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Praise for Brian David Bruns




This man has seen it all.

—Deborah Roberts, ABC 20/20




Cruise Confidential is a very funny, behind-the-scenes exploration of a cruise ship.

—Booklist




I found it absolutely hysterical.

—Peter Greenberg, NBC Today Show




Cruise Confidential is a deliciously addictive read, a blistering kiss-and-tell.

—Doug Lansky, Travel Channel




In the House of Leviathan marks a seamless transition into genre, fusing his passion for travel with horror.

—Caitlyn Bahrenberg, Downtown Magazine




Bruns’ prose not only invokes fear and suspense, but also proves his steady and deliberate writing voice.

—Writer's Digest




And so it is love that brings us, 

To what cannot be born, 

To ourselves, 

And so we must change, 

Must descend, guided by love, into the unknown.



Lovers disappear in each other. 

Do they disappear forever? 

Where do they go?




— Kathy Acker

Eurydice in the Underworld








CHAPTER ONE

Transylvania
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I can't wait to see you again, to show you everything, to talk with you mucho about books, friends, history, life. I promise you a good time here. 


I'll go tomorrow to get my claws in condition, and to dark my hair, otherwise you will see old hag witch, which I guess you like. Let me know the flight, day and time, and I'll be there to rescue you. Romanian people are a bit slippery until you know them better. Danger, papa—when you’ll see the Romanian chicks, almost all of them pretty, smart, and wearing tight clothes, you will fall in love.


—Your favorite Transylvanian witch






The plane landed in a lonely airstrip in the middle of vast sodden fields. Sheets of rain raked triumphantly across bowed rows of corn, were shouldered aside by the imposing forest beyond. Cloaked by mist, a row of combat aircraft sank into wet grass. The fighter jets looked as rooted as the concrete bunkers slumping heavily into the gray. 

A bored voice spoke Romanian words, then English ones. This was not our final destination, the words said, but an unscheduled stop. 

I had no idea that international flights taking unscheduled stops was a thing. In fact, I was pretty sure it wasn’t. But here we were, in an old airstrip outside a city that sounded like my childhood buddy. 

TIMMY-shwar-uh, said the voice. 

Timişoara, read the map. The S had a little tail on it. That meant it wasn’t an ss sound, but a sh sound. 

I was learning already. 

That made me excited. I reflected on how much I’d learned then, in three days. I imagined what I was going to learn now, in three weeks. 

The plane accepted steps on the runway. A few people got off, a few got on. 

A little old lady in tattered robes shuffled down the aisle. She sat beside me, wearily released a large bag into her lap. 

She wore drab clothing more aged and rough than my thirty-year-old, unshaven face. They had been patched, re-patched, and re-patched again. Her headscarf was more hole than cloth. And her bag was a wonder to behold. It had surely once been an animal—an entire animal, that is. Poor thing had simply been gutted and re-stuffed with her belongings. A badger or something, from the look of it, who had not survived the disco era. That a woman would be so dressed on a modern international jumbo jet seemed incongruous to me. 

This woman, I decided, was a peasant. 

I didn’t actually know what a peasant was. Even so, I was pretty sure she was it. This I based on my extensive knowledge of what peasants looked like in paintings from yore. I’d seen a lot of them to get my degree in art history. After—what, six years?—six years of being ignored it had now finally been put to use. That was sooner than anyone expected. 

I was somewhat curious, but entirely polite. My scrutiny of her was surreptitious. I regarded the fantastical lines of her face and wisps of gray hair. Her bangs teased her eyes so that she squinted a lot. My interest grew robustly upon seeing what she pulled out of her animal bag. Lightning flashed, reflected sharply along the keen edge of a blade. 

She brought aboard the plane a ten-inch butcher knife.

I ogled in open astonishment. 

The absurdity of the situation was compounded by the date of the flight: September 11th, the one year anniversary of the Twin Towers devastation. The amount of extra security in America had been extensive, to say the least. Yet here I was, enduring an unscheduled stop and seeing an unchecked weapon. It seemed impossible. 

The consensus back home was that the entire world was upended by the attack. Certainly I had felt so. But, needless to say, I had never actually asked the entire world about it. And while in America we were arguing about profiling, it was clear that on the far side of the world, they felt comfortable with it. A little old lady, commuting from one corner of Romania to another, was clearly not considered a threat. 

If I wanted proof I was on the far side of the world, I was looking at it. 

She didn’t notice my surprise.

She peered downward, intent upon peeling an apple. Her hands, tiny and spotted, slid the massive blade along the apple. It was also tiny and spotted. She worked diligently, but tremulously. I feared she would surely cut herself. Weals on her gnarled fingers indicated a long history of such abuse. A gust of wind shook the plane. Her age-dulled reflexes brought the knife perilously close to my thigh.

Now I feared she would surely cut me. 

But I acted cool. I wasn’t afraid of some old peasant woman. I was a big strong man and stuff. 

The plane surged up into storm-thrashed skies. Outside, lightning flashed in an obsessive display of raw power, eliciting oohs and aahs throughout the cabin. Strong winds—the kind designed to heap dead leaves onto an ancient tomb—battered the jet. 

The passengers began shaking like dice in a gambler’s cupped hands, ready for a throw. With every pitch the knife wavered closer and closer to my leg. 

I hastily emptied the pocket in the seat-back before me. I wanted as many layers as possible on my lap. An in-flight magazine, safety instruction, barf bag. 

 I tried to think of the name of that artery in the thigh, the one that was fatal when cut. But gross anatomy was not really on my mind. I thought desperately back to the Romanian language tapes I’d been listening to. Not-so-strangely, they had omitted to teach ‘Please, Grandma, put away your weapon.’ 

What I did recall were the words of my soon-to-be Romanian host. 

Romanian people are a bit slippery until you know them better. 

I hadn’t thought she meant an old peasant lady on the airplane ‘slipping’ a butcher knife into my artery-filled thigh. 

I was learning already. 

The flying, flashing blade was the turning point in my self-awareness. I had not slept a wink all fifteen hours of the flight. True, the kids in the seats before me had been kicking and crying all through the night, but that wasn’t it. I had thought I was excited, but now realized that wasn’t it. 

I was nervous. 

I didn’t know this soon-to-be Romanian host at all. 

True, she was a childhood friend of Andreea. And Andreea was near and dear to me. 

But Andreea was a closed book. She never spoke of her childhood, her family, her country. I’d inquired about the latter quite a bit. Always Andreea deflected. 

She was slippery, I realized—realized now that I was already in Romania. 

In fact, Andreea hadn’t recommended I go. Nope, not even if in the care of her childhood friend, my soon-to-be Romanian host. 

Stupid, Andreea had said. I was being stupid. 

To be fair, she herself was stunningly intelligent. She was an executive for Microsoft. She often called me dumb. Specifically, she called me a bush from Venice. Why that meant something’s stupid I couldn’t fathom. So I guess she was right. But generally speaking, I assumed she was kidding. 

I listened to apple flesh resist the butcher knife, watched it spiral away in defeat. 

Guess Andreea hadn’t been kidding. 

The whole scenario was like a rollercoaster. Cliché, I know. I was all too eager to go up and up and up, but only now was I seeing the drop before me. Only now was I realizing that I’d made a mistake. And like a rollercoaster, I’d felt compelled to give it a whirl despite hearing the screams of others. 

Oh, yes, there had been plenty of warnings. First was smart, slippery Andreea. She who called me a tufa. Second was from my soon-to-be Romanian host, she who called me from Denver. 

Reckless, she said. I was being reckless. 

This, from the woman who’d invited me into her home after only knowing me three days! 

Three days. 

And now, six thousand, three hundred miles. 

The only thing I knew how to say in Romanian was tufa de Veniția. I didn’t even know how to make a phone call there. The only thing I knew about country codes was that they existed. I figured we had a consulate there, but where I did not know. Or, of course, how to call it. 

Never before had I been outside the United States. Never before had I been anywhere truly different. I was from the suburbs. 

Fears flashed, on many levels. I told myself they weren’t fears, but worries. A big strong man shouldn’t be scared, just worried. Worries were legitimate when doing something bold, right? I wasn’t freaking out, right? 

What if I accidentally broke some weird law I didn’t even know about? 

What if I took a wrong train, a wrong turn? Could I get back? 

What if she wasn’t there when I arrived? 

Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen her for two months. What if I didn’t recognize her? After all, the only two Romanians I’d ever met—Andreea and her friend—looked astonishingly alike. They could have been The Witch Sisters. Both had the same trim curves, the same wild black mane, the same heart-shaped face. For that matter, they also had the same blank backstory.

What if I blundered into the wrong woman? Then blundered into the wrong car? What if I was taken to a dungeon, or abandoned in the forest? What if this was like Dracula? Or The Blair Witch Project?

The Wicker Man?

Was I ready for this? 

Well, I’d reread Bram Stoker’s Dracula, of course. Watched several versions of the movie, too, from Bela Lugosi to Christopher Lee to Gary Oldman. I was nothing if not thorough. 

Less fun, but arguably more important, was reading the Center for Disease Control website. I got the immunizations the CDC recommended. As a dutiful son I reported it all to my mother, though I carefully withheld specifics. I didn’t want to add realistic concerns to the list of ridiculous ones she had surely already formed. I just reassured her that I was covered for everything. 

And I was, almost. 

Measles/mumps/rubella? Of course I’d done those. Diphtheria/pertussis/tetanus? I was all over it, not to mention that polio and hepatitis A and B were in the bag. Tuberculosis was a concern in parts of Romania, but encephalitis was happily on the decline. True, I didn’t get the second of the necessary two rabies shots, but Dracula was just a normal guy and the whole turning-into-a-bat thing was just myth. So with the primary carrier of rabies out of the picture, what was there to worry about? 

A peasant slashing, that’s what. An unlikely, painful bleeding death at the hands of an elderly peasant woman. Not even my long-suffering mother could have predicted that one. 

Nope, I wasn’t ready for this at all. 







Three days. I’d only known her three days. 

She spoke quirky dialogue in strange cadence. Her English was fascinating. She omitted articles and chose tangential, if colorful, adjectives. Her English was self-taught, via movies and books. I was thoroughly impressed by that. When I heard foreign dialogue my eyes glazed over and I waited until it was done. But not her. She grabbed a fork and knife, started dining on the dialogue. No doubt she was aided by not only speaking Romanian, but also French, Spanish, Italian, a bit of Magyar and some Russian. She was from Eastern Europe. 

I was from Reno. 

Our encounter was suffused with whimsy. 

On a whim she’d decided to visit my country. It wasn’t totally out of the blue because she knew Andreea. But it was blue enough to be a problem because Andreea already had plans. So Andreea asked if I, being a harmless and pleasant man, would show her friend a good time. She knew that I knew what she meant by ‘a good time’. On a whim I’d accepted her invitation.

I am not a shy man. Not even close to being a shy man, my friends would say. But I’m not forward, either. I’m not reckless. 

Always be prepared is the Boy Scout motto. 

In my family, the Boy Scouts and its aspirations to be the best possible person were not taken lightly. My grandfather had been a Scoutmaster. A Scout lodge had been named after him in gratitude for his efforts to racially integrate his community. My father had been a Scoutmaster. My mother a Cub Scout den mother. My brother an Eagle Scout. 

I had the running and dentistry merit badges. 

Okay, okay; I was the least impressive Scout in my family. That explained why I wasn’t prepared for what happened that night with Andreea’s exotic friend. 

It was not an evening of harmless pleasantry. It was three days of something I couldn’t understand, could hardly believe. 

What could possibly happen in such a short span of time to so rock my world? 

Conversation. 

Deep, exploring, challenging, and ultimately enervating conversation. A conversation broken only by necessary naps and her taking a side trip to Las Vegas. She cut that short—another magical whim—and high-tailed it back to Reno to pick up where we’d left off. 

The Conversation was not burdened by the mundane. We did not speak of the usual subjects that filled ones’ day: jobs, kids, rent, insurance, errands, cleaning, sports, weather. We spoke of art and philosophy, of travel and discovery. We spoke of hopes and expectations met and not met, and why. We challenged each others’ world views, sometimes acquiescing, sometimes not. The Conversation was so brilliant it out-sunned the day and out-starred night. Apparently it even out-glowed Las Vegas. It refused to release us. Yet it never exhausted us, despite voices growing hoarse. 

But it did exhaust time. 

Like Dracula, she had to rest in her native soil. I drove her to the airport, waited with her. The Conversation did not waver, barring perhaps a yawn or a stretch, all the way up to her boarding the plane. 

You must come visit, she said. 

I’d like to, I said. 

So in the end harmless pleasantry had triumphed after all. 

She got on her plane. I got in my car. I thought no more of the parting, other than disappointment that it had happened. But I was not sorrowful. I’d had the privilege of seeing a shooting star. It had been a particularly beautiful experience, so dazzling the glow wasn’t over in a blink, but over three days. 

I drove home through heavy traffic. Parked the car, inserted the sunscreen into the windshield. Gathered the mail. Life was once again burdened by the mundane. 

My phone rang. 

A call from Denver, during a layover in her flight. 

Shooting stars don’t come back for an encore.

Something in me clicked. It was just an idea, but it had the physicality of flipping a light switch. I was going to visit her in Romania. Somehow, despite being broke. 

Why I felt so certain I had to go to Romania, I did not know. It wasn’t that I was so starved for attention that I had to chase it. But it was about her attention. Specifically, the manner of her attention. The way she smoked her cigarette was the way she listened to me. With intensity, with confidence, with patience. She was open to my contribution, even if she disagreed. 

I, too, had an intensity about me. I wielded a whip, but only upon myself. Not in a self-flagellating monkish way, but to do better, be better. My intensity was never to be directed towards another. 

Until I met Romina. 

Specifically, until I listened to Romina. I never missed a single word she said. Nothing in the world was more important than her expressing her thoughts, her experiences, her musings. A tornado could have ripped right through the building and I would have heard only her. 

My conversing wasn’t as patient as hers. I am an animated speaker. But she made me want to be more patient. She made me want to be the most patient man alive. I had been floored by her fun, the way she talked, her sense of humor, her sense of optimism, her sense of excitement, her eagerness to learn new things. 

I hadn’t seen her since. I hadn’t even spoken with her since. And yet here I was, two months calendar and twenty hours flight later, preparing to land in Romania. 

The engines woke from their drone with a backpedaling roar, signaling the jet’s descent. I stared out the rain-streaked window, eager for a glimpse of this country so steeped in legend. Well, not Romania. But its oft-contested and myth-shrouded region Transylvania? That was a different story altogether. Part of my being pleasant and harmless—according to Andreea, anyway—was due my passion for history and for horror. Oh, I knew all about Transylvania, all right. But of its denizens—that is, its factual denizens—I only knew one thing. 

I was about to find out just how slippery they really were. 
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I'm not upset with your mother, her reaction is understandable. There are many Eastern Europeans dreaming about American citizenship. I'm not at all one of them. And if I like her son, is because I like the way he talks, he thinks, he looks, he smiles, I like him being so adventurous and rational and living the life at maximum. You are the way I am, because me as well, when I work, I work, when I party, I party, when I travel, I travel, when I get crazy, I get crazy and so on. The only difference is that I love dancing, (and of course I love to bloody smoke).


I don't know if I'll ever meet your mother, but you will meet my parents for sure, they are cool (in fact I am their daughter and my character was modeled by them); the only thing they can't deal with is they can't understand a damn word you'll say.


—Your whatever-I-am-for-you, RO






But there she was, waiting. 

Her name was Romina Lupu. 

Her brown eyes—so dark as to look almost black—smoldered with mischief. They were laughs, those eyes, and never feigned. Always abundant, always honest. 

She wore a hugging sweater with a monstrously wide collar, wide enough to expose a shoulder. To offset such impracticality she graced her exposed neck with a long scarf. Her jeans were delightfully tight. Like all Romanians, she had ebon hair. Her cheeks were high and round, nose small and hawkish, lips perky. Best of all she had an endearing little gap between her front teeth. 

A white rose graced red-tipped fingers. That seemed appropriate, for everything she did, she did with passion. Every movement was conscious, self-aware, expressive. She lit every cigarette with great ceremony, sucked it with manifest appreciation, like it was her last before a firing squad. 

If Romina’s joie de vivre was unparalleled, her intelligence was more so. She was one of the smartest women I had ever had the pleasure to encounter. She struck awe in all. But none more than I.

Apparently I struck her in some fashion as well. Amazing, that. It’s hard to imagine how my pure awesomeness got past my modesty. But she was, in fact, outspoken about what she saw in me. Such words inflated my ego. My friends would have thought that impossible. 

Joking aside, it is a truth that attractive people know they are attractive. The frizzy-haired geek who is surprised to discover she’s a total babe because a boy took off her glasses is just an outdated Hollywood trope. I knew I was a pretty boy. 

I had the long lashes of my mother, dimples of my own. I suspected that being tall and focused on fitness made me look good. But I knew I didn’t look great. I was bookish and people could tell. I hoped it was because of how I spoke. Eloquently and stuff. Probably it was because of how I behaved. I was smiley and enthusiastic and hopeful. To some—many, I liked to think—that made me desirable to be around. To others—too many, I liked to think—it made me sound naïve. 

I was thrilled beyond words that Romina was the former. That’s why I flew to Romania. 

Surrounded by mumbling, tired travelers, Romina and I shared a hug and a laugh. 

But her laugh was not so honest as expected. Somehow. 

I nonchalantly scanned her for kitchen utensils. 

“I can’t believe you here,” she said with her charming accent and manner. 

“I can’t believe I’m here,” I agreed. 

“Flight okay?”

“Yeah,” I said a bit too fast. “But we had an unscheduled stop, if you can believe that. A place called Timmy-something.” 

The corners of her eyes lost their happy crinkle. It lasted only a moment, but a moment I noticed. Then resumed the crinkles, the trademark smirk. 

“Timișoara,” she corrected, as she ushered me to the luggage carousel. 

Minutes later I was staring at the smallest car I had ever seen. That European cars were smaller than American cars did not surprise me. What surprised me was that it was so tiny and still had four doors and a trunk. It looked very old, but in fine fettle. 

My gaze lingered on the license plate. There was just something delightful about encountering a fundamentally new type of license plate. In this case it wasn’t just a different state or logo, but a different shape altogether. It was extremely long and narrow. On the left was a little flag of blue, yellow, and red with the letters RO. 

RO was for Romania, of course. But it was also how Romina signed her letters. It was only then I realized how similar the name Romina was to Romania. Maybe Andreea was right more than I gave her credit for. I felt like a Venetian tufa. 

Fortunately Romina didn’t notice. 

“This is Albişoara,” she introduced, giving the flat-white car a loving pat. “She take us to Sighişoara. There you meet my parents and eat three kilos watermelon.”

“I’m yours to command,” I said. Then I commented, “Lots of shwaras here.” 

“It means little,” she explained. “Albişoara is little white girl.” 

I nodded in wonder. 

“We not in America, papa,” she defended gently. “Not everything new and super-sized. She was born in 1975 but still cool. Don’t mock her; my father is very protective of his girls.”

“What is it?” I asked, then hastily amended, “She?”

“She’s a Dacia. They only cars you could get in communist times.” 

My luggage fit in the trunk through sheer will. My legs fit into the front through sheer luck. My knees pressed against the faded plastic of the dashboard. My hair rubbed the roof. Static crackled, shocked my head. Romina found that charming. Me? Not so much. 

She pulled out of the parkade. We were struck a walloping blow by the punishing rain. It hit the roof hard enough to make us jump, hit the road hard enough to make a mist. Before us stretched a bumper crop of old, white Dacias twin to Albişoara, punctuated by the occasional silver Mercedes-Benz. 

Like a spider, the traffic remained stationary for long moments, then suddenly burst into energetic movement.

Romina turned her head this way and that, stomped on the brakes. She turned the wheel this way and that, stomped on the gas. It was a jerky, unpleasant ride. I wanted to look outside, to see what I could see of this, my first foreign nation. Mostly I saw my condensed breath fogging the glass. Sometimes a bright Coca Cola sign pierced the muddle. 

“I hate Bucharest,” she complained. She narrowly avoided yet another long line of stalled traffic, yet another white, aged fender. “The city is huge and grey and lifeless. The animals living here think they God’s gift to the world, as if there is no Romania beyond the capital’s concrete. I show you real Romania.”

Eventually we cleared the congestion, then the city. 

Romina drove the way she conversed, with an artisanal blend of intensity, maturity, and lethality. Free at last, Romina leaned forward over Albişoara’s steering wheel and all but slapped her fenders with a riding crop. Albişoara’s engine whined her high-pitched effort to appease Romina’s commands. 

The highway shot straight across the plains. The shoulders of the road no doubt converged to a point on the horizon, but all I saw was rain and mist, black and gray. 

From the gloom a dark mass materialized like a ghost in the night. It was a horse-drawn wagon. Not on the graveled shoulder, but on the paved highway itself. The driver was hunched due the rain. The horse was perky because of it. 

Romina swerved into the oncoming lane. We passed. So, too, were we passed. 

A sleek new BMW came from behind. Inside I saw a flash of a man on a cellphone. He swerved left around the wagon, more left around us. He tore through the far shoulder. Gravel skittered noisily across our windshield. Then both he and Romina simultaneously surged right to avoid a head-on collision with a battered Mercedes truck. 

The BMW driver never even hung up his cell phone. 

Romina spat words at his receding taillights. They sounded like choppa muh-tee. 

I excitedly sensed an opportunity to learn profanity. That was always more fun than learning verbs and conjugation and stuff. I asked her what she said. 

“What?” she asked sharply. “Oh. Ceapa mă-tii. It means damn you. But in nice way.” 

“Interesting,” I said. “A land known for vampires, werewolves, and impalement has a polite way to damn someone to hell.”

“It means your mother’s onions,” she offered. 

“Dare I ask what is the not-nice way?”

“Is not your mother’s onions,” she emphasized. “Is anatomical word. Not in textbook.”

“Interesting,” I said again. “So it’s one of those switches we do to ease the severity of profanity. I never liked those in English. They’re just not clever. From damn to dang. Dang isn’t even a thing. Darn is, I guess. So at least excoriating to sewing is something. But it’s not nearly as fun as getting to onions from a vagina.” 

She did not reply. 

I was surprised. That she wasn’t in the mood to talk was obvious, but the subject at hand sure seemed ripe for at least a remark. 

She just drove on. So did the rain. The sky’s gloom deepened. So did hers. 

In the three days I had known her, I had learned that Romina was a woman erupting with enthusiasm. She would as soon dance as walk, and the day was not fit with enough hours to satisfy this need of hers. She pranced through everything. She even wiggled while brushing her teeth. 

But she wasn’t brushing her teeth. 

She was driving. In rain. Around horses. 

So maybe it was me. I had flown from Reno to Chicago to Frankfurt to Timișoara to Bucharest, and now had a few more hours’ drive. Maybe she was being charming and witty and I was too tired to see it. 

I grew desperate to lighten the mood. I just didn’t know how. Seeking a spark, I looked out the newly defogged window. Outside was nothing but nondescript farmland and one lonely sign. 

Ploieşti, it read.

Amazingly, I knew the place. Even more amazingly, I knew how to pronounce the place. 

“Ploy-ESHT!” I cried. 

Romina stared at me, wide-eyed. Incredulous, she asked, “How you know Ploieşti?”

“There’s a lot of oil refineries there,” I added brightly. 

“I know, bambo,” she said. “How you know?”

“We bombed it,” I explained. Then hastily added, “In World War II. It was a long flight, super dangerous. But we succeeded.” 

Her lips smirked and she noted drily, “Only an American would brag about how bravely his country bombed the hell out of yours.”

“I wasn’t bragging,” I said defensively. “And you were allied with the Nazis at the time. That’s as legit as it gets.”

“Check,” she said suddenly. “Me similar donut.” 

“I beg your pardon?” I asked, trying to rub my tired eyes without eliciting a crackle. I failed. 

“Check,” she said again, pointing a red-tipped finger. 

The red-tipped finger pointed to a billboard. The sign featured an impossibly adorable donut. Anthropomorphized, he had arms and legs and big red shoes. His face glowered in a profound frown and his little arms rested obstinately at his side as if on donut hips. He emitted copious amounts of steam and flames. 

“That donut looks pissed as hell,” I observed. 

“Gogoașa Înfuriatâ,” Romina read aloud. 

I repeated the words. They were fun to say. They sounded like Go-gwash-uh In-furry-ahta.

“You say it right,” she said with some surprise. Then explained, “It means angry donut.” 

I was inordinately pleased by her compliment. Sensing a crack in her ȋnfuriatâ, I decided to be a bit playful. I always thought that was a good idea. Sometimes it even was. 

“How, exactly, can a donut be angry?” I asked. “Dunk it in coffee that’s too hot?”

“She lives in Bucharest,” Romina explained sourly. 

“She? Donuts are girls?”

“Obviously,” Romina replied, giving me exaggerated scorn. 

I was tempted to ask if that was because donuts had a hole in the middle, but I’d already seen enough steam coming out of her ears. I didn’t want to see her flames. 

“Let me guess, donut holes are called donut-șoaras?”

“What you mean?” she asked, confused. 

“You know, donut holes. The ones you eat.” 

“How you eat holes, babaloo?” 

“Americans eat everything,” I replied sagely.

And then, as if inspired by bombings and baked not-so-goods, everything changed. 







From the fertile plains reared lushly forested mountains. Mixed coniferous and deciduous trees nuzzled sheer bluffs. The clouds broke against the bulk, leaving tatters and shreds to loaf about. And with the changing of the land came a changing of the land’s name. 

Behold, Transylvania. 

Most Americans, when you say Transylvania, think only of vampires and monsters. If challenged to go beyond that, a few might guess mountains and gloomy castles. And they would be right to do so. Only not so gloomy, as it turned out. 

Only a history geek would think of what those mountains and castles were used for. They had been busy. Centuries ago there were invading Turks. Centuries before that invading Mongols. Before that, the Huns. And before that, the native Dacian people used these very mountains to fight back the Romans for centuries. When the Romans finally won they took so much gold they stopped collecting taxes throughout the entire empire for an entire year. 

Okay, okay: I’m not just a horror geek. I’m a history geek, too. 

Our destination looked exactly like I hoped a town nestled in the Carpathians would. It rose high upon a hill, complete with giant Medieval defensive stone works. The sheer tonnage of stone was awe-inspiring, and humbling, and exciting to behold. All rose black and majestic and pointy against the setting sun. As impregnable as it looked, I quickly saw that it was not so. The citadel was softened by layers of thick trees, and brightened by awnings over street-side cafes. 

“Welcome to Sighișoara!” Romina cried radiantly. “Forget Bucharest. This is Romania. It’s so beautiful and true, everything is natural and nothing made up to scratch your joy of life by artificiality or other human touch matters.” 

I listened to her intently, having forgotten how much I enjoyed listening to her speech. She always chose expressive words that I, an aspiring writer, could never have thought of. The road she called snaky, because it was wiggly and dangerous. The forest she called foxy, because it was wild and beautiful. The citadel she called home, because it was. 

“We will eat similar pigs!” she promised. “And drink wine like bigger pigs and dance to dawn. I am taking you to a Romanian wedding. Believe me, Romanian parties are the most cheerful and alive ones.”

Into town we drove, past many a Medieval building. Like Albișoara, they were well-loved and well-maintained. Only they were not little and white—or girls, I presumed—but large and brightly colored, topped with ruddy tiles. They had gently undulating plaster and gently cornered masonry, wooden shutters and iron fences and flower boxes. They had the fortitude of centuries. With the sun setting, they had gravitas. Windows glowed a warm yellow, offsetting the cool, damp dark. 

We drove alongside the River Târnava. Opposite its sluggish flow was a lofty assemblage of towers and domes finished with black tiles: a Romanian Orthodox church. To our left, sprawling over the entire hill, rose the 12th century splendor of the citadel. Important buildings had minarets, all buildings had peaked roofs and gables. The fading green of autumnal trees was graced orange by the light of iron lamps. 

All my expectations were fulfilled, and more. UNESCO’s were, too. Sighișoara was a World Heritage Site. 

Night began to settle in as we pulled off the main road and entered a warren of narrowing streets. Strada Ecaterina Varga, Strada Cloșca. I had never before experienced the fall of night so far from home, in a place with such names. Yet I didn’t feel out of sorts. I felt surprisingly comfortable. Welcome, even. Romina could tell. She beamed with pride. 

We pulled onto a cobbled street, long and narrow and gently descending. Though the lane itself was lined with solid metal privacy walls, above peeked charming cottages, capped by tiles and shaded by fruiting trees. It was beautiful. Simply amazing, in fact. The only thing that marred its perfection was the ugly power lines running along the street and groping each roof. 

Strada Lâcramioarelor, the sign read. 

“How do you pronounce that?” I asked, marveling at the unlikely string of vowels. 

Her answer was a long, tongue-twisting thing. It hung in the air. 

“Luck-ra…?”

“Lâcramioarelor,” she repeated calmly. “Is a flower.”

I tried again. And failed. Finally I blurted, “Lucky-YODELADYHOO!” 

My look was smug. Hers was not. 

“This not Switzerland, babaloo,” she said. Then prophesied, “You’ll wish you tried harder.”

She drove along the street slowly, not wanting to jar old Albișoara’s joints too severely on the cobblestones. We continued downward to the very end. The street stopped at a plummet into a vegetation-choked river, beyond which reared a vegetation-choked hill. High, high up above was a plateau packed with ancient, gnarled oaks. It too was beautiful and simply amazing. And dark and mysterious. I expected to see a pack of wolves baying at the rising moon. 

Lupu, after all, meant wolf. 

How cool was that? 

Romina’s house was second to last, on the left. She pulled up to the iron gate and stopped. 

“Check glove box there,” she said, pointing. “I honk special horn so Dad knows to open gate. He won’t open for car horns after dark.” 

I rearranged my knees to access the compartment. The contents spilled out into my lap, first and foremost a toy horn with a big, rubber bulb. I handed it over, then fumbled to return the papers, pens, and tissues. They fell away to reveal the foot-long, serrated blade of a survival knife. 

“What the hell is this?” I gasped. The Rambo-style knife made the old peasant lady look like she was just making pies.

“Oh, that’s Daddy’s,” she answered simply.

“He keeps this in the car?” I exclaimed. “What for?”

“Is extra.” 

I blinked, dumbfounded. What gave me pause was remembering something Romina had said earlier. 

“Didn’t you say your father is a retired sergeant from the army?” I asked.

“Da,” she said, meaning yes. 

“The Romanian army?” I pressed. 

“Where else?” she asked, unsure of my reaction. 

“Under the Iron Curtain,” I continued with growing alarm.

“Da,” she said, growing impatient.

“So you’re telling me that I have just arrived in a country—where even the donuts get violently angry—to visit the only daughter of a man who spent his whole life literally training to kill American Capitalist pig dogs?”

“He’s a sweetie,” she scoffed, then honked the horn. 
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I'm tired and every piece of my sick body is in pain, but I moved my butt to the Internet Center because I was eager to share with you my last impressions before you arrive.


Yesterday after 40 kilometers drive (which I don't know shit to translate in miles), we started hiking. Forests so green and healthy (not like your Nevada bald ones), mountains all around, so majestic, so sunny and warm and fresh, just breath-taking. Few houses spread on the hills, here and there, some cows with bells hanging at their neck. I can't call it fairy-tales, it's just traditional unique Romanian. It's simple and pure, it's a therapy for all senses and sensibility. 


I was stiff or how the hell you call when your legs feel fever and you can't move them anymore? I don’t think anybody could figure out I practiced any gymnastics in my sick life. Even my doggy was cool and she is 10 years old (I call her Pompe but her name is Pomme, which means "apple" in French, because I got her from Belgium).


The house was ancient and very simple, just 3 rooms. Cooking is outside. We drank cognac and we sang traditional Romanian songs until midnight. But I didn’t sleep because bloody night terrors. How you like this creepy stuff?


—Romina Anti-Comaneci






Inside the Lupu gate was the Lupu house. It was in fact Romina’s house, as her parents split their time between Sighișoara and their bloc in the city of Brașov. 

The front half of the property was paved with flagstones, the back half with grass. Twin lines of stones invited Albișoara to the one-stall garage. There was little light to see by, but I detected the blush of color from flowers, the checkered shadows of brickwork. 

Two figures stood in the yard, side by side. Both were barely five feet tall. Both had white hair. The porch light from behind made it glow. This gave their silhouettes a surreal demeanor. A bit like angels. A lot like the twins from The Shining. 

Arms rose in the air and a voice cried, “Aaaah!” 

Suddenly Romina leapt away from my side, leaving me alone in the dark. 

This was it, I thought. I had been lured into a trap, to die, alone, in Transylvania. Mom was right. I should have never left home. Ever. It’s just too dangerous out there in the world. 

Romina fell into her father’s embrace. They hugged as if she’d been gone months, rather than hours. Then foreign words enveloped me. They spoke unmistakably of joy and welcome. 

The man had not been trying to scare me at all. He merely wanted to hug his only daughter. 

I knew that. I knew that all along. I hadn’t been alarmed at all. Resolute, I liked to call it. 

“Aaaah!” her father repeated as he thrust out his hand. His grip was like a vice. His nose was large and round, his brow a mess of thick, white wires. An oddly shaped scar crinkled his lower lip, like an upside-down horseshoe. 

He flashed huge, pearly white teeth, and intoned, “Velcome to Transylvania. Is nice to eat you.”

The man sounded exactly like Bela Lugosi. 

Had he weighed more than 130 pounds I would have fainted. 

I was ready with one of the few phrases gleaned from Andreea. One of three. She had called me a bush from Venice, but had taught me I make tea. She taught me because it sounded exactly like yo fuck chai, and that was awesome. Unfortunately it didn’t seem appropriate for the moment. Fortunately her third lesson did. In what Andreea had grudgingly admitted was flawless Romanian, I said, “Thank you very much.” 

He smiled even broader, delighted. 

“Babaloo!” Romina cried, “You said you don’t know Romanian.”

“Yo fuck chai, baby,” I said with feigned gravitas. Suddenly fearful she would believe I was actually that arrogant—impossible, I know—I quickly added, “That’s all I can say.” 

“My father’s name is Codru,” Romina said. “It means forest. But everyone calls him Codi.”

“He sounds just like Dracula!” I noted enthusiastically.

She frowned, confused. Suspecting the reason, I marveled, “How can you not know Bela Lugosi here, in Transylvania?” 

Understanding blossomed. “Oh, the bamboclaat from the movie! Well, Daddy spoke Magyar growing up. His parents lived here when it was Hungary. I tell you later.” 

The little man gestured for his little wife to step forward. Unlike her husband, her hair was not wispy-thin but wavy-thick. Her face boasted high cheekbones and a narrow, sharp nose. Like her daughter, she had a little gap between her front teeth. But her hug was large, and her smile larger. 

Romina spoke to me again, throwing out a word that was distressingly familiar. She said, “My mother’s name is Lâcramioara.”

My shoulders slumped in defeat. 

“I told you,” she said, smirking. “You can call her Mioara.” 

It sounded like me-WARA. That was way easier than Luck-ra-wee-wee-some-more or whatever. 

Hands were shaken. Cheeks were kissed. Though formal, it was a warm welcome. 

We went inside. 

Codi eagerly doffed his vest, wrestled it onto me. It didn’t fit. It didn’t even come close to fitting. 

Smiling politely, I motioned to indicate my height, which was six-foot-one. Then I motioned to indicate his height, which was five-foot-two. 

He understood. He did not accept. 

So I had to. His vest squeezed my shoulders back savagely. It was almost painful, but I had to admit it corrected my slouch. Romina had noted my poor posture before, which I had fiercely denied. As always, Romina knew. 

He kicked off his slippers, gestured for me to wear them. I tried to indicate it was unnecessary, using another smile. He pointed to the slippers in a military manner that indicated he expected to be obeyed. Being so little, he looked literally like a model of a modern major general.

“Papooch!” he ordered.

“You better put on the papuci,” Romina observed.

I cheekily removed and handed over my hiking boot to Romina. She required both hands to hold it. Mioara's eyes bulged. Romina began laughing, bid her father good luck. 

The papuci drama began. 

Codi, unfazed, rushed to a corner piled high with fuzzy footwear. He began to dig. Slippers flew left, slippers flew right. Finally he found the pair he sought. Triumphantly he presented a pair of blue papuci. 

They left my heels on the floor. 

Codi’s bristly brows knit together. With renewed vigor he tackled the heap of slippers. He mumbled, annoyed. The ladies laughed, amused. 

I pulled off my socks and wiggled my toes. They were grateful after some twenty-four hours of being confined. Cool tile on clammy soles is immensely refreshing. Romina stared at my feet and her eyes opened wide. 

“Whoa, papa! Check your fingers!”

“What?” I asked, searching for something unsightly under my fingernails. 

“No, bambo, on your feet.”

“You mean my toes?” I asked.

“Da. They same in Romanian.” 

“Really?” I said, intrigued. “You don’t get confused?”

“How you confuse your feet with your hands? Andreea said you were tufa. They all phalanges, man. They no teach bones in America? Now check your feet: get papuci on them. No colds on my watch.”

“Cold?” I chided. “Come on, Romina. You can recite Mendeleev’s Periodic Chart of the Elements in order but don’t know that colds come from a virus?”

My protestation were in vain. 

So were papuci pairs number three and number four. 

Codi was fighting anger now, stomping around the house, slamming closets, slamming cupboards. Sometime in all the racket Mioara quietly disappeared. 

“He wants to be perfect host,” Romina explained. “American guest is very rare. Indulge him.”

I did want to indulge him, but felt increasingly uncomfortable, and not just physically. I’d heard that other nations placed a much higher standard on being good hosts than America, but had never expected this. Codi had literally given me the clothes off his own back! Now I’m a man who likes attention, but this was ridiculous. Further, I was doing just fine. Watching them stress made me stress. But I acquiesced, wanting them to know they were doing a good job. 

Mioara quietly returned and handed me a pair of papuci. They were monstrously huge slippers, decorated as giant American flags. 

I gave Romina an inquiring eyebrow. She just laughed and said, “Long story.” 

Codi burst from the other room. He was panting and disheveled. And empty-handed. He froze at sight of the American flag slippers. Then he wilted with disappointment. 

Temporarily emasculated by his wife, he did what all men from all over did. He went to the liquor cabinet. 

He waggled a clear bottle filled with clear liquor. 

“Bree-ahn,” he cried, pronouncing my name in a Romanian manner. “Alcool!”

“Success!” I cried in return. 

Codi gave Mioara a look of triumph. She accepted with a smirk. Like mother, like daughter. 

We sat around the kitchen table. It was set in an attractive, paneled corner, booth-style. With great ceremony Codi readied cups for each of us. They were little. Like beer steins for a doll. I felt like I was playing tea. I managed to resist the urge to say ‘yo fuck chai’. Such resistance was getting harder, though. 

I brought the little cup up to my face. Suddenly I understood why it was so little. The murderous scent of raw liquor scalded my nose. 

Nervously, I took a sip.

Pain. Blazing, white-hot pain, pouring down my throat. 

“I am become death, destroyer of worlds,” I gasped for no particular reason. The pathways in my brain were surely spasming.

“This is țuica,” Romina explained with a grin. 

“Zweeka?” I gawped. I was forced to breathe through my mouth because my nose hairs had curled from the fumes and plugged my nose. 

“There’s a T with tail in the front,” she corrected gently. “T with tail is like tz sound in pizza. Țuica is traditional Romanian drink. You can buy at store, but the colonel makes the best.”

“The colonel?” I asked, confused. “If they sell this shit at KFC I’m moving here.” 

“Babaloo,” she said, smirking. “My godfather is a colonel. Was. He retired now. Țuica is plum brandy. We drink it before meals to stimulate appetite.”

“Interesting,” I said wryly, “I shudder to imagine America if we stimulated our appetites. Still, I kinda wish we had some sort of national booze. You know, like this, or Russians with vodka.”

“You do,” she said. “Whiskey. That’s how the West was won, no?” 

I tried to picture my mother slugging Jack Daniels, failed. Regardless, I saluted Romina in appreciation of her clever answer. Then I downed the rest of my țuica.

We settled in and immediately began connecting. Though neither Codi nor Mioara were particularly educated, both spoke three languages: Romanian, Hungarian—which is called Magyar—and Russian. I was particularly educated but, being American, only spoke one. 

As a would-be writer I pondered language often and deeply. I was pedantic; I wanted things the right way. I was taught that strongly by my father. More importantly, it gelled with every fiber of my being.

While reading up on Transylvania I went berserk finding Romania sometimes spelled Roumania but more often Rumania. 

The OU was the British spelling. Their manner was relevant because Romania’s greatest queen, Marie, had been born and raised in England. She was the granddaughter of none other than Queen Victoria. She had also enjoyed a large presence on the world stage. The U was the American spelling. We had no relevance at all but liked to think so at the time of Romania’s unification. The locals themselves spelled it Romania, as did the rest of the world today. Thusly that was the right way, to my mind. 

Strange it was to me, then, that Romina didn’t care about O or OU or even U. Being multilingual she understood there were multiple ways of expressing an idea. I could only express myself in one way, so insisted on making it the ‘right’ way. And that mindset, I realized, was even more hobbling than speaking only one language. 

Romina took her role as translator smoothly and with relish. 

In just the first five minutes I learned a powerful lesson. Communication trumped language. Goodwill needs no words. There was more laughter than talk, anyway. Both parents had earned the many lines on their faces—predominantly around the eyes—from a lifetime of laughter. This they passed onto their daughter and, by extension, onto me. 

Their smoke they passed directly onto me. 

We smoked on the little porch. It was three-season and three-sided, meaning the windows were screened and the side was open. Three steps led down to the flagstones. The night was dark, the air bracing. After an entirely too-rich meal courtesy of Mioara, and an entirely too-long journey courtesy several airlines, a cigar seemed in order. 

I lit my mainstay, a Partagas Black Label Gigante. Gigante meant it was six inches long and nearly a full inch in diameter. It was an extremely full-bodied cigar. Smoking a Black Label was like smoking a Guinness. I was worried about over-smoking them. 

Me tufa, papa. 

Romina and Codi both smoked green-tipped, menthol cigarettes. They smoked them into oblivion. They smoked me into oblivion. Mioara did not smoke, but might as well have; she inhaled just as much smoke as if sucking on Albișoara’s tailpipe. It didn’t faze her in the slightest. I was green with envy. 

Rather, I was just turning green. 

Father and daughter shared a shallow—and little—ashtray. It quickly overflowed with smashed and smoldering butts. Romina contorted out of her chair to empty it half a dozen times in one hour. I suggested she get a larger ashtray. She called me American. 

Barely able to breathe, but not wanting to admit as much to my hosts, I excused myself. I claimed to need the restroom. Specifically, it was my lungs that needed a rest. 

The house was split into thirds: two of those thirds were for Romina. At the far end was her large bedroom, the bathroom with a shower, and a large living room. The front third was the kitchen with an adjoining bedroom tacked on for when Codi and Mioara stayed. 

I made my way to the bathroom and, once there, heaved a relieved sigh.

It caught in my throat. 

What devilry was this?

Now, I am no wuss. I have no need, or even inclination, for quadruple-ply ultra-soft bathroom tissue advertised with pictures of babies and angels. But the tissue provided was rougher than a scouring pad. It was so thin that I would have used half a roll, had it not been so painful and downright disheartening.

When I returned, Romina observed my haunted expression. 

“Everything OK?” she asked. 

“I’ll have to answer that later, I think,” I replied, shaken. “The toilet paper is inhumane. I knew Communists disregarded human comfort and dignity and stuff, but never imagined how dehumanizing it is to wipe your butt with sharkskin.”

She scrunched her face, said, “Oh, we hate that soft, buttery stuff from the West. How you know it’s even working?”

I thought it best to drop the subject. 

Codi and Mioara had retired to their bedroom. So Romina and I began to converse. We’d been conversing all evening, of course. But being alone together was different. We began gently, speaking in quiet voices barely above the clicking of fingernails on candy. She ate copious amounts of M&Ms. Soon our enthusiasm over each other swelled. So did our volume. Before we knew it, we had rekindled what we had discovered in each other when we met for those three magic days, two long months ago. 

The Conversation.

We discussed travel and politics and religion. We discussed science and nature and beauty. We discussed the world’s past and future, our personal hopes and dreams. We reveled in each others’ minds. 

And we triggered laughs. At first every gesture caused a laugh. Then every expression. Eventually every look. Adults weren’t supposed to do that. We were laughing like kids, laughing at everything. But more than that, we shared one of those laughs, one of the really all-time great laughs. A laugh that transcended its own inspiration, took on a life of its own. I can’t remember who said what. Only that the laugh was superlative.

I wanted to stop laughing, but I just couldn’t. Tears began to flow, squeezed right out of my eyes. The duration of the laugh became embarrassing. That became its own source of laughter. The cycle repeated, reinforced, amplified, like a ripple rebounding off a lakeshore to meet the next one headlong, together to build up to a wave, to a surge, to a tsunami. It was impossible to stop. It was impossible to breathe. The laugh was now physical, like a cough. Not a cough spurred by a tickle, but a ripping blast that welled up from deep inside. 

It made me gasp. It left me hoarse. It left me vulnerable. I became fully and completely spent, exhausted, an empty vessel to be filled with whatever she wanted to give. And that was fine with me. It was, in fact, all I wanted. 


“You know,” I said suddenly, “I love your name. Romina sounds so exotic.” 


Surprised, she asked, “You selling donuts now?”


“Donuts?” I asked, confused. “Did I sound mad? No, I couldn’t have sounded angry. If I was angry you would know—bulging muscles and all that. I’m a man of tremendous power. My God!—stand back.”


“Tranquilo, papa,” she said. 


“And I haven’t even started waxing poetic about my penis yet.” 


She rolled her eyes. 


“Is expression,” she explained. “When we say ‘you’re selling donuts’ we mean you’re lying. I don’t like liars. Especially if they’re trying to be sweet. Don’t waste my time with donuts.” 


“I never lie,” I stated firmly. Then slyly added, “I’m just naturally sweet.” 


“Da,” she agreed, giving me a patronizing pat. Then she added, “Romina is super common. Like Lisa or something.”


“Well, it’s exotic to me and I love it,” I admitted. 

At least she gave me a smile. 

“Is three,” Romina finally said, rising up with a crack of joints. “Time for bed.”

We had been talking nonstop for five hours. 

She led me from kitchen to living room, past the bathroom and its horrible, horrible paper, to her bedroom. I was pleased her bedroom was at the opposite end of the house from her parents. Why such thoughts were entering my head already I didn’t contemplate. Whether or not they entered Romina’s head I didn’t know. It was irrelevant anyway. She gave me a crushing hug, then padded off to sleep with her parents. She had a huge couch in the living room, but she’d grown up in tight proximity and preferred it that way. 

Just a few short hours ago I had no idea whatsoever of what to expect from this visit-on-a-whim. I had been excited, of course, but it was so far out of the ordinary that it didn’t seem real. Even as late as driving to the airport, it didn’t really feel like I was about to fly to Eastern Europe—where I would be completely helpless and utterly reliant upon a stranger. But now I was here, and it was all right. 

I slept soundly. 
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Romina’s house is one of the most incredible places I have ever, ever seen. It is simply gorgeous, in a gorgeous neighborhood, it’s quiet and beautiful and filled with life and happiness. You can feel it. There are flowers EVERYWHERE thanks to her mother. I would live in a place like this at the drop of a hat.


We walked up onto the hill (mountain, almost) behind the house. The place was incredible. It was a huge, huge open meadow plateau up there. Codi’s walking stick doubled as an axe. Pentru lupi [for wolves] he said, only half joking. The oaks were ancient. Even Prince Charles [of England], when he visited, thought the trees were fantastic. A real national treasure, he said. 


They don’t believe in urban sprawl here. There is no way in hell this place would exist in America. 


—Brian’s diary






I woke to birds. Most offered pleasant, high-pitched chirps. They were enchanting. All but one. One was rough. Grating, even. I wondered what kind of fantastic plumage it must have, this baritone Eastern European bird. 

I rose, stretched, and stepped to the window. Outside was the small back yard tucked behind the house, abutted by the garage on one side and thriving hedges on the other two. Birds flit from leaf to branch in the bower. The sky was cloudy and promised rain. 

A knock teased the door. Romina’s voice asked, “You no hear the cucurigu?” 

“The what?” I asked, opening the door. 

My breath caught. 

Romina stood without, wearing a long gray dress. It covered her fully, neck to knees, yet was strangely revealing. The material looked soft and supple. It hugged her curves intimately, comfortably, like snuggling on the couch beside an old friend. 

When not in painted-on jeans, Romina always wore a dress. She liked to look feminine. She liked to feel feminine. 

I loved that. 

Wearing a dress does make a woman look feminine. 

I loved that, too. 

Somewhere along America’s sluggish and oft-stalled trudge towards gender equality the idea came about that to be equal to a man meant to be like a man. That was nonsense. Being equal did not mean being the same. A Harley Davidson motorcycle and a donkey have equal weight and can get you around, but they’re hardly the same. 

I appreciated that Romina took care to dress nicely. There was a time and a place for wearing comfortable-but-unsightly clothing. It was rarely when in public. That was one thing I liked about Romania—urban Romania, at least. Everybody dressed up if they were leaving the house. They didn’t wear sweatpants and undershirts to the store. 

Dignity is for all. 

I too enjoyed dressing nicely. I did not own a single pair of jeans or any T-shirts. I wasn’t being pretentious, but pragmatic. I preferred collars and buttons because they allowed me to keep the top a bit more open, on account of my thick shoulders. I wasn’t a muscle-head or anything, but big enough that regular necks felt like turtlenecks. 

“The cucurigu,” she repeated, pulling my thoughts away from wardrobe. “You no hear?” 

She planted a smacking kiss on my forehead. “Good morning. Nay: afternoon. Is after twelve.” 

The rough cry sounded again. Now, with the door open, I realized it came from within the house. 

“What is that?” I asked. 

“Daddy,” she said. “He cucurigu like rooster. It means he’s ready for breakfast.” 

We moved to the kitchen. Mioara stood at the stove, working something hot and sizzling. Codi sat at the table wearing the cowboy hat I’d brought him. He tapped it happily, showing his appreciation. I smiled back, but pointed to Romina. It had been her suggestion. Mioara had received a bottle of cognac, which she promptly hid from Codi. 

Codi eagerly rose, shook my hand heartily, and planted a big kiss on Romina’s forehead. We settled into the booth. Romina began bobbing eagerly. Codi followed suit. They continued, like baby chicks eager for a worm, until Mioara abandoned her work to smack a big kiss on each forehead. I began bobbing as well. Another kiss was planted. 

It seemed silly, but the sheer love and joy the Lupus exchanged were palpable, as if every single morning was cause for tremendous celebration. They all trilled like happy birds in spring. They made me, ever a cheery soul, look like a surly Monday in January. It was a privilege to see it, let alone momentarily be part of it. It’s not that I didn’t feel love in my own family. I did. But if I’d tried to kiss my older brothers they would have kicked my ass. 

Codi began rubbing his belly in an exaggerated act of acute misery. His pronounced, white brows drooped like those of a sorrowful hound. From rooster cucurigu to puppy whine. But it was Mioara who barked, demanding silence. 

Undeterred, Codi looked to me with great hope. 

“Țuica!” he cried, gesturing to the table. Sitting with prominence was a funny little brown-glazed container in the shape of a barrel. A gnome-like, drunken man lay draped over the top. Codi quickly poured four thimble-sized cups. Soon enough we four toasted each other and downed the țuica. 

Four clinks. Four gasps. 

Codi and I promptly had another. 

Two clinks. One gasp. One groan. 

Romina poured me a cup of coffee and a cup of tea. Both were little cups. I was used to coffee mugs beginning at twelve ounces and enlarging rapidly from there. These were traditional cups with saucers, meaning a measly five ounces. No wonder everyone was so little. 

“Make sure you try the tea,” Romina urged. “Mom made it.” 

I was not a tea drinker but happily obliged. I didn’t fly around a third of the planet just to do what I did back home. I only dreaded the newness because I hadn’t yet encountered it. Now that I had, I was eager for more. Maybe it was just the țuica. 

The tea’s flavor was gentle and caring, like Mioara herself. It was faintly floral, but had a nuttiness, too. 

“This is delicious,” I said. I saluted Mioara with the teacup.

She smiled, then said the word as Romanians did, which accented the end and not the middle. “Delicios. Merci.” 

“My mother makes this,” Romina continued proudly, “from flowers and plants she picked walking on the plateau above the house. Is good, no? Try with the sheep cheese.” 

I did. It was a fabulous combination, gentle but flavorful. The taste was similar to parmesan, but sheepish and a bit chalky. I was too embarrassed to admit that I didn’t even know that sheep made milk. Well, consumed by humans, anyway. I was not, as Andreea insisted, stupid. 

“This is delicious,” I said again. With the cheese I saluted Romina. 

“Of course. This not dead cheese like you eat.” 

“I do not eat dead cheese,” I protested. 

“You do.” 

“Do not,” I replied, keenly aware of sounding rather whiny, like a little boy. Fortunately I did not cross my arms before my chest and huff. 

“Yes you do,” she affirmed. “You pasteurize away all the living cultures. That’s where the health is, and flavor, too. No dead cheese for me, papa!”

“Yeah, but aren’t things supposed to be dead before you eat them?” I asked cleverly.

“Isn’t food supposed to be healthy?” she retorted.

“That’s why we pasteurize it, so people don’t get sick if it’s old.”

“Eating old food is supposed to make you sick,” Romina chided, closing the subject by being most clever of all. 

I reflected a moment on my eating habits. It was something I had rarely done. When working in an office environment my lunch was either microwaved food or fast food. Breakfast was skipped or eaten in the car. I realized suddenly that I had always been more excited about the act of eating than the substance of it. I had also been thirty pounds overweight. Was I really such a zombie that I was incapable of asking myself whether or not my habits brought me joy? Was this, like, the beginning of wisdom and stuff?

The table was loaded to the edges with plates of food. Unsurprisingly, the plates were little. All items were served cold: a dish of thinly-sliced, fatty sausages, another of smoked, fatty ribs, three bowls of different cheeses, one of pickled hot peppers, a dish of fresh red peppers and another of them roasted and resting in olive oil. The only large plate was loaded with gargantuan tomatoes. A round loaf of rustic bread waited—fresh from the market that morning, as were most things perishable. 

Mioara served us from a pan loaded with slender sausages called cavanoși. They had been cooking in oil to get their skin tight. The ends had caramelized and puffed into Xs where she’d cropped them. She gave me four, then portioned two each for everyone else. Codi turned his puppy-dog eyes on her until she sacrificed one of her own sausages to his plate.

The majority of Romanian food, I discovered, was sour. The soups, the cheeses. The sour cream was, in fact, soured cream. This was weird for me. Being American, I was used to my breakfast cereal having more sugar than a European cake. Even our regular sandwich bread and buns were, to European tastes, sweet buns. It was so very different, but I immediately loved it. 

The Lupus had made a grand feast, again wishing to be the best hosts possible. I recognized that I was expected to indulge. So indulge I did. I surely ate double what they had. True, I was a two hundred pound man and they were not, but I still felt guilty. The fact that I predominantly attacked the sausages and cheese—the premium items—made me feel even more guilty. 

I grudgingly took a tomato. I hated tomatoes. They were usually flavorless and always watery, with insides stuck in the larval stage. But not these tomatoes. I suspected they weren’t vegetable at all, but animal. They were thick and hearty beasts through and through. Their flavor was explosive, like biting into a thesaurus of tastes. Chewing robustly, I expounded in my most literary manner. 

“Dude, these are totally awesome,” I said. “I’ve never had tomatoes like this before.” 

Romina smiled and said, “You wouldn’t. These are grown the traditional way. You no have in America.”

“How do you know?” I challenged. 

“You no have peasants,” she replied. “Their cows eat grass—real grass, no chemicals.”

“I’m not talking about beef,” I said. 

“Manure, babaloo,” she explained. “For fertilizer, like days of old. Like I said: you no have in America.” 

Codi, who had been the first to begin filling his plate, was the last to eat. He had arranged his food with military precision. Using his folding pocketknife, rather than kitchen cutlery, he’d sliced his red peppers into short slivers. These he arranged neatly around the entire rim of his plate, like the markings of a wall clock. 

“Your father’s peppers,” I said to Romina, nodding to Codi’s plate. “Is that like your mother’s onions?”

“Babaloo,” she said, smirking. “Those are Daddy’s little soldiers. Thirty years a sergeant dies hard. Nothing begins until everyone is properly at attention.”

Next Codi placed a cruet set precisely at twelve o’clock. A handle ensconced two little dishes, clearly marked S and P, but both brimming with salt. He took up his glass of țuica—his third—and ‘toasted’ by clinking it against the salt dish. He downed it in one gulp. Then he took up the red slice of one o’clock, plunged it into the salt, and popped it into his mouth. 

“Mai vrei cafea?” Romina asked, holding up the coffee pot. It took me a moment to realize she was talking to me. Sometimes while translating she would accidentally say something English to her parents, or Romanian to me. But she was looking right at me, waiting for a reply. 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I said. “You were speaking Romanian.”

“I know. We in Romania,” she chided gently. “I noticed you tune out everything not English. If you begin to listen, you begin to learn.” 

I looked up at her, feeling sheepish and a bit chalky. She was absolutely right. 

“So in Romanian,” she continued, “coffee is a feminine word: cafea. Mai means more. It’s not hard if you just try.”

I gratefully held out my little cup and was suddenly more pleased than ever to know how to say in Romanian “Thank you very much.” 

Romina poured me another cup. Her lips did their little smirk dance, but she said nothing more. 

Tiny țuica glasses. Tiny coffee cups. Tiny bowls of salt. 

I had been marveling at how everything in this country was ridiculously little. Only then did it occur to me that everything in America was ridiculously large.

“You know,” I commented. “It makes sense that coffee is a woman. It’s hot and stimulating and you can’t live without it, but is actually bad for you.”

Romina gave me a smug grin and retorted, “Not when you only have one.”
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I find I am not intimidated by the language barrier, though of course I still don’t know any [of the language]. I find ways of using the few things I know in as many situations as possible. So I am not afraid of speaking what little I do know. 


During our many walks and talks, she would frequently challenge my decisions. I sometimes took them as mild attack, much in the way that I mildly attack her love of the communism that ruined Romania. She blames the dictator, not the economics. Having lived it, she would know better than I. 


I remember her challenging me on why I am not trying to be rich, at all costs, in the American way. Since I co-founded a software business in my twenties, I was a little miffed. I responded that I am pursuing riches, but not in the way most people do. She may not have understood, and I don’t know if I gave her a good explanation of my plans. 


—Brian's diary






The next day I woke later than ever—after one o’clock—because the Conversation had taken Romina and I until dawn. So breakfast had become a late lunch. 

After yet another the huge meal Romina was eager to show me her city. And I was eager to see it. Yet we hovered at the door. Romina was waiting for something. 

Codi came up to her, reached into a pocket. He withdrew a roll of money. A few bills were green, but mostly they were a mix of colors: soft blues, splotching pink, waves of yellow. He peeled away some bills, all the while scrutinizing us to ensure we appreciated his generosity. Romina leaned forward eagerly. Grudgingly he allowed her to snatch the bills from his hand. They were exchanged for a kiss on the cheek. Mollified, yet still suspicious, he waved us out the door. 

Romina skipped across the yard, opened the gate, and led me out onto the cobblestone street. We paused to wave yet again to her parents, then began a stroll into the heart of the citadel. 

Romina laughed. 

“Daddy loves his little show,” she said. 

“What’s that?” I asked. 

“It’s my money,” she explained. “I give it to him so he can present it to me in fatherly manner. I’m still his puiu tati even though I own the tree.”

“What do you mean?”

“Daddy’s little chicken.”

“You mean chicken-șoara?” I teased. Then added curiously, “What do chickens have to do with trees?”

She looked at me like I was an idiot and said flatly, “Bambo, chickens sleep in trees.” 

“Chickens do not sleep in trees,” I stated. 

She gave me a look of deep scrutiny, not unlike her father before her. Finally she gauged that I was serious, which I was. She asked, “And where, exactly, do you think they sleep?”

“In a coop,” I said. 

“What’s a coop?”

“A house,” I explained. “A little one. A house-șoara.” 

“A house,” she repeated dubiously. “Only in America can chickens afford a house.”

“If they sleep in trees then how do they get up there?”

Now she stared at me incredulously and said, “Andreea was right. You tufa, papa.” 

“I’ve never seen a chicken fly,” I defended.

“You ever even seen a real chicken?”

“Yeah,” I said brusquely. “Walking.” 

“Tell me, genius, why they have wings if not to fly?”

“Penguins have wings. Ostriches have wings. Don’t waste my time with emu.”

“We in zoo now?” she mocked. 

“And turkeys,” I retorted. “They can’t fly, either. I don’t see how chickens are so superior.” 

To the citadel’s heart we strode, arguing about poultry. 

The weather couldn’t have been more ideal for a stroll through a Transylvanian citadel. The clouds were dense and nearing a dark, rolling boil. The wind was brisk, ripping dead leaves off of ancient, gnarled oaks, to skitter over cobblestone streets and pile against centuries-old stonework. The streets were narrow, their surface undulating with old cobbles on older ruts. The buildings were tall, but their skin undulated with new stucco and newer paint; bright colors mottled dark with damp. 

It was a Medieval fairy tale. 

It was a Victorian horror novel. 

Romina’s house was part of it. She lived at the base of the hill bounded by the River Târnava. After only a few minutes’ walk we climbed the ancient steps by the Shoemaker’s Tower and strolled alongside the citadel ramparts. Sighișoara’s bones were ancient and strong, built by Saxons in the 12th century. Those Saxons hadn’t messed around. A century later the walls they built fended off the Mongol hordes. A century after that they fended off the Ottoman Turks. Such success did not go unnoticed. Sighișoara was a UNESCO World Heritage Site. 

As an American it was difficult for me to fathom the sheer age of all that I was seeing. Living in Nevada made it even more difficult; its recorded history only started one hundred and fifty years ago. The Vegas we know today was born five years after my father. But here even the wooden structures were ancient. I was looking at a covered staircase built three hundred and fifty years ago. Nearly two hundred steps ascended steeply up through the sheltering slats to the equally ancient Church on the Hill. 

To me, it was overwhelming. 

To Romina, it was home. 

I caught a glance of a sign that I recognized. Much in the manner of shouting ‘Ploiești’, I excitedly called out to her. 

“Hey, did you see that sign back there? It said Pompi Fun-something. Didn’t you say that was the name of your dog?”

Romina stopped abruptly. She stopped so abruptly, in fact, it took me another two steps to realize it. She stared down at the damp bricks beneath her high-heeled boots. 

“Romina?”

“No,” she said quietly. “It was Pomme.” 

“Where is he, anyway?” I asked lightly. “I didn’t see him last night. Can he afford a doghouse, or does he sleep in a tree, too? Anyway, I could have sworn you said Pompi.” 

“Pomme,” she said through mildly gritted teeth. “Pomme is French for apple. Or potato.” 

“They have the same word for apple and potato? That like fingers and toes?”

“No, no. Potato is pomme de terre, or apple of the earth.”

“Weird, but okay,” I said. “But I know you said Pompi. I remember everything because I’m a genius. You said so yourself not five minutes ago.” 

“Yes!—yes,” she said, exasperated. “I called her Pommie and sometimes Pompi. Now drop it!”

“Okay, okay,” I said, retreating. “What’s the big deal? I was just trying to say something nice about how they’re honoring your dog.” 

“It’s funebre, rasclaat!” she snapped. “Funebre as in funeral. The place is Pombe Funebre. And you no meet Pommie because she died two weeks ago.”

She strode off curtly. 

I felt like dirt. I had honestly forgotten she’d had a dog at all. In our time together she’d barely mentioned it, maybe once or twice in a letter. It was only the visual cue that reminded me at all. 

I was worried that she was mad at me. No longer did she soak up the Medieval splendor, but stared down at the road, toed the fallen leaves among the stones. But she was not mad. She was sad. That was infinitely worse. 

To say I felt bad was an understatement. To say that I didn’t handle the situation appropriately was also an understatement. To get out of my verbal mess, I did what living in Nevada had taught me to do. I doubled down. I rushed up to her, spoke words. Really, really dumb words. 

“I’m confused,” I said hurriedly. “I know you’re a dog person and all, but you also said you don’t like horror.”

“I don’t,” she agreed morosely. 

“But what’s more horrific than turning a glorious, badass wolf into a poodle?”

“She was a Bichon Frise,” she chirped back irritably. 

“Total Frankenstein stuff,” I pressed. “But Dr. Frankenstein was Swiss and you said this isn’t Switzerland. So you can see my confusion.”

“Domesticating dogs was genius,” she snapped back. 

“Domesticating cats was genius,” I challenged. 

“Nobody domesticated cats. They savages, man. Getting wolves to guard your camp is smart.” 

“And turning them into poodles isn’t.” 

“Bichon.” 

“Whatever,” I said with intentional nonchalance. “Now getting cats to protect your grain is smart, because cats don’t do what they’re told.” 

“Neither do wolves,” she noted. 

“Not directly, but they are easily manipulated if you have a steak. Dogs’ll do anything if you feed them,” I countered. “But cats? They’d rather die than eat something they don’t like. They get mad when their food bowl is only half full, won’t take another bite until you fill it to the top again.”

“Like Americans at a cruise ship buffet,” she quipped.

Seeing a glimmer of success, I pressed ever onward, adding, “Cats make good sailors, too.”

“What?”

Blithely I narrated, “Shackleton took Mrs. Chippy with him to the south pole. Or tried to, anyway. Even the Vikings sailed with cats. That’s right, the greatest badass sailors in history were cat people.”

“Odysseus was the greatest badass sailor in history,” Romina countered. “He had a dog.” 

“He did?” I asked, surprised. 

“Da, Argos,” she said. 

“The boat was Argo.”

“I know the boat was Argo. And the dog was Argos. He guarded things while Odysseus was away. Dogs are faithful, protect property, save lives.” 

“You mean human lives? As if that’s important,” I mocked wistfully. “And you said the dog wasn’t with him. So a cat was.”

“He didn’t have a cat,” she repeated.

“Oh, he had a cat,” I said. “It’s just been lost in two-and-a-half millennia of censorship by macho assholes. I’m certain of it.” 

“You’re impossible.”

“Cuddling is important,” I continued. “You can’t cuddle with those guard dogs. They’re just there to do a job. And protecting stuff isn’t nearly as important as protecting food. You can live without a house but not without food. Dogs aren’t that good at catching rats. That’s why Romans kept weasels to do it. The cats they kept were for companionship.”

“Companionship?” she blurted. “Cats hate people.”

“As do I. Yet I’m still a brilliant companion.”

She leveled an accusatory gaze and said, “If you’re so brilliant how come you don’t know chickens can fly?” 

“Well, I’ve never seen a flock of ‘em flying south for the winter,” I defended. 

“The only cuddling you do is with books,” she accused. 

“More satisfying than my ex-wife,” I agreed with sourness only partially feigned.

I thought that perhaps the personal attack and deflection would signal the end of the topic. But that was not the way of the Conversation, nor the way of Romina. It was fluid and tangential. She was stubborn. 

“If cuddling and companionship is so important, then making a Bichon out of a wolf was the right thing to do. Wolves are all about death. Bichons are all about love. The world could use more love.”

“Sure,” I said. “But nature selected wolves to be badass. Or God made them that way, if you prefer. They’re supposed to inspire fear. Why else do we have Wolfen and The Howling, The Wolfman, An American Werewolf in London?”

“Those are monsters,” she countered. “Not wolves.”

“True, but Stephen King didn’t make Cujo a poodle for a reason. Nobody’s scared of poodles. There’s never been a horror movie about a poodle.”

She opened her mouth to speak, but I cut her off.

“Wait—that’s not true,” I admitted. “In Rabid Grannies Foosum turned into a giant killer ghoul poodle. Or maybe it was The Boneyard. I can’t remember. The one with Phyllis Diller.” 

“I get it now,” she said brightly. “You lied about being married. You’ve never even kissed a girl.” 

“Yo fuck only chai,” I said with a grin. “I’m just saying that wolves inspire fear and awe, characteristics that historically led to worship. People worshipped the night sky, and storms. Nobody worships poodles. I bring this up because the ancient Egyptians, of course, worshipped cats.” 

“Yeah,” she said drily. “And dung beetles. You wanna cuddle with them, too?” 

“I don’t know if they actually worshipped scarabs,” I said thoughtfully. “But I’d like to think so. I applaud polytheism. The world would be better for everybody if it was still around.” 

“It wasn’t for Odysseus,” she noted. 

“Good point! But if you piss off one god, you can always suck up to another. Monotheism just puts you in a box.”

“Hush,” she chided. “That’s not funny. There’s only one God.” 

“See, that’s the problem,” I said. “Nowadays it’s gotta be this god or that god or you try to silence me. Now the Romans let people worship whoever they wanted as long as they also acknowledged the Roman gods. You like Bob the Wind God, and are grateful to Lisa, the goddess of rain? Fine. Just add Jupiter to the list and we’ll get along. Makes sense to me.”

A new topic broached—religion—we girded our loins for a new round of verbal combat. But we paused. We had found a cafe of our liking. We agreed to situate ourselves properly before continuing. And, in so doing, we encountered a different sort of wildlife—one that proved I was ignorant about more than just chickens. 







The cafe of our liking stretched along a narrow terrace overlooking a narrow plaza. We sat on little iron chairs at a little iron table. Below us contorted the 3D warren of stair and street and stone. The cobblestones angled down to the magnificent Clock Tower. Atop it were numerous turrets rising two hundred feet high. Below it stretched a cavernous tunnel that sloped downward to cafes and pizzerias downhill. The antiquity would have been overpowering were it not eased by the lush shrubbery, the dense canopies of trees and the bright canopies of canvas. 

They offered coffee and cognac, ice cream and cakes. I appreciated how they sold all. 

We did not drink cognac to get drunk. We did not even drink it to smooth out conversation. We drank it because the sharpness of the alcohol, mixed with the richness of the flavor, complimented our desires. For some reason I specifically felt like an adult. I had been one for some time, but had apparently taken it for granted. Now, with Romina, every little moment of being a man was captured, appreciated, engulfed in gratitude. Perhaps I was just feeling sophisticated. Whether or not drinking cognac of an afternoon made me sophisticated was unclear, but I certainly felt that way. 

What I really wanted was an Americano, but was too embarrassed to order one. I didn’t want to be the guy who goes abroad and eats at McDonald’s. So I ordered a Romanian coffee instead. As Romina would say, it was similar Turkish, with mucho sugar. Class, papa.

We sipped coffee and cognac. She smoked cigarettes. I smoked a cigar. She shifted on her seat, letting the long slit of her dress reveal her leg. I noticed, liked what I saw. I sensed that she had arranged to be so noticed. 

The Conversation resumed where it had left off, prompted by all sorts of animal matters, as Romina called it. The subject was theism of both the poly and mono varieties. 

But we were interrupted by a little girl. 

We smelled her before we saw her. She carried with her a somehow visible cloud of stink. The air about her was almost as dirty as her clothing, which was almost as dirty as her face. She was ten, maybe twelve years old. Being so malnourished it was hard to tell. She shuffled right up to us, eyes drooping, posture broken. She began to mumble in a most pitiful manner.

Romina growled menacing words at the girl. She was not being merely rude. No, she was being something else entirely. She was being genuine. 

I stared at her, stunned at her sudden behavioral change. Suddenly growing sad over the loss of her dog, due a reminder, was one thing. Going from charming to aggressive in a blink was another thing entirely. 

The girl gave no reaction. So I did. 

“Whoa, chill,” I said. “She’s just a homeless girl. Should I give her something to make her go away?”

“You will not!” Romina snapped. “She not homeless.”

The subject of our conversation just continued her pathetic muttering at the ground. 

Our pleasant vibe was thoroughly destroyed. I was affected by just how wretched the girl looked, but even more so by how she behaved. Never before had I seen something so pathetic. Her mumbling made me cringe as surely as nails on a chalkboard. I had seen destitution before, but never even a fraction as bad as this. I was perplexed how Romina could claim the girl was not homeless.

Romina raised her arm as if to strike, and barked warning. It wasn’t a wolf-turned-poodle bark; it was a full-on wolf noise. Yet the girl remained, unintelligible words dribbling from her dirty mouth like sewage fouling a river. 

Time ticked by awkwardly. 

Tired of waiting, Romina finally reared her arm back and—with great emphasis—walloped the girl right upside the head.

“What the—?!” I cried in shock, rising halfway from my chair.

The girl did not react to the blow. Only after a long, unfazed moment did she slowly turn about and wander off.

Romina settled back into her chair comfortably. She brought her coffee to her lips, closed her eyes, enjoyed a sip. She could not see my utter shock, so I made sure she heard it.

“What the hell was that?” I demanded. 

“That,” Romina answered, clinking cup on saucer, “was a Gypsy.”

“Why did you hit her? She would have left if you just ignored her.”

“No she wouldn’t,” Romina said. 

She could see my incredulity. 

“I give her a favor,” Romina explained with a shrug.

Suddenly understanding lit her face. 

“Aaah, yes, in the States homeless persons are polite. You’re a long way from home, Brian.”

She leaned forward. 

“Don’t turn your head,” she said, “but check him across the street.” 

Still looking at me, she nodded quickly to indicate the direction. 

Obeying, I slid my gaze to the side. 

A man was standing in the afternoon shadows. His clothing was ragged, his posture impatient. And arrogant. He lounged against a wall, arms folded across his chest. He dressed more like a peasant than a city-dweller but otherwise looked like any other Romanian I had seen. Except for his skin. It was the darkest I had yet seen since arriving to this profoundly Caucasian nation. 

“He targeted us—probably heard our English—and sent her in. If she went back without money, even if it took all day, he would beat her half to death. No hospital, no care. Just bruises and flies until she heals on her own. They are disgusting creatures, and this is business to them.”

“How can beating your own child be business?”

“May not be his child,” she explained. “He could have bought her.”

“Oh, come on,” I scoffed, sensing racism rearing its ugly head. 

“Such things are documented,” she defended. Then warned, “These are not a misunderstood minority. They choose to live outside of cities, of civilization, to feed off the scraps. They speak only their own language and recognize only their own culture, their own laws. They teach children to steal. They sell little girls into marriage. They refuse to civilize.”

“Surely not all—”

“This not Hollywood,” Romina interrupted. “They are not exciting outcast dancers or any such things. This no American happy ending. I know you and your American sensibilities. You are idealists, but this is no ideal world. Gypsies have had centuries to go straight: they don’t want to. They are dangerous.”

I nodded, feeling far too ignorant to do anything but listen. We returned to sipping our respective drinks, smoking our respective smokes. This time, the Conversation was hesitant to return. When it finally did, it was interrupted again. It began to rain. 

We rose and Romina hastily fiddled with the umbrella. I offered to assist, but she swiveled to keep it out of my reach. 

“No way,” she said. “He too old for you. Like me.” 

“Thirty-three isn’t that old,” I scoffed. 

“In Romania we start early—not Gypsy-early!—but early enough. Me old maid. And I see you break your boot strings this morning. You intense, papa.” 

I emoted grandly, “Yes, I am a man of tremendous power. But greater sensitivity. I can be gentle.” 

She did not grant my levity with a response, but returned her attention to the umbrella. 

Finally—and gently—she coaxed the old man open. Only then did she hand the umbrella over to me. She hugged my arm and we descended the steps into the picturesque streets below. 

I was immediately arrested by a sign that advertised a torture museum. I insisted upon entering. 

Romina declined to let me, chiding, “You creepy, papa.”

Seeing me droop, she offered, “Check yellow house there.” 

Beneath the shadow of the Clock Tower loomed an ancient yellow building. Two doorways bored into the walls. Two iron lamps thrust into the street. Two more floors above were demarcated by neat, square windows. A placard written in Romanian, German, and English read Vlad Țepeș Draculea was born here in 1431. 

Vlad Țepeș meant Vlad the Impaler. 

Draculea meant Son of the Dragon. It also meant Son of the Devil. 

The real Dracula. Born here. Precisely where I was standing. In what was now a restaurant. 

I was, at that very moment, the coolest horror buff in the world. 

But I was also a history buff. I knew Bram Stoker had folded into his fiction the real historical figure of Vlad the Impaler. I was thrilled at just visiting his homeland, but nearly swooned at being able to go inside his house. 

Romina declined to let me. 

Alas, it had been turned into a very bad, very kitschy restaurant. I acquiesced, having faith in her opinion. I admit it was painful. I vowed to return on Halloween night, with or without her, for a most-necessary pilgrimage of the macabre. She asked me what Halloween was. 

And I was just starting to like this woman, I thought wistfully. 

The rain settled in, the puddles deepened. Then the night settled in and the darkness deepened. 

We walked for hours among the tunnels and arches and ramps. I loved the stonework, but loved the woodwork even more. Many sidewalks were raised and roofed with shingles. The posts weren’t cut boards, but shaved trunks. They’d been old when George Washington was born. 

We passed the butcher, the baker, and the rope maker. Rather, we passed the towers their guilds had been ordered to finance. So we started at the Shoemaker’s Tower but eventually passed the Butcher’s, the Tailor’s, the Tinsmith’s, the Blacksmith’s, the Furrier’s, and the Tanner’s. 

The Conversation, too, wandered. We discussed a lot of history, but also a lot of modern culture. We compared the pros and cons of our two nations, their unlikely successes and equally unlikely failures. Likewise we compared the pros and cons of our two exes. Suddenly the Conversation took a turn I didn’t expect. Literally. 

We turned a corner and stepped onto a busy, modern street. Cars zoomed by. Exhaust fell over us in noxious waves. We were assaulted by unsightly sounds and noisome sights. The profound was replaced by the trivial. Romina began griping about the rain we had both been enjoying, the darkness, the cold, the cars, the noise. 

And just like that, the Conversation ceased. 

I realized then the fragility of the Conversation. When immersed in it, it was powerful, robust. It was so heady it seemed all but impossible for the outside world to matter. 

But of course the outside world did matter. 

I remembered back to the first drive in stalwart Albișoara, when Romina had derided artificiality scratching the joy of life. She had been unable to overcome her surroundings, until she came home. 

Not all towers were built by guilds. 

I looked around. The beauty of the Sighișoara night touched me deeply. There was something searingly romantic about lamplight gleaming on wet flagstones, about sharing an umbrella under a drizzle, about scampering to an arch under a deluge. I was really falling in love with Transylvania.

And Romina still hugged my arm, still nuzzled up to me snugly. And the path home was snaky, the trees above were foxy. And there, with her joyous parents, we would eat similar pigs. 

The Conversation had paused, but I didn’t worry. While I counted hours, the magic counted centuries. 
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This day we were debating hot and heavy about some of the cultural differences in perception of women’s and men’s roles. Both of us were having hard times letting go of some of our preconceptions: notably that I think women should be utterly equal, and she thinks men should be bigger, stronger, and protective. She would not say in control, because she is smart enough and experienced enough to know that she will never give up control again. That this is a contradiction she never seemed to understand. 


This is what I like about her though: she often has enough self confidence to take what she likes about her culture and its preconceptions, and discard what she doesn’t. I feel that I do the same thing, frequently to the alienation of my fellow countrymen. I know the same has happened to her. Birds of a feather are we. 


—Brian's diary






The next day I experienced the most disturbing event of my life.

We took a trip into a mountain region called Poiana Brașov. In winter it was a popular ski area. In summer it was a popular picnic area. In October it wasn’t either. But it was still popular with the Lupus, because their friends had a summer house atop a mountain. They invited us for a picnic and an overnight. 

Specifically, the mountain was Poiana Mǎrului with views of Piatra Craiului. I think. There were a lot of peaks and even more vowels in the area. The name wasn’t what mattered. What happened was. 

We drove as far up the mountain as we could, coursing through mixed forests often cleared for tiny, smoking peasant cottages. Many were old beyond my comprehension, populated with grazing horses, barking dogs, not-flying chickens. Haystacks were in abundance. They were not the machine-rounded tubes of America, but hand-wrapped heaps that tapered to a point. Van Gogh stuff, ready for raucous pigment crows to fly over. The undulating mountains were filled with them. Them and trees and cottages. It was most picturesque. 

When we encountered fencing we parked Albișoara and hiked up further still. We followed the severe rut of a narrow dirt road—centuries-old and wagon-wide. The route was very steep and passed through mucho green, papa, as Romina would say. Codi and I toted a cooler between us, heavy with sausages from his favorite butcher in Sighișoara. The ladies shouldered bags of other goodies. We hiked up and up, far further than I had anticipated. After an hour and a half we reached the top of the mountain. 

The air was thin, but gentle. The mountain was gentle, too. Its flanks were blanketed with crops. The peak was a wide, rounded dome. It was crowned with withered greenery. Not the very top, though. That was bare, like an old man with only a low ring of hair remaining. 

And there, in a clearing hand-cut from the wild grass, was a house. It was little, had three rooms. None were kitchens or bathrooms or closets. White paint covered the slats of the walls, but was flaked off in many a chunk. The roof was a jumble of wood and tiles and disarray. A robust wooden ladder angled up to it, indicating progressing work. The window sills and doorjamb were freshly painted a bright, happy red. 

Specifically, the house was not owned. It had been claimed. 

Three decades ago, while a young man on leave from the military, Romina’s godfather had summered in the mountains. His name was Miere, which sounded like Me-air-eh. He’d stumbled upon the abandoned house. The nearby farmers—some of great age—said it had been empty as long as they’d known it. Nobody knew why. So he claimed it. Over the ensuing years he fixed it up. 

He still had a long way to go. 

There was now glass in the windows and a door in the doorway. There was no heating or cooling. There was no electricity or water. But there was a new privy a ways off, near a new shed. 

The afternoon was a tad gloomy, with bright gray clouds scudding across a backdrop of dark gray clouds. But the mood was bright. The Mieres were just as eager hosts as the Lupus, and just as eager to laugh. 

Colonel Miere, he who claimed the house, was Codi’s best friend. The colonel and his wife were Romina’s godparents. I was eager to meet a bona fide colonel of a foreign army, but alas he and his wife were not present. They happened to be away with their granddaughter. 

That is not to say Mieres were absent. I was offered two of them. Their names were Dragoș and Alexandra. They were Romina’s age, and her best friends. He, of soft belly and receding hairline and giggles. She, of quiet dignity and long-suffering look. 

“I show … my daughter sometime,” Dragoș offered in broken English. 

“I’d like to meet her,” I said.

I didn’t really mean it. Try as I might, I just never liked kids. Okay, okay: I never really tried. But I always tried to be polite. 

The afternoon progressed in leisurely fashion, as did the picnic. For being on a mountaintop it sure felt lavish. It was a rustic-looking place with rustic-looking people. The food was simple but highly varied and astonishingly potent. My nose reacted sharply to the slicing of green onions at twelve paces. 

I felt strangely wholesome, and I could not exactly place why. 

A grill was fired up. Țuica was drunk. That’s what occupied the men, at least. Also outside—that’s where the kitchen was—the women prepared all manner of foods and were too busy to imbibe. The busiest of all, however, was Pufuleți. His name sounded like POOF-oo-lets. I was excited because his was one of the few Romanian names I could properly pronounce. 

He so didn’t care. 

Pufuleți was a gray, long-haired cat. He was very poofy, as his name implied. He was also very curious, as being a cat implied. He spent all of his time working the shins of those working the meat. He got a few scraps. He stole a few more. Once he nabbed a sausage and ran away with it. In Romania sausages are linked. A whole line spun off the table with a zing, like the rope of an anchor dropped into the sea. 

Fortunately the sausage was saved. We celebrated the victory with țuica. 

Dinner was great. There was something wonderful about linked sausages spiraled onto a hot grill. Eating them with mustard was even more wonderful. I had never before been much of a mustard fan, but what was presented was delightful. It had nothing of the blandly sharp taste of American yellow mustard, but offered a robust horseradish. It was made in the Miere family factory. 

“I show … my factory sometime,” Dragoș offered. 

“I’d like that,” I said. 

And I meant it. As I ventured further into Transylvania, and met more Transylvanians, I liked everything even more. A large part of what I liked about Romina, I realized, was how she embodied where she was from. It wasn’t just the where of it, but the who of it. Her parents, her friends. 

The Mieres, in particular, were fascinating. A colonel in the army, refurbishing ancient stone houses on a mountaintop, his son running a mustard empire; these were inherently interesting. Even better, they were charming people. I was indeed looking forward to seeing more of them. Yes, even their daughter. I just hoped she was eighteen and hot. 

I still couldn’t believe that I was so very, very far from home. I was neck-deep in different, and getter deeper every day. Turning every corner revealed something even more unlike the suburbs, the office cubicles, the fast food, that was home. Specifically, I couldn’t believe I was so very far from home and felt comfortable. Some of that had to be the goodwill for a rare guest. But it was more than that. How and why I felt that way, I just couldn’t put my finger on. 

A good time was had by all. This, despite the language barrier. Though studying English, Dragoș was unable to translate much. The responsibility fell to Romina. I was impressed by how she handled it all. It must have been exhausting. Yet she remained cheery. Then again, I wasn’t the only one who liked being the center of attention. 

After dinner we had an intriguing visitor. 

A little old lady came by with a horse. She held onto his bridle not to lead, but for support. The big brown horse understood and was very gentle. She wore a drab skirt under a drab top and a scarf wrapped her hair. She had a craggy face and tired eyes. I knew this old woman was a peasant because they told me so. She lived on the mountain, alone with her big brown horse. His name was Mircea. It sounded like MEER-chuh. 

She’d heard an American was present. She wanted to see one before she died. It was a good thing I came when I did, because she looked one hundred years old. 

Specifically, she didn’t know how old she was. 

Her name was Vǎduvǎ. In Romanian, an A with an upside-down hat sounded like uh. Of course the other weird A, with it’s hat right-side-up, sounded the same. I didn’t know what the hell was going on. I only knew her name sounded like VUH-doo-vuh. It was a common surname. It meant widow. Whether that was really her family name, or just what everybody assumed she was, nobody knew for sure.

She whispered some words to Dragoș. She only spoke to Dragoș because only he understood her speech. She had some sort of mountain dialect that was difficult for the others to understand. Vǎduvǎ had never left Poiana Mǎrului. Not in what looked like one hundred years. 

“The Americans promised to come after the war,” she said. “And now you have.”

She smiled at me. She still had a few teeth. They looked strong, but yellow. 

I smiled back. 

She’d also heard of photography. She asked if I had a camera. I nodded yes. She wanted a picture of herself with her horse. She shuffled over to where Mircea was horse napping, placed a gnarled hand on his bridle, and looked at me expectantly. 

I took their photo. 

I glanced down at my display to ensure the picture had been a good one. When I looked up, she and Mircea were already plodding off. Vǎduvǎ had assumed the picture would have to be sent off to the city to be developed. She didn’t actually want to see her photo. She just wanted to know one had been taken of her and her beloved Mircea. 

The encounter was very touching. 







The house was too small for everyone to sleep in. It had only one bed. Thus the Mieres had brought a large tent. Ordinarily all the Lupus would sleep in the tent, but they wanted to be good hosts. The guest—me—was given the house. Because there was no room for Romina in the tent, that meant I was given her, as well. Codi wasn’t thrilled with that, but Romina and I weren’t exactly hormonally-flushed teens anymore. I was pleased to be sharing a bed with her, but had no expectations of friskiness. I was really hoping to cuddle with Pufuleți.

The day had been gloomy but the night was dark indeed. Inside the house was pitch black. A steady wind pushed over the bald mountain top. It whistled through cracks in the once-abandoned house. Sometimes the sound was a mournful moan. Other times it was a wolf-like howl. There were still wolves in the Carpathian mountains, so maybe it really was a howl. 

 The bed was comfortable enough but I had trouble sleeping. Romina did not, exhausted by too much translation and too much țuica. 

She slept on her stomach, folded arms for a pillow. Her head was turned towards me. I wished for a brighter night, a better opportunity to get my fill of looking at her without being rude. Complete repose, long breaths through her nose. I felt her exhalation wash over my face, breathed it in. It made me feel closer to her somehow. I imagined it tasted sweet, though of course it wasn’t. It wasn’t anything at all. But to me it was. 

I don’t know when I fell asleep, but waking up was most memorable. I gasped and bolted upright, ripping half the covers off Romina. It was freezing cold, but I was dripping sweat. The sheets beneath were soaked. 

I’d had the worst nightmare of my entire life. 

Now, I secretly like nightmares. Creepy, I know. But I’m a true lover of horror. To me nightmares are better than watching scary movies because you don’t just watch; you experience. 

But this nightmare was hideous. 

Unending waves of torture and pain and fear. Animal cruelty. Hour after hour, it seemed, of torn fur and flesh, of agonized whines and heart-rending cries. One dog, I remembered in particular, screamed human screams as he was pierced by all manner of sharp instruments. His screams had been deafening. At the end I had begun to join them. I was glad I didn’t wake screaming. That would have surely terrified Romina. 

But beside me she was experiencing her own hell. She shifted and moaned piteously. It was horrible listening to such sounds coming from someone I cared about. She shifted suddenly, then thrashed. She took a deep, ragged breath. I quickly woke her up before her own scream did. 

We both panted in the black, sweating. The wind had died. It was incredibly quiet. All I could hear was Mussorgsky’s Night on Bald Mountain. It was very cold. We hugged each other for a long time. Eventually sleep stole us again. 

The nightmares were waiting. 

In the morning I asked her about it, first thing. 

She shushed me. Later, she said. 

Breakfast was delicious, but unsatisfying. This, despite my love of a cold camp morning, with a roaring fire, hot coffee, sizzling sausages, scrambled eggs. 

Romina was still in a funk, clearly hungover from her experience in the night. Her face had a smooshed look, due to sleeping on her stomach. She hated the look and usually took pains to fix it as soon as possible. But not today. 

I thought she looked adorable. True, nobody actually looked adorable immediately upon waking. Endearing, then. 

After breakfast Romina took my hand and led me on a walk. I wanted to discuss her sour mood, but could only focus on her holding my hand. It was a simple gesture, but it felt nice. I’d never held hands with any of my exes. I don’t really know why. Romina taking my hand seemed natural. All Lupus were keen to touch. I didn’t want to ascribe too much meaning to it. I just wanted to enjoy it. 

The view was breathtaking. The peaks were gentle and rolling and shaggy with trees. Many were pine but others were burnished autumn gold. Smoke lazed in the nooks and crannies between the slopes. People were burning leaves. I saw plenty of rounded flanks cleared of forest, some mature hedgerows, some crumbling stone walls. Such clearings were occupied by quaint homes with peaked roofs of moldering tiles. 

Eventually we sat side by side on the steep side of the mountain, butts in cropped grass. We sat in silence a few minutes, enjoying the view. 

Suddenly we were surrounded by sheep. 

They were not the stereotypical sheep with white fleece and black faces, but tan-colored fuzzy everything. Dozens of them encircled us, placidly nosing the grass. Most took nibbles, chewed quietly. A few were greedy, ripping at the roots. The sound of rending grass was immensely soothing. 

We enjoyed the bumping, nuzzling clouds of wool. Romina’s smirk returned, but not her smolder. 

I asked Romina how Romanians said sheep.

“Oi,” she replied quietly. 

“Oi,” I repeated enthusiastically. “That’s fun. So oa one sheep?”

“No, that’s eggs.”

“Oh,” I said. “So what’s one egg?”

“Ou,” she said.

“That’s what I just said.”

“No, ou,” she repeated.

“You mean just the letter o?”

“No, I mean o-u.”

“But it sounds like just o.”

“No, it doesn’t,” she said with a mild edge. “Andreea said you were tufa.”

“No, she didn’t,” I said, mimicking her cadence. “She said I had a big brain. A huge, magnificent brain. Amazing beyond belief.”

Romina said nothing. 

I mused softly, “Upon reflection, she may have been talking about my penis.”

She rolled her eyes. 

Gamely, I continued. “So what’s one sheep, then?”

She said something that sounded like why-eh. 

“What’s that got to do with oi?”

“Sheeps, o-i,” she spelled out, growing annoyed. “Sheep, o-a-i-e.” 

“And I was just beginning to like Romania,” I said wistfully. 

A glimmer returned to her eyes. 

“You have the same word for single and plural,” she mocked. “That’s dumb.”

“You have the same word for fingers and toes,” I shot back. “That’s dumb.” 

The sheep munched blithely. 

“There’s something in that house,” she suddenly said. “I’ve slept in it four times. I have nightmares every time. Horrible, awful ones. Things like the Holocaust, which is a subject too cruel for me. Every time.” 

She shuddered, had difficulty continuing. 

After a moment I prompted, “Now we know why it was abandoned for so long.”

“Over one hundred years, he thinks,” she agreed. “Did you notice Mom never went in? She not even go two meters near the door. She always stay on far side of cooking area.”

In fact I had noticed. 

“She’s sensitive to these things,” Romina continued. “She went inside once, years ago. The minute she stepped through the door she got a bad headache, like someone hit her on the head. She got real dizzy and fell. Threw up, all over the floor. She tried to crawl out but no go. Daddy was there in a heartbeat and carried her outside. She was fine right away, like nothing happened.”

She paused, then asked, “Do you believe in evil?”

She was not talking about my love of horror. 

“I believe in assholes,” I replied firmly. “Nothing in nature is evil, just viciously indifferent. Sometimes people are the same.” 

She nodded slightly, clearly unconvinced. 

“There is some sort of energy in that house,” I affirmed. “How else to explain it affecting all three of us? But energy itself isn’t good or bad. Only its effects can be judged that way.” 

She nodded slowly. 

“I don’t believe in magic, or spirits,” I continued. “Yes, there is something inexplicable going on. Something powerful. I don’t understand the forces at play, but I understand that I’m subject to them. Some people are scared of stuff like that. I’m not.” 

She looked up at me. 

“Why not?”

“Because not everything I felt last night was bad,” I explained. 

I had immensely enjoyed laying next to Romina, drifting to sleep beside her. That had also been something powerful. 

I was beginning to believe in magic, after all. 
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The weather has grown cold suddenly, and our walk today was chilly, though we had a nice cappuccino on a terasȃ behind the Hotel Sighișoara, which is a beautiful spot. I am already feeling the dread of leaving Romina, though we still have half our time together!


I just look at her and feel radiant inside, any time of the day. When she is all smooshy in the morning, when we are having breakfast, when we are walking hand in hand, playing cards, or just sitting. I have never been so overwhelmed by another person in all my life.


—Brian's diary






We had been invited to a wedding. Specifically, Romina had been invited to a wedding. I had been instructed to bring a nice suit. One afternoon we got ready. 

Interrupting preparation was a delivery from the United States. Codi gave the large box a thorough inspection before reluctantly handing it over to Romina. He retreated to the couch, but his large nose sniffed around intrusively. It wasn’t hard to see why. 

The box was festooned with hearts. 

“A fawning admirer?” I asked. 

Romina’s cheeks, always rosy, turned rosier. “The latest suitor,” she said. 

I sat on the couch beside Codi, leaned forward just as eagerly. 

She pulled out a little teddy bear. Then another. And another. There were blue bears, red bears, fuzzy bears, cute bears, an American bear, a sailor bear. 

“Lou is older,” she began. 

I interrupted, “Just how old does he think you are?”

“He fell in love with me this contract,” she explained. “Promised me the moon and the sun if I would accept to be his wife. He offer to buy for me any house I want, anywhere in States. I did spend some time with him, but not like that. He is so respectful and kind, and he didn't touch me anyhow because I had a reserved attitude, and was honest with him. I can't feel for him the way he feels for me.”

Her blush went deepest yet and she admitted, “He’s very persistent.” 

“Jesus Gras,” Codi said with wonder. 

It was an odd thing to say, Jesus Gras. But that’s what Codi heard when I swore ‘Jesus Christ’ after breaking my bootlace. In Romanian it meant Fat Jesus. He thought it was hilarious. That it was probably even more profane never occurred to him. 

Romina quickly added, “So you see, I do in life what my mind and heart desires, and won’t do any compromise—not for money or Green Card or Brad.”

“You said it was Lou.”

“Oh, you right. This from Lou. He no propose yet. If Lou knew he had competition, he would offer me the stars and planets!”

Ultimately the box contained a total of fifteen teddy bears, two boxes of chocolates, and a Tommy Hilfiger beach towel decorated as an extra-large American flag. 

An hour later I shuffled into the kitchen for inspection. Not from Sergeant Codi, but his ladies. Mioara herself wore a frilly, multi-colored dress with long skirts. Romina wore a body-hugging, vivid purple dress with a remarkable open back.

I wore my best suit. It was charcoal in color, double-breasted. I thought it looked very classy with a pale silk tie and American flag slippers. 

Mioara brought her hands admiringly to her chest. Romina loosed a surprised squeak, then slid an appreciative hand down my tie. “Oui, papa! You clean up good.” 

“Thank you,” I said. “I want to make an impression.”

“Oh, you will,” she teased. “You the only mute not talking to anybody. You nervous?”

“Should I be?” I asked. 

“Yes,” she said cryptically. “Love will be in air. Check you don’t get caught in some black widow web.”

Codi joined us presently, wearing a suit of olive green. It was old, but freshly brushed. He too presented himself for inspection. Mioara clapped her hands enthusiastically, then rushed over to re-comb his hair. 

“Jesus Gras, femeie!” he spluttered, trying vainly to slap her hands away. Tellingly, he soon surrendered. 

Romina’s perky lips formed her trademark smirk. “He’s found a favorite phrase, I think.” 







Albișoara took us to the wedding. 

The cathedral was huge and old and leaning over the curb. A crowd pushed inside as if it were a sold-out concert. Romina dove headfirst into the crush, dragging me along by the hand. Many a surprised and pleased greeting was thrown her way. She was clearly something of a celebrity. Words were flung at me, too. I understood nothing, so I smiled a lot. Luckily that comes naturally. I was clearly not Romanian and all understood my silence, if not my presence. 

I was just beginning to look around the cathedral when I was informed the wedding was over. 

“Already?” I marveled. “That was even faster than my drive-thru wedding in Reno.”

“Drive-thru?” Romina asked. 

“Well, my parents wanted a Roman Catholic wedding,” I explained. “But they last hours.” 

“Hours?” Romina repeated, shocked. “What you do for hours?”

“Wait for death,” I replied grimly. “Rise, kneel, rise, kneel, attention, obey! Codi would love it.”

“Well me no love it,” she said. “The party is all that matters!” 

“And that’s why I love you,” I replied cheerily. 

She paused a moment, then led me to the party. 

Romanian wedding parties are an all-night cycle of eat, drink, dance. Repeat. 

I loved the eating and the drinking. Each of the eight courses was delicious—and ample. I was particularly enchanted by a fish dish. It was a whole fish, somewhat like a trout. Romina said it was a rare river fish, said some name I couldn’t pronounce. The wine was called Jidvei, which I could pronounce. It was most ample of all. 

Codi and Mioara also loved the eating and the drinking. They loved the dancing more. Despite white hair and wrinkles and softness happily attained through age, they maintained their lust for life. They tore up the dance floor like they were still teenagers, when they first fell in love. They were charming. 

Romina was her father’s daughter. She wasn’t just charming, but intoxicating. Every time a Transylvanian song played, she danced. She danced with men young and old—but mostly with those who knew what they were doing. Thus the younger men usually lost out and retreated to the tables, disappointed. 

I did not number among them because I hated dancing. I didn’t lack the courage to try. I lacked the interest. I’d never felt a twitch of rhythm in my whole life. Even watching dancing bored me. 

My self-imposed exile was not meant to be. 

Romina took a break from her exertions. Her wild hair dripped. Sweat ran in excited pulses down her bare back to the small of it. She panted, but that didn’t stop her from lighting a cigarette. 

She received a delicate tap on her shoulder. Behind her was a little girl in a pink dress. She was perhaps ten years old and cute as a button. Like a puppy who had not yet grown into its paws, she hadn’t yet grown into her nose. I was particularly enamored with it. 

The big nose belonged to Sabrina. She was the youngest Miere, daughter of Romina’s best friends Dragoș and Alexandra. She was absolutely charming. This, despite not being eighteen and hot. Amazing. 

With a very shy smile, Sabrina asked Romina something in Romanian. 

Romina replied slowly in English, “Would you like to dance with me?” 

Sabrina fumbled the words, blushed, looked down. Romina repeated and encouraged her to try again. Finally Sabrina’s bravery swelled and she turned to me. In broken meter she asked, “Would you like to dance with me?” 

Of course I said yes. I’m a misanthrope, not an asshole. 

And then we danced. I had no idea how to dance to any music, let alone Romanian music. We held each other at arm’s length and spun. 

The music ended, as it always does. I bowed deeply before little Sabrina and said some foreign words of my own. “Thank you very much,” I said in Romanian, and added, “Princess Mustard.” 

Her face lit up. Smiling a big-toothed smile, she corrected, “Prințesa Muștar.” 

Then she fled. 

Suddenly I was snatched up bodily. Mioara had claimed the next dance. I was suitably awkward. She was wonderfully patient. When the song ended she kissed me on the cheek. Then, spontaneously, she stuck a finger in my dimples. Then she fled like a Mustard Princess. 

The night progressed. Finally, perhaps inevitably, Romina and I danced. We slow danced. 

A lot. 

I felt very comfortable getting so close to her. It wasn’t the țuica, though I’d had plenty. Love was indeed in the air. Dancing beside us Codi stole a kiss from Mioara. 

I felt the way her legs entangled my own. This was something more than merely a brush of flesh against flesh. This was the beginning of merging. I felt her slim belly press against my own. I felt the tremble. Whether hers or my own, I did not know. 

Maybe dancing wasn’t boring, after all. 

I wanted to tell Romina how much fun I was having. I leaned close to whisper in her ear. Her perfume filled my senses. I was disoriented. 

It was time to say something dashing. What I actually said was something embarrassing. 

“Pufuleți…,” I breathed into her. “Gogoașa Înfuriatâ… Albișoara…”

She beamed. I disappeared into the little gap between her teeth. Perhaps she got lost in my dimples. One way or another, we were lost in each other. 

The party ended, as it always does. Three o’clock had come and gone. Codi and Mioara tiredly crawled into Albișoara. Romina and I weren’t ready for the night to end just yet. We chose to walk home. 

The air was bracing. We could see our breath. Fortunately we exuded plenty enough of heat to keep us warm. But not dry. It began raining. Cats and dogs and sheeps and all manner of farm animals, Romina said. Arm in arm we rushed home, exhilarated to the point of giddiness by fatigue and cold and wet. 

We were tired, but too invigorated to sleep. 

We sat in the kitchen. Formica, soft by the lighting. A bare appliance bulb, burning like a candle. Outside drummed the rain, but here was quiet, was calm. I heard nothing but her gentle breath. Whether I heard, or simply sensed, my own pulse I could not tell. 

We whispered about the night. Her words lulled me into a heady, relaxed state. She leaned in, narrating something. 

I leaned in, but wasn’t listening at all.

I kissed her lightly on a rosy cheek. It was still cold. 

She paused her speech. 

I stayed close, and teased her cheek with another few delicate kisses. Then I leaned even closer and kissed by her ear. Our cheeks pressed together, finally warming. She abandoned her speech. I nudged her chin up so I could gently kiss her neck. My lips slid down slowly, exploring for a few more desirable spots to taste. I held the last, light kiss upon her delicate throat for a long moment, eyes closed and face pressed into the sheltering curve of her chin. 

Satisfied, I finally leaned back. We locked eyes. 

“W-why you do that?” she asked brokenly. Her voice was quiet but playful.

“Do what?” I asked, returning close but pausing an inch away from her mouth. I cocked my head to the side and stared down at her curvaceous lips. 

“Make me forget my words …” she replied. 

I cut her off with a kiss, a real kiss, our first. It was light, soft, and very warm. 

And it lasted. 

Eventually I pulled back and innocently asked, “You were saying?” 

She gave a playful frown, but her smirk revealed the lie. 

“You always make me lose my thoughts!” she accused, accent husky and thick. 

“Oh,” I said, smiling. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” she whispered back. 

It was time for bed. But not together. Not yet. More’s the pity. It was Romina’s house, but her parents’ proximity weighed heavily. Both of us were adults. Both of us knew what was next. But again, both of us were adults. Even raging hormones could be controlled. Respect and courtesy mattered more. 

So I laid alone, drifting into dreams. I was strangely not disappointed. I was thrilled. I’d thought I was in love with Transylvania. The truth, I finally realized, was different.

I was in love with Romina. 

We would part to different continents and different lives in ten days. 
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I slept very, very well and even dreamt about being in bed here in Sighișoara—with Romina, of course. It is ironic because I rarely, if ever, dream sexual things about people who I am actively sexually attracted to. In the dream we were basically rolling around in her oh-so comfortable bed. It was nice. There were no real specifics, just sexual intimacy, which is the only type we haven’t had yet. Well… 


But I do remember one thing. Even if just a dream, I will always remember her head on my shoulder and fingers curling my chest hair. 


—Brian’s diary






The man’s assault rifle concerned me. 

His wardrobe concerned me more. 

The combination of assault rifle, coat and cap conjured horrors from an era I had thought past. The coat was a Soviet-style greatcoat. It was thick and woolen, with two rows of buttons marching down the front. The cap was furry, with two flaps folded down the sides. I didn’t recognize the insignia on his chest and lapels. I didn’t need to. We all could feel his power. 

He stared at me. 

He was angry. He was also confused. 

We stared back, Romina and I. 

We were confused too. Mostly we were just scared. 

We were tucked away in the back corner of a van. Specifically, we were in an autocar. An autocar was the ungainly offspring from the unholy union of a bus and a van. The autocar had been ordered stopped at the border between Romania and Hungary. Here were acres of concrete, as pavement, as bunker. Here were boom barriers and razor wire. Here were tanks. 

It was two o’clock in the morning. It was a bleak, black night of slashing rain and frigid cold. We three looked at each other through the open, sliding door of the autocar. Cold rain spattered triumphantly into the vehicle, onto our knees and laps. 

The man so didn’t care. 

He was old enough to remember what the razor wire and tanks were for. Not long ago these facilities didn’t keep foreigners out, but kept citizens in. This was an Iron Curtain border. 

It looked just as gloomy and depressing and intimidating as I’d expected. 

Hollywood sometimes gets it right. 

The Romanian side was called Borș. That should have been the name of the Hungarian side because borsch is a famous Hungarian soup. But the Hungarian side was called Ártándi Határátkelőhely. I preferred the soup side. On several levels. 

The sentry began barking at our driver. Our driver barked back. That, too, concerned me. The sentry became irate and shouted. 

Everyone—sentry, driver, passengers in the autocar—all swiveled their heads to look at me. 

The sentry adjusted his shouldered assault rifle. He pored over my passport by the light of a heavy flashlight. He jabbed a gloved finger at me and began a tirade of angry-sounding accusations. His breath puffed like a dragon’s. I didn’t know if he was speaking Hungarian—that is, Magyar—or Romanian. I didn’t know what the hell was going on. 

Romina answered for me. The flashlight beamed her in the face, forcing her hand to protect her eyes. The armed, Soviet-style sentry didn’t like her answers. He swiveled the flashlight to me. I tried not to cover my face, figuring that was what he wanted to see. Pain stabbed my eyes shut. 

I heard swearing, the door sliding shut. 

After-blinded by blazing orange blossoms, I whispered fiercely to Romina, “What’s going on?”

She just stared after the departing sentry. He stalked towards a bunker-like guardhouse. It took him several minutes to get there, so vast was the intervening concrete. 

He had taken my passport. 

“Do you think they’ll detain us?” I asked Romina. 

Her lips pursed in consternation. 

Finally she answered, “Not us.” 

I shivered in my seat. Her emphasis was terrifying. I reflected on what got us into this mess in the first place. 

Sex.

 




Romina had two cousins, Ana-Maria and Elena. 

Both were brunette and little. They were sisters, evidenced by their similar features. Corkscrew curls of black. Noses small and narrow, like little hawk beaks. Their large, black eyes and pretty lips were common to all Romanian women. Painting them dark was, too. 

Romina was the only Romanian I’d met who wore bright red lipstick. 

The three cousins, I was told, had been raised as sisters. I asked if there were any other cousins. One in Timișoara, I was told—then told to drop it. 

Both Ana-Maria and Elena had husbands, Marius and Florin, respectively. They were brunette but not little. That is not to say they were big. Florin was nearly my height but not nearly my size. He was six feet tall but wore little meat on his bones. His skin was pale, his eyes deep-set and dark. Florin’s smile looked like a skull with a missing canine. His manner matched. Marius was much taller, perhaps as tall as six-foot-three. But he still wasn’t big. His meat was healthy, but thin as his hair. His hair was very thin. Marius was a ham. 

Ana-Maria was celebrating her birthday. The party was at the bloc she shared with Marius and their children. 

A bloc was a Communist-era apartment. In days past, many families had been assigned them. They were big buildings, dreary and ugly. The only variety in blocs was the choice of two bedrooms or three. In the Communist days it wasn’t a choice. 

Ana-Maria dressed for the party as a middle-aged woman with two children. She wore comfortable jeans, a comfortable sweater, and a tired look. She left her curly hair to fend for itself. Elena was a bit younger and not yet a mother. Florin still cared if she wore makeup and hair, so she did too. She wore a house dress. 

Romina wore tight leather pants and a tight savannah-pattern top. She graced her neck with a green scarf. It was an appropriate outfit for a woman who wore bright red lipstick. It wasn’t an appropriate outfit for a party in a bloc with two little children. 

I sensed Romina would be one of those women who, at forty, dressed twenty. I was pretty sure she could pull it off. I was positive I was going to be there to see it. 

I did, however, ask Romina about her wardrobe choice. 

“Oh, me have reputation to uphold,” she replied. “And job. Marius and Florin like to dance, but Ana-Maria and Elena too tired. Me never too tired.”

“How noble,” I teased. “You swoop in, get your cousins’ husbands all hot and bothered, then leave the country.” 

“What you think you gonna do to my cousins, papa?” she challenged. 

As usual, Romina knew. 

Upon entry the cousins Lupu spun me around, looked me up and down. One even rapped a knuckle on my chest like I was a melon at the market. Marius and Florin didn’t notice. They were already fighting over the first dance with Romina. 

And dance they did. All five Romanian adults, in mixed order. I did the eating and the drinking. Florin insisted I drink red wine with Coke. It was a brutal combination, making me yearn for the honest death of țuica. Whenever he saw me sipping straight red wine, he would unceremoniously dump in some Coke. 

Surprisingly, I spent most of the night talking to Ana-Maria’s elder daughter. Her name was Raluca. She was six. Both she and her little sister Antonia were particularly beautiful little girls. Raluca was already learning English in school. Specifically she was learning body parts. 

How do you say this? I would ask, pointing to a body part. 

It started with an elbow. Then a foot. I cleverly tested her on fingers and toes. But Raluca had a voracious appetite. After an hour I was floundering over things like the epiglottis. Or the femoral. That was the big artery in the thigh. I’d forgotten the name when under threat by an old peasant woman with a knife. As usual, Romina knew. 

They have schools in America? she said. You tufa de Veneția. 

The party continued long after the girls were put to bed. So did the drinking. All three of the men got wildly drunk. Romina, an established sailor, was largely immune to the effects of alcohol. Elena wasn’t a drinker. Nor was Ana-Maria, really, but this was her party. 

I asked her what she wanted for her birthday. 

“All I want,” she said wistfully via Florin’s translation, “is one good night’s sleep, a relaxed morning with Marius taking care of the girls. Him making breakfast, a whole morning to just relax.”

Marius overheard. He abandoned Romina, mid-swing, to sweep his wife up in his arms and give her a big hug and a promise. 

Florin immediately leapt up to take over the dance. 

By midnight Marius was passed out drunk. We left him on the kitchen floor. 

Elena and Florin left for their own bloc. Ana-Maria squeezed into bed with little Raluca and littler Antonia. Being a kind host, she had relinquished her bed to her guests. 

I was excited beyond words. This was Romina’s and my first bed without her parents nearby. 

After that glorious wedding in Romania, after that glorious first kiss, Romina and I both understood the need for some privacy. Snippets of passion in corners was teenager stuff. We weren’t teenagers anymore. But her hovering parents made us feel like it. On the bright side, our growing love did, too. 

But this was a party without parents. And Marius and Florin weren’t the only ones hot and bothered by Romina’s outfit. I hoped she had something similarly stimulating to wear into bed. 

Her outfit was stimulating, all right. To my funny bone. 

Wrong bone. 

Puns!—I’ve got them. 

“You no like my Thousand Lips pajamas?” she asked, responding to my laughs. She spun to show off white silk covered all over with red lipstick prints. 

“Let’s see how many of those lips I can kiss before—”

“Before?” she interrupted, teasingly. “Hey, babaloo, thin walls. Check Marius.” 

A horrendous snoring ripped through the walls, loud and clear. So too did the squeak of the three ladies shifting uncomfortably in the little bed. The walls might as well not been there at all. 

It didn’t matter. There were a thousand lips to attend to. 

Our kissing was at first considered. But my mind was completely and utterly on her. Outside considerations were soon abandoned. My desire and passion intensified, and I knew she felt the same. Her sighs, her moans, her gasping breath, all told me so. 

I considered myself a good lover because I paid attention. 

And even though this was our first time together, the instinctual connection we shared made it somehow both new and familiar. There was no hesitancy, but no rush. There was only confidence. 

And then, when the time was right, there was intensity. Insane warmth engulfing me, outrageous energy electrifying me. 

She shuddered, her entire body rocked. I felt it everywhere, from her, into me. My whole being was flushed with sensations too intense to handle. I couldn’t hear anything but the panting. Mine. Hers. Never before had I ever been so unaware of anything but the woman I was with. 

Unaware of the racket we were making. 

Afterward I dropped into her, buried my face in her neck. It was slippery with sweat. It was chafed from my unshaven cheek. The bed still gently rocked, so lively was its dance. The squeaks continued for long, painfully self-aware seconds. 

SQUEAK. Squeak. Squee. 

Other sounds finally entered my fevered brain. 

Marius vomiting, profoundly. Antonia whining and whimpering. Raluca begging him to stop so she could sleep. It needed no translation. She was simultaneously adorable and heartbreaking. 

And somewhere beyond those paper-thin walls, Ana-Maria sighing. 

Poor, poor Ana-Maria. Unable to sleep with all the chaos, she rose and spent the long, cold night blearily cleaning her husband’s vomit from the kitchen floor, the dishes from her own birthday party. And then, in the morning, making breakfast not only for her family, but her guests as well. Marius called in sick, so after rushing Raluca off to school Ana-Maria had to deal with a hung-over husband as well as little Antonia. 

Romina and I knew, then and there, that we needed a vacation within our vacation. Ours was a love affair for drinking cognac on stone balconies, watching men in tuxedos and ladies in evening gowns strolling the promenade. Smoking away stifling tropical afternoons, shaded by palms, listening to the raucous cries of the jungle. 

Romina and I needed to escape the real world. 







An impatient hammering on the autocar’s roof broke my recollection. The door slid open. 

An icy blast of wind and rain. 

An assault rifle. 

The sentry carelessly thrust my passport onto the vehicle’s floor, then stepped to the driver’s window. He harangued the driver with a few sharp sentences. Then he motioned us onward. 

Romina deflated with relief. 

So did I. 

“What was that all about?” I asked.

“He thought you Japanese,” Romina said. Her voice was an expressive blend of awe, fear, and amusement.

“Me?” I asked, dumbfounded. “Do I look Japanese to you?”

“Obviously not,” she snapped. “Apparently our rasclaat driver told the first sentry we had all Romanians and one foreigner. Somehow American became Japanese. They peasants, papa. Can’t tell you six feet and hundred kilos.” 

“Six-one,” I clarified in a feeble attempt to salvage my dignity after such a scare. I added, “I also happen to be white. My ex-wife thought frighteningly so.”

Romina gave me a confused glance. 

Some jokes don’t travel well; her nation was literally over 95% white. 

But the autocar was free to continue, through Ártándi Határátkelőhely and to Budapest beyond. And from there, a flight to Africa. 

We were going to where the fabled dunes of the Sahara crumbled into the sea. 
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We make the best love, have I mentioned that enough? The sex is just mind-blowing. I don’t know what it is about her that makes it so good. I think it is that she is so receptive to everything I do and her feedback makes me feel even better. I don’t know. Whatever it is between us, though, is profound. 


—Brian’s diary






The airport was a desolate dusty spot in a desolate dusty expanse. A line of buses waited. They belched black fumes. Turbaned men waited, too. They swarmed around the busses like bees on a patch of dirty yellow flowers. The turbaned men swarming like bees each wanted one dollar to carry our luggage. 

True, Romina’s suitcase was very large. It was a hardshell, lacquered bright green. She had two of them but only brought one. She called them her frogs. 

The distance to carry a frog was only one hundred feet. One penny per foot was a good deal, but still I declined. They followed me en masse. One dime shy of our designated bus, one man tried wrestling the suitcase from my hand. Resolute, I like to call it. 

The temperature was nearly one hundred degrees Fahrenheit. It was noon, but I could almost directly look at the sun. A haze tarnished it orange. Humidity seemed incongruous to the unbroken, flat sand surrounding us. 

Behold, the Sahara Desert.

It was a plain of tan in a plane of tan. There were no dunes, no undulations, no camels, no caravans. It was a longterm parking lot, empty, covered with windblown sand. The bus drove us through it. Eventually the plain was punctuated by clusters of dirty concrete buildings. Each was surrounded by heaps of garbage. Once we entered the city of Hurghada the buildings grew larger, closer together. So too the garbage. 

None of this mattered. I was abuzz with excitement. I was giddy with fatigue. 

I was in Egypt!

Ever since I was a little boy I dreamed of visiting Egypt. I had read copiously about the ancient Pharaohs. I had read Sir Wallis Budge’s superlative tome The Mummy, seen Boris Karloff’s movie also called The Mummy. Our guide and translator was a man named Béla. We were to meet with him later and plan out what we wanted from our time in Egypt. 

What was I most excited to see? The Great Pyramid? The Sphinx? King Tut’s tomb? 

The answer was Romina. I was most excited to see Romina. 

We’d covered the gamut to get here: train to Cluj, autocar to Budapest, plane to Hurghada, bus to the sea. But now we were here, at the resort. It was called the Minamark. It was nice. The property was very long and very narrow. The entrance offered the typical mix of lobbies and pools. The wings were three stories tall and festooned with bougainvillea. The fuchsia flowers were so thick they blasted away from the whitewashed walls like fireworks. They exploded over the long, central walk leading to the beach. 

Behold, the Red Sea. 

The haze had been replaced by a solid, matte blue. The desert had been replaced by a rippling, almost garish, blue. It looked clean and refreshing after the dirty desert in the dirty bus. The color, I knew from my years of studying art history, was called Persian blue. I found that appropriate. Shallows arced in an even brighter, whiter blue. That was called cyan. Why the sea was called Red I hadn’t a clue.

Hurghada sand was a rich gold in color. It was particularly fine. This wasn’t beach sand. It was Saharan sand. This was sand that had spent millennia as a dune—millennia before even the Pharaohs who lived millennia ago. Sand crushed by camel feet in caravans stretching from hazy horizon to hazy horizon. 

Across the sea rose islands in long, low mounds. They were sand, too, but hardened eons ago. Sand hammered by the cruel sun, parched by the absence of rain. Oh, rain had happened upon them once or twice. Deep furrows said so. 

Holding my hand, and viewing the view, Romina said, “Wow.” 

“Yep,” I said. 

She turned to look at me. I did not suspect that she was charmed by my erudition. 

“You thinking what me thinking?” she asked. 

“Yep,” I said. 

We were in our room in seconds. 

We immediately began tearing off each others’ clothes. One hand each was designated for unhooking hooks and unzipping zippers. The other hand was spared for hauling the two single beds into one. Once the beds were together we fell upon them laughing and loving and kissing and so much more. The world spun in a heady blur of passion. 

The curtains were open. I so didn’t care.

But she did. She forced me to get up and draw them closed. The room plunged into darkness. I was a little disappointed. I was a visual creature, a connoisseur of art. I wanted to behold the odalisque of Romina. Fortunately all my other senses got more than they could handle. 

Oh, for the anonymity of a hotel room! Oh, to not care about the squeaking of the bed! 

But I realized—very slowly realized—that it wasn’t the bed squeaking. 

It was Romina. 

I paused, suddenly unsure. Other than one crazy, drunken romp in her cousin’s bloc, I had never before been intimate with a woman from another continent. I assumed things would be more or less the same everywhere. Insert tab A into slot B and such. 

What the hell did squeaking mean? 

We both plummeted to the floor in a jarring crash of tangled limbs. 

“Ow! You bamboclaat!” she blurted. She slapped my arm with a sturdy wallop. 

Lost in my own obsession, I had not noticed that Romina had been desperately squirming to bridge the ever-widening gap between the two beds. They had parted a bit more with each bump, each grind. 

“Me been doing all kinds of bloody Nadia Comaneci gymnastics to save us! Where you been?”

Panting, I explained, “I was... I was in the zone, baby.”

I feared another wallop. But I earned a smirk. 

“You sure were!”







Much later, we sat on our balcony. We watched the sea breeze caress the palm trees. We were on the second floor, groped by bougainvillea. The flowers shuddered as if they, too, responded to our falling in love. Above the moon slivered out of existence, letting the stars throb sharply. 

Romina smoked the day’s last cigarette. She wore only my shirt. That was one of those things women did to sink their hooks deeper into men. It always worked. 

“Is only average balcony,” Romina said, “but I feel like is special.”

“It is now,” I agreed. “Your naked butt is sitting on it.” 

“Babaloo,” she chided with a smirk. Then wistfully she added, “I want someday to go to a far off country, to its best hotel. Where royalty would stay. To make love in a huge bed with drapes. Step through French doors to a balcony, have a cigarette.”

“We can do that,” I replied. “Just say where.”

She blew smoke into the air, adding a stink to the saltiness and sultriness. She chided, “Why you do that?”

“Do what?”

“I’m just a waitress,” she said. “Is just a dream.” 

“Only if you don’t do anything about it,” I replied rather forcefully. “Don’t dream. Plan.” 

She gave me an indulgent smile, smashed out her cigarette.

I marveled that I was in love with a smoker. 

I’d always hated smoking. True, I smoked cigars. But cigars weren’t a habit you fixed with quick breaks. The setting had to be just right. They were the Conversation for one. 

Romina destroyed all of my assumptions. 

I had assumed I’d never date a smoker. Or a foreigner. One from a foreign religion. One who didn’t like horror movies. One who made love with lights off, Elvis on. None of that stuff mattered. Our surface patterns had no relevance when the currents ran so deep and mixed so powerfully. 

Our connection was unlike anything I had ever encountered. Like most men nearing age thirty, I had indulged in my share of girlfriends and one-night stands. Some had been worth the effort. Most not. Once married I was happy to end all that foolishness. But our marriage grew stale surprisingly quickly. We tried to revisit what had connected us in the first place. It was admittedly quite primal. Luckily this revisitation coincided with my job doing research for a pornographic website. 

Our playbook was robust. 

But our marriage's failure couldn’t be fixed by sex. The passion wasn't lost because it had never been.

My connection with Romina was also primal, but extended beyond her touch. It was her eagerness for, her partnership in, the Conversation. It was her fervor for travel, her zeal for life. She was self-assured, fearless. She was the most entrancing woman I had ever met. It was chemistry, pure and simple. Or pheromones. 

Witchcraft? 

Few indeed were willing to shape their entire lives to make possible such crazy trips as this. Romina was such a woman. 

I wondered if I was such a man. 
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She has completely bewitched me! I must have her, I say! I must! I can’t get out of my mind how she likes to play with bracelets on my hand. She likes to spin them around and just fondle and play. I love her touch.


I love Romina Lupu.


—Brian's diary






Romina’s and my time together was spent talking and making love, like a honeymoon. But always we made time for adventure, for exploration. And we desperately needed to stretch our legs. We were suffering some mighty sore muscles. Some mighty sore other things, too. 

I strode to the balcony, looked at the sky. A blood orange ball in a dissolve of magenta. It faded to brown. Fade to black is drama. Fade to brown is just crappy. But brown or not, it was still hot. 

We dressed appropriately. I, in cargo shorts and a button-down shirt. She, in a long tropical skirt and matching halter top. I was surprised she chose to keep her waist exposed. Happy, but surprised. We were in an Arab nation, after all. 

We strode to the bazaar. 

We left the clean and attractive resort for streets neither clean nor attractive. They overflowed with garbage. We didn’t care. We hopped and skipped, hand in hand, over pools of oil and shattered bits of glass. 

The bazaar was a warren of tight streets, made tighter by copious stalls and open-fronted shops. It was packed with all manner of goods, from foods and spices to trinkets and gadgets to carpets and furnishings. The sights were overwhelming: too many colors, too many stalls, too many signs, too many sales. The sounds were overwhelming, too. Venders and porters and hagglers, oh my! 

It was chaos. Delicious, exotic, fascinating chaos. 

I had always dreamed of visiting a real Egyptian bazaar, ever since seeing Raiders of the Lost Ark. I wanted to eat dates, just like Indiana Jones. Preferably with a monkey on my shoulder. I achieved the former. 

One of the first vendors we encountered sold dates. A dozen barrels were full to the brim with them. A half dozen sheets were laid out, brimming with more dates. All were fresh from local trees. They came in a wide variety of browns, but also reds, blacks, and yellows. The browns were juicy and sweet. The reds were crisp and tart. 

We bought two pounds to munch on that week. One brown, one yellow. 

We stopped at a vendor of our liking. The hawker was a young man. His flowing caftan hid a thin body. His thick mustache hid teeth missing, among others of gold. The tassel of his cap-like fez jiggled with enthusiasm for a sale. We stepped under the sun-faded awning of burgundy and peeling gold. The store was deep in the manner of the Minamark: very long and very narrow. 

“Something golden for a golden lady?” he asked. His English was Continental, but his manner was provincial: he only spoke to the man. 

I suddenly realized what was expected of me. 

I hated haggling. 

Romina didn’t miss a beat. She leaned in and complimented him on his fine shop. 

“Oh, thank you, madam,” he said with a bow. “Allah saw fit to grant me many treasures. Some are for me alone, such as my children. But others can be yours...”

His hand swept back grandly to take in his shop. I was struck by his similarity to Robin Williams’ brilliant animated prologue in Disney’s Aladdin. I was waiting for him to cry, “Wait, don’t go! This is no ordinary lamp!”

Masterfully the hawker brought all attention back to the rack of chains. 

Romina murmured that the chains were lovely, but she was more intrigued by the Egyptian leather slippers. 

“Slippers?” he asked, turning to me again. “Surely a lady would prefer a beautifully hand-crafted dress shoe, several of which I have to offer?”

“Not me, my friend,” I replied. “Talk to the lady. She’s the boss.”

He was too smooth to show how odd that sounded to him. Smarmy to a fault, he agreed, “It is a man’s joy to provide whatever his woman desires.” 

“I desire slippers,” Romina said firmly. 

“But surely, madam,” the hawker demurred, “Allah saw fit to grant you such beauty in order to enhance it with some of my fine jewelry!”

She smiled and said, “Allah saw fit to grant me feet.”

And with that they began thrusting and parrying. He was delighted when she countered his proposals with humor. He stepped up his game. She accepted the challenge. 

Romina was amazing. 

Bartering was a form of art, as much about the transaction as the item. I thought it all a waste of time. In America the item was all that mattered. But we had thrusting and parrying, too. It was called Black Friday. 

As they haggled, I wandered. Deep in the back, deep in shadows beneath a shelf of hookahs, sat an old man. A wrinkled hand pinched a smoldering cigarette to lips lost in a flowing white beard. A turban covered his forehead and rested on flowing white brows. 

He glared at me with red-hot anger. 

I felt extremely uncomfortable. And, for the first time, vulnerable. 

After a minor mental deliberation, I decided to retreat to the entrance. It was less due the man’s glare than the memories it stirred. There had been other glares, too. All day long. I just hadn’t noticed them at the time. 

What else didn’t I know? 

Such scrutiny could not be because I was a foreigner. Hurghada’s entire economy relied upon foreigners. No, this was something different. But what, I did not know. 

“We are agreed, then,” the hawker was saying as he bowed over a slipper. “Four pair, madam, similar to this.”

“Exactly like this one,” Romina specified. “No switching for similar colors or approximate size. We aren’t leaving Hurghada tomorrow, man, and I will be back if you switch anything.”

“Why, madam,” he replied, aghast. “I would never do such a scandalous thing to one who has conducted herself so magnificently in the fine art of the sale.”

“I’m sure,” she said with smirk and smolder. 

Seeing her eyes glow made me feel better instantly. I resolved on the spot to not burden Romina with my observation. 

The hawker pushed a series of slippers one into the other, then handed the nested four-pair to Romina with another bow. 

Just before we stepped back into the blazing sun, I snuck one last look at the old man. 

His glare was waiting. 







We continued our wandering, walking through Hurghada’s sights, sounds, smells, and waste. Now I was paying attention to the glares. They were legion. But nobody acted upon their obvious resentment, or anger, or whatever it was. I didn’t know what the hell was going on.

Eventually we passed an empty lot between buildings whipped and stripped by sand. The lot’s bleached dirt was barely visible beneath the garbage. It was piled rank after rank like infantry. 

Two boys accosted us. Both were naked but for tattered trousers, torn off below the knee. Their faces were smooth with extreme youth, but their eyes were ancient from extreme hardship. They were clearly starving. 

They stood beside a contraption cobbled together from old, rusty pieces of metal. They had made something of a grill. Smoke billowed up from it, somehow even fouler than the odor of the sun baking the garbage.

“Eat?” one called out to us as we passed. “Eat? Cheap eat! One dollar!”

Romina yanked my hand and sidled us towards them. Smirking, she called back, “I pay you with a kiss.” 

The boys giggled. Their eyes lit with genuine laughter. 

She looked down at the grill. Her smirk melted. 

On the greasy grill lay two small, but plump, fish. Sand caked liberally over charred scales. The uneven flapping of the flame left the fish half raw and half burnt. Flies buzzed through the black smoke, unimpressed by the pitiful fire. They crawled over the raw flesh and delicately avoided the blackened scales. 

Both boys looked at us, eyes twinkling with hope. 

“Cheap eat?” the boy repeated. He spoke more quietly now. 

“I…,” Romina stammered. She squeezed my hand until it hurt. 

Now we noticed that scattered around the homemade grill were shards of broken glass. We also noticed the two boys were barefoot. One boy had a fresh scrape across an elbow. His raw flesh was distressingly similar to the uncooked fish they hoped to sell us for lunch.

“No, thank you,” I said to them. I gently led Romina out of the filthy lot, back to the filthy street. 

I wanted to help. I wanted to give them all the slippers we carried. I wanted to give them all the money we carried. 

I did none of it. 

If we had purchased their fish, we would have not eaten it. Better to let them eat. The kitschy slippers wouldn’t last them a day in such terrain. If we gave them money we would be mobbed by others. They approached even now, in clusters emerging from behind the heaps of garbage. 

We hurried along, our good mood soured. 

Romina and I had come here to escape the outside world. It wasn’t working. 
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I have discovered on the other side of the globe the greatest of joys that my friends and family have discovered right at home. But the life that allows this love to happen is the life that will prevent it from blossoming. Perhaps someday. Hope is indeed Pandora’s box. 


—Brian's diary






After shopping we opted for the beach. In our hands were each others’. On our arms were our beach towels. We passed palms and shrubs and those explosive bougainvillea. We passed the restaurant. 

The restaurant’s facade, long and open, ran alongside the courtyard, long and narrow. It had an airy, outdoor feeling despite having a ceiling. Said ceiling was planked with wood and dribbled decorative fishing nets. Some of them had trolled up plush fish. Near the entrance was a large tray of ice. On it was five real fish. 

The fish were mercifully rinsed. They were highly presentable. Three fish were big, round, and pink. Two fish were long and yellow. All fish had crisp, glassy eyes. 

We selected two for our dinner that night. One pink, one yellow. 

The maitre d’ placed the fish on a silver tray. He headed towards the kitchen to ready our selections for dinner later. He passed the bar along the way. It was a lonely bar. The barstools were in pristine condition. They were as useful as the plush fish in the nets above. 

Egypt was a Muslim nation. 

Muslims are forbidden alcohol. 

Thus the bar was not for locals, but tourists. The television was for everyone. It broadcast the local news. After a week of foreign tongues my ear easily recognized a familiar tongue, even if it was faint. On the news was a speech by President George W. Bush. 

His voice said, “…I have asked Congress to authorize the use of America's military.” 

I stopped to listen for more. 

“Come on,” Romina urged. “Me want beach.” 

“Wait a minute,” I said, wandering up to the empty bar. The television screen was filled with Arabic writing. The news anchor was Egyptian, of course. He spoke Arabic. But an inset was playing a speech delivered earlier by President Bush. 

“…be sending a message to the dictator in Iraq: that his only chance—his only choice—is full compliance…”

Disgruntled murmurs sounded behind me. I turned around. A dozen Egyptian businessmen sat at a series of small tables. They wore suits and fez and sunglasses. They smoked cigarettes and drank coffee. And they watched. The waiters watched too. And some other guests. 

The television was for everyone. 

I didn’t know if the state-run news anchor was spinning the speech to make America look aggressive. He didn’t have to. President Bush was basically blaming the terrorist attack of 9/11 on Iraq. The terrorists were actually all from Saudi Arabia. Regardless, America was announcing intent to invade Iraq. 

America had already invaded Afghanistan. America’s ally had already used American weapons to invade Jordan. And Syria. 

And Egypt.

Everyone was looking for answers. Were they next? 

Everyone was looking at me. 

A waiter began rushing towards me. He swung his arms wildly, was clearly agitated. 

He pointed down, at my towel. 

I looked down, at my towel. 

Draped over my arm was one of Lou’s gifts to Romina. It was an extra-large beach towel. Specifically, it was a Tommy Hilfiger extra-large American flag beach towel. 

Romina and I had come here to escape the outside world. It wasn’t working. 







That night, while Romina readied for dinner, I had a few minutes to myself. I decided to get a better look at the slippers she’d bought from the hawker. They were an amalgamation of leathers tanned in different shades of reds and blues, sewn together to neatly conform to the foot. I pulled them free from each other. 

And laughed. 

The hawker, true to his word, had obliged Romina’s insistence on four-pair ‘exactly like this one’. He had not switched different colors or sizes. 

He gave her all left-footed slippers. 

After deliberation we decided not to harangue him for it. Outsmarting Romina was no mean feat, and she was a good sport. 

Before dining on our waiting pink fish and yellow fish, we shared a drink. 

In the silence, in the humidity and somewhat-cooling shadows, I pondered that act. 

Egypt was a Muslim nation, and thusly a non-drinking nation. It was not always so. Ancient Egyptians loved beer. Everybody drank it, including children. Wages were paid in it. Workers building the pyramids earned over a gallon per day. True, it wasn’t like beer today. It was more like a barley soup you drank from a bowl. That sounded gross to me, but I knew plenty of guys who’d love it. 

I pondered what had changed since the days of the Pharaohs. 

Surprisingly, the people now received health care. More surprisingly, the slaves then had received free health care. Such health care had even included dentistry. I knew because I had the Boy Scout dentistry merit badge. 

The thought that five thousand years ago slaves received more health care than modern Americans was disappointing on many levels. 

Perhaps even more astonishing was that their laws had not been designed to keep women down—unlike now. True, Pharaohs were preferred to be male, and only rich males were educated. But women could buy and sell property, both land and slaves. They could file lawsuits if they were wronged, could seek divorce if they were annoyed. 

So what, then, had caused such changes from those ancient days? 

The answer was simple. Ancient Egyptian people used to worship cats, and modern Earth people don’t. That was also disappointing on many levels. So of course the cat god turned the world into a litter box. 

But now, while Egypt was a Muslim nation, it was also a tourist nation. That meant visitors could drink. Romina and I merrily counted ourselves among the latter. At attention between us stood an ice bucket on a stand. Inside chilled a bottle of Pinot Grigio. It was made in Egypt. 

We were curious. 

The wine was awful. I resisted the urge to dump a Coke in it. 

We sat at the edge of a third-floor balcony. Below was a clean blue pool surrounded by clean white tiles. Beyond was the courtyard between the two wings, narrow and long. The palmed and flowered walkway extended so far and so straight into the distance I was reminded of two rails converging on the horizon. 

Our table was comfortable. The weather was comfortable. The stars were kind, the sea breeze kinder. But the conversation wasn’t comfortable. Specifically, there was no conversation at all. Only the ice in the bucket spoke, tinkling as it melted. 

I stared at Romina. 

She stared at the awful wine. 

Just as our giddiness over being alone together had blinded me to the stares of others, my perturbation over America’s Iraq invasion had blinded me to the silence of others. Romina had been quiet for some time, I realized. She was upset. Having previously been married, I knew to accept fault unconditionally. But I couldn’t fathom what I had done to upset her. 

“Romina,” I prodded for the third time, “What’s wrong?”

“Me grumpy and crunchy, that’s what.”

“Grumpy and cranky,” I corrected gently. 

She shot me an annoyed look.

I stared at the waning crescent of the moon. Tired of that, I stared at the stars. Eventually I tried again, saying, “Talk to me, woman. This is, like, a vacation and stuff. Should be fun.”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” she said curtly.

“That much is obvious.”

“You wouldn’t understand, anyway.”

“Shall I get Béla to translate?” I said cleverly. 

“You tufa, rasclaat,” she said. 

Clearly she was not teasing. Clearly I was not clever. 

But hope springs eternal. And indeed, the merest quirk of her lips indicated a possible breakthrough. Finally she said in a huff, “My period just started.” 

“Ah,” I said gently. “I see.” 

This was very unwelcome news. I carefully hid my disappointment. I tried to find a bright side to the situation. Her mood implied sorrow at not having more sex with me. That was surely a first. 

“You no understand,” she continued. “This my second period this month. That happens sometimes when you sign off ships.”

Delicately I offered, “No doubt because your internal clock gets in tune with all the women you are living with on ships. You all get into a similar rhythm. But now you are readjusting your cycle to home.”

She blinked in surprise. “How you know that?”

“I was married,” I explained simply.

“So? In Romania men know nothing. They no want to know.”

I had noticed that men in Romania were very macho. It was impossible to not notice. 

“Why this week?” Romina lamented. “We only came here for... well, Jesus gras!”

“So, I guess a moonlight swim is out of the question?”

“Yes,” she snapped. “And if you say is already red, me send you to room alone right now!”
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I am the type that latches on to the one I want and holds on with both hands. I love being with Romina for some reason that defies explanation. She just makes me happy when she is around. She doesn’t even have to do anything! I don’t think I’ve felt quite like that before. Of course, she has this effect on many others, too. She gets the 5 marriage proposals a year, not me! 


I am always, always excited about her. I really can see myself with her someday, and I really don’t even know her that well. But we have both agreed that the best time of our entire lives was together. 


—Brian's diary






Béla was our tour guide, brought on the plane from Budapest. In Hungary, from which he hailed, such name sounded like BAY-luh. 

I was aghast. For my entire life I’d been mispronouncing the name of the patron saint of vampires, Bela Lugosi. It was a harsh blow. 

He spoke Magyar, Romanian, English, Arabic, Turkish, some Hebrew and, for reasons unknown, a smattering of Gaelic. 

Béla was all brain. There was no brawn to be found on him anywhere. No muscle, no ligaments. Just bones beneath a pale drapery of skin. Béla was a man in desperate need of a donut, angry or otherwise. The hair on his head was in the shape of a bowl. He wore ludicrously large glasses. And, despite being in his mid-twenties, he had pimples. 

I suspected immediately that Romina was in love with him. 

He led us onto a bus. The inside was full of Romanians. Such was arranged. The outside was full of dirt. Such was life. The air conditioner was adequate near the coast. But out in the real Sahara it was utterly overwhelmed. Haze soured the sun but it was still 115 degrees outside. It was 100 degrees inside. 

The bus smelled of sweat and exotic spices oozing from pores. 

We chugged through the hot desert. The Sahara took on the form of expectation. There were high, golden dunes. There was nothing else. No palms. No camels. No life at all, in parts. The Sahara, we were told, had places were not even microbes could survive. 

The bus offered lousy air conditioning, but arguably even more lousy entertainment. They played for us the latest iteration of The Mummy. In English it was not a good movie. With the dialogued dubbed over in Magyar, and with Romanian subtitles, it was still not a good movie. The assault on our senses made us a little unhinged. 

After long, hot hours, the dunes finally dropped away to reveal a vast valley. Below us stretched a patchy series of green and not-so-green cropland. It was speckled by rows of dense date palms. 

Behold, the Nile River. 

The river was oddly placid for being so fabled. The Amazon was wider and longer, but the Nile was more impressive. The Nile, Béla explained, flowed thousands of miles through the most arid lands on earth without a single tributary or drop of rain to help it along the way. 

Beyond the Nile and its fertile banks rose mountains. They were horrendously ugly. They were maddeningly monotonous. The same shade of sandstone tan ran from top to bottom, left to right, for hundreds of miles. The absolute of color was unspoiled by even a single sliver of other. There was no respite anywhere from the sun, thus no shadows. Such was the western side of the Nile. 

Such, I knew, was reserved for the dead. 

And for today, us. 

“I’m so excited to hear what Béla has to say,” Romina said dreamily. 

I was a little miffed. 

In fact I was supremely knowledgeable about ancient Egypt. It began with watching The Mummy, of course. Boris Karloff, 1932. I was fascinated by the exotic setting and story. I learned all about embalming, as one does at the age of fifteen. I learned about canopic jars and frankincense and myrrh. 

Then I learned there was a cat god named Bastet. 

I was hooked. 

At my local library I began studying ancient Egyptian gods, like eagle-headed Horus or jackal-headed Anubis. They had a god for everything awesome. Even a crocodile-headed god. We didn’t have a crocodile-headed god. I wanted a crocodile-headed god. 

My mother did not approve. 

Nevertheless, I persisted. I continued my studies, both personal and academic. My interests expanded beyond Egypt. For some time I minored in cultural anthropology. Despite being an undergraduate, I took graduate-level courses learning the dead Indian language of Sanskrit. The professor loved my enthusiasm, but not my progress. After two semesters he told me I was holding everybody else back. To lure me out of his class he got me into a different course on ancient India. It was also a graduate-level course. It was called Sex in Art. 

I was hooked. 

My mother did not approve. 

Nevertheless, I persisted. We studied the Hindu sex temples and the Kama Sutra. They had a position for everything awesome. I learned all about the rituals of sex, as one does at the age of nineteen. 

I was looking for an opportunity to strut my stuff. I wanted to show off my skills, dazzle Romina. Not only had I seen every version of The Mummy, I had studied the sex temples in Madhya Pradesh. I was quite a catch. I was certain of it. Way more than Béla.

Luckily, opportunity rose just ahead in the form of two towering statues, both sixty feet high. I recognized them. 

Behold, the Colossi of Memnon. 

I eagerly explained that these were of Pharaoh Amenhotep the Third. They had been erected three thousand, four hundred years ago. 

Romina only half listened. She found Béla’s gesticulating stick-arms more interesting. But he wasn’t speaking to her. I was. I was expounding upon great things, dammit. 

Doubling down seemed in order. 

“You know,” I said, “an earthquake millennia ago broke the base of one. Thereafter it ‘sang’ at every sunrise. No one could figure out where the sound came from and all the leading Greek wise men came to investigate. Even Strabo himself. Hearing the song was supposed to bring good luck, so emperors came to hear it. When the Romans finally fixed the statue in like 200 AD, it never sang again.”

Romina nodded. She wasn’t even looking at me. She gazed up at Béla.

Yes, I was indeed miffed. 

“It’s one thing to see the Pyramids,” I pressed, “but they’re so ubiquitous an image they’ve lost their magic. But this remnant from a lost world is like a secret for the explorer, or the learned. I spent years poring over books with their descriptions and their pictures, but never thought the real thing would be so powerful!” 

She made an effort to share my enthusiasm. Like all things Romanian, it was little. 

Then Béla rose at the front of the bus to deliver an address. Romina waved for me to shush. Béla began speaking. He spoke Romanian, but I understood everything he said. I understood because he said exactly what I had said. 

Rapt with attention, Romina quietly began translating Béla’s words for me. 

“I know,” I snapped. “I already told you all this.” 

“Yes, dear, you really very smart,” she said, patting my arm patronizingly. Then she added, “But Béla is authority.”

I had been upstaged by a man with a bowl cut. It was a harsh blow. 

The bus kept on chugging. 

We drove to the very bottom of an enormous cliff of sandstone. It towered vertically almost a thousand feet. Nuzzled at the base was a dazzlingly intact temple. It was composed of three tiers of columns collectively reaching ten stories high. A magnificent causeway ramped up one hundred feet to the second tier. The temple was huge in scope, in preservation, in history.

Behold, the Mortuary Temple of Queen Hatshepsut.

I was a big fan of Hatshepsut. I appreciated that she was one of the most successful rulers in global history, male or female. But I was a little disappointed that she didn’t publicly masturbate on the Nile.

Atum, the creator god of the Egyptians, existed by himself. That meant he was alone in the cosmos. And that meant no cheeky-cheeky. So he did what men in such situations do. He masturbated. From his ejaculation emerged other gods, and the world. Thus masturbation was considered an act of creation. 

Pharaohs were esteemed as living gods. It was up to them to keep the spirit alive. For them masturbation wasn’t just a fun thing to do, it was a required thing to do. 

Pharaohs really had it good. 

Knowing wonderful facts like this showed the benefits of continuing one’s education outside of school. It also showed the benefits of having more women in power. 

Béla, again, spoke his Romanian words. Romina, again, was rapt. 

“This is the Temple of Queen—” she began. 

“I know,” I interrupted. “I studied it in college.” 

“Then me no translate for you, bamboclaat!” 

Nor did she. She was too busy mooning over Béla’s pimply, four-eyed face.

I needed to learn a smattering of Gaelic, and fast. 

But it was all right. My bruised ego was assuaged by the majesty of all that Romina and I beheld together over the next few days. We saw the Valley of Kings! The Valley of Queens! The Temple of Karnak at Luxor! 

 I had dreamed of visiting such places ever since I was a boy. I pored over every National Geographic Magazine I could find. After exhausting my father’s collection, I pored over those at my school. From one issue I even stole its removable map of Egypt. And one of Greece. And the ocean floor map. Sorry, Reno Elementary. But I didn’t want to be a Reno Little Cougar. I wanted to be an archeologist, an explorer, an adventurer. Okay, okay; I wanted to be Indiana Jones. 

But we saw the Giza Plateau! The Sphinx! The Great Pyramids! 

True, I had thought the magic of Khufu’s pyramid was gone, due ubiquity. I was wrong. It was unfathomably huge. The blocks alone were huge, measuring a whopping four feet tall. There were over two million of them. It was the single most remarkable human endeavor I had ever seen. 

Then Béla arranged for us to go inside Khafre’s pyramid. 

That bowl cut was winning me over. 

Then we went to Cairo, to the Museum of Egypt. It was imposing. It offered a staggering 107 halls. Here was every item from every tomb in Egypt. Every mummy, every sarcophagus, every scarab. Here was the famous funeral mask of King Tut himself. 

And here, courtesy of Béla, was a personal guide. For me. For me alone, because I only spoke English. He was a curator at the museum and privy to behind-the-scenes areas. 

He asked if I would like to see them. 

I said Béla is the sexiest man alive. 
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I cannot express enough how much comfort and sheer internal bliss I feel beside her. She is right because of a million and one reasons that make sense, and wrong for a bunch of reasons on the surface. But I just feel right with her and, more than anything else I now realize, I feel loved. Deeply and truly. She cares deeply, and the little time that she has to give, she gives completely. 


How can a man feel such love and not try to live it fully and continually? How can a woman?


—Brian's diary






Exhausted and brains stuffed from days of sightseeing, Romina and I took some time off for the beach. The only thing better than sun and surf was history, and the only thing better than history—other than a Star Trek convention—was the Conversation. I was, as ever, astounded by Romina’s range of knowledge. I knew that she was equally astounded by my own. Or at least I hoped. 

Romina didn’t talk and tell. 

After dinner we walked to an open-air amphitheater by the sea. The night was so humid the moon had fled entirely. The stars streaked their sweat in a splay of white. We came to witness an aspect of Middle Eastern culture commonly overlooked: the whirling Dervishes. 

Dervishes are Sufi Muslims who enter a trance through music and dance. The trance is called kemal. It is achieved by a symbolic imitation of the solar system. 

The effect is stellar for the observers, too. 

A lone man stepped into the spotlight of a dark stage. He wore a sleeveless white frock and a felt fez. His build was slim, his mustache slimmer. A kudum drum thumped a beat, deep and soft. The Sufi closed his eyes and began to spin. His was not the carefree spin of a child seeking dizziness in a playground. His feet rotated in precisely the same spot. 

From feet to sun.

He whirled and whirled, faster and faster. 

The music evolved. Added were Turkish instruments, the bow fiddle, the long-neck lute. The Sufi’s frock flew up like a skirt. It delineated an orbit of clean white in geometric perfection. His stamping feet were lost to blur. 

The dance evolved. Added were waving arms and a snapping head. The circle of skirt became a dazzling sine wave. I didn’t actually know what a sine wave was, but was pretty sure this was it. For a whopping twenty minutes he spun. He didn’t miss a step. He couldn’t miss a step, or the centripetal force would rip him to pieces. 

From sun to supernova. 

The music ended, as it always does. 

It was the single most remarkable human performance I had ever witnessed. 

Afterwards we took a stroll. We stopped at a discotheque of our liking. It resembled the Colosseum in Rome, being oval-shaped, lined with arches, and open to the sky. Above, pennants snapped the combat of hot desert air and cool sea breeze. Inside, what could have been a sandy stage for bloodsport was instead a dance floor. 

We were the only two guests in the entire club. 

With such a large stage available, I tried to spin like a Dervish. I managed three rotations before collapsing in on myself. 

From sun to black hole. 

The DJ switched the music from a raucous, local taste to a Euro-friendly beat. The tempo was a trancelike blend of slow and fast, a synthesized version of a graceful swoon with an apoplectic heart. Romina and I began to dance. We had the whole, wide stage to ourselves, but were pinned in one spot by the white-hot spotlight of the cosmos. 

The song’s lyrics flowed over us. 

First the longing, the strangely fortifying dreams of finding each other. Then the swelling, the optimism of love alone making everything all right. Then the music crescendoed and the words I’ll fly with you soared into ecstasy. 

It was insanely romantic. 

And fly I did. Right out of the disco—built as it was for us and us alone, built without a roof for us to fly together into the night. Launched out of time and place, I conversed with the pharaohs. 

You, Pharaoh, thought all the sand and sea was for you.

Silly Pharaoh. 

Yes, the world was given to you. But your so-called paradise of sand and sea isn’t for you. It is for us. Romina and I. 

It is ours because we dared. 

We came to your sand and sea and saw that it was not paradise. There is no paradise on earth. Paradise can only be found in one another. So we made it paradise, because we dared to. 

With your so-called divinity, you couldn’t possibly make it your own. You don’t fool me. I know it’s lonely at the top. 

But we are going to leave soon, to part and return to our two different continents, our two different worlds. Then the sand and the sea will be yours again, Pharaoh. You can have it back. 

But not until this dance is over. 

I was completely lost in Romina, and she in I. We didn’t care that the tempo was too fast for a slow dance. We dared to make time ours, too. After a glorious eternity, the music faded into the shimmering of the stars. 

The dance ended, as it always does. 

Romina pulled back, lightly panting, glanced around as if stalling. She placed her hands on my chest, felt my heart hammer. Like her heightened breath, my body too was not reacting to the speed of our dance. 

I looked around, as if I hadn’t seen the discotheque in decades. Finally I remarked, “Strange song to play in a gladiatorial arena. But then, if we’d been surrounded by balconies of fans screaming for blood, I don’t think I’d have noticed.”

She pushed back from my chest, but kept a hand out to steady herself. Finally she smirked and said, “We better get that Egyptian noise back, or I’m gonna have a heart attack!”
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One of us is certainly afraid that the passion will fade, despite having lived it fully and completely for a decade without waning (so she claims). The other? The other knows that no one will support his ambitions as much as necessary except himself. Ambitions that are not a choice, but a deep welling of need within. 


The fact that such a connection exists between us at all is beyond poetry, beyond even the joy of dawn. That it can be cultivated is perhaps unknown, but it can be renewed instantly and greatly. And it can be crushed. It can be crushed not so much by the world that created it, but by the players themselves. 


—Brian's diary






Under the palms Romina and I found a hammock of our liking. We communicated, as we did so well, our plans to mount it. 

Simultaneously we leapt on. 

Simultaneously we flipped off. 

Laughing, we extricated our arms and legs from each other. We shook off sand and humility. We tried again and succeeded. 

We snuggled together in the shade, sweat and salt mingling. The harsh sun was above, but blocked by palm fronds. The placid sea was near, huge and blue and beautiful. There were no waves at all. The immensity was silent. 

The Red Sea was not red, of course. But it was salty. Some of the saltiest water on Earth, in fact. Here, close to the Suez Canal and far from the moderating influence of the Indian Ocean, was a salinity level of forty parts per thousand. That was a lot. Here were two hundred types of corals and one thousand types of invertebrates. That was a lot, too. 

We didn’t notice. 

At that moment, fighting drowsiness, hugged by humidity, by Romina, I knew I’d do anything to be with her. Perhaps she was thinking something similar. She dreamily asked, “Do you believe in fates?”

“No,” I replied. “I believe in guts.” 

“You creepy, papa,” she said. Her oft-spoken refrain was whispered. She was falling to sleep.

I was waking to reality. 

Our vacation within a vacation was over. 

We would part to different continents and different lives in three days. 

Tomorrow we would return to Romania. Two days after that I would return to America. Two weeks after that Romina would return to sea. There she would live below the waterline for eight months. 

Eight months without her? I’d rather die. 

But what if I didn’t die? What were really the chances I could get to see her then? I didn’t live in Europe; I didn’t have paid months off every year. In America we didn’t have months off at all, let alone paid. What job would grant me so much free time before I’d even completed my first year with them? 

For the painful truth was that I was going back to no work at all. Lack of employment was why I could afford to spend three weeks abroad. 

Afford was a dubious word.

I had been employed, of course. In my mid-twenties I had co-founded a software development company. My partner and I had about a dozen employees, including Romina’s childhood friend Andreea. Just weeks before meeting Romina my company died a hot, fiery death. 

We had grown to a point where we needed to expand. We were running low on capital, but had anticipated such. We had been courting an angel investor for some time. He was a billionaire who lived at Lake Tahoe. He agreed to come down to Reno to meet with us. He liked what he saw, agreed we needed to expand. He envisioned not a dozen employees, but a hundred. He offered to give us millions of dollars to make it happen. Prudently, he also offered to give us a CEO experienced in handling a hundred employees and millions of dollars. 

To say that I was thrilled was an understatement. 

But my partner was CEO. He had delusions of being the next Bill Gates. 

He told the angel investor to go to hell. 

So the angel investor left. So did half our employees, specifically those painstakingly culled from blue-chip businesses over the last three years. They left because they were disgusted. 

But wait, there’s more. 

My partner literally began losing his mind. So the remaining employees left too. As did I. My ex-partner screamed after us that he would rebuild the company and prove us all wrong. He would gloat down upon us from atop a mountain of money. I owned half the stock, so I wished him well. 

Not long after the company was bankrupt. My ex-partner saw to it. 

But wait, there’s still more!

Just weeks before meeting the angel investor, my marriage died a hot, fiery death. 

My wife was a chef. She had delusions of being the next Gordon Ramsay. Feeling stuck in Reno, she told me to go to hell. 

But wait, there’s still even more!!

She paid for her freedom by abandoning her share of everything we owned. She took only her share of our debt. Once gone, she abandoned that, too. Only she didn’t tell me. The bank did, by way of taking my car. Only then did they mention they were going to take everything else, too. 

Not long after I was bankrupt. My ex-wife saw to it. 

So over one summer I was newly divorced and newly unemployed and newly bankrupt. As if that wasn’t enough, I had emptied out my fledgling retirement account just to make the trip to Romania. So not only did I have no present, I had no future. It was a rather heavy burden, to put it mildly. 

What was I going to do? 

My brain said to go back to software development. My heart told me not to. My gut told me to be Indiana Jones. 

Guts aren’t necessarily helpful. 

But your gut is never wrong for you. 

“I’m unemployed,” I said quietly. 

“I know,” she replied. She didn’t open her eyes. 

Was there anything this woman didn’t know?

“Andreea warned me,” she explained. “She think you basura because you have no job. That’s funny because until this summer she worked for you. Otherwise she no hang out with—how you say, bum? But you not one of those. You just took a break.” 

Basura, I knew, was Spanish for garbage. I didn’t know why Spanish popped up in the middle of her sentence. I’d noticed that happened a lot and found it just as charming as any other of her unique word choices. 

I had a friend who had a verbal idiosyncrasy that was similar, but not nearly as charming. I’m learning Spanish, he would proudly say, and refused to say the word yes. He would say si. It was the only Spanish word he knew. He was annoying, like those people who’d visited Spain once and ever after said Barthelona. 

Romina wasn’t like that. She wasn’t affecting anything. She had walked the walk, and revealed was how it changed her. 

My gut told me to walk the walk, too. 

And why not? I felt free and clear and vibrant in a way I had never before felt. And best of all, in the last few weeks I had identified the only thing that mattered in my life. 

Adventure? Following the footsteps of pharaohs, of crusaders? Jet setting? Intercontinental romance? 

Nope.

I enjoyed those things, yes. But what mattered to me most was being with Romina. I wanted to wake up beside her every morning, make coffee, chat over toast. Maybe grumble a little about the weather, or work. I didn’t want an exotic life with her. I wanted a real life with her. 

The challenges of making a life with Romina were enormous. But I had to try. If I didn’t I would regret it until my dying day. And if this love wasn’t worth fighting for, what was? 

Ever since I was a boy, stealing maps from National Geographic Magazines, I knew a normal life wasn’t for me. I defined normal as that which was all around me. A house in the suburbs. Two stall garage. Two kids. Shuttling those two kids and probably others to Little League. Indiana Jones didn’t deal with any of that. 

But adolescence ended, as it always does. When I watched Raiders of the Lost Ark later, I saw it differently. I realized that Indiana Jones didn’t spend all his time gallivanting around the world. He was an archeology professor. He had a job. 

“I think I’ve found a new job,” I said carefully. 

“Oh?” she said, waking up. “Tell me they give you time off! Say you can return in summer!”

“I hope so,” I said. “I turn thirty in June. It would be a wonderful present.”

“Yes!” she said excitedly. “Me take you to Black Sea. I give you cake and kisses and sunburn.”

“But how do you know you’ll be off then?” I softly queried. “Tell me about it.” 

I was fishing. 

“Me on team opening new cruise ships,” she explained. “I have a date with the newest, Conquest. Me take her out for dinner and a drink. She’s in the shipyard at Monfalcone. I love Italy. She age gracefully, similar wine. No Egyptian Pinot Grigio for me, papa!”

“How did you get on the opening team?”

“Because me good, babaloo,” she scolded. “Maiden voyages are tough. All the big bosses are on board. So only the best crew open new ships. That’s how I know my schedule. Maiden voyages are planned years in advance.”

“We homeport in New Orleans,” she added. “Meet me for a tryst!”

“Oh, I think I can do better than that,” I said. 

I batted my eyelashes in an exaggerated manner. Coquettish, I like to call it.

“What’s up with your bug eyes?” she asked. 

“Bug eyes?” I said, surprised. 

“Your long eye hairs, how you say? They look like legs of dead bugs.”

So much for coquetry. 

Getting down to business, I said, “Tell me more about the big bosses being on board.” 










CHAPTER FOUR
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I can't believe that just a few hours ago I was holding you and touching you and kissing you—it seems like a dream to me. I was talking with my mom about you and she likes you being so natural and simple and smily and sincere, so cultivated and intelligent and full of character. And me, I like you for the same reasons and many more that I won't mention to my parents. 


I forgot to tell you how sad was my daddy when I told him you were not sure if he liked you. He said that he never liked any other boyfriend of mine the way he likes you. He was trying to find something wrong about you, but he couldn’t find, so he loves you. So don't worry about my dad's weaponry. 


Mom and Dad were fighting because Daddy was cheating at Scrabble, stealing big letters and making fantasy scrabble with the word "checkuiesc,” to mean Romanian-English love child “I’m checking.” I said Ma, you should put the word "comarós", or "bamboclaat", it would sound more right.


I will have a few more errands to make tomorrow, to pack my frogs, and to take off on Thursday night. My dad was upset today because it was such a nice weather today, and yesterday, when you left, it was raining the whole bloody day, so Albișoara got wet like a sweaty horny American that I know. We checked a furniture store and we found some nice couch for my living room. It's comfortable and dark brown like a Carpathian bear, and it was inspiring me sensual thoughts of you and me sliding on it. God, I miss you!


—Romina ta [Your Romina]






The man stared at me. 

He exuded pure essence of mob boss. He wore a stylish suit from Prada. His glasses were Prada too, but kind of nerdy. He didn’t appear violent. Rather, he’d been made through accounting. He wore his power like he wore his suit. 

I could feel his power. And his surprise. And his confusion. 

His companion was the same. 

They both stared at me.

Something was going on here beyond my understanding. Everybody had said this meeting would never happen—could never happen. Yet here I was, sitting opposite Marko, tucked away in the back corner. My suit wasn’t Prada, but it was nice. Nice felt awfully plain.

I stared back. 

We were in a restaurant, but not like any I’d seen before. It was larger, denser. It was populated by waiters, also not like any I’d seen before. They spoke in strange tongues. And they were legion. They clustered into little, hissing groups. I had surprised and confused them, too. I could feel it as strongly as Marko’s power. 

The far droning tapered to silence. Distant plates clinked, distant silver tinked. Then nothing. All were watching, waiting. All hundred of them, spread throughout the vast chamber. They were curious. And awestruck. 

Marko was a big boss. 

Marko was from Croatia. Beside him was Nathan—his assistant, also a big boss. Nathan was from India. 

I was from Reno. 

Everybody else was from everywhere else: Asia, Europe, South America, and some from Africa. Behind every face—covering a full spectrum from richest black to palest white—lurked the same thought. It was the same thought that had been vocalized from the very beginning of this crazy idea, four weeks ago on the shores of the Red Sea in Egypt. 

Americans can’t handle it, said Romina. 

Americans can’t handle it, said the agent. 

Americans can’t handle it, said Nathan. 

And despite having years of experience in fine dining restaurants—that’s what paid for my fruitless art history degree—I did feel completely out of place. The meeting was disorienting. Of course it was nothing compared to the crazy turn of events that got me here. Rather, the crazy efforts of Romina to get me here. 

Her correspondence documented the stress:







If you wouldn’t have been short of money after Romania and Egypt, I would have asked the staff captain to let you come on the ship during the crossing, until New Orleans.  


I’ll try to contact the Vice, and I’ll let you know about the results. Because if you can’t come on the ship, there is no other way for us to spend more time together. One month a year is not enough. This way I can fight for our love, to preserve it as long as possible.


—October 19, 2002





Today all the heavy fuckers from the office come on the ship, so I will work dinner tonight dressed in formal uniform.


I won’t be able to reach you if you come to New Orleans on the 12th. I can’t tell you to wait for me at the ship because I don’t know if I can get off the ship. But where in the world should I call you? I tried yesterday, but had a one-way conversation with your sweet answering machine. Rent a room at a hotel and wait for my phone call?


Oh, I’m already shivering thinking of a night together!


—October 23, 2002





I checked with as many people I could, but I couldn’t get to a conclusion. Some people say that we’ll be in New Orleans on Nov. 12th, and we’ll stay 3 nights, other ones say that we’ll be there the 14th, and we’ll stay 2 nights. So the smartest thing to do is either you come the 12th to check when the ship arrives, or to stay home waiting for my call, but in this case we might lose a night until you’ll get there. 


I didn’t meet the Vice yet, I don’t know where that guy is hiding. If he won’t show up until I lose my sick patience, I’ll invade his cabin (I’ll find out his cabin number somehow). I’ll check the dining room at dinner time to start the offensive, because yesterday when I worked, he was not there. 


—October 24, 2002





I saw the Vice today passing by, he shook my hand, but was in a hurry, so I couldn’t ask him when he is available. I’ll find the way to his heart, trust me, mon amour! Jesus gras, yesterday after I sent you the message, I got back in my cabin, and I felt like dying, so bad I was missing you.


—October 25, 2002





I hammered the senior manager plenty to let me send my mail from his office. If you didn't get the most important and decisive message I sent you yesterday, the idea was that I talked to the Vice, telling him that you are my fiancé and I want you here with me, and he said that you should send your CV directly on his e-mail address. His name is Marko. 


It's confirmed that we'll be in New Orleans Nov. 12th. See you there. I'll save a little bit of card to check the e-mail tomorrow. My love, your turn to strike. 


—October 29, 2002





I talked yesterday with Conall, the senior restaurant manager. I asked him his support for getting you on the ship. He was very happy seeing me so in love. He is a very special man, packed with qualities, just like you are. This Irish stud promised me he will get a visitor pass for you to come on the ship in NO. 


P.S. Conall asked me why the hell I don't go to live with you in States, if we are so in love. I said that we are much too adventurous to settle down. Anyway, ship life will be a challenge for you (me got already used to it). I'm telling you, there are so many temptations on board, that maybe you will tell me thanks for cooperation, I have to check some young hot chicks, which are like rice on the ships.


—October 31, 2002





Today Conall came to me and said: call the F&B manager. He said: Get a visitor pass for him, and we'll establish an appointment with me and Mr. Marko on Nov. 13th or 14th. So, my love, get ready. 


Those guys I dealt with are the most powerful and influential in the company. Mr. Nathan, who you are going to have the phone interview with, is the scarecrow. He is supervising everything that moves on the whole fleet. So impress him, my love, as you know to do so naturally, and there is no more obstacle between us. Except your mother, maybe. I'm kidding.


—November 2, 2002





I'm glad the [phone] conversation with Nathan went so good. I still need to get a visitor pass for you for two days, the 13th and 14th. One of these days you'll talk with the big ones. 


—November 2, 2002





Now I look for the babaloo F&B manager, to give him the forms for the visitor pass, and I can't find him. But I will. We'll keep in touch by e-mail because I don't know yet the schedule for the NO days. Anyway on the 14th you'll have the appointment with the gods. I think it was the right decision to choose the restaurant. But I warn you, it's one of the toughest jobs. You have all chances to get fucked up after few months.


—November 9, 2002






While the thrust of correspondence seemed to aim true, it was in fact touch and go up until the very last minute. 

I did get aboard. Romina did meet me. And so did the scarecrow. 

Nathan commandeered an office, interviewed me a second time—the first having been on the phone. 

Both interviews were before I’d known people called him Nathan the Mean Indian.

He was, in a lot of ways, Marko’s guard dog. He was a very small man. But he wasn’t like a pit bull. Pit bull bites are constant; they can take any shake, rattle, and roll, yet still hold on. Nathan wasn’t like that. He was less bite and more bark. He was one of those little rat dogs inbred to fit into a rich lady’s purse, consenting to pink ribbons out of sheer loyalty. They’re the ones that yip maniacally and strain at their leashes, making all sorts of noises about wanting to open a can of whoop-ass on a German Shepherd larger than themselves by a factor of ten. Yip, yip, tremble. Nathan was one of those. 

And bark at me he did. 

The name Nathan didn’t seem very Indian, but he sure was mean. His interview had been the most brutal five minutes of my life. And I knew brutality because I’d been married. Nathan was wickedly intelligent and viciously eloquent. I hadn’t known eloquence could be vicious until I met him. He berated me for a while—a long while—and then, suddenly, got up and left. 

I didn’t know what the hell was going on. 

I stumbled back to Romina’s cabin. There, to sit on the bunk, dumbstruck. I pondered the words of Romina, and of the company agent. Of Nathan the Mean Indian. 

Americans can’t handle it. 

The cabin felt as foreign as Transylvania, only I didn’t have Romina to be my guide. She and her cabin mate Irina were both working. I lay in a cramped bunk, watched the tiny TV. The tiny TV offered one channel. The one channel offered the movie John Q. I watched Denzel act desperate. 

The phone rang. It was Romina. She acted desperate, too.

“You are going to meet with Marko right now. He’s going to offer you either a waiter position with me or manager somewhere else. You have three minutes to get up here and know what you want. Do you understand?”

Yes, I said. 

I didn’t tell Romina what my response would be. I didn’t tell her because I knew she wouldn’t like it. 







Marko was in charge of 30,000 employees from sixty nationalities touching on six continents. 

And he was staring at me. 

I let the awkwardness unfold. There was no need for me to fill the silence; I’d already spoken my piece. 

Outside the window flowed the Mighty Mississippi. It was a huge, earth-shaping movement, yet voiced no sound at all. It suffered over two thousand miles of effort to get here. It didn’t celebrate its promise of success, didn’t ripple any friskier now that it was so close to its goal of getting to sea. It just kept moving forward, silent and steady. 

I could relate. 

I’d crossed seventeen thousand miles to get here. From Nevada to Romania to Egypt to cloud nine. Then back to Romania to Nevada to New Orleans. It had been one hell of a month. 

Finally Marko spoke. 

“You want both,” he repeated softly. 

Then he paused again. 

Marko was a trim, middle-aged man. He was average in size and dark-haired, graced with a kind face and a kinder bearing. He didn’t need to be mean. That’s what he had Nathan for. 

“Well, Nathan liked you,” he began again. 

He pronounced the name like Na-tahn. 

I couldn’t imagine that Nathan liked me. I didn’t think any of my lethal charm, quick wit, and staggering intelligence had gotten past my modesty. He must have been swayed solely by my good looks. 

“Okay,” Marko agreed. 

I nodded, managed to not grin like an idiot. I was certain of it. 

“Do not smile yet,” Marko continued in his delicate, formal manner of speech. “I can not start you as management. It is very different here than anything you have ever known. You will have to go through restaurant college, then do a crash course in the dining rooms. It will be four months before you get your stripe. That is half of your contract.”

I nodded again. 

He leaned back and regarded me.

“I should add,” he finally said, “I do not know of a single American who has done a full contract in the dining rooms. Do you, Nathan?”

“No,” he said quickly, jaws snapping like a dog biting at a passing fly. 

“In thirty years,” Marko said with emphasis. 

He leaned forward with a rustle of his fine suit. He stared at me intently, eyes flashing behind his glasses. 

“Do you not wonder why no American has ever survived a single contract in the dining room in our thirty-year history?”

I did not answer immediately. This was what I wanted to do—needed to do. The failure of others was irrelevant. But hearing such news now, from such a big boss, crumpled my conviction. Mustering a performance, I said coolly, “I’ll tell you all about it in eight months.”

Resolute, I liked to call it. But my ex-wife called it something else.

Cocksure. 

Marko shook his head in wonder, and observed, “You have no idea what you’re getting into, do you?”










CHAPTER FIVE
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One guy asked me to go with him in Italy, because he loves me and I should be the perfect wife for him, he said. That time I was poor and starting a new life from the beginning, that I should have done anything to get to the surface somehow. But I dropped his offer. What if he would have reproached me later that I have a good life only because of him? 


Then an other guy asked me to marry him. He has mucho apartments, a big business, he is involved in politics, we've been knowing each other for many years, so we could get along, but I said "no", because I had nothing for me to feel confident and secure. 


Then I went on the ship. 


This contract, an older man fell in love with me, but madly. He promised me the heavens and treated me like a princess. And I trust him, because I spent some time in his company. I had a reserved attitude, and told him that I will do in my life whatever my mind and heart desires, and I can't feel for him the way he feels for me.


So, my sweetheart, as you see, I won't do any compromise. If I'll ever think or feel about somebody he is special and we can get along together, and we can consider each other as equals, I'll go for it.


—Novel by your favorite Romanian writer






The naked man stared at me. 

We were in a room tucked away in the back of the Miami Marriott.

I stared back. I was naked too, but hid behind a towel. 

He had no towel, but he did have a partner. She was naked, too. But she hid behind a blanket—more’s the pity. The blanket was because they were both in my bed. 

They both were surprisingly composed, considering the situation. They looked to be Eastern European of some sort. Not Romanian, though. 

I had no idea who they were. I had no idea why they were in my bed. I had no idea what was going on. 

While showering I’d heard their ‘festivities’. With the way showers distort sound, I had assumed the ‘revelry’ came from the neighboring room. Then, while toweling off, I’d realized that the ‘party’ was in my room. Thin, sheer curtains silhouetted the two ‘celebrants’. They were in the bed where I’d laid out my clothing for later. 

Two strangers, in my room. In my bed. Having sex. 

This was not hyperbole. 

They were deeply in the act when I exited the bathroom. 

I admit to being less awestruck by seeing the act than seeing the woman. She was astonishingly attractive. She barked a warning in a foreign tongue. 

The rhythmic bouncing of the bed ceased. 

The man, who had been highly intent on his work, reluctantly turned to regard me. “You want picture?" he asked. “Some privacy, eh?”

“What?” I blurted.

“Paula like window,” he explained curtly. “I put clothes there.”

His pug nose jabbed towards the other bed, where my clothes now lay. He was astonishingly unattractive. How he’d gotten such a babe in bed was rather inspiring. 

He frowned at me and suddenly asked, “You American?”

“Oh my God!” Paula shrieked, clutching the sheets to her chest. “There’s an American in our room!”

“Uh, yeah, I am,” I said, still out of sorts. 

Alarmed, he shifted in the bed to sit. He did not arrange the blankets to cover his still-excited self. It was astonishingly unattractive. 

“Is mistake, then?” he asked, finally unnerved. He mercifully covered his waist with a pillow.

“You think?” I retorted. 

“You not ships?”

“Oh,” I said. “Yes.” 

He seemed greatly relieved. He immediately resumed his aggressive manner. “Typical American. Thought room was all yours, eh? Is not.”

“I noticed,” I said drily, but also a little curtly. 

“You can’t be American,” he scoffed. “Americans can’t handle ships.” 

“I’m signing on Fantasy in the morning,” I replied irritably.

“Dancer?”

“Dining room.” 

“Good for you,” he said. “We busy here. You no read in bed, eh? Would distract.”

“I’ll… I’m going to the restaurant.”

He dismissed curtly, “Good idea. Ciao.”

Within mere minutes of arriving to my new life, Marko’s warning had come true: I had no idea what I was getting myself into. 

What else didn’t I know? 

“Yeah, OK,” I said sheepishly, and hastily dressed. I was out the door in seconds. But as I closed it I overheard him mutter to Paula.

“Ship life will eat him alive.” 
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I’m sorry you had to leave your friends and the place you built yourself the way you like the most, but other friends and other places and other horizons are waiting for you. I've got so much experience in leaving things and persons, and every time it turns me upside down. And, my love, nothing waits for you more than I do. I'm goddamned addicted to you, and I need you, you are vital to me. It's been already such a long time we haven't seen each other, that I feel you by messages like a blind person.


Me I'm in NO, and tired like hell. When I was sleeping the messenger came with another huge bouquet of 30 red and pink roses from Lou. Jesus gras! 


—Kiss you stickily, Romina






Today was the first day of the rest of my life. 

Cliché, I know. But accurate. From that clammy Miami morning onward, my life would never be the same. 

I woke at just after five o’clock in the morning. Within minutes I was on a bus. One of two. The first bus was designated for returning crew. The other was for aspiring crew. I was on the latter. Our destination was Port Canaveral. 

We arrived to a cool, moist mist. The scent of water twanged my nose. Across acres of concrete loomed the smart lines of a cruise ship. It was awe-inspiring. It was exciting. It was the Fantasy. 

It was home. 

She was very tall and very long. She was very white and very clean. Her funnel was gargantuan and red. Its two prongs poked a sky drab with rain. 

I had never before seen a cruise ship. But that did not mean I didn’t know a lot about them. 

Like many others, my fascination with cruise ships began with my discovery of Titanic. True, I had not discovered Titanic. Robert Ballard had. But I discovered the story, at least, and its message of hubris. The greatest machine ever built by man, sinking on its first voyage. I thought that a delightful anecdote. Minus the fifteen hundred people dying horrible deaths, of course. 

The idea of the great liners was not nautical, but palatial. A Grand Hotel that happened to be on water, rather than Piccadilly Square or Central Park. Sweeping staircases and marble fountains. Liveried stewards to serve you, royalty and millionaires to bump into. 

In the glory days, cruise ships got bigger every year, more luxurious every year. Each nation tried to outdo the other. England had its Lusitania, France its Normandie, America its Leviathan. Cruise lines released promotional pamphlets illustrating their ships next to great features of the world. Egypt's Great Pyramid was drawn dwarfed by the mighty Mauritania, as was the US Capitol in Washington, and St. Peter's and the Vatican in Rome.

Going Cunard is a state of grace, said Cunard. 

Those who could not afford the splendor could still taste it. When Lusitania set sail on September of 1907, more than 200,000 people crowded the waterfront to see her off, perchance to dream. 

On that rainy, cool morning in January, there were no such well-wishers outside Fantasy. 

But it was undeniable that there was something truly momentous about a cruise ship pulling away from port. It was so much more than mere transportation; it wasn’t a taxi pulling away from the curb. I wondered when people stopped the tradition of watching a cruise ship depart. The advent of television, no doubt. 

To passengers Fantasy promised many things. If not in the same vein as the great liners, it was still something special. To crew she promised something else. 

For most, it was money. 

For me, it was something more important than money. 

True, I needed money. I was broke. We all need money to survive. But any old job would earn me money. I didn’t need to travel across the country to its very edge, to beyond its edge. 

But here I was. 

It had taken a lot of work to get here. A lot of help. And a lot of money. Several levels of management had been bribed to arrange my meeting with a big boss. I’d had to fly from Reno to New Orleans for said interview. I’d had to stay several days at a hotel. I’d had to fly to Miami. Those were expected costs. 

Unexpected was the cost of medical exams. Other crew members didn’t have that problem: people paying for healthcare was an American triumph. I had no health insurance because I couldn’t afford it. Having a doctor provide the requisite forms to allow me to work aboard cost over a thousand dollars. I couldn’t afford that, either. 

This, just to prove I didn’t have cancer or an STD. 

My credit cards slumbered heavily in my pocket, exhausted. Before setting foot on a ship I learned yet another reason why no Americans worked the sea; they couldn’t afford to. 

This, just for a job that paid less than minimum wage. 

Oh, the things we do for love. 







We motley crew from the bus were deposited in the crew hallway, at the waterline, with wide eyes and heavy luggage. 

The crew hallway was harshly lit with copious lengths of flourescent bars. The walls were drab white, lumpy with layers. They were scarred with abuse from pallets, from shoes. They were metal. The ceiling was also metal, but ribbed. Every now and then were doors of metal, the arc of their swing delineated on the floor by yellow paint. All were open, many revealing steps leading down to the bowels of the ship. The feeling was not one of hotel, but of factory. 

Pallets were everywhere. All were wrapped in plastic. Most carried foodstuffs. They filled the majority of the hallway, surrendering only to the painted arcs on the floor. Between them flitted people of all shapes and sizes and colors. Everybody looked utterly exhausted, like they welcomed death. But since death wasn’t coming, they were going, and going fast. It was a strange dichotomy. 

The crew hallway was called the I-95. I had thought this a clever name, reminiscent of an interstate. Certainly it was as busy and perilous as rush hour traffic. But in fact the name was due form I-95, required by the United States for foreign crew. Foreign crew, of course, meant all crew. 

All but me. 

Suddenly a forklift raced down the hallway. The driver scattered bodies mercilessly. I escaped death by leaping into a stairwell. The cost of survival was tripping over a dozen coffee mugs stuffed with mangled, reeking cigarette butts. The coffee mugs were plastic. The stairs were metal. 

The forklift driver wasn’t the only merciless one. So, too, was our trainer. 

He met us in the I-95. His name was Ravi. He was a stunningly handsome man from India. His smile was particularly beautiful and honest. He seemed to genuinely care about our discomfiture. He spoke soothingly. To the others, at any rate. 

You are the American, he said. He reviewed me with mild curiosity, like I was an ape in a zoo. 

I am, I said. 

You know somebody, he said. 

I’m not juiced in, if that’s what you mean, I said. That was a Las Vegas term, but I assumed he understood my meaning. 

He did. And he looked skeptical. 

I’m experienced, I added. 

He smiled. It was less beautiful and honest than before. 

Ravi ordered us to find our cabins, deposit our luggage, and rally at the crew bar for orientation. He gave us no indication of where our cabins might be, nor the crew bar. 

Fantasy was larger than Titanic. 

We had fifteen minutes. 

Fortunately I found my cabin without too much drama. Unfortunately I found my roommate with way too much drama. This, despite the fact that he was sleeping. 

The cabin itself was stifling hot. The air was stale and sweaty and stinky. Being twenty feet below the surface of the sea meant there were no windows. A shame, that, because undersea windows would have been cool. Nothing about this cell was cool. The air vent had been intentionally blocked by a plastic bag secured by copious lengths of yellowing tape.

Inside the cabin were two bunks, one atop the other. Both were short, but deep. Also inside were two lockers, one beside the other. Both were tall, but skinny. There was a small table. Atop it was a small television. Below it was a small refrigerator. Overall the cabin was about the size of a good-sized closet in an average-sized American home. 

The only space for my luggage was in my bunk. The floor space was too short for me to do a pushup. It was plenty big for my roommate, though. 

He lay across the floor. His legs were splayed wide, facing the door, facing me. His butt was in a box, crushed beneath his weight. His feet were on other boxes. They contained cartons of freeze-dried noodles. 

He was completely naked. 

A game controller lay in his lap, but the television displayed a martial arts movie. I think the movie was Chinese. It was dubbed in something I didn’t think was Chinese. It was captioned. I think the caption was Thai. I presumed the latter because the sleeping man was Thai. I think. He was young and slender, dark-skinned. He was utterly hairless, except his privates and his head. From the latter jut sharp ebony points. 

Occupying his bunk was a gargantuan blue teddy bear. It hugged a gargantuan suitcase. 

My first twelve hours living ship life involved not one, but two naked, foreign men. 

To passengers Fantasy promised festivities. To crew she promised something else. 
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I wanted to write you yesterday by midnight, but these bambo-computers didn't work, and their daddy, the old good Tim, was drunk in the crew bar like usually. 


The college is the most cheerful part of the ship life. I enjoyed it. I was excited as well to come in contact with people of so many different nationalities, to know them and to share historical-geographical-cultural-life, and swearing stories with. Now I'm used to it, and I'm cool. My baby, you start just now to wander and to explore such a Tower of Babel. I imagine you are the most bizarre and desirable creature over there. Just don't get too far away, especially in the Eastern Europe corner. It's similar spider web.


—Romina ta






Orientation ended at four o’clock in the afternoon. An hour break was given for us to don uniforms and eat dinner. Then it was work in the dining rooms, to serve two seatings of guests. Ravi predicted we would be free after ten, perhaps ten-thirty. Then we were free to begin our night’s homework and do laundry. That we had all begun our day at five o’clock in the morning was understood, but irrelevant. 

Ship life. 

I sat in a booth in the crew mess. The metal table was orange. The vinyl seats were orange. Half the checkered tiles on the floor were orange, offset by tan. The metal walls were tan. The colors gave the room an ambience of seventies nausea. The food was good, though, and plentiful. I had a plate loaded with two strip steaks. 

I sat with three others. We four were a training team. 

All were quiet. All looked shellshocked. 

One lady was named Greta. She was from Slovakia. I had known her the longest of all the crew aboard Fantasy. We had met on the bus leaving Miami for Port Canaveral. That’s where she had claimed me. 

For Greta, English was a second language. For others it was the same. There was many a heavy accent on that bus. For her, English was challenge enough without having to navigate muddy, thick, or just plain awful accents. 

I spoke American standard, regionally-free English. Further, I was an articulate speaker because I read and stuff. I said charming and witty things. I was certain of it. 

Thus Greta’s claim. I was her rock in a troubled sea. She had quite literally clung to me from the first. She sat pressed close beside me in the booth now. That suited me fine because Greta was stupendously gorgeous. 

She delicately sliced into a mound of colorful melons on her plate. Red, green, orange. 

Opposite Greta was a tiny lady named Eka. She was from Indonesia. She was extremely shy and had said next to nothing all day. Like Greta, she was lured to my side because of my speaking. In Eka’s case, it was because I never stopped speaking. She cleverly hid in my verbal shadow. But her big smile spoke volumes. 

Eka delicately forked a plate of rice, graced with a ladle-full of soup. White hill and fish heads.

Opposite me was the third lady at the table. She was from Serbia. Her name was Bojana. It sounded like Boy-ana. She was very forceful about that. She was very forceful about everything she liked and didn’t like. One thing she liked was salt. She unscrewed the head of the salt shaker in order to pour a white mound atop her roast beef. She used a knife to slather the salt evenly. It was extraordinary. 

I told Bojana that I lived near entire deserts of salt as far as the eye could see. Hordes of people died while crossing them during the great California Gold Rush. That was in the 1840s. Specifically, gold was found at Sutter’s Mill in 1848. People traveled across the salt deserts to get rich. Even today, out there, you could still find things they ejected from their wagons to lighten the load. 

She very forcefully told me she didn’t like history. 

Unlike the other two ladies at the table, Bojana was in a good mood. She was in a good mood because she was eating. She was very forceful about how much she liked to eat. Her figure indicated otherwise, but her enthusiasm was convincing. She bounced her head back and forth, making her blocky haircut jiggle like a bowl of orange Jell-O. 

Though muted, conversation did occur. The ladies discussed their hopes. 

Greta wanted money to buy a car. Maybe an apartment. 

Eka wanted money to send her sister to school. Maybe her cousin. 

Bojana wanted to know why I was there. 

It was a question I’d been asked a dozen times already. It reminded me of similar confusion voiced in New Orleans by the big bosses. Why would an American even want to work on ships? The hours were long. The money was bad. The cabins were small. The toilets were grotesque. 

Ship life. 

Before answering I snuck a fortifying glance of Greta. 

Women like a man of mystery, I said. 

Even more muted, the conversation continued. The ladies discussed their fears. 

Greta was scared she would be lonely, so far from home and family and friends. She had heard how difficult it was to communicate back home. At sea internet access was expensive and phone access was absent. Mail service sometimes took weeks, having to first clear port authorities. 

Eka was scared she wouldn’t be strong enough to do the work. She was incredibly petite, weighed less than one hundred pounds. Her family and friends had pooled a great deal of money together for her to be here. She was worried she would be fired, be unable to pay them back. 

Bojana wanted to know what scared me.

I wasn’t sure how to answer. 

I looked at Greta. I looked at Eka. I looked back at Bojana. 

It is a truth that no one characteristic defines a person. It is also a truth that when one characteristic so far exceeds the norm, all others become secondary. When meeting a seven-foot-tall person, being seven feet tall is the first thing you notice. 

These women had seven-foot beauty. 

Fantasy lived up to its name. 

Never before had I seen such a large congregation of such beautiful women in person. Not at the university, not even in Vegas. That’s because regular crew couldn’t get here without passing through an agency—an agency screening for attractiveness. It was intimidating, all those babes. 

Above all else, I aim to be self-aware. 

Becoming self-aware is not always a comfortable process. 

I am a horn-dog. 

Upon encountering any woman between the ages of fifteen and fifty-five, I immediately clarify to myself whether or not I would have sex with her. 

Women tend to disapprove of that. 

The importance of having such clarification readily available seems obvious to me. A woman might say ‘Hello, my name is X.’ But she may just as easily say, ‘Hey big boy, I really really want to have sex with you.’ Such a statement may not be likely, but it is a possibility. Some men find this stressful. I do not. It’s a matter of preparedness. 

The Boy Scout motto is ‘be prepared’. 

I was a Boy Scout. 

Besides, I can’t help what pops in my head. Nor can I help what pops in my pants. 

Women tend to disapprove of that, too. 

But a man’s thoughts are private. What happens in his pants is private. His actions are what matters. A horn-dog can be a gentleman. He just may not necessarily think like one. 

Okay, okay; I objectify women. 

Which brings me back to the hotness of these women. Specifically, Greta. 

Greta had seven-foot beauty. She looked like Hedy Lamarr. Both women were born in the same corner of east-central Europe, so that made sense. But while Greta had the look of a classic Hollywood starlet, she didn’t have the attitude. She was too shy to roll her own cigarettes, too embarrassed by her accent to deliver sultry innuendo. So Greta wasn’t sexy because sexy was an attitude she didn’t have. But she was stupendously gorgeous. 

She was a yes. Duh. 

So was Eka. So was Bojana.

I glanced around. 

So was pretty much everybody. 

I wasn’t thinking like a thirty-year-old man. A man who’d been around the block, been married. I was thinking like a hormonal fifteen-year-old boy.

And that terrified me. 







3



Lou sent me a message to tell me some more how much in love he is with me and how he can't wait for me to agree for him to protect and spoil me all my life. Jesus gras, this guy sent his brain fishing. Is because I wrote him that I went in Egypt with a friend. Thanks to your poor bald English language, he not figure out if it’s a “he” friend” or “she” friend. I hope he won't react anti-clockwise direction when I tell him that I fell in love with his co-citizen. 


I hate to justify my actions! I shouldn't have accepted to spend that day in Vegas with this guy, but I didn't think he will fall so violently for me. Now I have to walk on egg shells to avoid this bamboclaat's heart attack. 


—Nurse Ro






Unless something has gone wrong, a boat remains above water. So it is with ships, which are just boats by another name. You can fit a boat onto a ship but not a ship onto a boat. So the saying goes. But when one lives on a boat—or ship—one lives below the water. To me, if you’re living a submarine life in a supermarine place, something has gone wrong.

That all was metal was a given. But the artificiality went beyond the composure of floor, walls, and ceiling. The air was scrubbed by filters. The water was disinfected by chemicals. Without said filters and chemicals people would die. But synthetic surroundings were not what made my new life feel unnatural. It was the differences between land life and sea life. 

They were like rice. 

In ship parlance, like rice meant excessive. I presumed this had something to do with the Asians’ propensity for eating excessive amounts of rice. Some people didn’t say like rice, but comarós. That could have been a bastardization of Spanish con arroz, which meant with rice. It also could have been a bastardization of Spanish comer, which meant to eat. The many Filipinos aboard, I noticed, said all three terms interchangeably. They were Asian, but had Spanish names. I didn’t know what the hell was going on. 

For me, the most jarring difference between land and sea regarded accommodations. Specifically, the transience of them. Imagine getting off work at midnight on Monday and being told you have to move out before breakfast on Tuesday. 

We lived out of suitcases because cabin assignments could be rotated at any cruise. Cruises were every three or four days. We were hunted by transition. We lived in fear, ready to flee at a moment’s notice. The result was that luggage defeated toiletries in the battle for priority. Uniforms defeated wardrobe for the same reason. There was no spirit of home to the space in which we dwelt. There was only utility. We were mops, drying in the dark, to be pulled out and used again, still damp. 

But for me, the most alarming change was the surrender of self-sovereignty. 

I became a cog in a machine—machinery owned by others, operated by others, to build joy for others. 

Being a cog is inherently humbling. 

As stated, our location was not of our choosing. We could be put on any one of two dozen ships on any one of half a dozen continents. Once you were put in the factory of another’s choosing, you were put in a cabin of another’s choosing. Your cabin mate could be from any one of six dozen nationalities. Lots of choosing; none of it yours. 

Such was our largest gear, our home gear. It was always revolving, but perhaps slowly. It was interlocked with the home gear of others. Its movement depended upon their movement. 

Our job was also dictated by others. It too was interlocked with the work gear of others. It revolved much faster. Sometimes we ground against crew cogs—such as working the crew mess. Sometimes we ground against guest cogs—such as working the dining rooms. Grinding was assured. That’s why so many cogs were needed. They broke, wore down. The most profitable factories had machinery that worked day and night, toiling ceaselessly. 

Cruise ships are profitable factories. 

I knew some of this before agreeing to the job. Romina warned me it would be a lot of change, a lot of work. 

I never heard I wouldn’t be allowed to poop. 

Like my location and occupation, my basic needs were dictated by others. I could not choose the temperature in my cabin or in my workplace. I could not choose my clothing to compensate if I found the temperatures painful. I was told when I could eat, and in effect what I could eat. I was told when I could sleep, be it day or night or neither. I was told when I could use the toilet. If any one of these basics proved to be inconvenient to the company, it was denied. 

My life was controlled by other men—it was invariably men—who spoke different languages, worshipped different gods, shaved different-colored faces. I was the property of a large, uncaring entity. The military at least marginally cared for its people because their bodies were assets. Such was not the case at sea. Cruise ships were a hybrid of ancient maritime tradition and modern multinational capitalism. 

Ancient maritime tradition was not known for its empathy. 

Modern multinational capitalism isn’t either. 

At sea, there are no labor laws. 

Fighting for sleep. Fighting for emails. Fighting for a laundry machine. Fighting for somebody to flush the god damned toilet for once. 

Accents and anger. Work and work. Booze. 

Ship life. 







The sea is ever-changing, yet is constant. Each wave is unique, each curl of rip tide, each dash of foam. Yet the aggregate is somehow fixed. The subtleties of fluid dynamics are unfathomably complex, but the main thrust is repetitive. 

So it was working on the sea. The work was ever changing, yet was constant. The only things not variable were boat drills for passengers, additional boat drills for crew, and inspections. 

 As waiter trainees, we did every job even peripherally involving food service. We delivered room service to cabins. We bussed tables on the buffet. We hosted the wine closet. We served canapés at tea. We cooked the food on the line. We washed the dishes behind the line. 

I lived a movie montage. Not a badass Rocky montage, training for the fight of his life to the guitar riffs of Eye of the Tiger. No, this was a John Hughes film. The montage was a cast of misfits working together to paint an apartment or something. Except nobody was smiling. And there wasn’t any 80s synth-pop—more’s the pity. 

The variety was fun, kept me on my toes. But damn it was a lot to take in. 

And that was just work changes. 

There were also different ports in different nations. Passengers rotating in, passengers rotating out. Crew rotating in, crew rotating out. Accents from all over the planet. My native tongue became foreign. 

I tried to maintain some of my usual habits. I tried to run, but the treadmill in the crew gym was broken. But I was too tired to run, anyway. Further, most of the free time came in snippets—thirty minutes here, an hour there. I tried to read, but fell asleep in my book. 

For clarity and a semblance of understanding—perchance peace—I found myself falling back upon a great piece of advice I’d been given by a friend. He’d been the vice president of the software company I co-founded in Reno. His advice had been prompted one afternoon at a coffee shop meeting. He had zoned out for a long minute, then snapped back to reality. 

I just had a flashback, he said. A flashback of a tea house in Shanghai. 

I didn’t know you’ve been to Shanghai, I said. 

I didn’t know I’ve been to Shanghai, he replied. 

His admission had not been particularly surprising. Prior to joining us he had worked in dozens of nations. He had been a global corporation’s fixer. If production was down in Bangkok, he went to Bangkok. So it was with Kuala Lumpur and Ho Chi Minh City. So it was with Prague and Brussels. So it apparently was with Shanghai. He had usually stayed a week before moving on.

Write a diary, he said. If you ever travel overseas, write it all down. Everything you see, everything you do. Don’t count on remembering any of it. You won’t. 

And so I did. 

I felt like a criminal documenting his mistakes. 
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Yesterday I needed so badly to talk to you, but there were no internet cards in the machine, so I pleased myself by swearing like a gypsy in front of his tent. Now we are in NO and it's freaking cold. I was freezing yesterday in the bed, and I was missing the way you used to hold me in your arms—it felt so good to fall asleep snuggled against you. Jesus gras, mister, once I'll get you I'll never let you go again. I love the way you love me, the way you smile, you talk, and all I want now is to dive in your dimples.


I can't go out today, I work on Lido, but I need to color my hair. Me like a spoiled citrus, for God's sake. I worry you will change me with somebody younger.


—Romina Suparata (check the dictionary)



 

After dinner I ran to the internet café. Literally. I rushed past pallets, leapt over lips of watertight doors. I scattered clumps of crew like dashing through fallen leaves. 

It didn’t matter that I was exhausted from yet another day on my feet. It didn’t matter that my legs felt on fire. I hadn’t gotten access to a computer in a week. If I didn’t run fast enough, I wouldn’t get access now. 

Fortunately I was a marathoner. 

Marathoners know how to keep running through fatigue and pain. 

Correspondence was challenging while at sea. The difficulty was due lack of access, lack of funds, and lack of weaponry. The company provided a savagely insufficient number of computers. Said computers were also savagely overpriced. Most of us could only afford a quick ‘I’m not dead, miss you’ email. Most savage of all was the competition.

Numbers tell the story. 

More than nine hundred crew members wanted to say ‘I’m not dead, miss you’. 

More than ninety hours a week we worked, every week, for eight to ten months in a row. 

Less than seven hours were granted between shifts, to recover, correspond, shower, launder, eat, and sleep. 

Four computers were in the internet café. 

Three were functional. 

But I did sometimes manage to navigate the shoals of correspondence. 

Today was such a day. 

Panting, I entered the small room. The walls were painted white. The bright lights made the walls look blinding. They also revealed copious dirt and fingerprints. Along one wall was a row of computer desks, edges perilous with peeling laminate and fragmenting fiberboard. The computer monitors were ancient beasts of astonishingly low resolution. They too revealed copious dirt and fingerprints. 

One of the three functioning consoles was available. 

I swooned into its chair. 

Romina emails were waiting for me. Even after dozens of emails since our first kiss—on that cold, rainy night after a wedding in Transylvania—I still suffered a zing of excitement every time I saw her name on the From line. 

Some missives were filled with longing. That made me feel better. Some were filled with shoptalk. That made me feel less better. They were terrifying. They were prophetic. I learned more about being a waiter on a cruise ship from her correspondence than I ever could from classes:






My rasclaat guests were smelling the glasses I poured water in, saying that they are stinky. I had to change 4 glasses, and all seemed stinky to them. They were yelling at the junior manager that on this ship everything is dirty and stinky. Then they go outside and smoke like crew!


—January 27, 2003





I have some shitty guests the second sitting, they try to intimidate me, they are giving me hard time eating similar pigs. 3-4 appetizers each, soup, salad, 2-3 main courses, 2-3 deserts, but I'm cool and I have answers for everything they ask. 


I plan to push my assistant for promotion, he deserves it, even if he makes very good money working with me. This means that I will lose him, and it's very hard to get a good assistant, which is very stressful for me. But he stress me anyway. Babaloo got a tattoo in Cozumel on his arm, and now he can barely carry the trays. 


Irina got fixed for some complaints, so she have almost no guests this week. You can't play games with Conall, he fixes you like a banana, no matter who you are. So she have no guests for the first sitting, and 9 at the second one, and those ones are some alcoholic bastards. 


In the first night of the cruise they came one hour late, drunk as Daddy’s apples. The moment Irina came to sing a Happy Birthday cake for one of them, that one said: can I put the cake on your face? Of course Irina got pissed off big time, even as she was telling us the story. My assistant said: don't be upset. Our Guest is our Master, he is the King. You should have said: Yes, put the cake on my face, and as well break the plate on my head, because you are the Guest!


—January 30, 2003





Check for my paisanos there. I've been telling you about George and Laura, before you signed on. He used to be my senior waiter on Spirit, we had mucho fights, but mucho fun as well. He is the one who divorced his wife and dumped his 3 years old daughter for Laura. He is crazy about her. They met on Spirit. I think they married now. C'est la vie marine!


—February 2, 2003





Last night I stayed in the crew bar with some French guy who needed a friend to talk about his problems with, and I hope the long conversation helped him. It helped me as well, because I rediscovered my French, and I feel good speaking it.


So I'll skip the open deck this time, even if is a beautiful sunny day and I haven't seen daylight for two weeks. I'm in the mood to sleep mucho to recover. They used to give us breakfast off once at three weeks, but there were some complaints from the guests regarding breakfast service, so the management changed the working system for breakfast and lunch, so everybody has station by himself, and nobody gets breakfast off anymore. Too bad! 


—February 5, 2003






For the French Line’s Normandie, freight cars came right up to the side of the hull to deliver tons of fresh fruits and vegetables—not to mention eighteen barrels of pâté de foie gras per cruise. Hamburg-American Line’s Amerika grew mushrooms and strawberries in an topdeck greenhouse for their first-class passengers.

Fantasy had trainees haul aboard the heaviest food. 

Generally speaking, the heaviest food was melons. There were a lot of them. The average cruise ship on an average week consumed an average of one thousand melons and one thousand pineapples. 

Ravi took advantage of the fact that I was one of the largest men aboard. He assigned me to move melons. 

Surprisingly, my partner proved to be Bojana. She had volunteered. Her insistence had been very forceful. I was surprised that she, a solid but slender woman, would want to haul heavy melons. 

Then I saw the man operating the forklift. 

His name was Petek. He was from Bulgaria. His strong jaw was thickened with stubble, his strong shoulders thickened with muscle. He was rugged, he was handsome. He was a hunk a hunk of burning love.

I consoled myself by noting that I was taller. It was all I had. 

Via forklift, Petek brought in load after load of melons. He brought in cantaloupes, he brought in honeydews, he brought in watermelons. Our job, Bojana and I, was to transfer melons from pallet to shelf. Said shelves were above shoulder-height, for some cruel reason. Bojana didn’t mind. She didn’t mind because she wasn’t there to move melons. She was there to watch the magnificent Petek flex his magnificent muscles. 

He’s filet mignon, she said. 

I was an onion, she added. 

Your mother’s onions, I replied in Romanian. 

She didn’t know what I meant. Neither did I, really. 

The melon humping began. Petek would haul them from the deep-sided boxes on the pallets on the forklift. I would run them into the cooler and haul them onto the high shelves. Without Bojana’s help, there was double the humping to do. Not surprisingly, that made the work more intense. Surprisingly, that made the work more enjoyable. 

I am an intense man. My ex-business partner saw it, which was why he invited me to co-found his company. My friends in Reno all saw it, which is why they wouldn’t hike or run with me. Romina saw it. That’s why she wouldn’t let me touch her old umbrella. 

But I am not an aggressive man. My ferocity is only directed inward. I do not compete with others, but myself. That’s what led me to marathon running. The hardest pain is faced all alone, out there in the wilderness. Nobody to watch, to cheer, to help. If you quit, only you know. It is you against you. You against your pain. You fight to be the best possible you. I find it an excellent metaphor for life. 

But I wasn’t out in the wilderness. I was in a loading dock. And there was somebody else watching. 

I was the only American in the restaurants. Of two dozen ships. In thirty years. True, others had tried. To a man—it was invariably men—they had failed. My presence led some to confusion, all to opinion. Certainly Petek judged. He was judging me, personally. But he was also judging me, American. 

Fortunately it didn’t take long for Petek and I to move past such things. We got into a rhythm, a dance of labor. We sweat, we strove. We joked, we laughed. Hour after hour passed. Still more melons delivered. Still more shelves beckoned. Still Bojana watched. 

Ultimately, we got a little crazy from the work. Ultimately, we all enjoyed ourselves. 

I was proud of my work. But I was far more proud of Petek’s final words to me that day. 

“American,” he said, shaking my hand heartily. “I respect you.” 







5



Yesterday we had a crew party up on the Lido deck, and after we ate the food cooked especially for Romanian people, we danced until 3, and I checked in for breakfast at 6:30. I got old, I think, because in my first contract I used to party and get drunk almost every night, and I was cool. Now I couldn't wake up this morning. I was dreaming the alarm clock was ringing, and there was nobody to stop it.


I'll be off tomorrow in Grand Cayman, but we have to go on shore by tender boat, and I hate it. There is a Spanish guy hammering me to go to the beach with him, but I'm too tired for this. 


—Romina ta






Crew parties were offered twice a month. Such parties promised music and dancing and booze. All three were free for the taking. The only price was fatigue. The party ran from midnight to two in the morning. 

We trainees had already experienced one such party. Specifically, we had worked it. Half the class worked the first half of the party. That was the better half. 

I was assigned the latter half. 

By four o’clock in the morning I was still working. I had to clean up empty bottles, empty glasses, dirty ashtrays, vomit. I had to stop people from having sex in the crew corridors. That wasn’t nearly as fun as I would have thought as a teenager. I had to escort a drunk woman to her cabin. Carry her, really. She had soiled herself.

At least I was given breakfast off before working another twelve-hour day. 

So I wasn’t particularly keen to attend the next crew party, whether work or play. I hadn’t had a full night’s sleep in two weeks. Or had I been here three weeks? I only knew that this time, after the party, I wouldn’t be given breakfast off. 

The other trainees wanted me to go. The ones with the seven-foot beauty. I liked to think that was because I was a hunk a hunk of burning love. More likely it was because they thought I’d carry them to their cabins after they soiled themselves. 

I told them I would think about it. But I didn’t have time to think about it. 







I was in a dark little box. Walls pressed against my head and feet. The air was suffocating and hot. It stank of styrofoam and instant noodles. Artificial shrimp flavor. 

Fear flashed me awake, fear of being buried alive in a coffin, or having washed ashore and been buried in sea muck. 

The alarm was blaring. The clock was confusing. 

4:30, it read. 

Was it morning or afternoon? 

With no windows, there was no way to tell. On Monday it could be a night’s sleep wake-up call, on Tuesday an afternoon’s nap wake-up call. But I didn’t know what day of the week it was. Sailors labeled days by the port of call or the day at sea. I didn’t know what month it was, either. 

Ship life. 

My level of fatigue offered no clue. Naps were maybe an hour, usually less. Nights were maybe five hours, usually four. Seven days a week. No days off for eight months, usually ten. After only a few weeks I had been tired for so long I didn’t remember what it felt like to not be tired. My body was in a continual ache, my shoulders in a continual slump, my eyes in a continual burn. That didn’t matter. Smiling did. 

Ship life. 

I rose quickly, despite confusion, despite fatigue. It was dinner time, I finally realized. I had skipped my own meal in favor of an extra half-hour of sleep. I had already worked seven hours today—Nassau day—but had another five or six hours of work yet ahead. Then a midnight toga party. 

I vowed to skip the party. I needed sleep. 

But after my dinner shift was done, a little after ten o’clock, I was not in my cabin. Fellow cogs wanted to go to Paradise Island. Specifically, they wanted to go to Atlantis.

The Atlantis on Paradise Island was a world-class resort. The island had a world-class beach, the resort a world-class casino. It had world-class art and a world-class aquarium. After ten o’clock at night all were free for crew members. No doubt they hoped we would gamble. 

I loved art. I loved aquariums. I hated the thought of seeing them after ten o’clock at night. 

All were women, they who asked me to join them. They had names like Egle, Virgil, Drahoslava, and Greta. Egle, from Lithuania, was whitest of white. Virgil, from Tobago, was blackest of black. Drahoslava’s hair was reddest of red. Greta was hottest of hot. 

Based upon careful consideration, they were yesses all. 

Of course I agreed to join them. 

I had learned an important lesson on ships. Not that men will do stupid things for sexy chicks. That was obvious. The lesson was that joy was always to be had, no matter the circumstance. But that joy had to be made. 

The Caribbean helped. Caribbean night air is a wonderful, curious thing. It’s hot and humid. If I were sitting on my couch and somebody asked, ‘would you like it to be 90% humid right now? ’ I would say no. My back would stick to the pillow and my front would stick to the cat. But once I was out there in the Caribbean night, I reveled in it. There was an electricity to it. 

We may have shuffled like zombies, but we slogged towards adventure. 

And what an adventure it was! 

The beaches were unlike anything I had before seen. White, fine sand glowed under the moonlight. The artwork was unlike anything I had before seen. Chihuly glassworks wriggled dozens of feet into the sky. And the aquarium was unlike anything I had before seen. There were tunnels under a lagoon, to walk under the gaze of sharks. There was a dining room with ten-foot-high glass walls, to dine under the gaze of stingrays. 

And there was us, sharing it all. 

That’s what made it all so special. The sharing. I was so glad to share it with my fellow trainees. These were good people who did hard work. Harder than anything they had ever known. They deserved this. It was delightful to be there to see them finally at play, to see their joy. They ogled, they beamed. They took photos, laughed, hugged. That I was actually a part of it all didn’t occur to me until it was almost over. I’m glad I realized it in time. 

I resolved to write it down. 

But it was Romina with whom I most wished to share this night. For it was this night I first began to understand her amazing passion for life. I’d heard the term work hard, play hard. She was living it. And now I was, too. I wished desperately she was here. 

I resolved to write another ‘I’m not dead, miss you’ email. 

Romina had taught me something else, too. Spontaneity was the way to go. Always say yes, always engage. Live in the moment or you won’t live at all. 

We returned to Fantasy at midnight. But our night wasn’t over yet. A party had just started. 

Ship life.







Techno music blasted the five of us as soon as we entered the dark crew bar. It was insanely packed with bodies. It was psychedelically lit with laser lights and disco balls. The chairs used by us trainees during classes had been moved to the flanks. All chairs had butts. Some had additional butts on laps. An armada of little tables bristled with beer bottles, highball glasses, desperate ashtrays. The DJ was a fat, middle-aged, bald Italian man wearing an officer’s white uniform. His booth abutted the dance floor. 

In fact most of the room was used as a dance floor. There were countless dozens of bodies crammed in there. One whole corner was open, however. A circle of reveling, gyrating, drinking trainees encircled Ravi and his two training assistants. All three wore togas. Ravi jiggled in some sort of crazy sexy Indian dance move. He was a huge hit. 

Suddenly the music stopped. Everyone paused to look at the DJ. 

The DJ’s name was Lorenzo. He was the Safety Officer. Spontaneously Lorenzo clawed open his shirt. Revealed were copious rolls of fat and gold chains. He began screaming profanities in Italian. 

The music kicked back on. 

The crowd roared their approval. Drinks were toasted, downed, spilled. Dances were shimmied, jumped, wiggled. Cigarettes were smoked, smashed, lit. 

Ravi pushed through the crowd towards me. He shook my hand. 

Then he ripped off my shirt.

Hands came from all directions, wrapped me in a white sheet. I did not resist, flattered at the attention. That is, until I felt a tug at my shorts. The crowd jostled, the disco ball dazzled, the music assaulted. Overwhelmed, I felt my shorts removed by persons unknown, to disappear to places unknown. 

The mob pulled back. Now I was in the center of the circle. 

I was expected to dance. 

I hated dancing. 

I had no idea what to do. I began sweating like a fat, middle-aged bald Italian man. 

The music stopped again. But this time nobody looked to Lorenzo. They looked at me. A chant filled the room, first soft and discordant, then stronger and clearer. 

“Yank! Yank! Yank!”

They meant me. But I took their cue literally. 

I yanked off my toga and began screaming Italian profanity. Of course, I didn’t know any Italian profanity. So I screamed what I did know. 

“Yo fuck chai, bitches!”

The crowd roared wildly. Men howled, women screamed. I spun around, arms wide, soaking up the glory. I was hit by laser beams, blasted by glitter. I was Maximus. I had won the crowd. 

It took me too long to figure out why they were cheering. 

I was only wearing underwear. 







Slowly, drunkenly, painfully, I stumbled back to my cabin. The echoes of music rattled in my brain. I turned into my hallway and discovered that it wasn’t an echo at all. The music was real. 

Hip hop. At full volume. At three-thirty in the morning. 

It didn’t thump alone. 

Indipop. At competing volume. At three-thirty in the morning. 

The doors to various neighbors’ cabins were open. Blocking access to my cabin was two huge Jamaican men. They wore only white underwear, glowing brilliantly against coal-black skin. The Indian men numbered three. They wore white chef’s uniforms, smeared food on bleached white cloth. Over the cacophony I couldn’t make out their words. I didn’t need to. Communication trumped language. 

Muscles flexed. Fists clenched. 

“What the hell, guys?” I blurted. Slurred, rather. “Is super late. Like, four ‘r sumthin’.”

All heads swiveled to look at me. All eyes went wide. 

Doors slammed. One, two, three. 

I stood in the now-empty hall, in my underwear and flip-flops. I reeked of smoke, of alcohol. Sweat dribbled down my skin. I was pretty sure I had lipstick marks on various parts of my anatomy. 

It took me too long to figure out if there had actually been five men in front of me, or if I had imagined it. My brain wasn’t working too well. But finally I got it. 

They’d panicked because they thought I was a guest!

I staggered into my room. I somehow showered, somehow set my alarm. I slipped into my bunk with my luggage, hugged it. Gently chastened bass thumped against my head. 

Another night of three hours’ sleep. Another day of twelve-to-fifteen hours’ work. 

Ship life. 
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I was upside down all day long, and I was just thinking: my poor love, you are in paradise now, feeling like a glorious sultan over there with your harem. When the dream will be over, all the beautiful mermaids and the good life will vanish, being replaced by jail life and an old tired grumpy partner that I am. You deserve more college. Anyway, dragostea mea, [my love] do whatever you feel is better for you inside and outside. 


—Romina the anxious






The end was nigh.

We had survived the upheaval of all we knew, four weeks of staggering change. Whatever brought us here was not enough to bring us through. No, we made it through because of each other. 

I pondered that. These men and women were, to me, representative of massive changes. Many of them had made a monumental impact upon me. I had a hunch the reverse was true, too. I was the first American most of them had ever met. Perhaps they had been curious to see if I was representative of the whole. They’d had a chance to find out already, serving passengers and all. But I did not have a chance to see if they were representative of their own nationalities. Maybe that’s why they had such an out-sized impact upon me, considering our interactions had actually been minimal.

Regardless, as suddenly as they had entered my life, they were now to be gone from it forever. It was extremely disorienting. Perhaps most disorienting of all, however, that that I knew these trainees better than I did the woman who led me to them. 

And the woman who led me here? I had not seen her in two months, to the day. And then we had only met for two hectic days, filled with complicated logistics and stressful interviews and big bosses. Prior to that we had been apart another whole month. 

Since meeting Romina we had spent together a mere three weeks—out of twenty-seven. 

We trainee cogs listened attentively. 

We sat in chairs. The chairs sat in the crew bar, filled the dance floor. It was not a particularly large room, but it was empty during the day. That was because the bar was closed. There was something disheartening about a bar during the day. It was well lit, for one thing. Magic often hid from light. Most disheartening of all was that the bar itself was locked behind an iron curtain. For twenty-eight mornings in a row we had looked longingly at that iron curtain. 

All but one, actually. Ravi had taken us on a day trip to the Kennedy Space Center. It had been a ‘job well done’ moment. It had been followed by a ‘now back to work’ moment. That had been last week sometime. Or maybe the week before. I couldn’t remember. Luckily I wrote it down. 

But now the iron curtain was rolled back. The bar was open. 

Yet nobody looked at it. 

All of the trainees had graduated—all but one. The graduates were now junior waiters—all but one. 

The stunningly handsome Ravi understood the eagerness of his audience. He smiled his particularly beautiful and honest smile. With relish, with drama, he announced our ship assignments. 

“Yhasmina: Destiny.” 

Applause. 

“Medea: Fascination.” 

Applause. 

The applause was genuine, but nervous. All the trainees were nervous about their ship assignment. 

I wasn’t. Resolute, I like to call it. Actually, I already knew where I was going. It had been arranged in advance because it was a special ship for a special situation. 

While I wasn’t nervous I was discomfited. Verklempt, I like to call it. I was going to miss these particular cogs. I had only known them a month, but we’d been through a lot together. Our worlds had been turned upside-down. We had clung to each other, like flotsam tossed by the sea. That differed from jetsam, which was tossed into the sea. I knew the difference now because I was a sailor. 

I now knew the difference between a lot of things. Slovakia and the Czech Republic, for example. That was because Greta was from Slovakia and Yarmilla was from Czech Republic. Or Serbia and Bulgaria, because Bojana was from Serbia and Petek was from Bulgaria. Same for Indonesia and the Philippines; Eka and Ketut, respectively. 

I now knew a Lithuanian Egle, a Tobagan Virgil, a Sri Lankan Ruwan. I knew three Martinas: Fucikova, Mrzljak, and one I still couldn’t pronounce and just called Z. 

This, I realized, was how being a sailor showed you the world. Not because of the ports. Because of the people. The world wasn’t places, but people. 

I didn’t want to say goodbye so soon, but I had to. I had already said goodbye to shy little Eka. After two weeks she had decided the work was too hard and had returned home to Indonesia. 

Ship life. 

“Bojana: Imagination.”

Applause.

“Greta: Conquest.” 

Roaring applause. 

“That’s right,” Ravi said with a devilish grin. “Greta is going to the biggest ship in the world. That’s very special. But she’s not going alone. She’s going with Brian.”

Catcalls.

“As some of you might have guessed,” Ravi continued, “Brian’s situation is also special. He’s being fast-tracked to junior restaurant manager. So I hope you’ve been nice to him; he’s going to be your boss.” 

So it wasn’t goodbye for all of us. 

After a night in the Miami Marriott, Greta and I were being flown to Cancun. There, for an overnight in a seaside resort before signing on to our new special ship. 

Just the two of us. 

C’est la vie marine. 
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Even if I am an incurable voyager, I'm mature and experienced enough to know what the hell I want to do with my life. Since I broke with my ex, I proposed to myself the challenge that everything I'll accomplish in my sick life, I'll do on my own. That's why I told you I've already got used with the idea to be a "bachelor" all my life, and that doesn't bother me. As long as my parents are doing well, I have nothing to fear, I don't feel lonely. 


Still I find this idea of your training partner pretty dangerous. I won’t come at your wedding even if you invite me. Or I’ll come with the bazooka, for providing the fire work. Shit, I have so many things to tell you, but lots of people are waiting. I can't wait to be your cabin mate.


—Romina ta






The lady looked me up and down, curious. 

I looked back, confused. 

She scrutinized me more intently than anyone else had ever in my life. More than the Hungarian border guard. More even than my ex-mother-in-law. 

Greta suspected she was from the CIA. 

She did look like she was from the CIA. In the movies, at least. She was an attractive and fit woman of perhaps fifty years of age. Her pantsuit was black, fashionable. Her hair bun was severe, practical. 

Yes. 

We were in the airport, Greta and I and the scrutinizing lady. Specifically, we were in the Dallas-Fort Worth International Airport. A few hours ago we were at the Miami Marriott. Greta and I had to wake up at four o’clock in the morning. 

Ship life.

Greta and I had originally been scheduled to fly to Cancun, to overnight in a resort. There we would have been free to do, well, whatever we wanted to. Said plans had been scuttled at the last minute—more’s the pity. 

Signing onto a ship mid-cruise was a nightmare scenario, we were told, for the crew member, the crew purser, the cabin mate, the ship management, the safety officer, and on and on. It was so catastrophic the company preferred to pay for our rooms at the Marriott for two additional nights, before this awkward flight to Dallas. 

Greta had been exceedingly nervous the whole trip. On the plane, it had been due flying. It wasn’t her first flight. She’d flown across the Atlantic to reach the restaurant college. But she was nervous this time because she was alone, she said. But she wasn’t alone. I was with her. 

Such was the impact I made on the ladies. 

Greta was even more nervous in the airport. She glanced furtively at everyone. She clung to my arm as if she was in danger of being kidnapped. True, I enjoyed it at first. Greta’s sex appeal was devastating. Who wouldn’t want to be touched by divinity? But now she was just smothering me. 

She thought everyone was looking at her. That man over there. The other man over there. These two here. To be fair, they were looking. Greta’s sex appeal was devastating. And finally, she thought this lady here was following her. 

“That lady is following me, malički,” Greta had said. 

On Fantasy she had begun calling me malički. It sounded like muh-lich-kee. I asked her if it meant virile stud. She said yes. Based on the smirks of overhearing paisanos, I suspected otherwise. So I called her malička, guessing that was a thing. Apparently it was, because she said it works. But she still wouldn’t tell me what it meant. 

To be fair, the lady was following us. 

“Relax,” I said. “Have you ever stopped to consider that maybe she’s following me? I’m super hot. I mean, my God! Look at me.” 

Greta did look at me. She didn’t look convinced. 

And now, after several long minutes of manifest scrutiny, the woman didn’t look convinced either. 

I was a little disappointed. 

The woman offered her hand to Greta. 

“My name is Cathy,” she said. “What’s your name, dear?”

I had to gently nudge Greta to respond. She looked at me, unsure. 

“Greta,” I supplied. 

“Malički!” Greta chided, aghast. 

“It’s okay, Greta,” the woman said. “I’m a model scout. Have you ever considered being a model? You’re gorgeous.” 

Greta looked as shellshocked as that first dinner on Fantasy. Still unsure, she asked, “Model?”

“I don’t mean catwalks and all that sort of thing,” Cathy clarified quickly. “I provide models for swimwear and lingerie. Strictly photoshoots. You are a natural. Do you live in America?”

Greta shook her head. 

“A shame,” Cathy said. Her disappointment seemed real. Maybe even more than mine at being dismissed. She handed Greta a card and asked her to call if she ever moved to the country. Then she departed. 

Greta looked at me and asked, “What did she mean?”

“She meant you’re smokin’ hot,” I replied. “I feel like saying congratulations, but that’s like congratulating a cheetah for being fast. It’s not really an accomplishment. It’s just the way they are.” 

Greta looked at me with eyes four times larger than before. 

“Well, don’t let model scouts bother you,” I scoffed grandly. “They keep trying to catch me but I’m too quick for them. I’m a veritable cheetah of a man.”

“I have no idea what you’re saying,” she said. 

“I don’t either,” I admitted. Then added, “But that never stops me.” 

We hurried onward. We didn’t want to miss our connecting flight to New Orleans. We didn’t want to miss the departure of our new ship. 

It was new indeed. The newest in the fleet. 
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Everything is smaller on Conquest, which makes me feel slightly claustrophobic. The ship is noisy, too, in comparison, though the crew is quiet and I am not surrounded by animals like I was on Fantasy. 


Greta keeps asking people their opinions about what it is like here, but I don’t want to hear any of it, preferring to make my own opinions. I will say that about half the people I have spoken with are positive, and half negative. That ratio does not please me. 


The first day I was preparing my station when [senior restaurant manager] Jürgan was starting his restaurant meeting. I returned and stood at the balcony to listen, not wanting to interrupt. He looked up and asked would I like to join them in the middle. I replied “absolutely, I wouldn’t have it any other way.” Now everyone is saying to me ‘absolutely’ this or ‘absolutely’ that. For some reason they all thought that was the funniest thing. I surmise it is because only Jürgan makes the jokes. 


I have noticed that there is a lot of derision of the hostesses and some junior restaurant managers, but people don’t mock the senior managers. It is a different sort of respect for an authority figure in these foreigners, I think. Deferential. Many Americans have no problem being self confident before authority. Maybe it’s just me, who knows. I have noticed that people behave differently than I would, though, and always act surprised that I joke around with Jürgan. 


—Brian's diary






Conquest was the greatest ship in the world. She was newest, biggest. 

She was bigger than Titanic. Way bigger. She was longer by one hundred feet, she was taller by one hundred feet. She was heavier by a factor of two. She may not have been as classy as Titanic, but she so aspired. She was decorated throughout with an Impressionist theme, featuring multi-deck murals of classic works by masters such as Renoir, Monet, Degas. 

The crew didn’t so aspire. I cringed every time the cruise director pronounced Degas like Vegas. 

In the glory days of the great liners the Hamburg-American Line heroically emulated Wagnerian castles. Cunard fell into the dark wood and leather habits of a London club. Conquest meant to be on par, but she did not have the budget for actual wood and actual gild. Her murals were wallpaper. 

Conquest ran week-long cruises out of New Orleans to the Cayman Islands, to Jamaica, to Cozumel, Mexico. 

It was awesome. It was exciting. 

It was home. 

My calling Conquest home was highly unlikely. It took some daring on my part, yes, but it took a lot more daring from Romina. She made a career for me where none existed. She did it for me, for us. 

And she did it from Conquest. 

She was on Conquest’s maiden voyage from Monfalcone to New Orleans. So, too, were the big bosses. All the big bosses. It was they who viewed the dress rehearsal before presenting the newest ship to press and public. Nathan the Mean Indian had to be bribed. Romina did so. Marko had to be convinced. Romina did that, too. The latter was easier than the former because Marko, like everybody else, had a crush on her. 

And so Romina had arranged that fateful interview for me in New Orleans, before the big bosses departed. I was exceedingly grateful. And I was eager to show her the result of all her efforts. 

Behold, the American waiter. 

Only I wasn’t a waiter. 

Though fresh from restaurant training, I wasn’t actually a junior waiter. I wasn’t actually a senior waiter, either. True, I would work both jobs in the next few months. But then I would go on a work break to Romania and, when I came back, would be a junior restaurant manager.

Technically, I would be a one stripe officer. 

It had all been arranged. Marko had agreed to it. Samesh, the powerful food and beverage manager of Conquest, had already promised to sign off on it. Conall, the powerful senior restaurant manager of Conquest, had already promised me relevant opportunities to gain more experience. 

Marko couldn’t just hire me as management because I didn’t have enough experience. True, I had ten years of experience in fine dining. But that was on land. Thus the first half of my contract was delegated to due diligence. This understanding helped me adjust to the shock of ship life. Nothing was representative of my future life. It was only the shock of the first plunge into cold water. 

Besides, I didn’t mind hard work. Hard work was necessary to achieve a goal. A life with Romina was my ultimate goal. 

But a moment with Romina was my immediate goal. I hadn’t seen her in three months. That I was about to see her again blinded me to all else. 

Greta and I, luggage in hand, scanned the I-95. We peeked into the crew mess, into the crew bar, the crew internet cafe. Unfortunately I found no Romina. She would be at work on the buffet deck. I did not yet have a Conquest uniform and wasn’t allowed into guest areas without one. With a sharp pang of disappointment I realized that I would probably not see Romina until after dinner, in our shared cabin. That was because Greta and I had only minutes to find our cabins, find our uniforms, find our work stations. 

Ship life. 

Someone slowly descended the metal steps in front of us. The gait was intentional, even a touch melodramatic. Red-tipped fingernails trailed along the railing. A blue sleeve of a day uniform, darker blue vest. Then, finally, I saw the face. Specifically, I saw the smirk. 

My heart flopped, stopped, thumped dead. 

Our eyes met. 

I was startled by the ashes of her eyes. No longer did they smolder, no longer did they glow. They were still so dark as to be black, but now they were dark wells surrounded by charred brickwork, like the foundation of a fire-gutted ruin. 

But they crinkled—crinkled with that beautific, cheeky Romina smile. 

She skipped the final stairs and leapt into my arms. She hugged me so tightly she refused to release even for a kiss. That suited me fine. There was too much power to share in a kiss, anyway. We would have broken each other’s lips. 

And then she was gone. 

She had to return to the buffet deck. She had snuck off to greet me, but couldn’t risk being caught away from her station too long. Such things as loved ones had no relevance in this place. Waiters were there to work, to bus tables. It didn’t matter that there were no guests aboard yet. It didn’t matter that there were forty bored waiters staring at three hundred empty tables. If Romina was caught away from her station—to see her long-lost lover, or even to pee—punishment would ensue. 

Ship life. 

I stared at the empty staircase. It was metal. Cold metal. 

But my heart thumped with renewed life. I felt weirdly spent. And disoriented. Just a second ago I was in paradise. Now I was in a hallway, under florescent lights, sweating, exhausted, confused, fouled. I felt like I’d woken after a wet dream. 

Greta was looking at me. 

And embarrassed. I also felt embarrassed. Definitely like after a wet dream. 

“I’m so happy your girlfriend came to see you, malički,” she said kindly. 

She was smiling. But there was a sadness to her smile. 

Her boyfriend had not come to greet her. 







As I feared, I didn’t see Romina again that day. I only saw evidence of the elusive creature; its habitat, its spoor. All were to be found in the cabin. 

I had seen the cabins on Conquest before. It was from Romina’s cabin I received the call to meet Nathan the Mean Indian, as well as the subsequent call to meet Marko. At the time, I had not seen Romina for a couple weeks—not since Transylvania in the short span after the Red Sea. 

I’d been a horn-dog. 

I’d wanted to get it on. The cabin seemed an exotic location. I noted to her that the production values were poor, but at least the stage had a curtain. Such was all the privacy one gets from a crew cabin bunk. I also noted that her cabin mate Irina had overtly announced she would be gone for some time. 

Romina graciously declined. 

I was disappointed. Verklempt, I like to call it. 

Only later did Irina reveal what Romina had been too shy to admit: she was on her period. First the Red Sea, and now Conquest!

Ah, well, I had thought. Maybe next time. 

Next time was now. 

Of course, no beds had spontaneously materialized. We were given two bunks, one atop the other. Both small, both curtained. A real bed was a luxury at sea, given to very few. To Romina a real bed was the difference between life and death. It wasn’t just that the sex was better when you had room for gymnastics. It was the sense of normalcy. Happiness is a real bed, she often said. 

Now, after four weeks at sea, I understood. I had slept with my luggage more than I had slept with my Romina. 

The chair had been pulled out from under the tiny desk. Draped over its back was clothing: work pants, work shirt, socks. The space beneath the desk was now home to Romina’s frogs. Hardshell, lacquered, bright green. No space anywhere was available for my suitcase. Romina and I were so very close, yet still I would sleep with Samsonite. 

This cabin was even smaller than those on Fantasy. But this cabin was superior because it had a semi-private toilet and shower. The facilities were shared with only one other cabin. A little red light courteously indicated occupancy. The sink was ours alone, inside our cabin. Standing in front of it blocked access to both of the wardrobes and the bathroom. So there would be gymnastics in the cabin, after all: dressing for work.

Upon the sink waited her toothbrush and hairbrush, her perfume and lipstick. I felt solidarity with her toiletries. I, too, was waiting for intimate use. They were hints of her, but I wanted more. I sought pictures, memorabilia. I found nothing but a battered paperback of Cervantes’ Don Quixote. High literature was indicative of Romina, but not definitive. 

My time had elapsed. It was time for safety training, overboard training, fire training, work. 

Sighing, I pushed back the curtain to the bottom bunk. Before launching my luggage into it, I paused. Scattered all across my bunk was Romina’s panties. 

That was just mean. 

But I was used to waiting. For her, I had waited three months. For her, I would wait three more. I’d wait three years! So I could wait a few more hours. After all, I was on the same ship as her. I was living in the same cabin as her. It was now just a matter of scheduling. 

This was real. The fantasy had become a reality. 

But there were other things in the bunk, too. A box of chocolates. Two teddy bears. Two boxes from a jeweler. One contained a stunning diamond-encrusted bracelet. Even in the artificial light of the cabin it glittered regally. 

The other box was a ring box. With a note. 

There was no way in hell I wasn’t going to read that note. 

The paper smelled like Old Spice aftershave, like my father used to use. Written in shaky cursive were promises. Promises of being taken care of. Promises of more jewelry, of a house. Promises that Romina received regularly. 

She had a way about her that sucked in everybody. 

I read on. 

Yes, the sender wrote, the ring has a lot of diamonds. But I’m too classy to propose over the mail. The bracelet is also diamond, worth $2000. Love, Lou. 

Lou wasn’t as classy as he fancied himself. 

I wondered what Romina thought about him. I wondered why she was still in correspondence with him, still accepting gifts. And I wondered if the ring was as impressive as the bracelet.

Grimly I popped open the ring box. 

It was empty. 
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When I arrived and got my uniform there was some hassle. We didn’t have a uniform on the first night, so we couldn’t work. Then I went into the storeroom with Greta (that sounds nice, doesn’t it?) to get our uniforms. The new guy in charge of all this was kind of anal-retentive (kind of!) and wouldn’t sign our papers until the purser did. Purser wouldn’t sign it until he did. It took the intervention of Jürgan to stop the cycle of wandering back and forth between the two. When new to the ship and easily lost, this was a mess. 


So finally I took a large for shirts, but discovered upon returning to my cabin that they are way too small. So I went back and had to exchange all my shirts. Ben (from Grenada) insisted that my neck size was 18 or 18 and a half. I thought 17 was fine but was forced to take the 18 necks. Each time I get a shirt they have to write in the size in a little box on the sheet, right? So it was filled with scribbles and shit, and was entirely illegible by the time I was done. And, sure enough, the necks don’t fit. 


Conall asked, “What’s up with the neck of your shirt?” I explained how Ben insisted I was an 18 neck. He said, “Not even Mike Tyson has a fuckin’ 18-inch neck.” 


When I get my whites as a junior manager, I will exchange all my clothing.


—Brian's diary






For my first month aboard Conquest I was to be a junior waiter. For my second and third, a senior waiter. After four months at sea—one on Fantasy, three on Conquest—I would ascend to what I had been hired for: a junior restaurant manager. My ascension coincided with Romina’s departure for vacation. Whether or not she would see me in the whites before she left was as yet unclear. I hoped so. 

But first, junior waiter. That meant I was assigned to a senior waiter. 

My senior waiter was from Indonesia. Specifically, he was from the island of Bali. He was a thick, graying man. He was missing a bottom tooth. It didn’t affect his smile in a negative way. His name was Wayan. His family called him Wayan Legu. 

Ships taught me there were multiple ways of being Wayan. 

In Bali, children’s names were dependent upon their birth order. First-born was Wayan, second-born was Made, third was Nyoman, fourth was Ketut. After that they ran out of names and began repeating. So there were oodles and oodles of Wayans, Mades, Nyomans, and Ketuts. 

If that wasn’t confusing enough, the same names were used for both boys and girls. Boy names had a prefix of I, girls a prefix of Ni. They sounded like ee and nee, respectively. And if that wasn’t confusing enough, there were no family names, or last names. And if that wasn’t confusing enough, different castes had whole new systems. 

Wayan Legu was fifth-born because in Balinese his name meant Wayan Mosquito. 

My first dinner aboard Conquest went surprisingly well, considering it was a new ship for me. Wayan wasn’t very good at speaking, but he was excellent at communicating. He would curtly tell me his needs then nod his head and sniff aggressively toward the general direction I needed to go to fulfill them. 

Communication trumped language. 

As soon as we were finished with our second round of guests, I thanked Wayan for his help in teaching me the ropes. I was ready to leave—eager to leave, in fact. I was in a hurry to get back to my cabin, or perhaps the crew bar. I didn’t need sleep or a drink. I needed Romina. Specifically I needed to talk to Romina. About the ring. It wasn’t missing, I suspected, so much as missing from the box. 

Wayan wanted to leave, too. But he couldn’t. 

“Not yet,” he said tiredly.

“What do you mean?” I asked, glancing over the station. It looked good. In fact, it hadn’t looked that good all night. Everything was in its place, fully stocked and tidy. 

Wayan grunted and sharply nudged his nose. 

Indicated was a junior manager moving slowly through the dining room. He bore a pen and a clipboard and a smug look. He scrutinized a server’s section with painstaking care. He took an inordinately large amount of time to check off each and every item arranged atop the table. 

“Inspection?” I asked. 

Wayan grunted. 

“Do we need to be here for that?” I asked. “Everything’s here.” 

Wayan grunted and sharply nudged his nose. 

Indicated was a swarm of waiters buzzing around a server station just behind the inspection. They numbered half a dozen and stripped away everything of worth atop the table, like a horde of locusts denuding an orchard. They then swirled away, flashed through the tables to land upon another station. This one just ahead of the inspection. That which was taken from the former was given to the latter. The process was slick, but exceedingly obvious. 

I raised an eyebrow to Wayan. 

He grunted, waited, arms folded. 

I too grunted, waited, arms folded. 

I didn’t have time for this nonsense. I was in danger of losing my short window between shifts. If I didn’t catch Romina in the cabin or the crew bar now, I would not see her until I got off midnight buffet. She would be asleep by then and I would have to wait until morning to discuss the ring. Not even then, really, because she would rise to work breakfast while I was sleeping. If we didn’t connect before midnight buffet, I honestly didn’t know when we would. 

The junior restaurant manager moved from section to section slowly, deliberately. He did not bother hiding his gloating. 

Time ticked by. My window closed. 

More time ticked by. I was in danger of being late for my next shift. 

I could do nothing but wait. So I waited, and observed. And I pondered. 

Marko the big boss had been quite right to start me at the bottom. The differences between how a ship restaurant operated and how a land restaurant operated were vast. Much of the difference stemmed from the reality that at sea there were no laws. There was only pretense. The company was incorporated in the United States. The owner was a citizen of Israel. The ships flew the flag of Panama. All was designed to obfuscate. 

The sea answered to no one. 

So, too, those who plied it. 

The multinational corporation did not care about its employees. It didn’t care about its guests, either. There was only pretense. It only cared about its bottom line. 

One clear-cut example was the supply of matériel. That is, the equipment needed to serve guests in a dining room. That meant silverware, stemware, flatware. That meant forks, glasses, plates. It meant cups and saucers. 

In theory, every guest should be allocated a fork, a water glass, a cup and saucer. Such a theory was supported by the fact that Conquest served fifteen hundred guests simultaneously. Such a theory was reinforced by the fact that inspections were held nightly to ensure that each and every seat had a fork, a water glass, a cup and saucer. 

But Conquest did not have enough forks, water glasses, cups or saucers for each guest. Not even close.

Why, then, the nightly inspection? 

Evil genius, that’s why. 

Crew members were arguably abused, inarguably overworked and underpaid. Not surprisingly, they don’t care so much about a billion-dollar multinational corporation’s bottom line. They don’t care so much if they break something. The company can afford another. Carelessness compounds. And thusly do costs. 

So the billion-dollar multinational corporation but the onus right back onto the indifferent crew members. Without enough matériel, every fork, every water glass, every cup and saucer, becomes precious. 

The result was a lessening of breakage. But there were other results, too. 

A loner’s odds of survival are only 20% than that of a group’s. 

Thus between each and every shift roving packs of waiters combed the dining rooms like pirates at sea, searching for loot. Often they banded together to bully the weak. Such bands were invariably of fellow countrymen. In ship parlance fellow countrymen were called paisanos. Bands of paisanos were called mafias. The most powerful mafia onboard was from the Philippines, the most feared from Romania. 

Romanian people are a bit slippery until you know them better.

Sometimes from mafias, sometimes from loners, but always stolen were the cups, the saucers, the glasses—anything needed to pass inspection. Once inspection was passed, the culprits left for much-needed sleep. Once absent, they too were robbed. 

It was not survival of the fittest. It was survival of the shittiest. It was brutally inefficient, absurd even, but the sea was a harsh mistress. A corporation even more so. They created utter chaos. But they kept costs down. 

Ships taught me there were always multiple ways of being Wayan. 
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I broke some plates today, and everyone knew it. I was on the escalator when I hit the ceiling, of all things! So they went tumbling down the steps, only to be brought back up by the revolving stairs, so they would break into smaller and smaller pieces as they rolled in the same spot. They were three plates of gorgeous, huge shrimps. It had to happen sooner or later, right? 


End of cruise. A little girl at my table drew me a picture. It was on notebook paper, with the blue lines. It shows me with a tray with escargot on it, asking ‘are you sure you don’t want to try it?’ in crayon. Very cute, because I had teased her about trying snails the night before. She said snails were gross. I said she was gross. I taped the picture to my mirror. 


I want to email a bit more home but I need to save my money until I get a real paycheck. I only got paid 24 dollars last check, because I had to pay for all these uniforms and stuff. I am mildly concerned about money since I am not working a very lucrative position right now. I am still not sure exactly how much I will get paid as a junior restaurant manager, either, and am understandably nervous about it. I am a fool for not having found that out specifically earlier, but I just wanted to get on the ship with Romina.


—Brian's diary






When I got off work it was nearly three o’clock in the morning. 

The cabin was dark as the bottom of the sea. The only light came from an alarm clock. Machinery made the floor throb, the air thrum. Both were cold, that floor, that air. A little red light suddenly clicked on. On Conquest a late-night poop was advertised to your neighbors. 

Ship life. 

By the faint red light I saw Romina sleeping in the upper bunk. She lay on her stomach, face smooshed into the pillow. Her snore was faint, adorable. A napping kitten rustling leaves instead of sawing logs. A kitten wearing diamonds. The big ring gleamed in the red light. 

I was not annoyed she received the ring. Of course Romina had admirers. Of course she had a history. She was thirty-three years old. Some men judged a woman based on events that occurred before they even met. I was not one of them. I was not jealous that she’d had a full and dynamic life before meeting me. I was happy for it. 

I had never felt ‘ownership’ of her, as so many men and women do. I was excited for what time she cared to give me, was able to give me. I fought for more time. I did not fight to deny others’ time. That wasn’t my job. That was her choice. 

Regardless, the betrayal felt real. 

So did the urge to address it. 

I could shake Romina awake. I could demand an explanation. Not that I needed one. Girls liked diamonds. I knew that because movies said so. 

Big girls need big diamonds, said Elizabeth Taylor. 

Romina had promised me her passion, promised me her hopes. She had promised me the burden of realizing them. 

She had not promised fidelity. 

In the months we’d been apart, I had given my fidelity. It had been my choice. My pleasure, even. I wanted to give Romina all I had. I was of an age where I understood what that meant. True, I had assumed the same from her, but that was because she wasn’t the type to sleep around. She would dance intimately deep into the night with any man, but that’s where intimacy would stop. That was her style. 

Assumptions are bad things. 

The little red light turned off. Darkness dropped, made the numbers on the clock pop.

3:04, the clock read. 

Sleep trumped explanations. 

I had seven hours before work. That was after being up and out and about for twenty-three hours straight. That was after working fourteen, fifteen-hour days for thirty days straight. Inadequate rest for a night or two or even three was tolerable. Working on cruise ships meant inadequacy for months on end. 

Compound interest is the most powerful force in the universe, said Albert Einstein. 

Her wearing the ring was a misstep. Me waking her was a cruelty. 

So I didn’t. 

Her alarm went off at five-thirty in the morning. It woke us both. 

I was fine with that. 

She moved about the cabin quietly, washing, dressing. From the bottom bunk, from behind my luggage, I watched her, watched her wear the ring. 

Your ring woke me, I said. It’s very loud. 

She looked at me in surprise. Perhaps she had forgotten I was aboard. 

I’ve been wearing it a couple days, she said. 

How nice, I said. Take it off. 

OK, she said. 

And that was it. I was ready for explanations, for reasons. She offered none. She needed none. She just needed to take the ring off. And she did. 

She left for ever-present work. I returned to ever-elusive sleep. 

Sleep came easily. 







The next night I returned once again to our cabin. A single bulb guided me in the darkness, like a lighthouse in miniature. It emanated from Romina’s bunk. She was reading from the dog-eared copy of Don Quixote. She lay on her stomach, half-submerged in her covers. She wore a pink T-shirt. Ships were not worthy of the Thousand Lips pajamas. 

3:01, the clock read. 

She offered me her lips. I stepped up to her bunk to take them. We engaged in a few surprisingly nice kisses. They were slower than I’d expected, wetter. Hotter. 

Then she turned off her light. 

Me cabbage, she said. Me need sleep. 

I slipped out of my ass-flattening polyester pants, my wrinkled polyester shirt, my machine-brocaded vest. Not in that order. I showered off another twelve-hour day. I was glad the neighbors could hear I was showering. I didn’t want them thinking I was pooping. Finally I returned to our cabin. Dripping wet, I felt around in the dark. 

Suddenly I was grabbed, bodily. 

I was thrown into the bunk. I hit my head. I didn’t complain, though. Romina was on top of me, kissing. There was no Elvis on speaker, no real bed under butt. But there was dark. 

And there was inhibition. 

Mine.

My hunger for her filled me with a strength and power I was terrified to let loose.

Yet I sensed my building intensity was attractive to her. She wanted me to let loose my control. I was hesitant to do so, for a lot of reasons. And I didn’t even believe her, not really. I was significantly larger than her, stronger. The thought of hurting her terrified me.

But she convinced me to be free, coaxed it out of me. And she accepted all of my intensity, somehow. Wanted it, even. None of the others I had been with before had wanted me to fully cut loose. Or if they had, such desires were never communicated. Certainly in my early encounters I had been too timid to so venture. With more experience I learned to pick up on cues, or the lack of them. But there were no misunderstandings now. It was amazing how Romina and I were from half a world apart but our bodies communicated perfectly.

Bodies trump words. 

Finally, at long last, I cast aside inhibition. 

Letting loose my fervency had nothing to do with dominating her. Never that. It was not a battle to be won. But she brought out all the power I possessed, then directed and channeled all of it to where she wanted it. I couldn’t wrap my head around how good it was. It was more than the sum of its parts, more than the sum of our parts. 

We made passionate love, as she would say. I could call it that, too, but didn’t. It was too mind-blowing, that sex. Passionate love was what happened after a long-haired, broad-chested man with large hands rode in on a horse, from across a beach, to sweep a corseted woman off her feet. This wasn’t that. This was raw and wet and messy. Here was no white moonlight. Only a red light that meant something else entirely. 

When it was done, we lay together. We panted. I pondered. This, I knew, she did for us. I appreciated it. 

I didn’t appreciate how wet my bunk was. She could have let me towel off first. Not that it really would have mattered. 

Two hours later the alarm went off. 

On ships the alarm clock had the hardest job of all. It was engaged every couple of hours, day and night. 

I woke and sprung out of bed. It was my reflex, but it wasn’t my alarm. I turned it off and looked to Romina’s bunk. I saw nothing, of course. It was too dark. But I heard nothing, too. The alarm hadn’t wakened her. Hadn’t even phased her. 

I woke her up with soft kisses on her back. I brushed her hair aside to kiss the nape of her neck. She rolled over, still half-asleep. I kissed her face lightly, caressed her round cheek. It was a soft, tender moment among the machinery. 

For one glorious moment hope swelled within me—hope that we were finally embarking upon a life together. 

Me tufa, papa. 

Once a week Romina got a lunch off. I longed for that four hours with her. And it would happen, at the end of next cruise. 

Ten days hence. 

Ship life. 
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In bed by 4, was awakened by the girl next door before 9 AM, ready to move in. I went up and got the new keys [from the purser] and they were waiting for me to move my shit. So we started moving, and they were horrified to see how small their cabin was (that is, ours). So they were immediately pissy, and our place was a mess. Having found out the day before that we were moving, and working almost every minute since, we had no time to clean it. Moving my stuff was easy, but Romina was dug in and had a lot of shit. She was working, I might add, so I moved all of her stuff for her. 


The place was nasty beneath the bed, which had no access, and beneath the desk where she kept her ‘frogs’. So these ladies were bitching at me because I wasn’t ready while I was hauling Romina’s shoes, and just generally a pain in the ass. After about an hour of this abuse, I stopped short and told them in a nice but firm way that, “Hey, I’m sorry the place isn’t cleaner, and I am not happy about it either. I wish things were different, but they aren’t so get off me. I will clean up the place as best I can right now, and that’s all I can do.” So I wandered around looking for a broom for these dust bunnies, found none [broom], and returned to clean up the dust with paper towels, etc. After a few minutes on my knees cleaning that stuff, one of them gave me a quarter as a tip. I had to laugh. 


Then Romina came down and started bitching about having to move. She took a few lines of abuse probably from the ladies when she picked up her bath scrungy from the shower, but that was all she had to do. When we closed our door finally, I turned and pressed my finger to her lip and said in a calm voice, “You will not complain. I have moved everything of yours while you were working, and you know how messy the place was. I spent the last hour and half under constant abuse from two bitchy European women. OK?” She nodded. 


Not even to a couple’s cabin with a real bed. From A655 to A651… literally right next to each other. 


—Brian's diary






Life was better than on Fantasy. On Conquest I only worked twelve hours a day. Not including boat drill for guests. And boat drill for crew. And port manning, which meant I couldn’t leave the ship. No sweat. Romina was here with me. 

I didn’t particularly enjoy being a waiter. After all, I hadn’t been hired to be a waiter. In a few months I would be where I was meant to be, a junior restaurant manager. I didn’t resent my time as a waiter because I understood the need for it. Working a stint in a job I didn’t like was a small price to pay for the empathy and understanding the stint offered. 

Everybody should be required to work in the service industry at least once in their lives. 

I think it was the right decision to choose the restaurant. But I warn you, it's one of the toughest jobs. You have all chances to get fucked up after few months.

Knowing my time as a waiter was temporary made doing the job easier. But it was still hard enough for a few months. 

Since I was working as a waiter, I had a side job. Some side jobs were to collect the breadbaskets from each waiter station at the end of dinner. Some were to gather the menus. Because my situation was special, Conall gave me the side job of running the midnight buffet. 

Managing the midnight buffet was a very desirable side job. I only had to supervise two dozen employees from eleven o’clock to two or three. I was grateful for the opportunity to learn some simple ship management. I was also grateful for being one of the few waiters able to get almost seven hours’ sleep at night. But it came with a heavy price. 

I saw Romina less than fifteen minutes a day. 

She left me little signs of affection. She often stole a customized guest breakfast during her shift and snuck it down to the cabin for me. I would wake up to a breakfast tray next to my bunk. It always had a double portion of eggs, a double portion of sausages and a triple portion of bacon. Always had a pot of coffee, too. Thus I wasn’t sated, but I was fed. For the next few months it would have to suffice. 

Happiness is always found in little things. 

On ships, happiness is only found in little things. 







Weeks passed. 

Every single day, Romina worked breakfast, lunch, and dinner in the Monet dining room. 

Every single day, I worked midnight buffet, lunch, and dinner in the Renoir dining room. 

True, there were short gaps between shifts. They did not align for us. Even if they had, those gaps were allocated for precious sleep. Thus the mere fifteen minutes of time together per day. This, despite living together in a room the size of a closet. 

But one gap between shifts was not given to sleep. It occurred after dinner. 

There was a fair amount of variety to the time when dinner duties were complete. It depended upon guests. Some came late. Some ate extra entrees. Others ate extra desserts. Most did all three. It depended upon crew, too. Specifically how much crap they stole from you throughout the shift and how much time it took to steal it back. 

Regardless of such variables, Romina always got off work before I did. Her dining room began a half-hour before my dining room. So when I got off work she was already off. And that meant she was already in the crew bar. That could have meant she had a spot procured, a drink procured, a smolder, a smirk. And she did. 

Just not for me.

Aboard Conquest were several dozen waiters from Romania. All communicated, all worked together. This, in essence, does a mafia make. That’s how the Filipinos did it, the Jamaicans did it, and how the mixed Hispanics from various Central American nations did it. That’s not how the Romanians did it. 

There was a reason they were not called the Romanian mafia. 

They lied, cheated, stole, and bullied as a group at the expense of everyone else. That was Gypsy behavior. And that was why they were called the Gypsy mafia. Not to their faces, of course. Nobody wanted to get beat up for ‘unjustly’ comparing them to a group of lying, cheating, bullying thieves. 

To be fair, most of my girlfriend’s companions were not the Gypsy mafia at large, but the new ship team. Her select group stayed together, opening ship after ship. That they were also paisanos was secondary. It was for these stalwart few she procured those seats, smolders, and smirks. 

On the first sea day of a cruise I decided to give my freedom—less than an hour—over to Romina and her friends. 

Irina, Romina’s former cabin mate, offered me up her seat. This allowed me proximity. 

Proximity was all I got. 

Think three’s a crowd? Try a dozen plus one. 

They shared drinks with each other, round after round. This did not include me. They shared jokes with each other, round the table. This also did not include me. They only spoke Romanian. They smoked like fiends, they drank like boors, they laughed like maniacs. 

I understood, to a degree. They needed to unwind at the end of a hard day, to relax and relate with familiar faces in a familiar tongue. 

Romina noticed I was being shut out, gave me an apologetic look. That was appreciated, but it wasn’t enough. I didn’t want her apology. I wanted her time. This was the only window we had to spend with each other. This less-than-an-hour. 

In the cabin, cock-blocked by luggage. In the bar, talk-blocked by paisanos. 

Maybe they just sensed I didn’t like the crew bar. I didn’t drink because I was bound for duty. I didn’t smoke because cigars weren’t allowed. With a waiter’s income I couldn’t afford them much anymore, anyway. I didn’t speak because I couldn’t speak Romanian. Maybe they thought I understood, based on my few well-enunciated phrases. 

Eu fuch chai. 

Maybe they were just assholes. 

I watched Romina laugh. She laughed hard, and raw, because she was drunk. She’d only been there half an hour. At sea thirty minutes was plenty of time to get drunk. Ship time is amplified. It had to be. After all, she would be back at work in six hours. 

Drunk or not, I was glad she was laughing. 

On land, Romina tapped a bottomless well of joy. At sea, she rationed it very carefully. Only in the crew bar was she happy. Only with her paisanos. With them she could smoke and drink. With them she could speak Romanian, dance Romanian. With them she could laugh, live. 

I wasn’t one of them.

Nor did I want to be one of them. Per se. I didn’t like the crew bar scene. What I wanted was to share in Romina’s increasingly miserly offerings of joy. I hated that I could not help Romina to laugh, to live. If a man can’t provide that, what good is he?

I was jealous that only others elicited her joy. 

Call me Lou. 

Through the cavorting phantoms of cigarette smoke I spied a figure in the doorway; a silhouette, dark against the brilliance of the crew corridor behind. There was no mistaking who it was. Even the shadow was somehow exquisite. Then she was gone, leaving empty the rectangle of harsh, artificial light. 

I rose to pursue. 

Over the thumping bass I was sure Romina didn’t hear me speak of my intent. Over her guffawing laughter I was sure she didn’t notice my departure. 

I strode down the hall to the neighboring room, the internet café. 

Like the corridor, the room was long and narrow and harshly lit. Along one wall stretched a number of computer consoles. Along the other wall waited a row of uncomfortable chairs. Upon one sat Greta. 

Upon another sat I. 

This was not the first time I had given my less-than-an-hour to Greta. 

She also didn’t like the crew bar. Sometimes we would share a coffee in the crew mess. In the beginning she poured a healthy dollop of soft-serve ice cream into it. I commented that Romina did the same. It took me a while to notice that Greta thereafter stopped doing it. 

But more often Greta and I sat together in the internet café. She was keen to send her ‘I’m not dead, miss you’ emails. I would keep her company during the wait for an open terminal. 

This night Greta looked troubled. 

I waited for her to speak. Amazing, I know. I didn’t want to commandeer the conversation. At least not until she gave me a cue to do so. Most of the time she did. I would have liked to see more of her own interests shine through, but that wasn’t up to me. 

She spoke so hurriedly I began to suspect that maybe, just maybe, I wasn’t as patient for cues as I’d thought. 

“I’m having boy problems,” she said. She stared down at her knees. 

“Sorry, can’t help you,” I chirped. “‘Cuz I’m all man, baby.”

 She ignored my comment, wisely. Then sadly continued, “Rado only plays video games. He doesn’t talk to any of our paisanos, doesn’t have any friends. Not like your girlfriend.”

“Yeah,” I said blandly. Now I was eyeing my own knees. 

“Maybe if I had more time with him … I could … I don’t know.”

I said nothing. 

I wanted to say something, of course. I wanted to point out that she wasn’t the problem. Her boyfriend, Radomil, worked with me on midnight buffet. There he had proven himself to be a moping, lazy, selfish man. I wanted to offer suggestions, if not solutions. But that wasn’t what she was looking for. 

She shook her head in frustration, then asked, “Does he seem happy on midnight buffet?”

“Everyone is happy on midnight buffet,” I replied honestly. 

“Seven hours of sleep?” she asked doubtfully. “I thought he was, how you say, exaggerate.”

“It’s true,” I said. “Most nights, anyway. I’d get it while you can. It’s only for junior waiters. They promote the hot ones faster, you know.”

“Can you help me?”

“I can try,” I said, happy to be of tangible service. “I’m just the supervisor, but I’ll ask Conall. He’s in charge of everything.”

A computer terminal became available. Greta went for it. I went for work. 

Of the encounter, I thought no more. 

But others did. 
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Last night I had two teenage girls hitting on me, it was very cute. They must have been 17ish, slender with youth, super hot. Their faces were completely powdered over to hide the dread of all teens, acne. 


They together came up to me and said we have a question for you. I walked a few feet with them, and after a short pause the brunette asked me where I was from. I smiled and answered. What brought you to the cruise ship? I followed my girlfriend. Oh, that answers my question. 


The brunette was obviously trying to get the blond to talk to me. An opening presented itself when she asked if my girlfriend was from Reno, too. I said Romania. The brunette slipped away as I spoke with the blond, and it was very obvious what was going on. It was adorable. They invited me to a party at their cabin later. 


About an hour later I was walking past the pool and a lady came up to me. She was a middle-aged black lady with super short hair, and said, “You are SO cute!” and offered me her cabin number, too. 


—Brian's diary






A few days later I joined Greta on the open deck. It was during the daytime. That was an important distinction. 

The open deck referred to deck four, forward. It was a triangular area that tapered to the very prow of Conquest. It was empty deck space, open to the sky. The area was reserved for the crew only because it was in front of the bridge. That meant it was unlit at night, to enable the officers’ eyes to acclimate to the dark, surrounding sea. Cruise lines couldn’t afford for a litigious American to stumble in the dark and sue for millions of dollars in ‘emotional distress’. 

The open deck was a very important location for me. It was the only source of fresh air to be had for the crew. We lived in a world of artificial air, filtered, recycled, conditioned. I insisted on at least ten minutes of fresh, living air every few days. Romina’s solution, like most crew, was to smoke an extra cigarette. 

I suspected Greta’s and my togetherness would be viewed askance by the Gypsy mafia. I didn’t care. I wasn’t about to be bullied by their lack of maturity. What, was this high school? Just because I talked to a girl didn’t mean I was dating her. 

Greta was demure. But she was also European. That was an important distinction. 

Unlike Americans, Europeans were not uptight about their bodies. I found their attitude refreshing because I abhorred hypocrisy. In America we were displaying building-sized, high-resolution photographs of string-bikini models to sell Coca Cola to children, even while legislating breast-feeding as a shameful, slutty act. 

But Europeans were people too, which meant they also were prone to contradiction; Greta saw no dichotomy in claiming to be shy while parading around in a thong bikini. 

I much preferred this European disparity. 

No recliners were available. For us remained only the hot metal deck. I had not thought to bring a towel. She offered to share hers. Perhaps not surprisingly, I accepted. I was a geek, but not a loser. 

Lying there, her bikinied body pressed up against mine, I felt a bit excited. I couldn’t help it. And a bit nervous. I shouldn’t have been nervous. But I was. 

And I was hot. 

It was not a warm, loving sun. It was a harsh, indifferent sun. We all knew it could burn, yet still had the audacity to be surprised when it did. But not this sun. This sun made it clear from the very first moment it meant business. There was no diluting haze, like so often seen on humid coasts. Certainly there was no smog this far out to sea. It was simply raw, intense tropical heat. 

Stepping outside to physical pain is disheartening. Scary, even. 

So we baked in the sun. Actually, baking was not an accurate metaphor. We were steaming. I felt like a salted ham. Or was that smoked? I only knew we were marinating in our own juices. Sweat welled up from flesh, trickled down skin, soaked body parts wet. Salt crept into my wounds, stung. 

I had a lot of wounds. I tried to keep the bandages down to two at a time, so as to not scare the guests. 

Greta had scrapes of her own. She counted five. From the glass racks. 

I saw her five scrapes and raised her a rash on some fingers. From the bleaching. 

She called by pulling back her long tresses, revealing a rash along the nape of her neck. From the polyester vest. 

Like a game of Twister on a towel, we writhed to reveal this body part and that. Blisters on feet. Bruises on thighs. Bandages on everything. It looked playful. Intimate, even. And it was both of those things. We were sharing our bodies with each other in extremely close proximity. But mostly we scrutinized with a clinical detachment, with perhaps a whiff of empathy. 

After our gaming, we laid back and accepted the mean sun.

“No wind at all,” I said. “We’re literally in the doldrums.” 

“Huh?” she asked. She closed her eyes to the bright sun, shifted into comfort. 

I was proud of my little pun, but not surprised Greta didn’t follow it. Few enough people knew the origin of the doldrums, even if it was an expression that crept into conversation now and again. 

I turned to look at her, explained, “Being in the doldrums is an expression meaning depressed and stagnant. Originally it meant an actual place at sea where there was no wind and progress stopped. It’s just above the tropics somewhere. The horse latitudes.” 

“Huh?”

“Horses jumped into the sea there.” 

“Why?”

“Because they went nuts. They were confined to pens on deck. After weeks of no movement they went crazy and broke loose. Everybody goes insane in solitary confinement, horse and human alike.”

“Mm-hmm,” she murmured tiredly. 

“Ever heard of the Eastern State Penitentiary? Probably not, I guess. It was a prison designed by Benjamin Franklin. He thought crime was a moral failure. Not bangin’ hoes and getting drunk, like he did, but steal a loaf of bread and you’re a sinner. Anyway, he designed a "house of repentance" where prisoners could meditate on their crimes, experience spiritual remorse. That kinda crap. 

“Inmates lived in complete isolation. Only human interaction was with guards through a small feeding hole. Nothing but absolute silence and a Bible. They went insane, of course.” 

“Do you ever stop talking?”

“Not if I can help it,” I replied honestly. 

But I did quiet. I felt bad, in fact. She didn’t have the breadth of knowledge I had about such things. Maybe she did in her native language; I didn’t know. But she remained quiet, so I filled the void with more talk, like an idiot. No doubt I came across as arrogant, a showoff. That wasn’t my intent. I was just trying to share things I found interesting, in the hope she would too. 

To spare her further annoyance I donned my headphones and listened to music. 

Time passed. 

A shadow fell over us. 

I opened my eyes, squinted. 

Standing between Greta and me was the sun-haloed silhouette of a man. Not just any man, but an officer. He was very young, very slender. The epaulets on his shoulders were also very slender. He looked to be about as junior an officer as an officer could be. 

He was speaking with Greta. I did not hear, due my music. I wanted to hear, being naturally curious, but focused on my own sounds. Eventually the officer left. 

Greta looked troubled. 

I plucked out my earbuds, immediately rotated to face her. 

“What’s going on?” I asked, concerned. 

Voice tremulous with nerves, she answered, “An officer wants to see me.” 

I craned my neck, looked over to the officer. He was waiting in the shade, near the open deck’s storm door, by the lifejacket bin. 

“Not him,” she supplied.

“About what?”

“I don’t know.”

Stiffly she began gathering up her belongings, said, “I’ll get the towel from you later.” 

“What—you mean now?” I asked, frowning. 

“That’s what he said.” 

Seeing that she was truly nervous, I tried to ease her tension in the only manner I knew: more banter. 

“Wow,” I said. “I wanna see the bridge, too. Guess I should’a worn a thong.” 

“Oh my God,” she whispered fiercely, “You don’t think he means the bridge?” 

“I—I don’t know,” I stammered. “You’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”

But she was worrying. She was unable to hide it. 

And I was unable to help her. 

Being a cog in a machine is inherently humbling. 







That night I went to the senior restaurant manager, Conall. He was a small, salt and pepper Irishman. He had a pencil-thin mustache. I liked him. I think he liked me, but I wasn’t sure. I know he liked the Gypsy mafia. I wasn’t sure why. But one thing was certain: Conall was all business. 

I asked him if there was some sort of procedure to request midnight buffet, or protocol to follow. I was very generic in asking. 

He was very specific in answering. 

Greta, he said knowingly. 

I asked how he’d come to that conclusion. 

Romanians say you’re shagging her, he replied. 

I denied it, but he didn’t care. 

Greta was assigned midnight buffet the following cruise. She was happy. I was happy that she was happy. She gave me credit for the move. I denied it, but she didn’t care. 

Neither did the Gypsy mafia. 

I didn’t know how Romina felt about it. She didn’t talk to me much anymore. 
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Jamaica today. Montego Bay, afternoon, with rain clouds swirling around and filling the distant skies past the mountains with shades of cool, refreshing blue. The mountains are thick with trees and speckled with homes, all shaded by mottled light and darks with the sun spearing past some clouds and blocked by others. The sun usually showed sharply defined rays beaming down towards an inlet of blue-green water. The wind was blustery and refreshing with the humidity, and a few black hawks and other large predatory birds sailed on the air and hung around, punctuating the green mountains like apostrophes. Simply gorgeous. 


I saw it while working, of course. I found out Greta has tomorrow off too. Cool.


—Brian's diary






I was Wayan Mosquito’s assistant for the first month. Then I was moved to senior waiter. Promoted was a word I didn’t want to use. As senior waiter I had a partner of my own. Assistant was also a word I didn’t like. 

Her name was Agni. She was a Baltic blond bombshell. 

Agni knew she was sexy. So she was. No objectivity would dare compete with her subjectivity. 

Such was sexiness in a nutshell. 

Most men, at a glance, wouldn’t get past her breasts. They were by all measures impressive, being particularly large and particularly round. My first reaction was to assume they were enhanced. But her being from a poor village in rural Lithuania made such a supposition far less likely. 

See? I wasn’t even a tits guy, yet was unable to not ponder the wonder of Agni’s breasts. I could only imagine how obsessed—and probably creepy—most guys would get upon sight of her. No, tops didn’t interest me. Bottoms did. Alas, Agni was breathtaking in that department, too. Her curves were simply, ridiculously, perfect. 

Agni was also graced with naturally platinum hair. I wasn’t a blondes guy, either. And I despised the trope that ‘gentlemen prefer blonds’, as if hair color was some quantifiable baseline for beauty. But I did like Agni’s hair. Natural platinum is a rarity and particularly pretty. Like a real diamond. You’re often fooled by cubic zirconium, but when you see the real deal, you know it.

Regardless of hotness, I had great respect for Agni. She was a fighter, fighting like hell for a better life for herself and her daughter. 

Yes, she had a child. I was surprised to discover this fact. Most guys—apparently myself included—suffered the mistake of thinking that once a woman had children her beauty was gone forever. 

We worked very well together. I was methodical and she, in ship parlance, was Rambo. That meant she got the job done fast. She was exceedingly strong. She carried particularly heavy loads from the kitchen. True, that was her job. But bringing the ordered items back to our station was no mean feat. The distance from galley to station was vast. The challenges in the galley were legion. You had to fight the clock, the cooks, the other junior waiters. 

Agni crushed them all. 

And when flirting, she crushed me. 

I was flattered. I was enchanted by how she hovered, teased, touched. She made me feel like filet mignon. But I didn’t take seriously her innuendo. To Agni I was merely an articulate two-hundred-pound Green Card. 

Ship life. 

Alas, people saw me talking to first Greta and now Agni. They saw me expounding energetically with Greta, they saw me flirting salaciously with Agni. Thus they saw me shagging them. 

People see what they expect to see. 

The fact that I was faithful to Romina in body as well as heart was irrelevant. The jealous glares from men—men who could not hope to compete with a U.S. Green Card—were harsh. The accusatory glares from women—the same women who complained that men and women couldn’t just be friends—were lethal. 

I didn’t need to read into the thoughts behind those glares. They were verbalized to me. Often. 

If I was sleeping around behind Romina’s back, I would say, why would I meet with Greta in bright, public places? Why would I flirt with Agni in our station surrounded by the Gypsy mafia? 

Because I was flaunting it, they would say. 

I couldn’t win. 

Such was ship life in a nutshell. 







I returned to the cabin. It was mostly dark, mostly quiet. The rustle of pages. The crunch of M&Ms. The light painted her face a soft gold. She lay in her bunk, on her belly. She was reading Don Quixote. Really, she was falling asleep. 

I strode up to her bunk, softly asked, “Do you understand Don Quixote?” 

The question was loaded. It was a question for the Conversation. The sea was no place for the Conversation. Romina had made that clear from day one. 

Hope never dies. 

“I do,” I continued. “I understand his fascination with the peerless Señorita Dulcinea del Toboso. I have a similar fascination with the peerless Domnișoarǎ Romina din Brașov.”

“Babaloo,” she whispered tiredly. “Dulcinea not special. Only in his mind.” 

“Which is all that matters,” I replied. I caressed her hair, her face. 

Her purple-ringed eyes began closing up. She fought it. 

“You’ll pick someone pretty when me go vacation,” she said. 

This, I realized, was the third time she had said that. True, there were prettier women on Conquest. But I still gravitated to Romina in a crowd of beauties because she made me smile more. On the outside, on the inside. It saddened me that she didn’t understand that. What did I need to do to help her understand? I had spoken it, I had written it, I had acted upon it. 

Now I made light of it. 

“Mucho babes on ships,” I teased, quoting her from the past. “I’m glad you’re giving up on me already. Saves a lot of time.” 

Her eyes were now just gummy slits. 

“Your vacation is coming soon,” I said. “Go. I’m coming after you.” 

“I hope so,” she whispered. She was nearly asleep. She began to murmur. “I’m sorry I’m so grumpy all the time. I’m amazed how patient you are.” 

“I worry it was easier to pine for you from far away,” I admitted. 

That was true. The thought had already occurred to me. It was what led to the quixotic conversation. 

She mumbled something. 

I reached past her face to switch off the light. Her head came down to rest upon my forearm. I felt the weight of her head. It was astonishingly heavy. Heads weighed about ten pounds, I knew. Romina’s felt about twenty. It hurt. But it was a nice hurt. A hurt I welcomed. Eventually, however, I began to cramp. I started to extract my arm. 

She woke, mumbled. 

I froze, terrified. 

I don’t know how long I stood there with her head on my arm. In the dark, in the cold. In a metal box, on a cruel sea. But I felt warmth.

And by morning, cramps. 
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Yesterday I sang a duet with Jürgan of Elvis (Fools Rush In) in the break room surrounded by all the midnight team. He had come in to ask me how to pronounce a few English words that are not always used, like ‘shall’. Elvis with a German accent is awesome. 


Later, I had some good conversations with Peter, the Hungarian cook who always knows when I am coming because I am singing. I seem to be identified here for my always running, always high energy, my talking, and my singing. Seems appropriate. 


Thus the other day I was invited to a birthday party after midnight buffet for a Filipino named Victorio. We drank Chivas Regal and Black Label. I had a little authentic Filipino food, mostly some beef in a cool, citrus fashion, and some cheese puffs. I found myself doing karaoke at 3 AM, singing Filipino [Tagalog] lyrics in my best Elvis voice. It was not exactly something you imagine yourself doing. 


—Brian's diary






Work began exacting a toll from me. The crushing newness was no longer new, but it still crushed. I was still better off than on Fantasy. There I worked longer hours. Usually fourteen a day. But I’d had no personal responsibility for most of them. On Conquest I only worked twelve hours a day, but they were very stressful hours. 

Regardless, working twelve hours a day was a lot, especially end-to-end for eternity. 

I fell into a habit of waiting. 

Waiting was something I was used to. Waiting for the interview in New Orleans, waiting for the first day on Fantasy, waiting for the first day on Conquest with Romina. But now I was ever waiting for the next shift. 

Actually, I was still waiting on a lot of things. Waiting for my next job, my actual job, as junior restaurant manager. Waiting for free time with Romina. Both seemed distant. I spent my time finding joy where I could. It was always there, somewhere, lurking. And if it wasn’t, it was up to me to make it. 

That’s not ship life. That’s life. 

So while waiting for my next shift, I talked to Greta. While working my dinner shift, I flirted with Agni. While working my lunch shift, I drank a lot of coffee. Sometimes I had a lunch off, went outside. I got to see all three islands on Conquest’s itinerary: Grand Cayman, Jamaica, Cozumel. Sometimes I went alone. Sometimes I went with Greta. Other times with Agni. Once, even, I went with Romina. 

Our schedules had aligned one time in over a month. 

Romina’s eyes were getting purpler by the day. She lost weight on Conquest. Her hourglass was no longer gentle and soft. She was too skinny. I was a sucker for a trim build, but this wasn’t youthful or athletic. It was anemic. I was particularly disconcerted by the back of her hands. They were far too patriotic. Angry red rashes. Knobby white knuckles. Fat blue veins.

Doing labor every day for months ruins you. 

Watching your lover fade away before your eyes also ruins you. 

Her vacation was nearly a month away. To make the distance she began shutting down unnecessary functions. She nixed her port excursions in favor of sleep. That meant, on her lunch off, she skipped out on her paisanos. It also meant, when our schedules aligned, she skipped out on me. 

I didn’t mind it when she slept, of course. I sometimes would watch her, think of all the things I loved about her. I loved her sighs when we were intimate. I loved her sighs when she was falling asleep. They sounded the same. I didn’t know why. I loved that she slept on her stomach. I didn’t know why. I loved her voracious appetite for books, for M&Ms. I loved the look she gave me when I had her full attention, when she looked me right in the face. Those were the looks that told me she adored me as much as I adored her. 

I hadn’t seen one of those looks in a while. 

In her effort to survive, Romina had kicked me to the curb. I was willing to accept that, to a certain degree. Sometimes loved ones needed time, sometimes loved ones needed space. 

Romina needed her paisanos. 

Who was I to deny Romina her friends? 

So I was willing to accept that, too, to a certain degree. But not this degree. 

Her paisanos needed her, too. Sometimes they needed her for a laugh, other times they needed her for advice. 

One night she had an emergency with a paisano. 

Cristian had fallen in love with his ship squeeze. 

It was common for sailors to have a mistress at sea. A wife and family on land were irrelevant to such men—it was invariably men. When the officers’ wives came aboard, the mistresses would be temporarily booted from the officers’ deck. When the wife left, the mistress returned. Crew didn’t have such a system because they didn’t need to. Their wives weren’t able to come aboard at all. For many crew members a new contract meant a new ship, or a new itinerary, or ports, sights. For many others it meant a new squeeze. A squeeze only for the ship, to be abandoned after contract. 

A ship squeeze. 

A ship squeeze wasn’t for love. Only fun. 

And so it was for Cristian. He was from Brașov. He was a forty-something balding man with skinny limbs and a potbelly. His look was that of an accountant. His personality was that of a lion-tamer. 

Cristian was a family man. Back home he had a wife and two children. Back home he had a house. At sea he had a squeeze. 

I did not approve. But that didn’t mean I was not impressed. 

Her name was Ștefania. She was a twenty-year-old Romanian sex-pot. Ștefania looked like Vivien Leigh in Gone with the Wind, but with a penchant for wearing booty shorts. 

And so it was one night that Cristian pulled Romina out of the crew bar. It was an emergency, he said. 

They went to his cabin to talk. 

He had lost control, he said. He had fallen in love with Ștefania. He wanted to divorce his wife and marry Ștefania. Whether he was looking to be talked out of it, or patted on the back, I couldn’t imagine. He said he needed a friend. Romina was that, on land as well as at sea. Romina knew Cristian’s family, was friends with his wife. 

What Cristian really needed was an enabler. Possibly a co-conspirator. Romina was going on vacation soon. Thus, the emergency. 

Discussion went deep into the night. Specifically, to half-past three in the morning. 

I was just exiting the shower when Romina returned. She was wildly drunk. She wanted to talk, to explain away Cristian’s decision. 

As if I cared. 

She babbled about the way men were, about taking what they need because that’s what men do. That’s what women want men to do, but also not what women want men to do. She talked about how men provide for women. She talked about the heavy price for security, even if it wasn’t security, but it should be security, sometimes it was security. 

I didn’t know what the hell was going on. 

Romina’s droning continued for some time in the dark. Just as sleep finally claimed her—or drunkenness—she murmured how sad she was that I was here, in this life of hers. 

Fear crept in. 

For the first time I feared that Romina and I weren’t right for each other. It was impossible to think otherwise. The evidence was ample, the conclusion obvious. I saw two possible explanations. Either she didn’t feel affection for me, or she was unable to show it. At first I suspected the latter. Ship life was hard. But she showed plenty of affection for her paisanos. 

Eventually I began to dwell on a third possibility. 

It was prompted by Greta. 

Greta, too, was suffering from love. 

The name of her boyfriend was Radomil. In fact, he had not been her boyfriend at all. He’d been an acquaintance with ideas. He’d suggested playing lovers to get her onto a better ship. A ship with better cabins, bathrooms with little red lights. A ship with a better clientele. He’d assumed he would be rewarded for his generosity, rewarded in ways macho men always assumed of pretty women. 

Assumptions are bad things. 

She’d moved out of his cabin after two cruises. 

I felt sorry for Greta. Greta felt sorry for me. We commiserated often because we found comfort in shared disappointment. But I wasn’t here for her. I was here for Romina. 

Had I, like Radomil, made a gross assumption? I wasn’t a macho man, but I had assumed a reward, of sorts, for undertaking this life. I had assumed Romina would want to see me. I had assumed we would resume our torrid love affair. 

I was confused. Romina had fought to bring me here. We had shared the fight. We had shared our hopes, our fears. And we had communicated every step of the way. 

Why, then, was she suddenly so cold? 

Finally I settled on an answer to my liking. It began with heady recollections of our lovemaking. Specifically, because of her need for a dark, candlelit bedroom with Elvis singing love songs. Her need for proper setting was not because she was conservative. Once the lights went out she most definitely was not conservative. But she couldn’t imagine a romantic scene without these things. Nor could she imagine they were there. They had to be there. 

Not all towers were built by guilds. 

I had failed to understand the differences in our upbringing. Rather, I’d failed to understand their lifelong impact. I was raised in an environment that encouraged big dreams and rewarded the ambition to see them through. 

Romina was raised under the Iron Curtain. Big dreams were crushed under jackboots. Creativity was a muscle. Without use it atrophied. So her imagination was never encouraged, never even allowed. And now, decades later, she was limited to what she knew. A perfect romance meant candles. A better home meant an extra bedroom in the bloc apartment. 

Romina could not imagine love in a cold place like a ship. 

But she was incredibly intelligent. Her capacity was boundless. She had already broken free of societal constraints. She was already living far outside the norm, far beyond her parents’ wildest expectations. 

Who was I to say ‘not far enough’? 







The next time I saw Romina was on the pool deck, during the chaos of lunch. The buffet was being massacred by several thousand hungry guests. Waiters flitted to and fro behind the lines, refilling this, refilling that. Junior waiter and senior waiters alike. Romina numbered among them. So did I. 

I saw Romina run into a walk-in cooler. She was intent on sliced melons. 

I followed her. I was intent on something else. 

I wanted to know if romance was all about setting. I wanted to know if it required the exotic. Foreign shores, anchored sailboats, stone quays. Foxy forests, craggy peaks, stalwart castles. Could romance happen in the mundane? Behind the buffet? Could there be love among the cabbages? 

I pulled the latch and hauled open the heavy door. Inside was refrigerator-cold. Inside was also Romina, reaching for a huge clam-shell container of sliced melons. 

“Stop!” I commanded. 

She whirled, stunned. 

I slammed shut the door behind us. One hand I kept clasped on the latch. No one was getting in. With my other hand I grabbed Romina, grabbed her by the vest and swept her into my embrace. There, leaning severely into the cooler, I kissed her passionately. The kiss began as a crush, but melted into sweetness. Warmth flushed through my body, tickled skin already perky with the chill. In that kiss was hunger, was desire. In that kiss was weakness, was surrender. It was complex, that kiss. And powerful. It was give and take. 

The Conversation in lips. 

After several rotations of the cosmos, we parted. She leaned into me, sighed the sigh I loved so much. 

For a moment, she had become a woman again. 

I missed that, she said. 

I did too, I said. 

I released her fully. She staggered back a step. She fumbled for the door latch. I relinquished it. She hauled open the door, stumbled out. Still woozy, she fell into the doorjamb. 

“Whoa, papa!” she breathed. 

I watched her stumble away. I was happy. 

Happiness is always found in little things. 

But was little enough? 
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I like the notoriety of being the only American, but occasionally get beat up by the foreigners who assume I am stupid for being here (as if they have any idea what it is like in America). Don’t let the bastards bring you down, I say. 


Everyone on the ship wants to know why I am here. I am asked no less than 6 times a day. No one can understand that having a car and an apartment is not enough. Those are their goals, worthy as they are. They just don’t have any concept of life in the States, with school debt, credit debt, stress, no healthcare, etc. They think that because there is stuff everywhere and we have it, life is good. I guess most Americans feel that way, too. 


But when the basic needs are satisfied, you look for things like job satisfaction, personal achievement, family. Everyone from America who I talk to all think the ships would be an adventure, and all the foreigners think America is some sort of paradise. The grass is always greener! 


—Brian's diary






I attended the next crew party because it was in a guest lounge. The lounge was called Alfred’s. It was spacious, opulent. Being allowed in a guest area when not wearing a scratchy polyester uniform was a rarity. Being allowed an hour of quasi-normalcy was even more of a rarity. So I went. 

1:47, the clock read. 

That was about five minutes after I got off midnight buffet, which we sneakily closed down early in favor of the party. I took only enough time to change into a button-down shirt and pants. Correction: I also took the time to slip a cigar into my shirt pocket. 

The party was going strong. Alfred’s was busy with music, busier with bodies; some talked, more danced, all drank. 

One of those bodies belonged to Romina. She was pressing it against a man named Ionuț. It sounded like Yo-nootz. That was fun to say. And he was a fun guy. Certainly he was having fun dancing with Romina. This was perhaps not surprising, considering he was a pot-bellied, fifty-year-old man whose face was entirely defined by his need for corrective lenses. But his looks didn’t matter: his hometown did. Ionuț was the only man aboard who knew the traditional Transylvanian dances Romina so loved. 

So I left them to dance to their hearts’ content, not feeling threatened by their actions. I was fairly confident that ancient Transylvanians didn’t drop it down low on the dance floor.

Greta approached. Like me, she had hurried to the party from working midnight buffet. Unlike me, she managed to look gorgeous in the meantime. The dress she wore was simple enough, but she could make seductive a burlap sack. 

Dance with me, she said.

I can’t, I replied.

She glanced over to Romina, saw her dancing with Ionuț. 

You can, she pressed. 

No, I can’t dance, I clarified. Can I buy you a drink instead?

Sure, she said. Green tea and Jack.

I was so flummoxed by that combination I was unable to think of a joke. Dazed, I wandered off to procure the drink. Somewhere along the way I threw up a little in my mouth. 

“So, what did that officer want?” I asked, upon return. 

“Oh,” she said, blushing. “The second officer sent him. He wanted to talk to me.”

“What did he want?”

She blushed even deeper. 

“Oh,” I said. Then a sudden realization hit me. “He didn’t force it or anything, did he?”

“No, no, nothing like that,” she said hastily. “He was very polite. He offered to let me live in his cabin as … payment.” 

Romina had told me about propositions of this nature happening on ships. At the time I wasn’t sure if I believed her. I had suffered the mistaken idea that such brazen offers did not happen because they did not happen in America. Faulty reasoning on both ends. 

Supply and demand was the foundation of capitalism. 

Not ship life; just life. 

“I said no,” she added. 

“I’m glad to hear it,” I said. 

Greta’s face suddenly scrunched and she mumbled an excuse to leave. In a blink she was gone. The odd maneuver was perhaps explained by the rather aggressive arrival of another. His name was Telim. He was a senior waiter from Turkey. 

Telim was one of the few men aboard who was truly large, perhaps two-hundred and thirty pounds. Each of his body parts was profoundly thick and profoundly hairy. He was not a handsome man, cursed by aggressive male-pattern baldness and an entire mouthful of teeth isolated from each other by little gaps. 

He was obviously drunk, and obviously with purpose. 

“Stop shagging Greta,” he spit. 

I was not being hyperbolic; he actually spit upon voicing each word. By the end of just three of them I had a face-full of saliva. 

Grimacing and wiping, I replied, “You too? Why the hell do you care? And we’re not, by the way. Thanks for asking.”

“I don’t care. Stop doing whatever the hell you’re doing.”

He continued to spit on me more than any other human being I had ever encountered. Where I came from you had to pay extra for that. It was equally distressing and amazing how every single word was punctuated by a spray of goo. 

“They pinch me blind every God damned night,” he seethed. “Everything they need—all of ‘em—from my station. Glasses, plates, forks—I don’t have shit. I don’t care if passengers bitch, but now they’re withdrawing tips. Fuck that.”

Confused, I stammered, “What’s that got to do with—”

“‘Cuz she’s my assistant!” he exploded in a shower of fluid. “The Gypsies are all over my shit. Stop it or I’m gonna give her bad reviews to Conall. I mean it; she’ll never make senior waiter.”

“What the hell, man?” I demanded. “This isn’t her fault—”

“I don’t care!” he hollered in a superlative shower of spittle. 

He then left—presumably because his reservoir had run dry. 

My girlfriend was getting a dancegasm by a fat old man. I was literally being extorted. And spit on. 

This party sucked. 

And then, suddenly, it didn’t.

Agni approached.

The crowd parted for her. People were not kind. They were awed. 

She wore tight jeans and a bold red top. Spandex strained to contain her magnificent breasts. Wide holes revealed cleavage of all angles, the top, the sides. Their randomness made each peek a delightful surprise. Platinum hair fell loosely around her shoulders. In a word, Agni looked unbelievably, extraordinarily, and astoundingly sexy. 

She had a bottle of white wine, two glasses, and a look. 

She moved in close. She smelled nice. Somehow, despite the bar’s reek of cigarettes and tang of alcohol. Not only did her sexiness defy objectivity, it defied physics. 

“Hello, lover,” she said into my ear. Her breath was hot, made my skin tingle. “Open deck?” 

I glanced at the cluster of Romanians in a large corner booth. Some were laughing. Others were watching me. True, they could have been looking at Agni. Certainly everybody else was. But I didn’t think so. 

A little rebellion seemed in order. 

I held out my arm. She hooked onto it. Together, we left the party.

It was a good thing it was night time on the open deck, and thusly dark. During the day the bridge officers above dutifully kept their vigilance on both the waters and the women. Binoculars provided delightful eyefuls of stringed bikinis and thonged butts. 

Though she wore not a bikini, if the officers had been able to see Agni that night, Conquest would have grounded. 

We strode into the starlight. Dim white glows of reclining lounge chairs. Murmurs in tongues, sighs in symphony. Thumps. 

The real function of the open deck was not for air or sun or bikinis. It was for anonymity. 

Ship life. 

“Too late, full house,” I said. 

“We can take this to my cabin,” she said. 

“The night is gorgeous! Look, we can sit on that bin over there.” 

“We can take this to your cabin,” she said. 

“How about next time?” I deferred. 

“I’ll remember you said that,” she promised. 

We sat atop a metal bin. Inside were extra lifejackets.

I didn’t feel any safer. 

Wind whispered over the open deck. Twenty knots, maybe a little more. That was the cruising speed of Conquest. 

A mile per hour at sea was called a knot. One mile equaled one knot. But only at sea. On land the same speed would be 1.15 miles per hour. That was because a mile at sea was longer than a mile on land. So twenty knots was twenty miles per hour at sea, but twenty-three miles per hour on land. I didn’t know what the hell was going on. 

We drank wine, we whispered, we laughed. 

I smoked my cigar. She was not pleased, but also not fazed. 

Even using my flaming brand as a defensive shield, a number of fabulous moments for a pass presented themselves. I abstained. Agni noticed. In the back of my mind I wondered what I was doing. To ignore her advances seemed a crime against heterosexuality. I didn’t know if that was a thing. It felt like a thing. 

We heard a particularly loud groan. 

“You hear that?” Agni whispered into my ear. “Sounds nice, doesn’t it? Care to join the orchestra?”

“You’re killing me, Agni,” I said. 

“No, I think you have the stamina,” she said, pressing a hand to my chest. “Let’s go to my cabin and find out.” 

She moved in for a kiss.

Half laughing at my own foolishness for being there, I struggled free. 

“Come on, Agni,” I said. “I have a girlfriend.” 

“More than one, I hear,” she challenged. 

“Well,” I stammered. “It’s not what it looks like. I’m nuts about this girl, what we have.”

“What do you have?” Agni asked pointedly. Disgusted, she said, “Jesus, Brian. Forget it. Let’s just drink.”

And so we did. 







Agni was not alone in her quest to reach my country by way of my pants. 

Word of my relationship trouble flashed through the crew decks. Ships were very much like a high school in that regard, and the lone American was very much like the star quarterback. Those unafraid of mafia strong-arming made attempts to secure my interest. Visions of a Green Card were emboldening on a great many levels. 

There were flirtations, suggestions. My station swarmed with ladies like bees around the only flower in the yard. Sometimes I was offered massages. Other times more. Far more. There was conniving, tricks. Ladies invited me—along with others—to cabin parties, yet strangely only I showed up. Sometimes they wore their sexiest barely-there outfits. Other times less. Far less. There were phone calls at all hours. 

Romina was scheduled to sign off after next cruise. Then calls on the phone would become knocks on the door. 

I was overwhelmed. Not just by their sheer numbers, but their sheer allure. 

A woman who looks a perfect 10 is a rarity. 

A woman who looks a perfect 10 who is nice and comes on to you is rarer still. 

A woman who looks a perfect 10 who is nice and offers to be your sex slave is the stuff of pure fantasy. 

And after next cruise, it was going to happen—and again, and again, and again. 

True, they never asked for marriage. But nobody presents their entire bodies as a menu without wanting something in return. And it wasn’t just their bodies they advertised, but their cooking, their loyalty, their promises to obey, to stay silent. 

Such things were what most men wanted. 

Such things didn’t make me feel like a man. They made me feel like slime. 

Romina had warned me I would face an insurmountable challenge of the babes. I thought she didn’t understand that I was thirty years old and mature. And that much was true—more or less. But she was right. I was not prepared in the slightest for the magnitude of the offerings. 

What else didn’t I know? 

But I did know that I hated liars.

To sleep with one of these women was to lie to her. It didn’t matter what I said, be it an insistence of ‘no strings attached’ or to take her to the promised land; she was only there because she hoped for the latter. They were lying to me to get what they wanted. So I could lie to them to get what I wanted. 

If I was still a kid that might have been enough. There was a time in my life when the mystery and desire of sex were overwhelming. But I was a man now. I wanted meaning, I wanted passion. 

Meaning and passion were, by definition, the opposite of lies. 

Regarding the ladies, that was an encouraging thought. It made doing the right thing easy. But regarding Romina, it just made things more confusing. 
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Some excitement today. On our return from Cozumel, last sea day, midnight buffet. The ship listed to the starboard really badly. I don’t know how much, but we lost every single ketchup bottle, stacks of plastic cups fell all over, plates galore, you name it. It was bad enough that many people had difficulty standing up and were grabbing poles and such. 


I watched a full pitcher of cream fall from a beverage island and send streams of cream down the floor all the way to the port side. Props fell over, and you could hear in the galleys all the stacks of plates breaking. And then, after a short pause, the whole thing happened again in the other direction. So the streams of cream made their way back home. 


The Sky Pool basically upended and sent all of its water across the deck. In the pool area itself there were literally waves of water drenching people, moving tables. Surging seawater on deck 10 is not something you want to see. 


I thought it was cool, but there were many people who thought we were sinking—wearing lifejackets, kids crying, etc. A herd of unattended, screaming kids ran through just as Jürgan showed up. He roared at them to ‘shut the hell up’, his German accent heavy. They quieted in a hurry!


—Brian's diary






Just before leaving for vacation, Romina had a going away party. All her paisanos were invited. I was invited, too. I just wasn’t welcome. 

As usual, I arrived at the crew bar later than they. This particular subgroup of this particular mafia all worked together in the same dining room, the early dining room. So when I arrived they had already taken over a corner of the bar. Specifically, they had taken over three tables beneath the portholes. Around those tables were twelve bodies. On those tables were four bottles of red wine, a six-pack of Coca Cola, and five ashtrays. 

Romina’s spot was empty, as she had run to the bathroom. 

I was a good sport. I thought I’d give the party a shot before I had to leave for midnight buffet. Even if they were speaking Romanian and drinking red wine and Coke. I didn’t know nearly as much Romanian as I would have liked. But I did know some basics. I understood directions, food, profanity. And I understood Unde este curva lui slovacă?

That’s what they said, between laughs, when they saw me approach. 

It meant Where’s his Slovakian whore?

I didn’t bother waiting for Romina’s return. I just left. 







A few hours later I abandoned the midnight buffet in favor of the stern rail. Deck ten, aft. 

Stern and aft were not necessarily the same thing. Aft was a direction, stern a location. I knew the difference now because I was a sailor. 

The swells were hard to see in the dark, in the distance. I was one hundred feet above them, yet swayed by them. Behind the wake churned brown, melded to black. 

I didn’t want to look at what had passed. I gazed forward, watched the prow turn up furrows in the sea like a plow. Cut water was brown, melded to black. 

Everything melded to black. 

It was stunning, the black of the ocean at night. I stood in the glow of well-lit, white-painted metal. Light pollution blinded the sky of stars. Above was nothing but solid black. Go far enough up and it was forever black, whether night or day. Go far enough down and it was the same. 

A bit of flotsam was heaved up by the prow. It bounced alongside the hull, momentarily, unexpectedly, one with the froth. 

I couldn’t make out what it was. Flotsam was, by definition, the remains of a wreck. It could be anything. It could be a bit of wood, a piece of plastic. 

Maybe it was the shreds of a romance. 

I was right where I wanted to be. I was living with the woman of my dreams, the woman I had chased halfway across the planet. Why, then, was I so unhappy? 

Ironically, it was another woman who identified my problem. 

You’re lonely, Greta had said. And she was right. 

I hadn’t seen this coming. 

Or maybe I had. 

The brain holds onto any image it sees for 1/15th of a second, just in case it will be handy to figure out what’s going on. That was how flip-books allowed a series of drawings to look like they were moving. High-end animation used about thirty images per second. That created a smoother animation, like Wile E. Coyote cartoons. Cheaper animations cut down on the number of iterations. They were jerkier, like the Flintstones. Both worked because the brain was highly selective about what it let through. 

Persistence of vision, that was called. 

I knew this because I had a degree in art history. I had even held a job as an animation historian. That was just a fancy way to say cartoon expert. And now I was using my expert knowledge of cartoons to explain why I was lonely. 

Self-fulfilling prophecy, that was called. 

So, with Greta’s help, I had finally overcome my persistence of vision. But could I overcome the issues that had been seen, and only now registered? How could I overcome them, when they weren’t even my issues to begin with? The issues were Romina’s, and she didn’t want my help. 

Did she even need my help? Was I assuming again? 

Relationships were between two people. If it failed, I had to be as much to blame as Romina, right? 

Then why didn’t I feel that way? 

None of it mattered anymore. In a few days Romina was going home, to Transylvania, to happiness. 

Happiness was a real bed. 

I was glad she was going home to a real bed, to Codi, to Mioara. Her pain hurt me, too. But where did that leave us? What about our plans? Did they still matter to her? 

Did they still matter to me? 

The flotsam had long since disappeared. It had been swallowed by the huge black, uncaring sea. 







By some inexplicable miracle I got off my shift early. I had the time to relax, to fully engage in Romina’s going away party. So I returned to the crew bar. I felt the need to try and connect with Romina again, before she was gone. 

Behold, the crew bar. 

A cruise ship’s crew bar is a small, dark, smelly place. It was loud, it was garish. Tables were chrome, as were adornments. Canned lights in the ceiling swirled with smoke like lanterns teeming with night bugs. Often they were hidden entirely behind a thick cloud of smoke, revealed only as mild swellings of illumination. The music was varied, a global pop, often synth, often racy, always loud. 

And it was packed. Little butts filled laps. Mangled butts filled ashtrays. Empty bottles and glasses and hopes filled tables. 

Loud and garish, too, were those who dwelt there. Large groups of Filipinos filled the middle, jabbering in Tagalog, smoking cigarettes. Faded T-shirts, spiky hair, flats of dried noodles. The crew bar was their market. Small clusters of Italians lurked in the corners, catcalling in Italian, smoking cigarettes. Officer’s whites with popped collars, popped buttons. Sweaty curls and gold chains. The crew bar was their hunting ground. Along the walls were all manner of sailors working all manner of jobs. Some were South American, some others Asian, still others European. All smoked cigarettes. 

Entering the cloud of smoke was not a pleasant experience. Dropping cold into a hot party was always shocking. My eyes instantly stung, my head instantly ached. But I found the Romanian delegation right where I left them hours earlier. Three of the four bottles of wine were empty, as were four of the six Cokes. 

Romina was three sheets to the wind. 

Contrary to popular belief, the sheets of said metaphor were not sails. Rather, they were the ropes that trimmed the sails. The actual expression was three sheets in the wind, meaning they were loose. Three loose sheets meant a flapping sail, and a flapping sail meant a lurching boat. Hence the expression to signify a staggering drunk. I knew the difference now because I was a sailor. 

The party was in its last throes. The majority of the Gypsy mafia had already slunk away, to vomit, or shag, maybe sleep. Probably all three. 

Ship life.

Only Romina remained, with her former cabin mate Irina, and Cristian. 

Romina tried several times to put a cigarette in her mouth. She couldn’t pull off the simple maneuver because she was drunk. Frustrated, she reached for her wine glass. But Irina knocked it onto the floor. She knocked it over when she dropped her head between her legs and vomited on the floor. Because she was drunk.

Cristian said I was a piece of shit because I was shagging Greta. And if I wasn’t shagging Greta I was a gay faggot homo bulangiu. 

Cristian was not drunk. He was just an asshole. 

I told him I wasn’t shagging Greta because I was too tired by repeatedly showing Ștefania what a real man can do. 

He glowered at me, but didn’t reply. Instead he poured both ladies another glass of wine. He did not offer one to me. All three toasted, downed a glug. Red wine wasn’t supposed to be glugged. But it wasn’t supposed to be mixed with Coca Cola, either. 

Romina and Cristian put their heads together and began conversing. They had to shout, despite being mere inches apart. Irina hopped into my lap.

Irina was a petite woman, bottom-heavy, with coal-black hair and a pale, round face. She was very pretty but above all she was very perky. 

Yes, but not now. 

She started purring and slobbering into my ear. She wanted to show me Romina’s photos from the last port out they had all shared. It had been one month earlier. I didn’t really want to see them, even though I had not been present. Okay, okay, I didn’t want to see them because I had not been present. Nor could I see them now anyway. She kept dropping the photos, into her wine, into her vomit. It was all I could do to keep her from ruining them. 

I honestly don’t know why I bothered. 

None of this was what I had in mind. 

But it was over soon because Irina thought she was going to vomit again. I walked her to her cabin. Afterwards I returned to the crew bar. 

I honestly don’t know why I bothered. 

Romina was ready to leave. She stood up, fell back into her seat. Cristian laughed. She laughed. Then Cristian staggered off, to go cheat on his wife again, maybe verbally abuse somebody who gave a shit. 

I literally had to carry Romina out of the crew bar. 

Once inside our cabin, she croaked like a third frog. Then she slammed her head into her pillow, face-down. Reeking and soiled, she passed out. 

Three minutes later she popped up her head, looked around with gummy eyes, asked for her photos. I handed them to her. She shoved them roughly onto her headboard. Her head slammed back down. 

Three minutes later she popped up her head again. 

Is my alarm set? She croaked. 

Yes, I said. Go to sleep.

Three minutes later she popped up her head a third time. 

Are you going to call Irina? Five o’clock.

Yes, I said. Go to sleep. 

Her face fell into the pillow, and there it remained. She lay on her stomach, gave a little sigh. 

There was a time I would have found that adorable. 







10



My buddy Bolie told me today that his girlfriend is pregnant. He was very excited and obviously wanted to share it. He was very happy about it, regardless of the complexities of the situation with her Lithuanian, him Indonesian, and both working for the company. So I am happy for him, I guess.


I think it was interesting that he commented that no one else knows and he’s scared to tell Soren. Bolie is a favorite, yet we never talk deeply or anything. But he told me. I feel like this says something about me as a person, but I don’t know what. I felt good that he did. 


Did one of those days where I was at work by 5:30 AM, had two hours off after breakfast, then worked from 1:30 straight through midnight buffet. Thirteen hours straight, no break. Running from dining room to buffet deck I ran right into this big Germanic junior waitress. She was built like a concrete shit house, and I went flying. She just had this stern “I’m gonna clobber you, you fuckin’ pissant’ look on her face. It was so funny, and I don’t know why. I guess people really do start to go a little nuts here!


—Brian's diary






I was alone. 

Well, not exactly. I was with octopus ceviche. It was more engaging than the company I kept. 

The sun was high, the humidity higher. We were at a restaurant on Cozumel island called La Ceiba. It was a Mexican restaurant. That wasn’t surprising because Cozumel was in Mexico. A group of twelve plus one sat on a balcony overlooking the sea. The Romanians threw tortilla chips over the rail, feeding the fish. They were big, those fish, and well-fed. Glistening scales, wanting mouths. 

I didn’t want to be there. 

Well, not exactly. I had fought hard to get Romina’s last port day lunch off. I’d had to offer a lot of favors to a lot of people. It was expensive, but it worked. I could spend a last, sunny moment with Romina before she signed off Conquest. According to company plans, she would sign off April 27th and sign onto the newest ship in early July. According to our plans, I would join her in Romania for a few weeks in June. That meant some time apart. 

At the moment, that didn’t bother me so much. Especially after hearing what I’d just heard. 

Once procuring the precious port of call, I had suggested to Romina her favorite restaurant. She had thought it a delightful idea. She’d invited the mafia. She’d assumed I would want her last port to be a party. 

Assumptions are bad things. 

After lunch I pulled Romina away from the group for a little alone time. She resisted. I was adamant. We moved off to an adjoining beach, lay down under a palapa. The surf crashed below us, just beyond a pitted, encrusted stone wall. 

She was very quiet. She had used up her allotted laughter.

“So,” I said sarcastically. “I know Cristian thinks I’m a wimp. That’s fine. He’s a Neanderthal and too stupid to recognize a superior creature.” For color I added a Romanian phrase, “Stares like a cat at a calendar.” 

She looked at me, swayed slightly. 

I looked her dead in the eye and said, “But I didn’t know you agreed with him.”

“What you mean?” she asked. 

“I don’t know a lot of Romanian,” I answered. “But apparently I know more than you think I do. Thanks for standing up for me back there.”

“Me kaput …” she said slowly. She was stalling. I cut her off. 

“We’re all messed up, we’re all tired,” I said. “Ship life.”

Her features settled into firm. 

“What you know about ship life?” she accused. “You dance in with your Green Card and are suddenly manager. You haven’t even finished one contract.” 

I stared at her. Was I angry? Or just incredulous? 

I was both. 

“Really?” I asked, choosing to voice my incredulity. 

“You are naïve,” she said to the sand. “You’ve never known hardship.”

She had slurred her words slightly.

She was drunk, I realized. I was glad for it. Romanians had a saying I fully agreed with: truth only comes from drink or anger.

I’d heard this line of thought before. Everybody on board thought I came from a land of milk and honey. My citizenship took care of me, they said. Gave me wealth, a house, a car, healthcare, pension, a gun. 

People who have no idea what they’re talking about can choose to learn, but more often choose to judge. 

In fact, I had been working since I was twelve years old. I had not one paper route, but two. I woke up every morning at four o’clock. When old enough I took an additional part-time job as a busboy in a Mexican restaurant. I spent more time with work than I did with school. I never once went to a big game, or a big dance. 

That was when things were easy. I never took for granted that I had a secure home. It was for that reason I reached so far, knowing my footing was secure. 

I reached too far. 

My history flashed in my mind. It was an ugly thing, a thing I tried to forget. A thing that followed me nonetheless. Six months ago my wife and I divorced because of my business. One month later my partner went insane, fired half our employees—my friends—shattered that business, forced it into bankruptcy. We had been sharing a house, so of course I moved out. I was broke, jobless, homeless. Fortunately a friend took me in until I could get back on my feet. My job search was scuttled when the bank took my car to pay for my ex-wife’s bad debts. 

Now I was working ninety hours a week on a job that paid less than minimum wage. 

To my mind, that added up to hardship. 

Romina’s words had not been designed to win an argument. They had been designed to hurt. When attacked personally it was hard not to reply in kind. But it never helped resolve the situation. 

I stared at her. Hard. I made sure she understood that I understood. 

She stared at the sand. 

“All right,” I said neutrally. “Let’s talk about June. Do you still want me to come to Ro—”

Suddenly Cristian and Ștefania were there, laughing, hugging. They were the last people I wanted to see. 

Well, not exactly. Ștefania wore a thong bikini. 

Romanian words. Romanian laughter. 

Romina all smiles. 

I abruptly rose, packed my beach bag. I shoved into the canvas as much sand as towel. I did not care. 

“You’re leaving?” Romina asked. She sounded surprised. 

I couldn’t fathom why. 

“Yes,” I snapped. “I’m tired. Maybe I’ll see you later, carry your drunk ass back to the cabin. Again.”

Finally she overcame her persistence of vision. 

She gathered up her towel and struggled to keep pace with me. I didn’t bother slowing. I liked that she struggled to keep up. Turnabout was fair play. 

Security scanned our bags, patted us down. I didn’t speak. We strode through the busy I-95, then down the cramped hallways of A deck. I didn’t speak. We entered the cabin. She spoke. 

“What’s the matter?” she asked.

“What the hell do you think?” I roared. “I fought like hell to get this lunch off, for us. And you do what you always do: hide behind your friends. Some friends. I hear what they call me, what they call my friends. What kind of friends would put you in that position, anyway? If they’re so goddamned concerned about all the time I spend with Greta, why don’t they let you go for one goddamned minute? But it’s not just them, is it? With them you laugh and laugh. You won’t even look me in the eye anymore. What’s that all about?” 

Proving me wrong, she did look me in the eye. She looked at me with huge, stun-filled eyes. Huge, purple-ringed, red-veined eyes. It was the first time I had ever raised my voice to her. I instantly regretted it. She didn’t deserve to be yelled at. But she didn’t necessarily deserve an apology, either. 

I waited for a response. 

We had another two hours before dinner. Plenty of time to clear the air. And I wasn’t letting a single goddamned Romanian into the cabin. No way. 

The phone rang. 

Romina leapt on it, answered. Spoke Romanian. 

Exasperated, I decided to take a cold shower. I was hot, sweaty, sandy. And furious. When I got out, Romina was in her bunk—asleep, like she had no care in the world. 
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Joked with Jürgen a lot before he signed off. I like the guy, though I can see most of the complaints from Romina and such. I have not felt the brunt of his anger, so perhaps I am not seeing all of him. He is certainly charismatic, but I can tell he is a little self-inflated. I can’t possibly imagine what that is like. 


I am actually sick today, for some reason. Cold symptoms, and, horror of horrors for me, loss of voice!


The other day one of the guys with the mic in the dining room was coughing a lot, and he grabbed the mic and coughed and coughed and coughed into it. It was so funny simply because he wouldn’t stop and it was so absurd. There are about seventy people working in there, or more, and they all had to listen to that shit, it was hilarious. Everyone was calling out to him to keep his germs to himself, because through the speakers it was amplified so much. He thanked everyone and said that was his gift to us all. 


—Brian's diary






Cruise ships are required by the Center for Disease Control to report the number of illnesses on board, prior to docking in the United States. If the number of reported illnesses exceed a certain percentage, the ship is not allowed to dock. 

The media loves that. 

Thousands aboard cruise ship sick!

Plague ship seeks entry into United States! 

Hysteria leads to sales, leads to clicks. That the reports are wildly inaccurate is irrelevant. 

A cruise ship being denied port of entry was a gargantuan stumbling block to business. If a ship—say, Conquest—was denied entry, she would lose vast amounts of money. Passengers would continue to be fed. That’s three thousand hungry mouths. Fuel would continue to be burned. That’s 0.004 miles per gallon. Shipboard revenue would plummet. Old passengers were already spent. New passengers were spending their money in port while they waited. 

Thus cruise ships had every reason to keep the numbers of reported sick as low as possible. Business trumped safety. The irony was that many passengers were sick before they even came aboard in the first place. They rarely reported to the ship’s doctor. Conversely, many crew were counted as sick when they weren’t. There were two reasons for this. 

First, quarantine was a thing that happened on ships. 

If a crew member—say, Agni—reported to the doctor as sick, she would be forced to remain in her cabin for the next forty-eight hours. Not allowed to leave for any reason. Not even boat drill. She would get room service, she would get sleep. Those were good things to get. And when working ninety-hour weeks for months on end, they were very good things to get. Many crew claimed sickness simply because they were exhausted. 

Second, quarantine extended to cabin mates. It didn’t matter if they were sick or not. 

So it was with Agni. Her cabin mate got sick. 

Her dining room partner got screwed. 

The timing could not have been worse. Romina was leaving and we hadn’t conversed since our argument. But I was behind in my work all night. I could see that I would be late for my midnight buffet shift because I was still finishing up my dinner shift. 

Somewhere in the nightmare of dirty dishes, uneaten food, demands for dessert, pinching coffee cups, I ran across the Renoir dining room, through the galley, into the Monet dining room. I found Romina at her station, tiredly preparing napkins. Crease, fold, next. 

I have to go straight to midnight buffet, I said. 

She just creased the linen, folded it over. Reached for the next. 

I left. 

 




My job at midnight buffet was two-fold. One, to keep the junior waiters in line. Two, to smile and interact positively with the guests. 

I did neither of them. 

Greta saw how I was fuming. She asked if there was anything she could do to help.

Yes, I said. Cover for me. 

I ran down ten flights of stairs, stormed the I-95 to the crew bar. Romina was just entering. I intercepted, grabbed her arm, tugged her towards our cabin.

“We need to talk,” I said. 

“Where are we going?” she asked sharply. 

I released her arm, suddenly aware of what I’d done. But I didn’t release my focus. Firmly I said, “I want to talk alone. No paisanos.” 

“All right,” she agreed. “Let’s get a corner in the bar. I want to smoke.”

“Fine. Bring a full pack.”

We found a moderate corner: moderately dark, moderately smokey, moderately noisy. At the bar I spied Irina. She was smiling, dancing closer, festively waving a couple glasses of wine. I shot an accusing finger directly at her. She felt the poke from across the room. I was certain of it. I warned her away with a slow shake of my head. 

Then I spoke to Romina. I spoke clearly, perhaps even forcefully. I spoke my mind. 

She looked me squarely in the face. That was the look I once loved. Now it was a look I demanded. I demanded she listen with every fiber of my being. And she did. The cigarette smoldered in her fingers, forgotten. 

“We’ve been together here ten weeks,” I said. “I only remember three things in all that time. Only three. First, I remember your knowing, sly smile as you walked down the steps that first day. Second, our lovemaking that night. And three, that amazing kiss in the cooler. Those were the only moments worth remembering. In ten weeks.” 

She gulped. 

“I get it. You’re overwhelmed. But we’ve been able to exclude the outside world before. Remember Ana-Maria’s birthday party? We were the only two people in the world that night. And I get it. When you’re first in love it comes naturally. But afterwards it takes work, Romina.” 

In a weak voice she said, “I’m already working too hard.” 

Her vulnerability stabbed me in the gut, made it quiver. 

She quietly pleaded, “Please don’t judge me. You don’t know what I’ve gone through.” 

“I’m here,” I said. 

I realized it was a loaded statement. I meant to say it kindly, but wasn’t sure that’s how it sounded. 

She didn’t reply. 

“I don’t want to be disappointed in June,” I said. “But after all this I don’t see how it can ever be the way it was before.” 

“It can,” she said. “In Romania.” 

“In Romania,” I repeated neutrally. 

“Not here. Not ships,” she said. She was firm now. And then she wasn’t, admitting, “I was worried this would happen.” 

I stared at her, dumbfounded. 

“Well that’s just great,” I said with disgust. “You didn’t think to share that little tidbit before I upended my entire life to be here with you.” 

“I know,” she said quietly. “Here I’m just a waitress. Me not cool. I turn off all emotion. I have to, to survive. Ships are not for love. I even yelled at Irina this morning because she’s in love with Andrei again. So she happy and bubbly.”

“See? Love can—”

“This third bloody time this contract,” she interrupted. “Next week she’ll hate him again, be like me again. She cabbage, papa. Same cycle, she no learn. And you! You no learn, either. You always happy. Always! I hate that!” 

Dumbfounded grew to pure incredulity. I simply couldn’t believe what I’d just heard. 

“You’re mad at me because I’m happy? Because I’m happy? What the hell is that?”

She remembered her cigarette. Took a drag. Softened. 

“You never lose your sense of humor,” she explained. “You are always so patient and understanding. You act like I’m something more than just a waitress. How you do that? And how you not get mad? We’ll see how long it lasts. Ships always win.”

“It isn’t the ship that’s making me mad,” I said. 

“Today,” she agreed. “Come to Romania. Is planned already. There I make it up to you. We wake up the magic! It was so amazing how we met, our trip to Egypt. Please don’t let this be the end. Though … though I don’t blame you.” 

I released a long breath. I hadn’t realized I’d been holding it in. 

“I don’t want this to be the end either, but this is absurd. This is bad, Romina. This isn’t a life. I know it’s pasta for a Romanian, but obviously it’s not for me. If I’m going to be here I need more from you.” 

“I can give you everything,” she said. “In Romania.” 

“In Romania,” I repeated, disappointed. 

“It no matter anyway,” she said. “In July me open Glory. Let’s focus on vacation. You and me. Leave ships to later. Come to Romania! Let’s forget these weeks, remember the three magic ones before. It will be your thirtieth birthday. Me take you to Black Sea. Is beautiful, papa. Romania in June is beautiful! Mom will have mucho flowers, Daddy will have wine—say you’ll come!” 

She was saying everything I wanted to hear. I knew, she knew it. 

I did want to go to Romania. I wanted to find again that life we’d promised ourselves. I wanted to know if it was still there. Romina said it was. I wasn’t so sure. But I had come way too far to give up without being certain. 

And if there was anywhere in the world to find life after death, it was Transylvania. 

But if there was any way to risk my job, it was to take a break halfway through my first contract. 
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Will I ever know Romina in a domestic, real sense? I don’t know. I can only hope. I say I can’t imagine life without her, but I in fact am living without her. I am listening to music which I recall making love to her by in Hurghada, in Sighisoara, I think in New Orleans too, and am feeling melancholy in a good way. Not melancholy, but empowered by this memory of her and me. 


How can any woman give such joy? How can any man experience such joy? No wonder it is not readily available: life was not meant to be so perfect. Romina is not perfect, of course, nor is me being with Romina. But the idea of us is perfect. This comforts me in the cold, cold nights when I long to reach over and smell her hair, feel her warmth, see her smooshed face in the early morning light. Her lips, her hands. My smile.


—Brian's diary






That the crew bar was always busy was surprising. Ship life offered a shockingly small amount of free time between work. But it was this very lack of time that fueled the crew bar’s patronage. 

Restaurant life was extremely stressful. Especially when passengers could order multiple appetizers, multiple entrees, and multiple desserts. Especially when every run to the galley was longer than a football field. The combination of satisfying demanding passengers and fighting roving packs of thug waiters left a waiter buzzing. The adrenaline required to survive became a detriment when breakfast was at most a mere six hours away. Exhaustion was assured. Sleep was not. 

Shots of alcohol accelerated relaxation. 

Thus it was predominantly restaurant workers who occupied the crew bar the night after Romina signed off. The Romanian mafia was in attendance. So, too, was a boss. Conall sat among the crowd of jabbering, puffing Romanians. He did so often. 

I found that exceedingly odd. 

Like me, he did not speak Romanian. Like me, he was ignored. Unlike me, Conall was a recovered alcoholic.

He waved me over with an arc of smoke from a cigarette. He pointed to the seat beside him, where Irina sat. Irina saw his gesture, leapt up. Saved by Andrei’s lap. Conall expected to be obeyed, so he didn’t notice. He just sipped from his twentieth can of Red Bull. 

“I’m ready to clear your work break,” he said. “I can sign it anytime. But it won’t look good. You sure you want to do it?”

He was right, of course. The company had taken a big chance on hiring me as a junior restaurant manager. The track record of Americans in the restaurants—on ships in general—was abysmal. But the company wasn’t my priority. 

Conall could tell what I was going to say before I said it. He pressed, “You’ll be gone during the half-way mark of your contract. When you stop being a waiter, start being a manager. You’re leaving right when it’s time to prove you’re a company man. You think about that?”

I hadn’t thought about that. But I didn’t care about being a company man. I cared about being Romina’s man. I needed to understand what she was thinking. The only way to get to the bottom of things was to go to Romania. So it was go, or lose my lover. 

Simple, right? 

No, not simple at all. 

If I went to Romania I risked my career. And if I lost my career I lost my lover, regardless of whether or not we patched things up. Then again I was going to lose my lover anyway, regardless of whether or not we patched things up, because she was returning to a different ship. 

Damned if I do, damned if I don’t. 

I pondered. 

“Can I ask you a question?” I said suddenly. 

He shrugged. 

“It’s an open secret that you’re a recovered alcoholic. But you’re in a bar surrounded by cheap booze and people who ignore you. Why would you risk that?”

Conall gave me a sly grin, and said, “Recovered? What’s that? I’m an alcoholic, whether I drink or not. So was my father, and his father. We’re Irish. I knew if I stayed in Ireland I’d die there. Too much temptation. But you think temptation’s less when you’re alone in your cabin? Maybe it’s risky, but these guys remind me what I’m doing, ’n why.” 

“Mm hmm,” I grunted in agreement. 

Conall slowly nodded, but continued to eye me shrewdly. He smashed out his cigarette, lit another. Then he repeated, “And why.” 

I frowned, not quite sure what he meant by his emphasis. 

“A little advice for you, mate,” Conall said, squinting as he took a long drag. “Everybody comes to ships because they’re running from something. Everybody.” 










Don’t miss Wet Orpheus, book 2 of Brian David Bruns’ Gone with the Waves series, wherein he learns the root of Romina’s behavior by walking in her shoes … with predictably disastrous results. 






Brian’s love for Romina may be strong, but he’s sailing into troubled waters. And he’s even prepared to endure torturous months apart working like a dog on another ship, if it means he can get them back together. Though he’s unprepared for the sadistic challenges his cruel new boss implements to break him body and soul.




Enduring extreme anti-Americanism, food deprivation, and 100-hour-long work weeks, Brian’s only beacon of hope is the messages sent from his soulmate. With her emails to sustain him, he vows to stay the course and outsmart the higher-ups of the cruise-line giant.




Can Brian survive the stormy conflict threatening to drown his hopes of reuniting with Romina?




Wet Orpheus is the second book in the wild Gone with the Waves romantic comedy series, entirely of true events in the author’s life. If you like insider accounts of work below deck, heart-aching emotion, and passionate love stories, then you’ll adore Brian David Bruns’s tale of overcoming impossible odds.




About Brian David Bruns




Brian David Bruns has adventured in over 60 countries to gather material for his bestselling books and won dozens of literary awards, including the USA REBA Grand Prize. He has been featured on 20/20, Inside Edition, and in articles translated for a dozen nations. 

In 2019 he was anointed Sir Brian by Prince Michael, Regent of the Principality of Sealand (yes, really). 

After several years living in Dracula’s hometown (yes, really), he and his Romanian wife now live in Las Vegas with their two old rescue cats, Julius and Caesar. 

Sir Brian writes of his global experiences with a self-mocking wit, an astute insight into human behavior, and a love of quirky history. He is also host of Travel Mishaps, featuring all manner of adventure-related mistakes, setbacks, and near-misses. 




Enjoy the monthly newsletter Travel Mishaps for free by clicking here. 







A Note to Readers




All the people, places, and events portrayed in this book are true. All dates provided are accurate, though the order of some events is shuffled while on a given ship. Names and job titles have been changed and are unique to this book. All of Romina’s written correspondence is verbatim, if corrected for syntax (somewhat) and amalgamated to create a less disjointed flow (sometimes).

Conversations are not verbatim—such would be impossible—but all are true, specific interactions as I interpreted them. To keep Romina’s unique manner of speech intact, I often culled appropriate text from her letters. 

The only exceptions to absolute accuracy, for the sake of brevity, are as follows: 

 1) A few events depicted in Sighișoara actually happened in stops at Brașov, such as initially meeting Romina’s parents and discussing Pombe Funebre. 

 2) Romina’s godfather (absent in this book, but he who claimed the haunted house) has been merged with the ‘Mustard’ family. 




I hope you enjoy learning about these fascinating parts of the world through my eyes. If so, please consider leaving a review on Amazon (or Goodreads). Even a line or two would be incredibly helpful: Goodreads. 




Other Books by Sir Brian




Gone with the Waves series:

From Romania with Love

Wet Orpheus

Gone with the Waves




Cruise Confidential series:

Cruise Confidential

Ship for Brains

Unsinkable Mister Brown

High Seas Drifter




Cruise a la Carte

Rumble Yell




Historical fiction novels:

The Gothic Shift

In the House of Leviathan

The Widow of Half Hill (2020)

A Cat Herder Goes West (2020)




Cruise a la Carte … for free!




Discover life below the waterline, where dozens of nationalities combine into a true melting pot. From bestselling travel comedy author Brian David Bruns comes the memories, the dramas, and most of all the laughs, of a job unlike anything else in the world. 




Enjoy your copy of Cruise a la Carte for free by clicking here. 
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