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The sea is
everything. Its breath is pure and healthy.

It is an immense desert, where man is never lonely,

for he feels life stirring on all sides.

— Jules Verne,
Man of the Sea
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Friday, March 31,
2014

 Toronto, Ontario,
Canada

 


Staff
Superintendent Jack Sterling sat behind a large, cleared desk in
the Metropolitan Toronto Police Service headquarters building on
College Street. It was the last working day of the month, and also
his last day to occupy this chair. He’d reached thirty-five years
of service and, as the uniformed officers would say, today was his
‘End of Watch.’ Tomorrow, Saturday, he would no longer be
Chief of Detectives.

As he sat
reflecting on his service, there was a knock on his door. Looking
up, Jack saw Chief Constable Bill Forsythe enter.

“Got a minute,
Jack?”

“Sure, Chief,
have a seat.”

“Just dropped
by to say my unofficial goodbye before your party next Friday
evening. How do you feel?”

“Not sure, to
be honest. Bit nostalgic, I suppose. No doubt my retirement will
hit me in due course, but life goes on, as they say. Some new and
different challenges lay ahead for me and I look forward to
that.”

“Yes. If you
take their offer, I wish you well with your new job at Sentinel.
Good outfit, I believe. Your depth of experience with Metro should
help you make the transition smoothly. Sentinel Corporation is
lucky to be getting someone of your calibre. You know, it’s too bad
about the 35-year mandatory retirement limit. Most people are
really at the peak of their knowledge and efficiency when they are
forced to leave their job.”

“Yeah, Chief, I
suppose you’re right but there has to come a time for everyone to
go. Maybe it’s just as well. Makes room for promotions up through
the ranks and maybe a newer way of looking at the job. Really, I
feel I’ve done all I can. I’ve enjoyed my police career and look
forward to the next phase of my life.”

“Just left me
say privately and sincerely, that I have enjoyed my association
with you. You’ve done well with the Detective Division and I hope
that Chief Superintendent Elliott can do as good a job. Thank you,
Jack, and best of luck. Enjoy your cruise too, wherever you and
Jean decide to go,” said the chief, standing and shaking his hand.
“See you Friday evening at the Astoria.”

His thirty-five
years with the Toronto Police Service had seen him rise from
constable in the Patrol Division to the rank of staff (chief)
superintendent. It felt a long, long way from his days as a recruit
in training, then walking the beat for five years, mostly in the
busy downtown area, and his subsequent rise through the ranks, with
their various responsibilities in policing. The last fifteen years
he’d been a detective, finishing up as the top-ranking detective,
in charge of over 500 men and women. Toronto didn’t have anywhere
near the number of murders as large U.S. cities—40% of New York
City’s per capita rate, one-ninth of Chicago’s—yet he’d personally
investigated about seventy-five murder cases, and lately, reviewed
many more. If anything made leaving the Service attractive, it was
to get away from the sad, tragic and sometimes macabre events that
were the raison d’être of a big city police detective. Jack
Sterling was feeling a bit nostalgic, and relieved at the same
time.

 


 



Friday, April
7

Toronto

 


Jack Sterling
and his wife Jean got home from his farewell party a few minutes
after one a.m. He had been picked up and driven home in his black
detective patrol car by his regular driver, Sergeant John Chisholm.
On getting out, the man gave his boss a crisp salute. Under the
streetlamp light, a glint of a tear was visible in the man’s
eye.

Jack returned
the courtesy, then stepped forward to give the sergeant a brief hug
and pat on the back. “Thank you, John, it’s been a pleasure,” he
said. “I’ll miss our little chats.”

The party had
been a memorable affair, the grand old hotel packed with 300 police
officers, their spouses and other guests. He couldn’t get over the
genuinely warm feelings everyone showed toward him and, in his
farewell speech, he found it very difficult not to choke up. The
standing ovation was loud and long.

He removed his
police mess jacket and black bow tie, hanging them over the back of
a chair at the kitchen table. As he yawned and stretched his arms
above him, Jean snuggled him from behind and murmured, “You wanna
know how I feel, sweetheart?”

“Yes, tell
me.”

“I’ll use just
one word: relieved. No more urgent calls about deaths—no
more danger—no more long days and restless nights.”

Turning around,
he looked at her face for a few seconds and, seeing her moistened
eyes, replied softly, “I know you are relieved, and in spite of
some mixed emotions, I feel that way too. It’s a helluva way to
feel—to be sad at leaving this job and happy about it too. Glad
too, that I never had to shoot someone, although that came close to
happening on occasion. I’m sure I’ll remember this day for the rest
of my life—just as I remember my first day as a cadet.

“You know, a
civilian at the party asked me this evening how many dead bodies
I’d seen in my career. I couldn’t tell him. Except to say,
‘probably hundreds.’ Made me think, that did. If I’d had some
comprehension of what I was getting into way back then, when I
joined the Force, I might not have been removing my Chief of
Detectives uniform tonight.”

They stood,
quietly holding each other for a minute before his wife said, “You
must be tired.”

 


 



Monday, April
10

Toronto

 


Jack sat down
in his upstairs, third-bedroom office, and googled ‘cruise
lines.’ When the results came up, he started clicking on the
variety of companies and destinations listed. He and his wife had
taken two previous cruises, both in the Caribbean where most people
from the Toronto area doing boat trips, especially in wintertime,
chose to go. It was a relatively short flight to Miami. On both
occasions, they’d travelled on large ships, with Carnival and
Holland America Lines. While both voyages—10 days each—were
enjoyable, each ship carried over 3,000 passengers, and seemed
busy and too noisy, with many children aboard. He and Jean
had discussed this and were determined to avoid a repeat.

Today, he was
looking for a smaller vessel, a cruise line that catered to older
folk and no screaming kids. He was impressed with the Holland
America line but continued scrolling, until he stopped at a company
called World Cruise Lines, registered out of the Port of Road Town,
the capital city of the British Virgin Islands, in the eastern
archipelago of the Caribbean Islands. This company, WCL, seemed to
be relatively new, its ships carrying a maximum passenger load of
twelve hundred. Just right. Fare prices were comparable with other
major companies and included return air fare. The photos showed one
of the ships, MV Seascape, to be well appointed on eleven
decks—six cabin decks, two activity levels and one for meals and
snacks, a casino and shopping area, plus crew decks below—instead
of up to 16 decks on the biggest ships. Even the lowest deck cabins
appeared were quite acceptable, judging from the photos. Also
appealing was the itinerary for a 17-day trip from Barcelona in
Spain to Miami that including a nice long interval of crossing the
Atlantic, after the last port of call at Santa Cruz de la Palma in
the Canary Islands. Eight days of no stops—time to relax.

Jack called
Jean over to have a look—he really did rely on her female view of
things—and together they read the details.

“What do you
think?” he asked.

“Seems good to
me, honey. I like fewer people, especially fewer of the smaller
variety. I know these cruise lines all glamorize their ships and
cuisine but, hey, nothing ventured, nothing gained. What’s the
price comparison on the Barcelona–Miami voyage that we’re
discussing?”

“Well, I’ve
checked four companies offering that cruise and the price
differences are narrow—all within two hundred dollars. I’ve been
trying to read between the lines about what each has to offer and
my intuition tells me that this company will be our best bet. What
departure date did we agree on?”

“I wrote it on
the wall calendar. Let me check.”

She went
downstairs to the large calendar tacked up on a kitchen wall, found
‘Leave for cruise!’ tentatively written in the May 12 week block
and called out the planned date range.

“Should be a
good time to go,” Jack yelled back. “Let me narrow in on the
departure date for a WCL cruise closest to that. I think I’ll book
a verandah stateroom. I’m going to look at the Atlantic weather for
that time of year too. Don’t want rough seas!

“Also, I’ll
check on the conditions for flying to Barcelona two days early,
before joining the ship, and then back to Toronto 3 days after we
dock in Miami. I believe there’s a surcharge to go early. Be nice
to spend a bit of time in Barcelona at the start and then see the
Everglades after we return to Miami. Hope we’re not too late doing
this.”

“Alright,
sweetheart, dinner’ll be ready in half an hour.”

He found that
World Cruise Lines offered a May 16 sailing for the 17-day voyage
from Barcelona, with three ports of call en route: Seville and
Cadiz, together, in the south of Spain; and Lanzarote and Santa
Cruz de la Palma, separate stops on the east and west sides of the
Canary Islands in the Atlantic, off the coast of Western Sahara.
From there, the ship heads out into the Atlantic for the remaining
eight days on the open seas to Miami. ‘Good. No other ports of
call. This trip will give me just enough time to think about my new
job,’ Jack thought. ‘We’ll have to book right away though. Two full
days in Barcelona means we’d fly out on the evening of the
13th.’

Going to the
weather site, he’d found that May’s weather was usually good for a
trans-Atlantic crossing. The cyclone season generally started
around the beginning of June, by which time they’d be in Miami.

On the
Expedia website, he was glad to see that Air Canada flew to
Barcelona, with a quick stop in Montreal and London in the United
Kingdom. He hoped that was the air carrier the cruise line would
fly people on from Toronto. Other airlines required a change of
plane in Madrid and switching to the Spanish airline Iberia Air
within Spain.

“So, Mrs.
Sterling, are you okay with that cruise?” he asked.

Replying from
the kitchen, she agreed. “I’d still like to see their brochure
though. Is there an online version or a PDF we can download?”

/ / /

 


With his 60th
birthday coming up later in the year, Jack Sterling was still fit
and healthy. He was a member at a local recreation center, where he
went at least five days a week, running on the treadmills for half
an hour and swimming lengths in the pool for the same amount of
time. He’d been offered a good job with the largest private
security company in the city, discussions the chief had been
informed about and cleared. Jack had accepted an offer the day
before his retirement party, after carefully reviewing the matter,
but was not 100% sure it was right for him. He was not at all sure
he wanted to continue with enforcement work, even low-risk stuff.
Maybe he really needed a complete change. The pay offered was
generous, equal to his recent salary, and not easy to turn down. He
could defer starting his pension, making it higher when he would
draw from it later. Sentinel wanted him to start as soon as
possible, but he’d asked them to wait until mid-June.

 


 



Tuesday, May
13

Palm Beach,
Florida

 


“It’s eight
a.m. and this is NPR news for Tuesday, May 13, with Dwight Howard.
Good morning, everyone. Here’s a roundup of early events making the
news today. The president is scheduled to appear at 10 a.m. before
the Congressional Committee on the economy….”

A hand appeared
from under the blanket, reached over and slapped the button down on
the radio/alarm clock. The large red numbers glowed 8:01 in her
darkened bedroom. She was just not mentally prepared to hear about
whatever the president was going to discuss. Not today.

Rebecca
Gessner—née Abramowicz—rubbed her hands over her face in a quick
massage, pulled the blanket back, rolled to the side of the bed and
put her feet on the floor. She usually rose no earlier than nine,
and more often at ten. Today, however, was her last busy day at
home prior to departing from Miami International Airport for a
seventeen-day cruise vacation from Barcelona, back across the
Atlantic. Hannah Goldman, her secretary/companion, would be
arriving at 9 a.m. to help with her packing and clear up her
business mail.

She pressed
Maria’s call-button, said she was up and to put the coffee on. It
was the beginning of another hot, sultry day on the Florida east
coast, at Palm Beach, with a slight onshore breeze. Rebecca could
see a number of early beach strollers as she opened the blinds on
her second-floor balcony window. Her house, as she called it, was,
by any other definition, a mansion—six thousand square feet on two
levels, Spanish style, painted in two shades of tan and light brown
with thick, red-ochre roof tiles, and occupying one acre of prime
beach waterfront on South Ocean Boulevard. She and her husband,
Solomon, had lived there for ten years before he died suddenly,
five years ago at 63, of a heart attack. They’d had no children. He
had been president and CEO of the Gessner Insurance Brokerage
Corporation, with offices in Los Angeles and Miami. It was a
lucrative business and they were multi-multi-millionaires. While
she did not assume the CEO position upon his death, she did serve
on the company’s board of directors. Given her majority share
ownership, her word understandably carried a fair degree of
authority at the table.

Rebecca had
recently turned sixty-five and was in good health. At five feet,
six inches, her figure was still quite shapely, due in part to
having been ‘under the knife’ a few times, as only her closest
friends knew. She was due to go under the knife one more time.
Soon. She worked out daily in the fully-equipped gym on the ground
floor and swam in the large backyard pool, in heated water in the
winter months, when she was not traveling to L.A. on business, or
elsewhere on pleasure. Her Puerto Rican-born maid, Maria, lived
in.

Rebecca was
sitting in the kitchen bay window, mug of coffee in hand, looking
at the Atlantic Ocean, when her thoughts were interrupted by a
knock on the door. She knew it was her secretary.

“Come in,
Hannah,” she said and called to Maria to bring the young woman a
coffee.

Hannah said,
“Hola, Maria,” to the maid and sat down at the marbled bay
window tabletop, facing her employer. “How are you today, Mrs. G.?
Sleep well?”

“Okay, until
the damned helicopter woke me at 3:30. I thought it might have been
the police and was correct in thinking that because Maria told me
she’d heard a report on the local radio at eight o’clock. An armed
robbery in the downtown area at an all-night deli. The lone
employee was shot but is okay, mercifully.”

Ordinarily, it
was a quiet neighborhood. Few people living in the vicinity had
regular day jobs and there was very little traffic noise.

Ms. Hannah
Goldman did not like to be ‘familiar’ with her employer and in
spite of being asked to use her Christian name, she stuck to the
formality of ‘Mrs. Gessner’ or ‘Mrs. G.’ With an undergraduate
degree in business administration from the University of Miami, she
felt somewhat under-employed in her duties here. Her father, a
long-time friend of Solomon Gessner, got her the job, or ‘position’
as he liked to call it, after graduation, and while it was
interesting, paid quite well and involved some traveling, it was
not challenging. Hannah knew she’d eventually have to find a more
demanding career job to fit her personality and academic
training.

“Well, you
ready for our cruise, Hannah?” Rebecca said lightly as Hannah
joined her for a light breakfast of toast and marmalade.

“Yes,” said
Hannah, “very much so. I’ve only done one, short, seven-day
Caribbean trip, with Carnival. It’ll be interesting to see what
this ship is like in comparison, and I’ve never been to Spain.
Travel arrangements and documents are all here,” she added, patting
her black leather briefcase cum purse. “I’ve confirmed our airline
reservations and departure time, on American Airlines with a
one-hour stop in Lisbon, a nine-hour flight. No changing planes,
thank goodness. Our flight arrives at 11:30 a.m. tomorrow, local
time. So, to reiterate, we leave Miami at 6:30 p.m.—1830
hours—tonight. By the way, that will be on the new Boeing 787
Dreamliner plane. Our fare in first-class seating will be $17,830
total, return, of course.

“Also confirmed
is the cruise reservation. You’ll be staying in a so-called Crown
Suite on deck seven and I’m on the deck below you. With regard to
departure today, we need to check in at Miami airport by no later
five o’clock, which means we’ll have to leave here, let’s say, by
three-thirty. I hope that’s okay with you?”

Hannah looked
up from the itinerary at Mrs. G., who nodded her reply. “I’ve
arranged for Clifford to have the limo ready by then. I will need
to slip home to pick up my things this afternoon and say goodbye to
Mom and Dad, but I will spend some time with you now, reviewing
company correspondence and your mail, if that’s okay? May I take it
that you’ve briefed Maria about our trip and she has a copy of the
itinerary and my cell phone number?”

“All done,”
replied Mrs. G. “Maria seems very excited for us. Thanks for your
efforts, Hannah.”

/ / /

 


Seven hours
later, Hannah and her employer were sitting in oversized black
leather chairs in the VIP Lounge at Miami International Airport,
with a vodka martini and a sherry, respectively, in front of them
on the low, oval glassed-topped table, watching the news on CNN
delivered by Anderson Cooper. They had about an hour until their
flight would be called. Cloudless blue sky could be seen through
the high, panoramic windows overlooking the runways. They could
also watch their gleaming new American Airlines 787 at the gate,
being prepared for flight. Hannah hoped it would leave on schedule.
They didn’t have too much time in Barcelona before leaving on the
cruise—and Hannah was keen on seeing the European fashions in the
shops.

/ / /

 


Same day,
Toronto, Ontario

“So, don’t
forget, Mom and Dad, you can use the skype app on your new
Blackberry Passport Z10 that you received at your retirement party.
It’s a great little gadget and it’ll do anything you want it to do
in communicating. And, after my superb instruction session, I hope
you’ve got the hang of it! Just to remind you, Barcelona is five
hours ahead of us, so don’t call me until at least after
noon local time,” lectured the Sterlings’ daughter, Avery, as she
shepherded her parents into the main concourse at Toronto’s Lester
B. Pearson International Airport, two hours ahead of their
departure time. It was 6:30 p.m. “I really hope you have a
wonderful and memorable cruise. Wish I could go with you.”

“Thanks,
sweetheart,” replied Jack Sterling. “We both are really looking
forward to this trip. Good of you to drive us here. Don’t hang
around on our account. You’ll have to move the car if you do, or
risk getting a ticket.”

With hugs and
kisses, Avery departed, taking one look back at her parents before
exiting through the revolving door. She wasn’t 100% sure they would
remember how to use skype, but surely there would be younger
passengers or crew members to help.

After getting
their boarding passes and checking in their bags, Jack and Jean
walked to a nearby Starbucks in the Concourse and ordered two
lattes with biscotti biscuits. Jack reviewed their flight
itinerary, noticing they were flying on a Boeing 747, an older
plane but very reliable and comfortable. He was ready for this
trip—overdue in fact—and very much hoped for an interesting and,
especially, a relaxing time. He’d booked their seats online weeks
ago, reserving spots with the most leg room.

At 8:25 p.m.,
the announcer called their flight. “Air Canada flight 287 for
Montreal, London and Barcelona is now boarding. Please have your
boarding pass and passport ready for presentation at the gate. Rows
35 through 45 will be boarding first.”

Sitting in the
holding area, Jack said, “Here we go, sweetheart.” They stood and
joined the line, each with a maximum-allowable-size carry-on bag.
Jack had checked the airline’s website for the dimensions and had
measured their suitcases and carry-ons twice. Best to be extra
certain. It was the start of a four-thousand-mile trip.

 


 



Wednesday, May
14

Barcelona,
Spain

 


“There it is,
Jean, Barcelona spread out below us,” said Jack, sitting in the
window seat, leaning back so his wife could get a glimpse through
the big oval window. “You know, it has the same size population as
Toronto, about five million. I didn’t realize that. Notice the
green hills on the north side,” he continued, as the plane circled
to land, “and the mid-blue of the Mediterranean Sea to the south.
Feeling a bit excited, honey?”

“Sure am,” she
replied. “Looking forward to spending our two days in the city.
Lots to see and do.”

The plane made
a smooth landing, on time, at El Prat airport, eleven miles west of
the city center, at 2:35 p.m. Plenty of daylight left. Customs
clearance was a breeze and they did not have to wait long at the
baggage carousel. Their clean-looking taxi and polite driver, with
little proficiency in English and rather distracted style of
driving, deposited them at three-thirty, after a forty-minute ride,
at their hotel, the Catalunya. It overlooked a beautiful
square—more like a circle—of the same name, close to the city
center. Barcelona sprawled under a clear-blue sky with a
comfortable temperature of 25 degrees celsius—77 Fahrenheit. With a
slight onshore breeze, the air was just right for strolling around
the square and the old downtown area a bit later, after arranging a
day tour for tomorrow.

At five, they
left the hotel for a walk around the large plaça, window shopping,
looking at the locals and how they were dressed, and trying to get
the feel of being in España. It was warm, the sun still high in the
sky, altogether pleasant. They went for dinner at the Restaurant
Visual, at the top of the Hotel Torres, with a magnificent
360-degree view of the city. A good start to their vacation, they
agreed.

/ / /

 


In spite of all
her travels, Rebecca ‘Mrs. G.’ Gessner had never been to this city.
Their residence for the next two nights was the 19th century Hotel
Palace, close to Catalunya Square, one of the most elegant
buildings in Barcelona. The high, cupola-style ceiling in the lobby
was supported by four huge, flecked-marble columns, standing on a
white marble floor. The painting on the ceiling was somewhat
reminiscent of Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel at the Vatican in
Rome. On their way up to their large, two-bedroom,
beautifully-appointed suite, renting at $1,500 a night, Hannah
picked up a handful of tourist brochures from the lobby rack. One
of them showed a photograph of a stately theatre built in 1847, the
Gran Teatre del Liceu in the city center. Giuseppe Verdi’s
opera Aida was currently playing, with none other than the
talented soprano Cecilia Bartoli. Hannah knew that Mrs. G. dearly
loved opera. After securing her enthusiastic consent, Hannah
commissioned the concierge to get two of the best seats for
tomorrow evening’s performance. “The absolutely best seats
possible, you understand,” she told him, making it clear that price
was not an issue.

In their suite
at 12:30 p.m., Hannah reviewed the rest of the tourist brochures
and read out recommendations of what they should visit for their
one full-day in the city. When their suitcases were delivered by
the porter, they unpacked a few change of clothes items. Mrs. G.
placed her jewelry, in its soft grey leather bag, in the lock box
in the armoire, using her date of birth as the combination. She
then set her watch to the local time—Greenwich Mean Time +1—and the
two women retired to their separate bedrooms to nap.

When they got
up two hours later, they ordered a light meal: cheese and avocado
on whole-wheat crackers, a bowl of mixed fruit and a pot of
camomile tea, served in the room. Reviewing the sightseeing
brochures again, they booked the seven-hour, Grand Tour of
Barcelona by limousine, for the next day, covering most of the
tourist sights. As it was mid-afternoon, with lots of sunny
daylight left, both women wore large sun hats as they ventured out
onto the busy streets.

Rebecca Gessner
noticed it first: how many of the women, young and older, wore some
form of black. Jeans or narrow slacks seemed to be the order of
dress in daylight, with tops or shawls, and bright silk scarves
also worn as a headdress, and shiny black, patent leather high-heel
shoes. Pointing this out to Hannah, she wondered if it was the
current fashion, or somewhat of a tradition.

Hannah said she
thought it was fashion. She’d been glancing at a magazine in the
hotel lobby called Mademoiselle which showed black to be the
prominent color in Europe. Looking at what they were wearing, Mrs.
G. said, “I guess we’re out of fashion,” and her younger companion
agreed. They’d simply have to do something to rectify that.

“Elegant women
like you and I, Hannah, must be in style. Let’s do some
shopping.”

Catalunya Plaça
had a high-end fashion mall with Bally, Diane Furstenberg, Louis
Vuitton, Tom Ford, Internationale and others, all open until 9 p.m.
The square was connected to La Rambla, a long, tree-lined
boulevard, very popular for shopping and restaurants. Their day was
made.

 


 



Thursday, May
15


Barcelona

 


At 7:30 a.m.,
the Sterlings were having breakfast in the Cuarto de la
sol—the courtyard of the sun—restaurant, part of which extended
outside the rear of the hotel onto the pool deck. Sitting under
large, green and white striped sun umbrellas—provided by the Canada
Dry corporation—with the warmth of the morning sun on their backs,
they were enjoying huevos revueltos—scrambled eggs with
thick, pan-fried potatoes—with a baguette and large cups of strong,
black Spanish coffee. While a bit tired from the long flight, they
were also feeling good about being in Spain and upbeat about seeing
some of the sights of the city.

On their
arrival in Barcelona, they had set their watches to the local time,
reviewed their proposed itinerary for the next day’s activities,
and made tentative plans. There was much to see and they couldn’t
do it all in the day and a half before their ship sailed. “But
enough for us to get the feel of the place,” they had agreed. Today
would be their big day. At 8:30, they would join an eight-hour
sightseeing trip around the city, with a quick stop for lunch. Back
to the hotel at around four-thirty for a brief rest, followed by a
quick dinner, then dress up and off by taxi to the Gran Teatre
Nacional de Catalunya, in the Plaça de les Arts.

Their bus
arrived on time, almost full. One more stop and they’d begin the
tour.

“Buenos
dias, mi amigos,” their female guide said, after the last
tourists boarded. “My name is Consuela Barrientos, ‘Connie’ for
short, and our magnificent driver is called Pedro Mazon. Both of us
were born and raised in this beautiful city, so, unlike other
non-Spanish, European guides, we can give you the benefit of our
personal experience showing, and telling you about, this wonderful
city of Barcelona. I hope you have your tour pamphlet which
contains a ‘plan’ as we call maps, so that you can follow
our course of direction. Before we start, let me briefly take a few
minutes to describe the tour. Our fabulous, eight-hour journey will
include one hour for lunch at the Casa Tejada, which has
excellent food, specializing in Spanish and Portugese dishes. I
always like to suggest to our guests that they try one of their
soups and specialty sandwiches, for two reasons. They are delicious
and, of course, we get quick service. You will also note, as we
drive around the city, that little bits of modernization have crept
in—like Ronald McDonalds, A&W, Starbucks, Subway, etcetera—a
must, it seems, in today’s society. All to make our visitors feel
at home! I know, I know,” said Connie, “most of you could do
without them. It seems the world is becoming homogenized, which I
don’t care for. Anyway, to continue….

“This city was
originally a Roman village—not surprising as we are part of what we
call the ‘Mediterranean complex’, since most of the area was under
Roman rule at some time or other. Our city was founded in the third
century BC and was called B-A-R-C-I-N-O,” she spelled out,
“by a man named Hamilcar Barca. If you don’t know this, he was the
father of Hannibal the Great of ancient times, on a par with Caesar
and Alexander the Great.

“We will
explore three main parts of the city….”

A few minutes
of description later, Connie said, “Okay, Pedro, start driving! So,
sit back and relax and I hope you will enjoy your wonderful time
with us today.”

“Sounds like a
good tour, Jeannie,” whispered Jack. “I wonder if the guide’s
training includes schooling in the use of hyperbole. I have a
feeling it’s going to be heaped on us. Not complaining though.”

Jean squeezed
his hand and nodded.

/ / /

 


By 3 o’clock,
they had almost completed the tour and covered much of the greater
city area. The last part took them to Guell Park, designed by
Spanish architect Antoni Gaudí, one hundred years ago. “Place took
fourteen years to build,” noted Jack. “I can see why.”

“You know, I
could easily spend a week here. Barcelona is a beautiful city, with
so much to see and so much heritage. How many pictures did we take,
do you reckon?”

“I can check
that on the new camera. It keeps score of photos taken. I’ll check
later but at a guess, I’d say well over a hundred. I don’t think I
have to ask you what your favorite site was. Certainly the iconic
Sagrada Família Cathedral would be at the top of my list—it’s hard
to find the right words to adequately describe its
magnificence—and, it’s not finished yet! Mr. Gaudí was a very
inspired individual. We need to return sometime and stay longer,
like you say.”

At 5:30 this
evening, their second and last in Barcelona, Jack and Jean Sterling
sat in the hotel’s elegant dining room, with high, narrow,
Gothic-style windows framed with red velvet drapes, pulled back in
the center by tasseled gold ropes. Their table was covered in a
white, starched tablecloth and set formerly with fine Oneida silver
flatware and English Waterford crystal stemware. On the mezzanine,
a male pianist was playing classical music from a black Steinway
Grand. They had decided to ‘live it up’ by doing dinner and the
show in formal attire. One advantage of being on a cruise vacation,
was bringing one’s fanciest clothes. Jack wore a tux with a
cream-colored cummerbund and matching bow tie.

“Lookin’ good!”
Jean assessed with a wink. Her formal gown was of silver lamé with
a deep neckline, worn with a long string of cultured pearls. As
they ate dinner and drank champagne, poured into the appropriate
fluted glasses, they wondered what delights the evening and
tomorrow could bring to top this grand setting.

When they
arrived at the theater, it looked a bit like a modern, scaled-down
version of the Parthenon in Athens, with massive faux stone, fluted
Doric columns on the outside of the glassed-in building. The big
marquee announced, in bold letters, BOCELLI IN CONCERT. Jack
had reserved their seats before they left home, and had splurged on
the best location. Jean and he looked forward to hearing Andrea
Bocelli sing his signature song, Time to Say Goodbye.

During the
performance, Jack turned his head slowly, left and right, and
looked at all the people in his row of seats, most eyes fixed on
the singer. Judging from the jewelry on display around women’s
necks and dangling from their ears, some of the audience were very,
very wealthy. He thought how fortunate he was to be sitting in this
wonderful theater, listening to the beautiful words and music, next
to his elegant companion.

Jack also
realized that he’d been methodically memorizing faces and other
identifying features, a habit from his patrol days that he’d found
useful throughout his career. He had looked for clues about income
level, deviousness, and anything out of the ordinary. He was also
wondering about security to prevent thefts of all that conspicuous
wealth. ‘How long in retirement before I stop being a detective?’
he wondered.

Jean loved
opera whereas her husband could ‘take it or leave it.’ But on this
occasion, he thought it prudent that he should ‘take it.’ Besides,
he liked Bocelli. It was a beautiful opera house and he did
appreciate magnificent buildings.

When they got
back to the hotel, Jean said, “Thank you for arranging that. I’m so
glad we were able to see and hear him so clearly.”

After a light
snack, they retired to bed, tired but very satisfied with the day.
Tomorrow, they would ‘set sail.’

/ / /

 


Earlier the
same day, Barcelona

MV
Seascape’s new captain, John William Stuart, was born in
Edinburgh, Scotland at the Western General Hospital on March 28,
1958, the second son of Alexander and Mary. At age 12, he was
admitted to Bourne Grammar School, founded in 1638. By virtue of
that, he was relatively assured of preparing his brain for
admission to a university at age 18. His brother, Gordon, six years
older, a Bourne ‘old boy’ at 18, was about to enter the University
of Edinburgh to read classics and archaeology.

In John’s
infancy, his parents had taken him and his brother on a day trip by
boat from Edinburgh toward the North Sea along the estuary of the
Firth of Forth, passing under the huge bridge of the same name,
built in 1890. The sights, sounds, smells and the feel of sea spray
against John’s young face, as he was held in his father’s arms at
the bow of the small, bouncing tour boat, was something that
lingered with him and eventually became instrumental in his choice
of a profession —sailor.

His
apprenticeship to things naval started when he joined the Sea Cadet
Corps at age eleven, in seven years rising to the rank of chief
petty officer. In 1976, at age eighteen, upon graduating from
Bourne and leaving the Cadet Corps, John did not please his father
with his decision to skip university and instead enroll at the
Britannia Royal Naval College in Dartmouth for their two-year Naval
Officer Training Plan. When he graduated, it was off to sea, as an
acting sub-lieutenant in the Royal Navy, as an apprentice deck
officer aboard a destroyer escort, wearing one thin gold bar on his
shoulder board.

In 1982, he was
on his way to the Falkland Islands, in the far South Atlantic
Ocean, as part of Britain’s Naval Task Force, sent to reclaim the
islands from the dastardly Argentinians. His ship took part in
shelling one of the enemy ships, stopping it in the water, out of
action. He also witnessed an Exocet missile strike HMS
Sheffield in May of that year, causing a great loss of life
and its eventual sinking. He’d stayed in the RN, rising to the rank
of commander and captain of his own destroyer escort.

John Stuart
retired in 2004 with 28 years navy time and a row of medals on his
chest. He was a big man, tall, weighed 220 pounds (‘near 16
stone’), dark wavy hair, ruddy complexion, ice-blue eyes, with a
‘command presence’. At the time, the British government was
reducing the size of its armed forces and that meant ‘marking time’
in his present rank for an unknown length of time. He was not
prepared to do that. Especially with the lure of commanding grander
vessels.

He continued
his life at sea by first acquiring a position as a staff captain—a
second-in-command position—with World Cruise Lines. The company had
actively recruited him, and implied in the interview that he could
eventually become a ship’s master. WCL operated out of the Port of
Miami, the corporate home of many other cruise lines. Because of
that, John had to deal with U.S. Immigration and Naturalization
Services for a work permit and understand the rules governing
part-time residence in the U.S.A. He was a U.K. citizen, working
for a Florida-based, Delaware-incorporated company whose ships were
registered in the British Virgin Islands. Ships are registered
under flags of convenience to reduce operating costs or to avoid
regulations of the owner’s country.

Four years
after joining WCL, he’d been promoted to full captain, sporting
four gold bars on his epaulettes. The salary level was much higher
than his former Royal Navy income and in addition, he was drawing
his modest military pension. As with all cruise ship companies’
crew positions, he was not a standard employee but instead worked
under a contract which required him to be at sea for certain
specified periods of time. In his case, this meant four-month
stretches, with two months off in between. During his down time, he
kept busy writing his memoirs of service in the Royal Navy,
especially as it related to the Falklands campaign aboard HMS
Viceroy. He had tentatively titled them The Bloody
Falklands—a play on words of sorts since typically ‘damned’ was
inserted before ‘Falklands’—to describe that deadly little war.

He did not much
care for the short cruises, stopping in a port somewhere almost
every day, though he did enjoyed his command position. He much
preferred voyages that included successive days on the ‘open
blue.’ Nowadays, many cruise lines allowed wives and children
of officers to be aboard ship for limited periods of time. Captain
Stuart’s wife, Susan, a renowned fiction writer of sea stories,
would accompany him on this upcoming trip. Today, they had arrived
one day early, from London where they now lived, taking a direct
British Airways flight to Barcelona, arriving in the afternoon. He
was to take command of the MV Seascape, a two-year-old ship,
with a capacity population of 1650 passengers and crew, due to dock
there at 8 a.m. on the sixteenth—his first time as master of this
particular vessel. It was a much larger ship, in every aspect, than
his Royal Navy destroyer escort. His spacious cabin and office was
directly behind the bridge.

Now in
Barcelona, he and Susan checked into the old but nicely appointed
Hotel Catalonia Ramblas, where WCL always booked its senior
incoming crew members, roughly two kilometres from the Port
facility. He and Susan had dinner in the hotel, followed by a beer
in the lounge and watching a cricket test match between England and
India, in Bombay. Back in their room, he re-read his orders for the
next cruise, while Sue watched a bit of telly. They turned in for
an early night. Tomorrow was to be a special day for him.

/ / /

 


Michael O’Hara
Donnelly—the ‘O’Hara’ from his paternal grandfather—was born in
Dublin, living on the east side, in the Ringsend District, just off
East Wall Road. As a kid, he often rode his bike, alone, to look at
the freighters docked along Tolka Quay Road. His young mind
imagined becoming the captain of one of those massive ships one
day. He’d stand by the open gate to the dockyard and look, thinking
how much he’d love to go aboard one of these ships. One day, after
checking for a guard, he decided to venture into the dock area.
Locking his bike to the chain link fence, he strolled over to a
rusty iron bollard and sat down on its wide mushroom top, twenty
feet from the edge of the dock, the nearest ship less than fifty
yards away. He took his customary apple out of his pocket and began
to munch away. He didn’t hear the man come up behind him.

“Hello, son.
Admiring the ships, are you?”

Young Mike was
startled. He dropped his half-eaten apple and stood up.

The big man
wore a dark blue windbreaker jacket with the word ‘SECURITY’
in large white letters across his chest. “Sorry about the apple,”
he said kindly. “Didn’t mean to startle you. I see you at the fence
sometimes. You like ships? My name is Andy—what’s yours?”

After Mike told
him, Andy said, “Okay, Michael, look, people are not allowed in
here by themselves. You need an escort. Would you like to go aboard
for a look sometime?”

Mike said, “Oh,
yes, sir!”

“Alright.
Here’s what you need to do. When you get home, ask your mum or dad
for permission to do that. Tell them my name. I’ll write it down
for you. Next time, if I’m here, I’ll get you on a ship.”

And he did,
sealing young Mike’s career path.

Right after
leaving Glenmore School at 17, Mike found a job as an apprentice
deck hand with the Cosco Shipping Line, on a bulk carrier. That was
a dirty, dusty job and he managed, after two years, to transfer to
a container ship, traveling the world in a somewhat cleaner
environment. One ship’s captain talked to him about getting his
merchant seaman ticket. Mike enrolled in a two-year-long, Coast
Guard approved, largely self-study program and had his ticket
endorsed with the EDH level—Efficient Deck Hand.

Young Mr.
Donnelly eventually found himself on the deck of a Maersk vessel,
another container ship, and, over a period of four years, got his
AB ticket—Able Seaman—requiring him to perform watch keeping
duties. He was a bright and energetic individual and in his
off-duty hours, he often spent time on the bridge, observing the
ship’s operation. The first officer talked to him about upgrading
his credentials toward becoming a ship’s officer—in this case, a
deck officer. In three years, capably passing his tests, Mike was
promoted to a third officer position, requiring him to wear a white
uniform and a peaked officer’s cap.

At age 29, he
married an Irish lass named Moira, with whom they now have two
sons: Sean Michael, aged 6, and Ryan Niall, age 4, the latter who,
as his wife said, “is the spittin’ image of you, Moikle Donnelly,”
in her broad Kilkenny accent.

They lived in
Dublin, though Mike was off at sea for sometimes months at a time.
Over the years, he had learned to distillate his thick Irish brogue
into more understandable English, as he’d had to converse with
people from around the world at sea and in the many ports he
visited.

Mike had
faithfully read the monthly Merchant Marine Newsletter and
in one copy noticed an ad for security officer positions with
Holland America Line out of Seattle. He’d had a latent interest in
police work but did not want to become a police officer as such, at
least not in Ireland. Security positions were considered to be part
of the deck crew aboard cruise ships. After reading the short job
description, he discussed the matter with Moria for her thoughts
and, as a result, applied for a position. The terms &
conditions of employment seemed quite good, the main difference
was that he would have to ‘contract out’ his work, rather than be
an employee. It also meant reducing his status to the apprentice
level for a year, and taking a two-week course in law enforcement
procedures as applied to cruise ships, but he’d had enough of the
container ship business and looked forward to a complete change of
shipboard life.

Now, seven
years later, after transferring to World Cruise Lines, he had risen
to the rank of chief security officer. His position was a
responsible one, in charge of 12 men and women. They were employed
largely in passenger safety which included a multitude of jobs:
embarking and disembarking people, patrolling the decks, and
tactfully checking unruly behavior by any drunken guests. While
they did wear a white uniform, short sleeve shirt and long pants,
they were not blatantly identifiable as security. Security
personnel wore a discreet small brass nameplate on the left chest,
with the word SECURITY. The company did not want an obvious
and ominous police-like presence aboard ship.

Luckily, there
was little serious crime committed, and life aboard, at sea, was
mostly well-ordered and peaceful. After doing this job for seven
years though, it had become a bit mundane, repetitious, and Mike
felt he needed to upgrade his knowledge and skills again, to get to
a higher position with more challenge.

Moira was proud
of him, dressed in his pressed whites, two and a half gold bars on
his shoulders and a white naval cap with some ‘scrambled egg’ on
the peak. Jokingly he told her he could still make captain before
he retired.

Sincerely she
replied, “I know you can. Go for it.”

Company policy
allowed a crew member’s family along once every two years. Mike, of
course, had to pay the cost of the family’s transportation to the
port of departure, except for himself as a member of the crew.
Moira had accompanied him on one cruise, through the Caribbean, two
years ago with the two young lads. The four of them had enjoyed the
trip immensely, especially his wife and sons.

While Mike was
busy in his daily responsibilities and activities, he badly missed
the company of his family when they weren’t with him. He was happy
then when his wife found employment as a clerk in a prestigious
insurance firm in downtown Dublin. She felt better now that she was
‘contributing to the family coffers’ and not stuck at home.
She had also found a reliable sitter/tutor for the 3-hour period in
the afternoons on school days until she got home.

For the most
part, the two were contented people. He was due to go to sea again
for a three-month term, and that usually meant flying to Miami,
where the company and its ships were based, to start. This time,
however, he had a short Dublin to Barcelona flight on Ryan Air to
join the MV Seascape and begin the rotation.

Mike was
looking forward to being at sea again, meeting his new captain
tomorrow and, hopefully, another uneventful trip. He called Moira
in the evening to let her know he’d arrived okay.

 


 



Friday, May
16

Muelle de
Poniente Dock

Barcelona,
Spain

 


Captain John
Stuart and his wife Susan arrived by taxi at ‘D’ jetty of
Barcelona’s Seaport Terminal Dock at 0745 hours, and watched the
World Cruise Lines Motor Vessel Seascape approach, beginning
its docking procedures for an 0800 arrival. The ship had transited
overnight from Monte Carlo. It was to start a new, 17-day cruise
later today. He’d arrived early so as to spend more time with the
ship’s captain he was relieving, especially as it was his first
time as master of this vessel. The turnaround time from docking to
departure was exactly ten hours. While the Seascape was very
similar in design and handling to other WCL ships he had ‘driven’,
each vessel had its own idiosyncrasies that needed to be reviewed
and handled.

There were a
great deal of administrative duties to do, going over the ship’s
log, its recent performance at sea, items requiring to be fixed,
provisioning, bunkering (fuel), reviewing weather charts,
discussing any crew problems, health issues if any, meeting his
‘change of command’ bridge crew, the staff captain, chief engineer,
the hotel manager and chief of security. Lastly, he’d check the
passenger count for this sailing, before getting underway at 1800
hours.

Guests would
begin to arrive for boarding starting at mid-morning and the ship
would have to be spotless. Passenger lifeboat drill had to be held
just before departure.

When the ship’s
dockside gangway was lowered, Captain Stuart and Susan walked over
with their travel bags and were met and saluted, by the outgoing
chief security officer. The ship looked massive from this
perspective. A baggage porter took their luggage and together they
boarded the ship after being issued boarding passes, called
CruiseCards, like everyone else, and going directly to the
bridge. The two masters exchanged salutes. Captain Samuels greeted
Susan cordially and instructed an attendant to escort her to the
captain’s living quarters.

Today was a
complete rotation of the officer ranks. As each relieving officer
arrived, he or she was required to review their area of
responsibility with their outgoing counterpart.

By 0845, all
the bridge officers and other department heads, of both crews, were
assembled on the bridge. Captain Samuels thanked his departing crew
members for their loyalty and good work and wished them a safe trip
home and a relaxing time off, dismissing his people. Captain Stuart
introduced himself to his key people and gave a brief description
of his seagoing experience, saying that he looked forward to
working with them. These officers were then dismissed by the staff
captain to continue their discussions with the officers they were
relieving. This procedure usually took an hour or two, before the
departing crew left the ship.

The two
captains retreated to the master’s quarters to continue the
takeover proceedings. Security Officer Mike Donnelly learned from
his opposite that the cruise had been relatively uneventful, with a
few minor and not unusual problems, like the odd drunk to escort to
his cabin, or loudness in the passageways after midnight, a couple
asked to leave the forward deck pool for nude swimming at one a.m.,
and two people who missed the boat, arriving dockside from a late,
private, day excursion after the Seascape had sailed.

“Hope your trip
goes well, Mike,” he said, shook hands and walked down the gangway.
“One hopes the guests will behave and not be at each other’s
throats!”

/ / /

 


Same day,
Hotel Palace, Barcelona

Hannah Goldman
got dressed in her blue and white striped running shirt and blue
shorts, and left the hotel at six-thirty a.m., for her usual run,
this time, doing five laps around Cataluyna Square. She tried to
find time five days a week to do this, regardless of where she was.
The sun was just peeking over the old buildings and it was still
cool. She felt energized and really looked forward to joining the
ship today, planning they would board at eleven.

She helped Mrs.
Gessner finish her packing and had the porter take their bags to
the hotel luggage room. At breakfast, they talked about their two
days in the city and how enjoyable it had all been; shopping, their
tour of the sights, and the theatre. “It’s a good thing we dressed
up for the opera last night. I didn’t realize it was a black tie
affair here,” said Hannah.

“Yes. Bartoli
was superb, wasn’t she?” replied Mrs G. “I love that opera. It’s a
shame we don’t have more time here. Nowhere near enough time to see
the whole place. We’ve got to come back again.”

Their white
limo picked them up at 10:15 and dropped them off twenty minutes
later, at the entrance to the cruise ship wharf. Their ship looked
enormous from the forty-five degree angle looking down the jetty.
Presenting their credentials, they were allowed through the
security gate by Port Authority police, to join the people in the
lineup on the quayside, waiting to board, looking like a long line
of ants beside the ship.

/ / /

 


The Sterlings
were about halfway down the dock, having arrived around 10:30. They
were waiting in the open but it was a nice, sunny and comfortably
warm morning. They entered a long, white marquee to register,
deposit their baggage, and get their all-important boarding card.
It had to be guarded like a credit card as it was used on a daily
basis aboard ship: entry to their room, purchasing items, reserving
for shore trips, boarding and leaving the ship. By the time they
got to the registration desk, the line had stretched right up to
the entrance gate and they were glad they’d arrived when they
did.

While they
waited, they spoke with the couple in front of them and behind,
from Vancouver and Miami respectively. Jean was more chatty than
Jack and he let her do most of the talking. He was more reticent
largely because of his background. He’d found that when people
learned he
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