
Cruise of a Lifetime: Mac in Rio de Janeiro

Lisa M. Rolli

&

Alexandrea Kleinsmith

[image: A logo for a book

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

Little Hammer Books

Copyright © 2026 by Lisa M. Rolli

& Alexandrea Kleinsmith

All Rights Reserved

Cover design and Illustrations by: Bilal Rahmaoui

A Cruise of a Lifetime Book

Published and Distributed by:

Little Hammer Books, a subsidiary of 

Hemlock & Hammer Foundry, LLC

www.littlehammerbooks.com

No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews or articles.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

"If you stumble, make it part of the dance" ~ River Maria Urke
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Chapter 1
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The SS Adventure slows as it pulls into port. 

Mac stands at the railing, his flippers resting on the cool metal, and watches the city come closer. The water shimmers in the morning sun. Small boats bob and zip past the ship, their drivers waving as they go. 

Then the music reaches him. It drifts across the water in soft bursts. 

The drums are tapping, voices singing, something bright and happy weaving through it all. 

The sound wraps around Mac like a breeze. He tilts his head. The feeling is familiar. Not the city. Not the sounds. The moment. 

Mac has stood like this before, at another port, watching another place wake up. Back then, he didn’t know what was waiting for him once the ship docked. He knows now. 

Mac is a Macaroni penguin with wild yellow eyebrows that never stay still. He used to live on cold rocks near the edge of the world. Now he lives on the SS Adventure. He didn’t mean to move aboard. He followed a smell. It led to sushi. Sushi led to trouble. Trouble led to a talent show. Mac danced. The crowd cheered.

Somewhere between one talent show and one very enthusiastic encore, Mac became the ship’s entertainer. No one wrote it down. No one announced it with a microphone. It just happened.

People laugh when Mac waddles onto the stage. They cheer when he dances, even when he doesn’t know what he’s doing. They clap when he bows. 

After his shows, the kitchen door always opens and out comes sushi. Mac smiles at the thought. Chef Kenji always counts the pieces carefully, nodding once when Mac’s show is done. 

Mac thinks about last night. “Big crowd today,” Chef Kenji says. “Don’t forget, you’re on again tonight.” 

Mac doesn’t get paid in coins or paper. He gets paid in neat rows of sushi—cool, perfect, and enough to fill his belly and make him feel important. His eyebrows wiggle at the thought.

Mac’s stomach growls. He starts thinking about what he might add to his performance tonight. Something faster? Maybe louder music? 

Behind him, footsteps sound on the deck. Captain Sol joins him at the railing. 

“Such a beautiful place,” the captain says. 

Mac nods, his eyes still on the shore. Rio de Janeiro rises in layers before them. Buildings climb green hills. Bright colors pop everywhere—yellow, blue, pink, green. People line the docks, moving, talking, laughing. 

Mac’s eyebrows wiggle. 

“What is this place?” he asks. 

“Rio,” Captain Sol says. “Rio de Janeiro. She’s loud. She’s lively. And the people here dance just like you.” 

“The people dance?” Mac asks. 

“All the time,” Captain Sol says. 

Mac watches a group of musicians play drums while a crowd claps along. Someone spins. Someone laughs. Someone pulls a friend into the rhythm. 

Mac gasps softly. Music. Movement. A city that dances just because it can. His chest puffs out a little. 

“I dance,” Mac says. 

Captain Sol smiles. “Yes, you do.” 

The ship eases closer to the dock. This isn’t like Montevideo, the last port. Rio is something else. This feels big. 

The SS Adventure docks with a gentle thump. Cheers rise from the shore. Drums answer back. 

The gangway lowers. Crew members move into place. Passengers gather their bags. The air buzzes with excitement. 

Mac stays at the railing for one more second. On the ship, he has a stage. He has an audience. He has sushi waiting after every show. But in every port, a new adventure waits. 

Jackson hurries past with a map in one hand and a serious look on his face. Jackson works in Guest Services on the ship. He also works as Mac’s official babysitter.

He points at Mac. “Two rules,” he says.

“Two rules,” he says. “No trouble. And be back on time.” 

Mac stands very still. “I can do that,” he says. 

Jackson squints. “Can you?” 

Mac nods. “Yes.” 

Jackson sighs like he doesn’t believe him, but still gives him a quick thumbs-up. 

Mac takes a deep breath. “If they dance like this,” he says slowly, “they must be very famous.” 

Captain Sol chuckles. “Some of them are. Most of them just love it.” 

Mac steps away from the railing, his heart beating fast. Rio doesn’t just welcome performers. It expects them. Mac doesn’t know how he will dance here yet. He only knows this feels like a place where dancing matters. 
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Chapter 2
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As Mac steps off the SS Adventure, the music gets louder. Not ship-music. Not stage-music. This music comes from the heart of Rio de Janeiro. 

Drums thump nearby. Someone shakes bells. Someone claps in a fast, happy rhythm. 

Mac’s eyebrows wiggle. Then his flippers twitch. 

“Oh no,” Mac says quietly. 

He tries to hold his flippers still. He tucks them against his sides. But they move anyway, bouncing to the rhythm as if they have minds of their own. 

Jackson mistakes Mac’s wiggling for a wave and waves back from the gangway. He’s already heading toward the market, grinning, a map tucked under his arm. 

“Whew,” Mac says, starting after Jackson. 

Jackson isn’t watching where he’s going. He trips over a red bag. Feathers burst into the air. Pink feathers. Blue feathers. And one enormous purple feather that floats down very slowly. 

Mac rushes over to help Jackson up.

A woman laughs as she gathers the feathers. 

“Carnival rehearsal,” she says. “It happens.” 

“I like Carnival dances,” Mac says. 

“Then you’re in for a treat in Rio,” the woman says, hurrying off. 

Down the street, a group of musicians practices together. The drums beat faster. Then faster still. 

Mac sways. His feet tap. 

A whistle squeaks, stopping the song. The whistle blows again. 

One drummer notices Mac thumping his feet to the rhythm and gives him an encouraging thumbs-up. 

The drummer taps his drum once. Mac taps one foot. 

The drummer taps twice. Mac taps both feet. 

The drummer smiles. Mac spins. Then the music stops. 

Everyone is looking at Mac. “Sorry,” Mac says. 

“I dance when I hear music.” 

The drummer laughs. “Samba does that,” he says. 

Mac’s eyes widen. “Samba?” 

“Samba,” the drummer says, stepping closer. 

He shows Mac the steps. Side. Together. Tap. 

Mac copies him. Sort of. His version wobbles. He hops. One flipper flies up like it has someplace important to be. The drummer claps. People nearby clap too. 

A child copies Mac’s wobble and hop, giggles, and runs off. Something warm blooms in Mac’s chest. 

Then Captain Sol appears beside him. 

“You’re making friends fast,” the captain says. 

Mac nods, still moving. “The music found me.” 

Captain Sol chuckles. “Rio has a way of doing that.” 

Across the street, dancers cross together in bright skirts and spinning ribbons. One ribbon slips free and floats toward Mac. Mac reaches for it and trips just as he catches it. He lands in a soft pile of costumes and rolls out wearing a feathered headpiece much too big for his head. 
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Mac stands with the ribbon in his hand. The crowd laughs. Mac bows. The crowd claps louder. 

Mac stands tall, remembering his first performance on the SS Adventure. 

He performs there regularly, but on a stage. Here, the street is the stage. 

Mac’s eyebrows wiggle. 

Here, everyone dances on purpose or by accident. Mac wonders what would happen if he danced Samba during his show. Maybe even with ribbons. 

He grips the ribbon and takes one careful step. Side. Together. Tap. This time, it feels right. 

Mac smiles. Rio doesn’t just play music. Rio invites you to move. And Mac never turns down an invitation like that. 
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Chapter 3
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Mac walks into town following the boom-tat-tap-boom of the drums. The tempo leads him to the front of a bright yellow building with open doors, where music pours out like sunshine. 

Mac looks up at the hand-painted sign above the entrance. It reads Samba School. Mac blinks. 

“A whole school?” he whispers. 

Mac peeks inside and watches people moving together. Not randomly. On purpose. They step. Side. Together. Tap. Again. And again. 

Mac recognizes the dance as the Samba, and his flippers tingle. 

A girl with curly hair in a ponytail and sneakers with shiny laces notices him standing in the doorway. 

“You coming in?” she asks. 

Mac straightens. “I’m Mac, and I perform,” he says. 

“So are you just watching?” the girl asks. 

“I want to learn to Samba,” Mac says. 

The girl smiles. “My name is Lia, and this is where I practice the Samba.” 

Mac nods. 

“Come practice,” Lia says, waving Mac in. 

Mac enters the Samba School. Lia leads Mac in and points to a spot on the floor for Mac to line up. 

“Break is almost over,” Lia tells Mac. 

“We will start  practicing any minute.” 

The rest of the dancers in the studio line up. Then the teacher claps her hands. 

“From the top,” she says. 

Mac copies everyone. He steps to the side. Then together. Then tap. Mac watches himself in the mirror. He watches his feet cross when they shouldn’t. His timing is off beat, but he keeps going. Even when his flippers move too big. Until...thunk. 

Mac bumps into a drum. The drum rolls. Someone catches it. Mac freezes. 

“I’m sorry,” he says quickly. 

“I’m just learning. And I’m very enthusiastic.” 

Lia snorts. 

The teacher laughs. “Enthusiasm is good,” she says.

“But Samba requires listening.” 

The teacher claps her hands. “From the top, again.” 

Mac listens to the rhythm and beats. The drum says now. The shake says wait. The clap says go. 

Mac dances. Side. Together. Tap. 

He watches in the mirror. His Samba is better. Still not perfect. So he continues to practice with the class. They practice again. And again. 

Sweat dots Mac’s brow. His flippers droop. 
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The teacher claps again. “Break time!” 

“This is harder than it looks,” he tells Lia. 

Lia nods. “Everyone thinks it’s easy. It’s not.” 

Mac sighs and thinks. On the ship, people clap because they think I’m funny on stage. Here, the teacher claps to give us rhythm to help us practice. And everyone practices doing the dance right. To do it with pride. To respect it. That makes his chest feel tight. 

“What if I’m only good on a stage?” Mac asks quietly. 

Mac sits on the floor, still breathing hard. 

Lia sits beside him. “You’re not bad,” she says. 

Mac looks up. “I dance funny?”

“Not funny...you just dance like... you.” 

“That’s allowed?” Mac asks. 

Lia grins. “You should always dance with your style. The instructor
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