I found him in, a minute before I called you, sir. I only pulled him by the legs.”


    “Keep your voice down,” Jeffey murmured. “Was the light on?”


    “No, boss. The crew pass2 in the key card holder is mine. I needed the light to get the job done. Did I do wrong?”


    “No, Charles.”


    “Except for pulling the passenger, I didn’t touch anything.”


    “Very good. Did you talk to anyone else?”


    “I considered calling a colleague over the radio, but I thought it best to talk to you immediately, sir. What now?”


    “Now?” He couldn’t take his eyes off the body. “Let’s do the following. You can go. Don’t talk to anyone and, please, wait for me in my office. I’ll just change the door code and lock it from outside. Again: do not talk to anyone. Have I made myself clear?”


    “Perfectly. Excuse me. Ah, I need my crew pass. May I borrow yours?”


    “Wait,” Jeffey ordered. “I’ve changed my mind. We should move the body, while there is time. I’ll call the Medical Centre.”


    It took a while before someone answered. Maybe the person on duty had been dozing.


    “Medical Centre. Lian speaking. May I help you?”


    “It’s Jeffey, Lian. A passenger isn’t feeling well in cabin 11717. Could you please bring us a stretcher?”


    “Lian bring oxygen, too. Mister Jeffey say 11717, right?”


    While they waited, the officer asked to again see the picture taken by Charles.


    “That iPhone is a marvel, boss,” Charles said proudly, indifferent to the deceased. “I never get or make any calls on board, but I always have it on me. Besides the tunes, games and pastimes, look here: one can even enlarge the picture.”


    “Excellent,” Jeffey complimented. “Take a few more pictures. Full body, face … Bed, wardrobes, belongings in the bathroom… But don’t touch anything.”


    ‘Ano ba ‘yan!’ He was talking to himself. ‘Three deaths, in three nights. And now the witness is Charles. He, of all people. Putting an end to the killings depends on the Chief of the Safety Department. That’s me. Who would have thought… Should I wake up the captain?’


    He went to the doorstep and saw the little Chinese hastily pushing the stretcher. He went to meet her, in a hurried pace, with his finger on his lips, asking for silence.


    Once in the cabin, the nurse quickly kneeled down, and concentrating took the man’s pulse.


    “Lian sorry, Mister Jeffey. She too late.”


    “Don’t worry. He was already dead,” he said reassuring her. “I didn’t say anything before in order not to scare you. However, we must get this body out of here. The sooner the better.”


    
      
        1. Interjection in Tagalog or Philippine equivalent to “For God’s sake!”.

      


      
        2. Crew pass: Similar to and with the same uses of the boarding card, the crew pass is restricted to crew members.
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    Mark’s rank allowed him the privilege of setting his own sleeping and waking hours. The night before, apart from the boring photo sessions, he had also hosted the opening of the new show at the theatre. He must not forget to compliment the cruise director, for his dancers had performed miracles in order to entertain the audience. The soprano and tenor singers, who had both come on board at the ship’s last port of call, had actually performed quite well, although the passengers had shown clear signs of impatience. They did not seem familiar with even the most popular arias from Verdi’s operas, such as La donna è mobile. If it hadn’t been for the choreography… What an idea, to present opera on a ship like this! Surely, someone from head office was trying to impress the boss who claimed to be a descendant of the famous composer of La Traviata, Aida, Rigoletto and other great operas. Mark had met Il Cavaliere1. Not Silvio (Bunga Bunga) Berlusconi, Italy’s ex-prime minister, but Il Cavaliere Gianluca Verdi, chairman of the company.


    Months earlier, at the end of his New Year’s leave, Mark had received a curious phone call at home. A certain ship owner from Milan wished to meet him and make him an offer he could not refuse. He had answered that he wasn’t interested. The voice on the phone had insisted. It would be fast. They would send a jet to pick him up the next morning, and he’d be back in Rotterdam on the very same day.


    Going on 63, Mark had never flown in a private jet before. And deep down that had been the main attraction. To discuss a job offer… what did he have to lose?


    He had flown to Milan the next morning. How wonderful. No queues, no check-in, no taking off one’s shoes, no x-rays… nothing. A Mercedes had picked him up at home and left him only a few steps away from the stairs of the plane. On the fuselage he’d read Learjet 31/ER. One of the pilots had greeted him, and then locked himself in the cockpit. No flight attendant, none of the repetitive safety instructions. Just eight comfortable armchairs, a restroom, and a little bar with a fine variety of snacks and beverages. A fast and calm flight, providing a privileged view of the Alps, which were covered with snow.


    And then, another surprise: in the hangar at Malpensa airport, he was informed that a helicopter was waiting to take him to the villa del Cavaliere. For someone who had sailed the seas of the world over and over, the villa2 had not been too impressive. What had in fact amazed him had been the host’s big smile and graciousness. Very rich, for sure, but without any pretentiousness, Gianluca Verdi, more or less his own age, had welcomed him at the door, led him to the library, and effortlessly made him feel at ease, immediately gaining his sympathy. After beating about the bush for a little while, he got to the heart of the matter. The recent sinking of the Costa Concordia had caused thousands of cancelations on one of his ships scheduled for a season in Brazil.


    “I believe competition has a finger in this pie,” he had said. “But look, my friend. Ever since that captain Schettino ran his ship aground and fled, the internet, word-of-mouth and the Brazilian media have been spreading the rumour that Italian captains are no longer reliable. Italian cruise companies have become a synonym of incompetence – life threatening incompetence.”


    “Costa Cruzeiros is probably paying a high price right now.”


    “I don’t doubt that. But their prices have been high enough,” he had smiled at his own pun. “They get American money from Carnival. Not me, though. My family runs the company – it’s my company. In short, I went to Brazil and our advertising agency proposed a way out. So, we launched a massive PR campaign announcing that the captain of the Rigoletto was German. The idea being to turn the German captain of the Rigoletto into our poster boy. They believe that this may rescue my company’s good name and my ship. And this is why I invited you to come here.”


    “I see.”


    “You look like a canny fellow,” he had joked, “and you are highly regarded. It’d be good business for both of us.”


    “Thank you. But if your intention is to hire me… I’m sorry. I’ve been with Holland America for over twenty years. I’m close to retirement, and I really like the company. And by the way, I’m not German. I’m Dutch.”


    “Yes, I know. But for Brazilians, German or Dutch, it’s all the same. Dutch might even be better. Don’t say no, before hearing out my proposition. Look. Do you know who the owner of Holland America is? Have you ever met him or been invited to his house?”


    “No. And I couldn’t be. HAL is a very old company, founded in 1873.”


    “There you go, and that’s the difference. My company is not as big, nor as old as Holland America, but I own over a dozen freighters, two small oil tankers in the Mediterranean, five cruise ships, and, in the spring, I’ll be getting the twin of the Rigoletto. And you, my friend, are in my house, talking to me. See the difference? I’m going to be straightforward. I don’t know how much you earn, but I have an idea and I’ll pay you double to have you come work with me.”


    “Thank you again, but I’m not interested.”


    “I’ll pay triple.”


    “I’m sorry. I’m not interested.”


    “Think again, Captain. You’ve got two years left until retirement, and you could be earning the equivalent of six years. Isn’t that tempting?”


    “Making in two years the equivalent of six years isn’t enough to impress me, Cavaliere. I will most certainly receive a generous bonus when I retire from HAL.” Then suddenly, the little devil of greed, whispered something into his ear. “Now, if we were talking about earning ten years in two… Being practical, if you pay me five times what I am getting now, I’ll think about it. But I shall want the same benefits as I have with Holland America. A two-year employment contract, according to Dutch law, one year’s salary in advance, and I must insist on taking with me my trusted men, under the same conditions as myself.”


    Il Cavaliere smiled at the proposition, like a fisherman who knows when the fish has taken the bait.


    Negotiations had been difficult. However, Mark had achieved much of what he had asked for. Including bringing Axel, Derek, Hans and Jeffey with him.


    He stretched out on the bed. If the Rigoletto were a hotel, it would be a three star hotel. It came nowhere near the luxury liners that he had commanded before. Still, if he could honour the contract, he would be ending his career with a lot of money in the bank. And he had managed to arrange the same privilege for four long-time companions. Come to think of it, he shouldn’t complain.


    He got up and went to the shower. Afterwards, as he looked at himself in the mirror, he smiled. ‘Canny fellow… and a rich one, too. Not bad, dear Mark.’


    It was now well after eight in the morning. In his underwear and robe, he decided to call the bridge over the interphone. It was Derek who answered.


    “Good morning. All is calm, Captain. I just had to change the course a bit, to bypass a storm,” informed the navigator. “It’s already getting behind us. In about two or three hours, we’ll be back on course to Cape Verde and from there to Tenerife. Ah, Jeffey asked you to call him as soon as you are awake.”


    
      
        1. Cavaliere – Italian, “Chevalier”, honorary title.

      


      
        2. Villa – Italian, “Mansion”.
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    Since he had left the body at the medical centre, locked in Doctor Giuseppe’s office, and asked the nurse to give him a preliminary diagnosis, the chief safety officer had taken a number of cautionary measures. Including locking himself and Charles in his office. He wanted to download those pictures from the iPhone.


    “I don’t know how to do that, boss. But I have already sent some per email. Want to try?”


    At that early hour, the wi-fi network was working quite adequately. It didn’t take long before the pictures arrived, one by one, in Jeffey’s Outlook Express mailbox.


    “Very good. Now, lend me your iPhone. We need to delete those pictures.”


    “But… these pictures are mine.”


    “They can be used against you,” he bullied him a little. “Evidence of crime.”


    “What? My goodness! Delete it all. It’s here, see. You put your finger on that little dustbin, and everything’s gone. Just don’t delete mine. There are some precious pictures here!”


    “Don’t worry.”


    “Listen, boss. Just between the two of us, why do you want me to keep a secret about this?”


    The chief safety officer felt almost obliged to reveal the events of the last three nights. It was the only way to try to gain his subordinate’s complicity. He needed that. Not just as a guarantee of the pledge of silence, but also, who knew, for Charles to assist him in the search for a solution. According to the Chinese woman, the cause of death of that case had also been atelectasis.


    “By Jove!” the subordinate was surprised. “You’re really good at keeping secrets. What a big mess.”


    “As I told you, this was the third in three days. Who says there won’t be another one, tonight?”


    “Help me, my little Jesus! Now you’re scaring me, sir.”


    “Do you want me to call the police?” Jeffey got a little irritated. “We’re in international waters, Charles. We’re this ship’s Safety Department. It’s up to us to investigate, arrest the perpetrator, and put an end to this madness. And very discretely too, so we do not compromise the image of the company that employs us.”


    “Right. Understood. It makes sense. You can trust me, boss. You won’t regret it.”


    “I sure hope so. Your shift is ending. Get some rest, Charles. I have a lead that I need to pursue. We’ll talk later. And don’t forget: keep your mouth shut.”


    Jeffey was getting a headache. Which was so rare… Only then did he remember that his last meal had been a salad for lunch, the day before. ‘No man can be wise on an empty stomach’, he rebuked himself, and went to the officers’ mess to have breakfast. At that time, there would hardly be anyone around.


    As he ate the corned beef hash with scrambled eggs, it occurred to him: it wasn’t fair to have to wait for Doctor Giuseppe until 10am in the morning. Who cared that the Italian had that funny ritual of his? He needed to pull the file of the latest passenger found dead, and the easiest way to find out who he was, seemed to be right in the dead man’s mouth. According to the nurse, the cause of asphyxiation had been a half folded boarding card, stuffed down the young man’s throat.


    Once back again in his office, with the passenger’s name duly noted on a piece of paper – the little Chinese woman had been reluctant, all he had managed was to convince her to remove the card for a moment, then return it to where it was lodged –, he inserted the password, logged on the system and typed ‘Silva’. Dozens of entries appeared. He completed the name: ’Silva, Felipe’. There was only one. And the picture taken when he had first boarded the ship, confirmed he was the victim. ID no. 12030. Nationality: Brazilian. Cabin no. 11717. Muster Station: C. Table: 632. Seating: 2nd. Birthday: June 13, 1971. City of origin: Brasília, FD. Occupation: Parliamentary adviser. Among the details he found out that the cruise had been paid with a Corporate American Express Card. As for the expenses on board, the passenger had made a deposit of USD 1,000 in cash. Apparently he spent a lot of money on board. The current balance was 432.51 USD. The last debit, this very day, had been at 2:13am, in Gioia, the disco of the Rigoletto. Notes: he had obtained a duplicate cruise card at the front desk at 2:51am.


    Just to make sure, Jeffey unlocked the drawer and checked the enlarged party photo. Felipe Silva was not in the photo. Not even in profile.


    ‘It’s not the same pattern,’ he thought. ‘The first two were from São Paulo, while this one is from Brasília. The other two were in law and accounting. This one is a parliamentary adviser. The others embarked in Santos, and this one in Rio de Janeiro. The only thing they have in common is the cause of death: atelectasis’.


    He needed to translate those newspaper clippings. He wouldn’t be able to do that with just a dictionary. He clicked on the browser. It took a while, but he managed to connect to the internet. Holding the scrap of paper with the scribbles of the computer technician, he typed ‘translate.google.com’.


    Someone knocked at the door. Albeit annoyed, he asked the person to enter. It was the Balinese cleaner who had found the woman’s body the day before.


    “Sorry, Mister Jeffey.”


    “Hi, Putu,” he made an effort to be nice. “Come in. Is everything all right with you?”


    “Everything’s all right, sir,” the cleaner came closer with downcast eyes. “I finished my shift at six. But I couldn’t sleep, so I came to talk to you, sir.”


    “What is it, Putu? Did you remember something else?”


    “No, Mister Jeffey. Remember, no. But early this morning, I found a boarding card of a passenger, poorly wrapped in a paper towel, in the dustbin of the disco’s restroom. My obligation would have been to hand it to my boss. But I didn’t. I’m confused and scared. I kept it with me and went to the dorm. We think better when we are rested, don’t we?”


    “Absolutely, Putu.”


    “So, since I couldn’t sleep, I came to give you the card, sir.”


    “You did very well. Give me the card.”


    “I just ask you not to tell my boss, sir, that it was I who found the card.”


    “You can rest assured. We made a pact with the captain, didn’t we?”


    “That’s why I came to talk to you, sir.”


    “Okay. It’s in good hands. Stay calm and get some rest. Sleep well, Putu.”


    It was Felipe Silva’s original boarding card. Coincidence or good luck? He kept turning the plastic rectangle between his fingers, wondering. Ideas were buzzing in his head.


    ‘Who knows… Somebody stole the card at the disco. Later on, entered the cabin and tried to kill the young man, making him swallow the folded card by force. Felipe fought and the criminal escaped. Felipe went after him, however, as he was choking, he was barely able to put the arm out of the door. As he tried to pull the card out of his throat, he died with his two fingers stuck in his mouth’. Eh… It made sense.


    The interphone rang. It was the captain. At last.
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