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		Dedication

	

	
		Buku ini saya dedikasikan untuk orang-orang yang masih atau pernah merasakan hampa, terkatung-katung, atau kosong, dalam hidupnya.
 I dedicate this book to those who feel, or have ever felt, hollow, adrift or empty in their lives.
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		Introduction

			

	
									I often wonder why the universe, or whatever cosmic forces are at play, decided to cut me some slack. It’s kind of weird, you know? My dreams and their plans have never really matched up. I remember standing in front of my trusty mirror, which doubles as my holy altar, and having this little pep talk with myself. Come on, Maya, do you even know what you want from life? I asked, and then I got all teary-eyed. Not because I lacked direction, I was mostly going for a vulnerable look on Instagram. Truth be told, I didn’t have a clue about what I really wanted. But one thing was crystal clear – I didn’t want to be stuck where I was, especially not in my thirties. So, I slapped my own cheeks like Gordon Ramsay in the ‘idiot sandwich’ meme, and made a pact with myself: Maya, just go with the flow.
 And now here I am at Istanbul Airport in Turkey, waiting for my next flight to Estonia, up there in northern Europe. I’ve got a four-hour layover ahead of me, so I’m parked in a chair pretending to be some young hotshot executive, hunched over my laptop as if I’m prepping for a major international business gig. In reality, I’m knee-deep in steamy stories on Wattpad. I know it’s highly unlikely that someone’s going to sweep me off my feet in this transit lounge, but at least I don’t look like a sad girl who has no idea where life is taking her, even though that’s pretty much what I am.
 But you know what? I’m happy I’ve left Indonesia behind. Jakarta is a mess – a crowded, smog-filled chaos. And don’t get me started on my toxic co-workers. Plus, I need some space from the nosy neighbours, the relatives who never quit, and my dear old Mom. This is my chance to reinvent myself.
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 Estonia, it turns out, is downright chilly. A relentless drizzle has blanketed the city of Tallinn all day, making my small, fragile frame shiver despite the multiple layers I’ve thrown on. Europe is entirely new to me, and I can’t resist the urge to take out my phone. There’s an irresistible pull to capture a few selfies outside this European airport and share them on Facebook, if only to provoke a little jealousy among the folks back home. But my exposed hands can only withstand the cold for a brief moment, just long enough to snap two pictures.
 The guy from the cruise ship, the one who’s supposed to pick me up, is nowhere in sight. He promised he’d be here.
 Yes, you read that right – a cruise ship. But no, I’m not here to blow cash on luxury cruising, living it up like Nicole Richie. I’m here to work onboard, and no, I won’t be navigating the ship or playing captain. My role? I’ll be a waitress, serving the passengers.
 After what feels like an eternity, my contact finally arrives, and he’s as cold as the weather. Without uttering a word, he grabs my small suitcase and tosses it into the boot of his car. We drive to the harbour in silence for twenty minutes, as if he assumes I can’t speak English.
 Upon reaching the harbour, I get my first glimpse of the ship, and it’s far from what I’d imagined. I had pictured a colossal vessel teeming with three thousand crew members and glamorous amenities like a pool and a bar for the staff. But no, I’m about to set sail on a smaller ship, measuring just one hundred metres in length and accommodating a modest one hundred and ten passengers. But hey, no room for complaints, right? My birthday is just a few weeks away, and one of my resolutions is to stop being dramatic.
 Stepping onto the ship, I’m greeted by Utpal, a sturdy Indian guy who happens to be the restaurant manager – my boss. ‘How’s Tallinn treating you?’ he asks, while letting me struggle with my baggage.
 ‘Plenty of old castles,’ I reply. ‘I spotted them on my way here.’ Why is he even asking about the city?
 ‘Have you worked on a ship before?’ he asks, seemingly forgetting his previous question.
 I shake my head. ‘But I’ve worked in a restaurant, a four-star hotel.’
 ‘For how long?’
 ‘A couple of years,’ I respond confidently, as I’d anticipated he would ask that.
 ‘Are you prone to seasickness?’
 ‘Hmm …’
 ‘What’s “hmm”?’
 ‘I’m not sure,’ I admit. ‘I mean, I’ve been on a ship before, but it was just a ferry, you know? Island hopping. I was on holiday, exploring beaches. In Indonesia, we have like seventeen thousand islands, so if you ever visit, I could–’
 He cuts me off. ‘I could tell from the moment I laid eyes on you that you’re a disaster.’
 My mouth hangs open, shocked by his bluntness.
 From then on, I’m determined to remain silent. Utpal does the same, leading me to my cabin without a word. 
 ‘Your room,’ he says finally.
 Inside my cabin there are four capsule-style bunk beds, each with its own curtain. In his icy tone, Utpal informs me that I’ll start working at 6 pm today, immediately after enduring a nearly twenty-four-hour flight.
  
 ***
  
 I have a little secret to confess: I never actually worked in a hotel restaurant for two years. I had a brief internship at a mediocre three-star hotel, and then I sweet-talked the HR guy with a bit of cash and a cheesy grin to provide me with a work certificate, claiming I’d been there for twenty months. I figured he’d prefer the cash.
 The idea of working on a cruise ship struck me while I was toiling away as an account manager for an internet and TV cable company back in Jakarta. The job wasn’t terrible, but I was terrible at it. I had to go door to door, meeting with potential internet customers and selling our services. But after three years on the job, I rarely hit my sales targets. It’s not easy to win over clients, you know? Maybe it’s because I’m not exactly a head-turner or perhaps it’s because I spent most of my time hanging out at food stalls and playing SimCity on my phone instead of canvassing. Who’s to say, right?
 But that’s not the reason I decided to quit. Besides contemplating the meaning of life, I simply couldn’t bear the thought of celebrating my thirtieth birthday among my colleagues. I couldn’t stomach the sarcastic comments that would rain down on me that day. ‘Oh, thirty already, and still renting a tiny room. So skinny, practically all bones, must be stressed out. No husband, no boyfriend? No one at all? She probably cuddles with a grungy old bolster with a K-pop idol face printed on it. What else? Never hits her sales targets, bound to get fired soon. How pitiful.’ Even if they didn’t say these hurtful things to my face, my sensitive soul could hear them loud and clear. I’m very attuned to what others think of me.
 So, after applying for the waitress position online, I had a series of intense Skype interviews with folks from Croatia. They asked about menus and restaurant services, all of which I could answer confidently, thanks to my extensive YouTube research. In the end, the lady on the other end of the screen told me I had a fantastic personality and a dazzling smile – just what the company was looking for. And voila! I was hired. And now, here I am:
 IN HELL.
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 Working in a restaurant aboard a cruise ship is nothing like working in a regular eatery. The moment I step into the dining area for the evening shift, I’m paired with Kanompang, a striking waitress from Thailand. She’s got it all – a seductive figure, cascading strawberry-scented hair, and a charming English accent.
 Initially, she’s all smiles, offering to mentor me like the seasoned pro she is. ‘Don’t worry, dear,’ she assures me, ‘I’ll show you the ropes. It’s a bit overwhelming at first, but you’ll get the hang of it in no time.’
 But the moment Utpal, our strict restaurant manager, disappears from view, her demeanour takes a sinister turn. ‘Don’t mess up my station!’ she warns with a sudden edge in her voice.
 To be fair, I do end up creating a bit of chaos at her station. Just a bit.
 It’s not entirely my fault that I can’t recall which wine is being served tonight. The extensive wine list is a labyrinth of names and vintages, and my training on it was far too brief to be of much help. And it certainly isn’t my fault that I lack the physical strength to hoist a massive tray bearing eight plates of the main course. I mean, I’m no Hercules, and the weight of it catches me off guard. It slips from my trembling hands, crashing onto the table with a deafening clatter that draws the attention of nearby diners.
 I scramble to pick up the fallen cutlery, my cheeks flushed with embarrassment as I overhear a patron whisper, ‘She’s new, you know.’ Kanompang, however, doesn’t miss a beat. With practiced grace, she smoothly replaces the fallen plates, offering an apologetic smile to the passengers as if to say, ‘Don’t mind the rookie.’
 Miscommunication plagues me throughout the evening too. I mix up orders, serve the wrong dishes, and spill drinks as if I have two left hands. Diners shoot me annoyed glances, and I find myself offering profuse apologies while silently cursing my inexperience.
 Dinner service finally concludes at nine, and I’m all set to retreat to my cabin when Kanompang suddenly appears, blocking my path like a sentinel guarding a sacred passage. She enquires about my destination, her tone laced with a hint of authority.
 ‘Bed?’ I respond, my confusion evident.
 ‘What a princess!’ she scoffs. ‘Get your ass back to the restaurant and set it up for breakfast service.’
 I’m not sure if this is just how things work or if Kanompang is singling me out. But when I look around, I see other servers doing the same tasks. They move with practiced rhythm, transforming the dining area from the dimly lit ambiance of dinner into a bright and inviting space for the morning crowd. 
 So, I reluctantly spend the next two hours cleaning the restaurant, changing tablecloths, and setting up the tables to make them look fancy. It’s not just about folding napkins into swans or boats; I also have to take orders and serve food. It turns out, this is all part of the waiter’s job on this ship.
 Exhausted and feeling out of my depth, I try to appear as stoic as Robocop when I finally return to my cabin around 11 pm. But in reality, all I want to do is cry. The room is a cramped sanctuary, the narrow bed feels more like a coffin. It rocks gently with the motion of the ship, lulling me into a surreal sense of isolation and homesickness.
 Tears start to well up in my eyes, and I can’t help but let them flow, my silent sobs lost in the gentle hum of the ship’s engine. I yearn for the familiar comforts of home. But returning is not an option. What would I do? Swim back? I don’t even know where I am. How foolish.
 This situation brings back memories of that fateful day when I first told my mother about my decision to work on a cruise ship. She exploded.
 ‘Why on earth do you want to work on a cruise ship? What are you searching for?’
 I wanted to reply, ‘To find something I couldn’t discover here. My true self, perhaps.’ But my mom would never buy that. She’s incredibly practical. So, I blurted out something that made more sense to her: ‘Well, I’m looking for better pay. They pay in dollars, you know? Plus, I get to walk around the globe.’
 ‘Is that so?’ My mom grunted before retreating to the storeroom, returning with an old globe, the same one I used during primary school geography lessons. She placed the globe on the floor between us.
 ‘What’s this?’ I asked, puzzled by the unexpected prop.
 ‘Walk around it,’ she instructed with a steely expression.
 ‘Seriously, I can’t believe you did that!’ I exclaimed, my frustration bubbling over. I gave the globe a swift kick, sending it careening into the next room with a loud crash.
 ‘That’s a banana goal, like Beckham’s,’ I quipped, but my mom’s glare made it clear that my antics weren’t amusing. Although she must have known I’d do something like that. I’m rather headstrong, and I’ve always had a knack for getting under her skin. But I got it from her. 
 ‘Whatever!’ She huffed as she left the room, her house dress twirling like the national flag.
 ‘Do you even know what the sea is like?!’ she shouted from the far end of the room. ‘You could drown, you know? You could die. And if you die out at sea, it’ll be nearly impossible to find your body!’
 Then she fell silent, giving me the cold shoulder for the rest of the day. If I died out at sea, and the last image I had of her was that sour expression, wouldn’t she feel remorse?
 So, no, I can’t send my mom any messages about how I’ve been working tirelessly, my arms aching as if I’ve been constructing an Egyptian pyramid. Complain about how exhausted I am and how I want to return home on my very first day on the cruise ship? That’s a terrible idea. My mom won’t offer comforting words like a typical mother. But I’m convinced she’s telepathic. She’ll transmit something like ‘See, I told you so!’ in the form of a radio wave that only dolphins and my stupid brain can pick up.
 Alright, Maya, enough already. Get. Some. Sleep.
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 Four other waiters share our station: two from Ukraine and two from India. On the cruise ship’s second deck, Kanompang and I are in charge of Station Three, serving around forty to fifty people during each mealtime. It might sound manageable, but handling this many guests all at once, each with their unique orders, can be a real head-spinning challenge. Thankfully, most of our passengers are in their fifties and sixties, so they’re not as demanding as the younger crowd. They may need some assistance getting seated, but they’re generally pleasant.
 Breakfast service today is nothing short of disastrous. I’m still grappling with jetlag, and the buffet is a total mystery to me. I can’t even distinguish between the various types of cheese and cereals. Throughout the service, Kanompang keeps me on my toes, barking orders like, ‘Quick, refill the coffee at table two! Hurry up, clear table four before Utpal sees it! Hey, someone at table six wants tea! Come on!’ Her constant instructions keep my nerves on edge. As a server, I can’t afford to show even the slightest hint of panic, so I just plaster on a smile whenever we cross paths.
 Once the meal service ends, my next task is to polish about a thousand plates and pieces of silverware that have just come out of the dishwasher to remove those pesky water stains. Utpal strolls over to check my progress while I’m still hard at work on the banana bowls.
 ‘I’ve seen people like you before, working on a cruise ship just for the free travel,’ he mutters. ‘I don’t need a waitress like you. You’ll be on your way home within a month.’
 He leaves after dropping that bombshell. I’m left wondering whether he means it or if it’s just his way of being funny or trying to spur me to improve. But one thing’s for sure – I don’t particularly care for his attitude.
 During my thirty-minute lunch break, I find myself sitting alone, poking at my food without much appetite. Lunch is served in the crew mess, a small five by five metre room that serves as our dining area as well as a place to relax. It’s furnished with a few stools and tables, and it’s here that we watch TV, listen to music and occasionally throw impromptu parties. Frankly, it’s not the most inviting space, and the odour of oily coveralls doesn’t help.
 After lunch, I return to my cabin to freshen up, but I’m not alone in there this time. Two girls occupy the other beds; I didn’t have a chance to meet them last night as they were already asleep.
 ‘Sis, are you from Indonesia?’ asks one of my cabin mates.
 ‘I’m not if you’re holding a grudge against them,’ I quip.
 ‘No, we’re from Indonesia too,’ says the other.
 Their little faces light up with excitement as I reveal that I hail from Jakarta.
 My two cabin mates introduce themselves as Ida and Yanti, both hailing from Bali. They’ve been here for a few months, and discovering fellow Indonesians among the crew is a welcome surprise. We share the same sense of homesickness, and the prospect of speaking in our native language provides some comfort. Ida works in housekeeping, while Yanti is a masseuse. They mention two more Indonesians on board, one handling the dishwasher and another in the laundry. Ida and Yanti, with their tanned skin and cheerful personalities, turn out to be much younger than me, just twenty-two years old. What’s most irritating is how they make it sound like I’m ancient at ‘twenty-four’. After enduring their naive remarks about my slim build, I decide it’s time to escape the cabin and head back to the restaurant, where Utpal awaits with his usual dose of shouting.
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 The next few days don’t get any better. Utpal shadows my every move as I serve passengers, scrutinizing every action. He observes how I clear dirty dishes, pour wine, and set plates on the table – whether I do it from the left or right side, how often I smile at the passengers, and more. He even remarks on my English accent, which, according to him, is atrocious.
 ‘Quick, tell me, what’s on the dinner menu tonight?’ he demands, while I’m busy carrying dirty dishes to the dishwasher.
 I think on my feet. Last night, I crammed this information. House wine, appetizers, salads, soups, sorbet, four main courses, four desserts, cheese and fruit platter, after-dinner drinks, varieties of tea and coffee. Relax, I’m not that dumb. I hold a bachelor’s degree in early childhood education from a public university, with a GPA of 3.0, proving I’m not a complete airhead. I used to cram right before exams, you know, last-minute studying, so I can probably handle this absurdly ever-changing menu. Ha ha, if only.
 ‘Tonight we’re serving Sieur d’Arques Vanel Merlot and Vanel Chardonnay from France. Onion galette and cherry tomatoes for the hot appetizer,’ I confidently relay. Then he enquires about the entrée, but I’m genuinely unsure whether it’s tuna or lamb shank.
 His eyes nearly bulge out of their sockets.
 ‘Green salad is always available,’ I offer as a last-ditch effort, as I can’t remember anything else.
 ‘Do you find this amusing? Bombohole!’ he snaps.
 ‘I’m trying my best, Utpal!’ I reply.
 ‘Not hard enough! You’re too much taka-taka.’
 Solemnly, I look him in the eyes. ‘I took this job because I needed the money. Give me a chance.’
 He glares at me before shooing me back to my station. I sort of wish he had asked me what I planned to do with the money; I might have said something like getting breast and butt implants. It would have annoyed him to no end, and he’d be right about me being too much taka-taka. Whatever that means.
 Later, while tidying up spare cutlery in the drawer at our station, I casually ask Kanompang, ‘Why does Utpal seem to really hate me?’
 I instantly regret asking, not because it sounds like I’m seeking sympathy, but because of her response.
 ‘It’s not just him, it’s everyone,’ she replies slowly.
 I put my hand to my chest and mutter, ‘Bitch.’
 She must have overheard me calling her a bitch because, during dinner, Kanompang makes my life difficult.
 ‘Table two, seat four, lactose intolerant. Table three, seats five and six, gluten-free. There’s a vegan at table five, but I don’t remember which seat. Table six has someone allergic to seafood, so don’t bring the Caesar salad dressing, you know, the one with anchovies. And don’t mix up the appetizers and soups,’ she adds, pretending to jot down notes.
 I try to keep my cool, but I can’t remember any of it. What’s worse, I don’t know what to do about the allergies. I barely know what food contains what. I’ve only been here for a couple of days.
 ‘What?’ Kanompang asks, knowing the game she’s playing.
 ‘Just kill me,’ I say dramatically.
 She almost laughs but refrains. Instead, she heads to the kitchen and reports me to Utpal, claiming that I’m jeopardizing her customers’ health by being ignorant about allergies. I know this will only reinforce Utpal’s belief that I’m unfit for the job. So, when he approaches me, I turn pale.
 Utpal hands me a crumpled book. ‘You need to memorize everything in it by the end of the week. Burn it and drink the ashes if you have to.’
 It’s a restaurant handbook on allergies and other related matters, including details about our menu. I have to study it during my thirteen-hour shifts. How will I manage that? With my brain’s capacity, it will take me a month to memorize the ingredients of one entrée, and then I’ll forget it within seconds.
  
 ***
  
 I’m utterly exhausted, both mentally and physically. My body aches to the core, and blisters have formed on the soles of my feet. So, as soon as I return to the cabin, I head straight to the bathroom. I turn on the hot shower and sit beneath it, hugging my knees, and cry uncontrollably. I surrender. If my life were a reality show, I’d wave my hand to the TV camera and plead for mercy. Please, I give up. Just let me go home.
 Ida is already in the cabin when I rush out of the bathroom with swollen eyes.
 ‘Sis, are you crying?’ she asks.
 ‘What? No.’
 ‘But I heard you,’ she says, perplexed.
 I must have been crying louder than I thought. ‘Yeah, I’m just really drained,’ I admit, and the floodgates of emotion open once more.
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 Today, we’ve docked in Saint Petersburg, Russia. It’s a ‘lunch-off’ day, which means the passengers will have their lunch ashore, and all the restaurant crews get some free time until dinner service. I know I should be studying the handbook, burning it and drinking the ashes as Utpal suggested, but this is Russia! We’ve visited Sweden, Denmark, Poland and Latvia, but this is the first chance to step foot on foreign soil, and I won’t waste it. The cities that drifted past our portholes are now only a distant memory. I can study later.
 Over lunch, Kanompang teasingly asks, ‘Who are you going to the city with? Your mafioso buddies?’ I can’t help but chuckle at her name for my Indonesian friends. We do have a tendency to huddle in a group and share black-market kitchen snacks.
 ‘I don’t know yet,’ I admit, pulling my windbreaker tight against the cold. Every minute is precious; I don’t want to waste it hanging around chatting.
 Spotting my uncertainty, Kanompang makes me an offer. ‘Come with me. I’ve been to Saint Petersburg before. You can get lost easily if you’re not familiar with the city. You’ve never been here, right? If you go alone, you might get lost or, worse, get robbed.’
 Although it sounds like a genuine offer of help, it’s actually a cleverly disguised trap. What she really means is: ‘I plan to shop a lot, and I’ll need an extra pair of hands to carry my bags.’ Oblivious to her true intentions, I gladly accept her invitation. 
  
 ***
  
 Stepping onto Russian soil is surreal. The brilliant hues of autumn leaves greet us, a spectacle I’ve only ever seen on TV. Overwhelmed, I stop to snap photos at every turn, captivated by the simple beauty of this new world.
 Kanompang rolls her eyes, commenting, ‘So tacky.’ But I don’t care. This is my moment.
 We take an expensive cab to the city centre, but fortunately I have no rubles, so Kanompang pays for everything. She shops for heaps of clothes and perfumes at Zara, while I opt for cheap scarves around the Hermitage Museum and Palace Square, blending in with the budget-conscious tourists.
 On the pavement along Griboedov Canal, I lean on the railing and savour the moment, feeling like I’m in a music video. Watching stylish people hurry by, I can’t believe I’m in Russia! The only other time I’ve been to a foreign country (apart from a brief layover at Tallinn airport) was when I visited Singapore, thanks to a cheap ticket with AirAsia.
 It’s a fantastic moment, and I wish I could tell my mom about it. ‘See, Mom, I’ve travelled. Look at my feet, they’re on a different side of the world.’ Perhaps she would just purse her lips or audibly say ‘wow’ in a mocking way. 
  
 ***
  
 We return to the ship at five, and my arms are sore from carrying Kanompang’s shopping. I’ve never been in her cabin before. Her bed is festooned with dolls, colourful Christmas lights, scattered selfies, and about twenty fridge magnets she’s collected from each country she’s visited, all clinging to the metal wall.
 ‘Where are you going?’ she asks, as I prepare to leave her room.
 ‘To bed?’ I reply. We have one hour before the dinner service begins, and I’m considering a quick nap.
 ‘You’re not leaving until you can tell me all of tonight’s entrées.’
 Initially reluctant, I eventually give in, and we practice until I can confidently recite the menu, which includes dishes like lamb shank with thyme gravy, pasta quattro formaggi, pan-fried fillet of John Dory, and baked eggplant parmigiana. Kanompang also educates me about allergies.
 ‘Why are you doing this for me?’ I ask suspiciously.
 ‘It’s my station too, and I’m your captain. If you mess up, it reflects poorly on me as well. So, it’s not a favour, it’s self-preservation.’
 Whatever her motives, it works. When dinner arrives, I’m prepared to face Utpal, and the guests, with allergies. Maybe Kanompang isn’t such a bad ‘b’ word after all. She’s still a ‘b,’ but possibly a good one.
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 I’ve had to get a haircut, not because I wanted a new style but because of my dandruff problem. Those annoying white flakes have been falling onto my shoulder like snow in winter. I haven’t been able to resist the urge to scratch my scalp these past few days. It has been very embarrassing. I’ve never faced this issue before, and I’ve desperately tried to hide it. But, of course, Kanompang, my partner, noticed.
 Yesterday, she dragged me to the galley and exclaimed, ‘Jesus! You’re producing grated parmesan cheese!’ She couldn’t help but snigger and later informed Utpal about my scalp issue, who promptly ordered me to shave my head bald.
 Ida has informed me that the water we use for showering is distilled straight from the sea, with goodness knows how many chemicals to remove the saltiness. She says it also contains chlorine. So, if not dandruff, I might still end up with grey hair – and that is definitely preferable to hair loss.
 None of the shampoos available here seem to help with my so-called ‘grated parmesan cheese’ shoulder situation. So, in desperation, I have asked Ida to cut my shoulder-length hair shorter. I want a style that will make me look like a supermodel. I figure shorter hair might be easier to manage. I show Ida a picture of Cleopatra, and she agrees to give it a try. I trust her, but when I finally look in the mirror, I don’t see the Egyptian queen. Instead, Dora the Explorer stares back at me.
 I give her a stern look, which clearly intimidates her. She leaves the room without saying a word.
 With no other options left, I head to Kanompang’s cabin to seek her help. I really don’t want to do this, but at the moment she is my only option.
 When she sees me, she chokes. ‘What’s going on with your hair?’
 ‘Can you please help me?’
 ‘No.’
 ‘Please, we’re running out of time, and it’s almost dinner,’ I implore.
 She grumbles but eventually gets up. She fetches a pair of scissors from a drawer and instructs me to wait for her in the bathroom.
 She strolls into the bathroom with a sly grin, and I sense I am in for it.
 ‘Abort! Abort!’ I blurt out.
 ‘Don’t be such a scaredy-cat,’ she teases, her tone playful. ‘Trust me, it’s for the best.’
 Caught in a no-win situation, I finally surrender. As she snips away, I can’t help but wonder if she intends to give me a full-on bald look, just as Utpal suggested. If that happens, it will be my golden ticket home. I could claim emotional distress, and I contemplate suing Kanompang and Utpal for making me go bald, while this ship could take the blame for my dandruff-rich hair.
 But when she lets me gaze in the mirror, I am relieved to see I still have some hair left. A few inches remain, and I now sport a chic pixie cut that actually emphasizes my jawline, giving my face a more sculpted look. I can’t deny it – I’m starting to like it. As I admire the transformation, Kanompang chimes in, ‘Now you look like a boy.’
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 It’s the 14th of October, and we’re docked in Copenhagen, Denmark. After the lunch rush and a quick clean-up of the restaurant, I manage to sneak away for a couple of hours of freedom. Most of the crew head back to their cabins for a nap or hang out in the crew mess, but not me – I’m determined to see the city.
 A brisk wind nips at my cheeks as I stroll through Churchillparken, a beautifully manicured park with fancy green grass. I can’t help but chuckle when I find myself sitting by the Gefion Fountain, a massive sculpture of a god riding some beasts. They say tossing coins in can grant you wishes, but all I’ve got are candy wrappers. I wonder if they’d work.
 Next stop is Kastellet, the Citadel, which is shaped like a star. There are these charming orange and red buildings nearby, and all the trees are decked out in autumn leaves. Copenhagen is like a picture postcard. My journey continues to the Langelinie promenade, and what do I stumble upon? The iconic Little Mermaid bronze statue! Tourists are posing for photos with her, but I’m content to sit on the beach, musing about how she doesn’t quite look like Ariel from Disney with her regular legs.
 Today’s a big day for me – I’m hitting the big 3-0. As I watch the mermaid who longs for feet, it’s hard to put my feelings into words. But maybe that’s okay because some emotions are just too complex, and we can’t ever say what we truly feel. One thing’s for sure, though – I’m relieved I’m not celebrating in Jakarta. That would mean dealing with colleagues pretending to be nice just for a free meal and my mom making an odd-shaped birthday cake with a 3 and 0 candle. She’d try to look happy, but her eyes would be judging me. I’d pretend to be thrilled but would secretly die of embarrassment thanks to those candles.
 I’m so glad it hasn’t come to that. Thanks to my job, I’ve got no time for self-pity or sappy solo birthday parties in my room with cheesy ballads playing. With this gig, I hardly have a moment to spare, let alone for self-pity.
 My two hours of freedom eventually run out, and I bid farewell to the Little Mermaid. We’re both a bit quirky, but we share something in common: she’s dreaming of getting out of the water, while I’m trying to escape the land … and everything else.
  
 ***
  
 Dinner service tonight goes decently. I may have spilled a bit of wine on the tablecloth, but it’s no catastrophe. A casual ‘Oops’ and a sheepish grin and the guests are happy. The tiredness I felt earlier has faded away. After we wrap up, Utpal gathers us all around one table for the daily debrief. But tonight he’s got a surprise – eight cold beer cans to share. We exchange puzzled glances before cracking open the cans and taking swigs. Beer isn’t exactly my thing so I nurse it slowly out of politeness.
 ‘Why the special treat?’ Kanompang asks.
 ‘It’s your paisano’s birthday,’ Utpal announces, nodding in my direction with his usual swagger.
 The rest of the crew lets out a collective ‘Ooh’ and raise their cans to toast to me.
 I’m taken aback. ‘What’s all this?’
 Kanompang probes further, ‘So, how old are you now?’
 I wish I could say I’m 25, but before I can respond, Utpal chimes in, ‘She’s 33.’
 I quickly correct him, ‘I’m 30, not 33! Utpal, what are you talking about!’
 Kanompang teases, ‘Well, 30 or 33, you’re not getting any younger.’
 Nina, the other waitress, adds with a grin, ‘Don’t worry, 30 is the new 21.’
 Thanks to Utpal and his big mouth, I’m not just grappling with turning 30 – now I’m suddenly three years older too.
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 We’re deep into the Grand Baltic Sea Voyage cruise, and have been exploring northern Europe for eleven days now. Today, I manage to sneak out during our stop in Lithuania and spend some quality time at The Fat Cat Café, hogging their free Wi-Fi and uploading heaps of photos to Facebook. The reactions from friends are a mixed bag – some casually ask for souvenirs (like I’m on vacation); a few snark, ‘Ah, Photoshop, huh?’ (probably former colleagues nursing a case of envy), while others just drop a simple love or like on my posts.
 At dinner service, Utpal decides to grace me with his usual dose of cryptic criticism. ‘You work like a blindfolded donkey,’ he says. I’m not even going to ask what that means; he’s said enough hurtful things, and I’ve built up a thick skin. Just the other day, he called me a tortoise, which I figured meant I was slow, but a blindfolded donkey? No clue.
 Tonight, as we set sail from Lithuania, the sea decides to get feisty. It’s been almost a month since I started working on this ship, but I’ve never felt this miserable. The waves are battering the ship mercilessly – Kanompang estimates they’re four to five metres high. The ship sways like a swing, and serving during this time is like trying to tightrope walk on a rollercoaster.
 ‘Don’t worry, we’ve all got sea legs,’ Kanompang reassures the passengers, though her worried face doesn’t quite match her words.
 Sea legs? More like sea disasters. I’ve already dropped two plates of roasted duck salad, and to top it off I’m feeling queasy. Maybe this is Utpal’s way of saying, ‘Welcome to seasickness.’
 I pretend to be the diligent waiter and carry a stack of dirty dishes to the back area near the kitchen. Once there, I frantically hunt for a trash can. After a quick scan to make sure Utpal isn’t lurking, I face the trash can and, with all the grace of a sick walrus, proceed to empty my stomach’s contents. People in the cold and hot galleys are horrified – it seems I’ve given them an unexpected show. I thought I just needed a good purge to feel better, but I didn’t anticipate terrifying everyone in the process.
 With a wiped mouth and shaky legs, I return to the restaurant, sporting my practiced level-six smile, as if nothing happened. Five minutes later, I’m back at the kitchen, searching for that trusty trash can.
 ‘Blargh … blargh …’ I retch.
 ‘You’ve got to rest,’ one of the kitchen guys urges.
 ‘I’m fine.’ I brush him off, washing my mouth at the tap before returning to my station to serve dessert. However, some passengers have already left their tables, unable to endure the relentless rocking of the ship. My stomach holds on for another three minutes before I make yet another dash for the trash can. Of course, Kanompang catches me this time, grinning like she’s won a prize, and immediately summons Utpal.
 ‘Go to your cabin,’ Utpal commands with his usual bossiness.
 I shake my head and try to muster some strength. Despite Kanompang’s annoying tendencies, I can’t leave her alone to handle the guests at a time like this. She’ll be overwhelmed.
 ‘Whatever,’ Utpal concedes.
 Call me stubborn, but I manage to hang in there for another forty seconds until a colossal wave broadsides the ship, and I sprint to the back, spewing out whatever remnants my stomach still holds. On wobbly legs, I lean against the coffee pot cabinets near the cold galleys. Some junior chefs are busy with orders.
 ‘Don’t drink,’ one of them advises. ‘It’ll make the seasickness worse.’
 ‘Huh,’ I mutter.
 Feeling drained, I settle on the kitchen floor. The kitchen guy is understandably concerned and rushes over to help me up. As he supports me, he suddenly exclaims, ‘Oh my God, you’re a girl!’
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 I wake up feeling much better after having taken two Dramamine pills the night before. The seasickness has finally loosened its grip on me. But here’s the deal – we don’t get any weekends off on this job. It’s work every day for the entire ten months of my contract. So, bad night or good night, it’s robot-mode the next day.
 In the kitchen, I bump into the guy who mistook me for a boy. ‘Thanks for yesterday,’ I say, though I’m still a touch salty about his gender confusion. I can’t really blame him though. I rarely chat with the kitchen crew. Maybe this is what Utpal means by blindfolded donkey. 
 ‘No problem,’ he grins, revealing his small teeth and two prominent fangs. ‘I’m Oleksii.’
 ‘Maya,’ I reply.
 ‘I thought you were Andrew,’ he says, which only perplexes me more.
 ‘What?’
 ‘Yeah, Kanompang told everyone your name is Andrew.’
 ‘Just for the record, I don’t have any, you know, manly attributes.’
 His eyes widen, ‘I figured that out last night!’
 I roll my eyes, ‘Is it the short hair?’ I ask, trying to figure out his confusion. ‘It’s the witch that gave me this cut,’ I say.
 He scratches his head, ‘Sort of … and, well, you’re not exactly …’ He trails off, obviously hinting at my not-so-prominent chest area.
 ‘My bra’s there for a reason!’ I retort.
 He blushes, ‘Well, I couldn’t see that. You know, it’s hidden.’
 Ugh! If not for his timely assistance with saltines, I would’ve smacked him. Do I give off a tomboy vibe? Sure, I don’t have a curvy figure or a pair of C cups, but I definitely don’t have anything bulging in my pants. I blame this waitress vest that made my chest so invisible. 
 Walking away from Oleksii, I reflect. Sure, he’s cute in a comic relief kind of way. Not your average macho type of guy. A bit on the short side, but it doesn’t really matter to me. Later, I learn he’s a sous-chef, not just a ‘kitchen guy’.
 Speaking of guys, I haven’t had much luck in that department. Sure, back in the day, Westlife posters decorated my wall, and later the brooding members of My Chemical Romance. But real-life boyfriends? Zilch. It’s not that guys never liked me, but their subtle signals always zoomed over my head. Or so I’d like to think. 
 The truth is most dudes I’ve known are just … average. The kinds who live for the 9 to 5; date because they’re supposed to, and lack any real fire or ambition. Bland. And me? I’m somewhere in between special and ordinary. I’m that person who won’t be missed if absent from a party, yet won’t cause any ripples if present. I often wonder: do people even notice me?
 So, while I haven’t found Mr Right or even Mr Alright, I’m fine on my own. There’s a party for one, with just my music, romantic novels and tasty crisps. Haven’t found a guy who gives me that ‘butter flutter’ feeling. Maybe, just maybe, my emotional compass is a bit off.
 Sometimes, I wonder if there’s something missing inside me. Or do you think maybe I’m just not looking hard enough?
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 Life on the cruise ship settles into a routine. I wake up, work, eat and sleep – rinse and repeat. Sometimes it feels like we are living in a floating bubble, disconnected from the world outside. The days blur together, and I find solace in simple pleasures like camaraderie with my fellow crew members.
 I continue to interact with Oleksii, whose playful banter always gives me some reasons to smile. We talk about the most mundane things to the most absurd, and he has a knack for making me laugh even when the sea threatens to rock my stomach.
 One evening at 11 pm, after a busy dinner service, I get very hungry. I haven’t eaten anything. So, in the crew mess, I begin preparing a simple meal of melted cheese over bread cubes. As I wait for the cheese to melt in the oven, Oleksii approaches.
 He looks tired, his eyes heavy with fatigue.
 ‘Long day?’ I ask, faux concern in my voice.
 He nods, taking a sip of his own tea. ‘Yeah, the kitchen was a madhouse today. How about you, Manis?’
 I chuckle at his use of the Indonesian term. ‘Manis’ means sweet, and the first time he called me that I turned as red as a dragon fruit. It has become our little inside joke.
 I tell him that I just witnessed a funny incident. An elderly lady at one of the tables was covertly filling a plastic bag with salt from the shaker. When I caught her in the act, she simply muttered ‘I need salt’, while her husband sitting beside her looked away in embarrassment. To spare their blushes further, I pretended not to see their peculiar salt-collecting operation. It’s just salt, after all.
 ‘It’s a ritual,’ says Oleksii.
 ‘What is?’
 ‘They throw salt into the sea for good luck or to repel a curse,’ he says again.
 ‘Huh? What’s the point? The sea is where the salt comes from.’
 Oleksii leans in closer, his voice lowered. ‘You know, they say the sea air makes people do crazy things.’
 I raise an eyebrow. ‘Crazy things?’
 He nods, a mischievous glint in his eye. ‘Oh, you’d be surprised. Lonely hearts seeking adventure, forbidden romances in the moonlight, and secret rendezvous in hidden corners of the ship.’
 I can’t help but laugh. ‘You watch too many movies, Oleksii.’
 He winks. ‘Maybe, but truth can be stranger than fiction, Manis.’
 The microwave beeps, signalling that my meal is ready. I retrieve my hot bowl and sit down at the table, with Oleksii joining me. Other crew members in the mess are either watching TV or engrossed in their smartphones, similar to what Oleksii is doing now. While I blow on my hot bread cubes, he becomes preoccupied with his phone.
 ‘Maybe she’s busy,’ I suggest, trying to console him. He looks a bit upset. He has told me about his girlfriend who recently gave him some distance.
 ‘Busy with other men,’ he continues, his expression sombre.
 I’m not sure how to respond so I continue eating.
 Oleksii then tells me about the challenges faced by seafarers and their relationships back on land. He explains that the long periods away from home often mess with their relationships.
 ‘What do you mean? Like cheating? But not everyone does that,’ I say.
 He shrugs. ‘True, but it’s a reality we live with. When you’re out at sea for a long time, sometimes the only comfort is found in the arms of another. The same goes for those we leave on land.’
 ‘We’re not controlled by our genitals,’ I offer, trying to make a point. I mean that not everyone spends their time solely focused on sex; there are many other meaningful aspects of life that influence our decisions and actions.
 ‘You’re naïve. We are driven by the force! And here on the ship, it’s the place with the strongest force!’ Oleksii declares, his tone passionate.
 ‘What force?’ I ask.
 ‘The horny force,’ he replies with a grin.
 ‘Bullshit,’ I laugh.
 ‘There’s not much else to do here. Look around; it’s a small ship with no entertainment for the crew.’
 ‘That may be true. But, well, I’m not driven by the force. I’m here to work and earn money,’ I explain.
 ‘You’re not driven by it yet. When boredom starts eating you, you’ll see,’ Oleksii predicts.
 I laugh at his last statement and finish my meal quickly.
 ‘I thought you were sad,’ I say.
 ‘Oh, I can be sad and horny at the same time!’ he says.
 I laugh some more.
 ‘I’m off to bed,’ I say, as I place my dirty bowl in the washer. ‘May the force be with you,’ I add before leaving.
 ‘May the force find you soon,’ Oleksii replies with a chuckle.
 I ponder his words, realizing how complex life on the ship can be. And there’s so much to understand, including myself. The force? Does it exist? And me, naïve? That’s nonsense. 
 However, my night isn’t over. As I walk back to my cabin, I encounter Kanompang, who is tiptoeing around nervously. I casually ask her where she’s headed.
 ‘Laundry room,’ she replies, thrusting her laundry bag in my face. I’m curious why she smells so pleasant at almost midnight, but I don’t have time to ask further. She hurries away as if trying to avoid being caught. What a strange girl.
 Inside my cabin, Ida and Yanti are engaged in a rather uninspiring conversation about their past lives in the village. I undress and get into bed.
 ‘Hey, guys, have you ever had sex?’ I interrupt their conversation with a relaxed question.
 Their response is immediate silence, as if my question is too frightening.
 ‘Sis,’ Ida finally says, gently reminding me that I’m broaching a very taboo subject.
 ‘What?’ I ask innocently.
 Without saying another word, they close their curtains, like we’re playing hide and seek. It’s a very Indonesian response, shy-shy style.
 As with dating, I’ve never given much thought to sex. Even though I’m already thirty, I’ve never engaged in sexual activities, not even kissing. I suppose I’m not ready, or perhaps I’m just too lazy to pursue it. What’s more, according to my religion and my father’s beliefs, it’s a sin to have sex outside of marriage. My dad, he’s quite a devout Muslim. He wanted me to pray five times a day and wear a hijab. I like my hair, so I explained to him that not wearing a headscarf doesn’t make me a bad person or a sex maniac. 
 As the ship sails through the dark waters of the Baltic Sea, I drift off to sleep, my thoughts swirling like the waves outside.
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 We’ve been sailing around the Baltic waters for a few weeks now, visiting northern European countries like Riga and Gdansk. Europe starts to feel pretty ordinary after a while, just places we pass by. Every thirteen days, passengers disembark and new ones come aboard. Some are cheerful, and some seem downright annoyed. Whenever Kanompang rakes in a lot of tips, she shines like freshly polished crystals. And when she doesn’t, she starts pointing fingers at me for delivering lousy service at her station.
 I’ve nearly memorized all the restaurant menus, so Utpal sometimes sends me to the bar to assist the bartenders. The bar work is more laid-back. I take drink orders and serve them with elegance, carefully avoiding spilling anything from those pesky martini glasses, which, by the way, I’ve spilled quite a lot. Besides the live music in the bar, I get to snag some of those delicious chocolate cookies meant for passengers. That’s what makes it worthwhile.
 The only downside is that when I’m assigned to the bar on Deck Four, it means longer hours. I only make it back to the cabin around midnight. But it’s not such a big deal because it means passengers get to know me better, and that often translates to more tips. And who doesn’t like money, right?
  
 ***
  
 After my shift at the bar, I stand before the crew’s notice board to check the ‘port manning’ schedule. If your name is on that list, it means you can’t go ashore even when we’re docked in a new country. You need to do the ship watchkeeping. No matter how envious you are of other crew members having a blast on land, you have to stay put. We need people onboard in case of an emergency.
 Next to the port manning schedule, there’s a sign that reads: ‘Dispose of used condoms in the trash bin provided, don’t throw them down the toilet!’ At first, I thought it was a joke, but remembering what Oleksii said, I guess it’s no joke at all. It means people on this ship are having sex, even though I haven’t experienced it. Why else would they need such a sign, right? Those clogged toilets must be a recurring issue. Oleksii was right, I can be pretty naive.
 Still pondering that, Kanompang suddenly walks by me, heading swiftly towards her cabin. 
 ‘Hey, where are you coming from?’ I ask. 
 ‘Stop being nosy!’ she snaps, her voice strained, and before I can enquire further, she vanishes behind her cabin door. What a strange girl (part two).
 Afterwards, I simply do my usual routine. I enter my cabin, strip down and crawl into my top bunk. I’m too tired to bother with a shower or wash my face. It’s nearly midnight and I’m utterly drained. The curtains on Ida and Yanti’s beds are drawn, so they’re probably already asleep.
 Just as I’m about to drift off, I notice my bed rocking. At first, I think it’s the usual sway of the ship – a gentle, soothing motion like a cradle. It’s pleasant and helps me fall asleep. But tonight, the vibration persists, and it feels different – constant. I believe it’s coming from Ida’s bunk beneath mine. Could she be having a nightmare? I try to ignore it, but the shaking doesn’t stop.
 Concerned, I climb out of my bed and slide open the curtain on Ida’s bunk, intending to wake her. My intentions are pure – I’m genuinely worried she might be experiencing sleep paralysis or something. Who knows, there might be sea ghosts, right? 
 My mouth is halfway to uttering a casual ‘hey’ when it takes an unexpected detour and releases an involuntary shriek born of utter surprise. Ida does the same, squealing while scrambling to cover herself. And the man on top of her looks just as startled. Thankfully, he doesn’t yelp; he just grunts.
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 A second after the incident, I immediately close the curtain. My heart skips a hundred beats as I climb back into my bed. The vibrations from Ida’s bed stop at once, and I hear the cabin door open and close. The man must have left.
 I can’t get the picture out of my head. I’ve never seen humans having sex before, not as a live show right before my eyes. Sure, I’ve seen chickens do it, but they’re poultry. Ida doesn’t look anything like a bird! And the man on top of her … who the hell is he? God, I’m so confused about what to do. Should I apologize or something? I keep the curtain closed and wait for sleep.
 In the morning I successfully avoid Ida, even though we share the same cabin, and hurry off to work. I don’t know who should be more embarrassed. I suppose she should be, right?
 In the crew mess, during lunch break, I sit in front of Kanompang, and my mouth, which is like a leaking bucket, immediately bursts out.
 ‘Hey, imagine if you caught your roommate doing “ahem-ahem”, what would you do?’
 Kanompang immediately raises her eyebrows, then says, ‘Well, since you’re kind of clueless, it’s not entirely your fault.’
 ‘You mean?’
 Without caring, Kanompang puts kaldolmar, a Swedish food made from cabbage, into her mouth. Then, with her mouth full, she adds, ‘You know people close the curtains on their beds for privacy?’
 ‘But it’s a bunk bed! Her bed is beneath mine! My God, I could feel the shaking, my God. I thought there were high tidal waves. I was just checking on her because she’s an innocent-looking girl. If I have a burning question about sex, she plays coy and avoids it. So I didn’t expect to see what I saw last night. I mean, she refuses to talk about sex, but she’s actually doing it?’ I grab my own hair. ‘Do you know what I’m talking about?’
 Kanompang keeps chewing on the kaldolmar. I also like kaldolmar; it is minced meat and rice.
 ‘Sure, I know things,’ she replies.
 ‘After all, what were they thinking about? Playing “riding a horse” on the lower bunk bed? I was above them. It’s not just her room; it’s mine too!’
 Kanompang is still chewing her food.
 ‘If she wanted to do “ahem-ahem”, she should have told me first. I mean, I could have left the room before, I wouldn’t have minded. I know it was her right to “ahem-ahem” as much and with whomever she wants, but I also have the right to be shocked and annoyed. A traumatic experience, you know?’ I keep on talking to cover up my anxiety.
 ‘What a motormouth. You’ve never had sex, huh?’ Kanompang accuses instead.
 ‘What? Of course … of course, I have.’
 Kanompang says the word ‘sex’ out loud, making me uncomfortable as people look our way.
 ‘Bullshit,’ she says. ‘Your boobs haven’t grown because they’ve never been touched.’
 My face turns even redder and I get ready to leave. ‘Talking to you is a waste of time.’
 ‘You can try with Oleksii; he has a big crush on you,’ she says.
 ‘What? What are you talking about?’
 She doesn’t answer – too busy shoving kaldolmar into her annoying mouth.
 I finally meet Ida in the cabin. Since I’m the older one, I think I should be the one to start the conversation. I am going to apologize for opening her curtains without permission.
 ‘Sis,’ she calls me in a low voice before I even have a chance to speak.
 ‘Yeah?’
 ‘Don’t tell anyone, okay? About that thing.’
 ‘Oh, okay,’ I give her a thumbs-up. Crazy, doesn’t she know that everyone already knows?
 ‘Next time if you want to do that again, tell me first, okay?’ I ask, but it comes out more like a demand.
 ‘Y-yes,’ she stammers.
 ‘It’s not a big deal; I mean, I’m from Jakarta. Something like that? I’m used to it. I’m not surprised. Everyone does it, right? It’s nothing new, so take it easy. Don’t be shy or nervous like that. I do it all the time too, believe me. I’m not such an innocent girl, you know? I’m quite experienced in this area. I’m really worse than you … I don’t mean you’re bad. Anyway, I’m from Jakarta. You know how it is there, right? It’s the city; it’s wild.’
 Oh my God, what the hell am I talking about? I just want to make her feel okay, to console her. I try to make myself sound terrible so she won’t feel bad. I’m not sure if this method is healthy or not, but it seems to work. She immediately seems less embarrassed.
 ‘Really?’ she asks sincerely.
 I wink at her just like Oleksii did to me. I know Ida is still feeling a little uneasy.
 ‘So, who was that guy?’ I ask discreetly, as if we are in a sisterhood.
 Ida goes silent for three seconds before her mouth turns into a burst dam. She starts babbling incessantly about this man, someone from Serbia who works in the electrical department. To comfort her more, I even ask for details about their encounter and what his size is. And just like that, Ida spills everything, including the part where she shaved her pubic hair to make it look cleaner. I can’t help but giggle with amusement, and my heart is pounding.
 After she finishes her story and I run out of questions, I climb into my bed. And there, on the bleach-scented sheets, I begin thinking about sex. I guess I really should start considering it.
 Damn it, Kanompang, do I really look like I’m still a virgin? I’m not a self-righteous girl. I kissed a boy before. In elementary school. When I lost in a marble game. Hey, that counts as a kiss! But since then I’ve never kissed anyone. I was just a really ordinary girl. I told you I never had a boyfriend. I spent my adolescence kissing the boys on my bedroom posters.
 I’ve been so focused on myself, not aware of my surroundings, in a place where the sexual tension is very strong (to quote Oleksii). It feels like I’ve been blinkered. I know I shouldn’t feel this way, but I can’t help but feel a bit disturbed that I may succumb to peer pressure. It seems like everyone is doing it, even that 22-year-old Ida with a tall guy from Serbia! My God, am I finally addressing my adolescent insecurities?
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 ‘Ayde! Ayde! Don’t block the road!’ Utpal startles me.
 Lately, Utpal has been even grumpier than usual. He shouts ‘Ayde! Ayde!’ or ‘Babalu! Babalu!’ at anyone who does the slightest thing wrong. He looks for reasons to scold me all the time. However, because I am getting better at my job and I keep receiving endorsements from the passengers – ‘Oh, Maya is really fun’, ‘Maya is really cute’, ‘Maya is like my son’ – it somehow leaves Utpal with fewer reasons to insult me. I guess basically he just likes to get angry, and if he can’t find a target for his anger he gets cranky.
 Anyway, you know I have been working on the ship for more than a month. Utpal hasn’t given me an evaluation for my work yet, but I feel like I am starting to settle in. After a while my body aches less and I no longer cry before bed. My body is compromising. Even the grated parmesan is gone.
 Tonight I find Kanompang acting very suspiciously. Well, she’s always suspicious. But this time it’s different. I see her hiding something at our station. And I know what it is.
 ‘Where did you get this extra food?’ I ask, while changing the table linens, referring to two servings of lamb shank with thyme gravy, tonight’s special for passengers.
 ‘Don’t be noisy, you do piče!’ she grumbles while turning her head toward the other waiters. It’s clear that she doesn’t want to share the food.
 So, I threaten her that I will report her if I don’t get my share. She glares at me.
 ‘I’m courageous when I am hungry,’ I add.
 ‘You are also thirsty … thirsty for sex,’ she responds.
 ‘What the heck!’ Then it’s my turn to look at the other waiters. ‘Shut up!’
 After cleaning up our station, Kanompang and I sneak into the crew mess, carrying big plates of lamb shank, covering them with napkins so the CCTV doesn’t pick up what they are. We find a corner table and quickly start gobbling up the delicious mutton with mint jelly I stole from the jam cupboard. This is such a luxury. The crew doesn’t get the same food as the passengers.
 ‘Relax, no need to be so tense,’ Kanompang says, licking her fingers when we are done.
 ‘Somebody will see us, and we’ll get into trouble.’
 ‘No one will dare to touch me,’ says Kanompang indifferently.
 I frown. ‘Who do you think you are?’ Wasn’t she the one who hid the food before?
 ‘Where do you think I got this lamb shank from?’ she asks.
 I stutter. Of course, she got it from the kitchen. But who gave it to her? I don’t have any idea.
 ‘Hurry up and have sex so that your miserable life isn’t so tense,’ she adds.
 ‘Why are you so interested in my sex life?’ I ask.
 ‘I can sense when someone is desperate for it,’ she says and then stands up, leaving her dirty plate for me to clear. 
 After removing the evidence of our gourmet dinner, I take a walk down the hallways of the other crew’s cabins. Usually, I go straight into my cabin and snore, but tonight, I feel a little adventurous.
 In the hallways, I notice that some of the cabin doors are not completely closed. I peek in and see that the people inside are doing interesting things. In one cabin I see a group of European workers playing a guitar and singing their hearts out, with a bottle of liqueur amidst them. They invite me to join, but I politely refuse with a smile. Then I look into another cabin and find the kitchen staff from India watching a Hindi film, very loudly. Then I spot Kanompang tiptoeing over to the farthest corner cabin and disappearing into it. Curious about whose cabin Kanompang has gone into, I am about to try the door when Oleksii grabs me by my arm.
 ‘Gotcha! You’re caught,’ he says with a grin.
 ‘Shh!’ I hush him immediately.
 ‘What are you doing sneaking around like a thief?’
 ‘Whose cabin is this?’ I ask.
 ‘Why do you want to know, Manis?’ My heart flutters a bit when he says that, but I can’t be distracted. He should stop calling me that; it’s inappropriate. I take a quick look at the small sign on the door and see the name of the head chef emblazoned on it.
 ‘No problem, I already know,’ I say.
 ‘What do you want with the German shepherd?’ Oleksii calls his boss a dog. Maybe because he is mean?
 ‘I want to ask something about tomorrow’s dinner. I don’t know if they’re going to use béchamel or espagnole sauce.’
 ‘Really? Aren’t you just stalking your paisano?’
 ‘Shut up. She’s not my paisano; I’m from Indonesia.’ Paisano means compatriots. I have not yet finished my speech when I have to clamp Oleksii’s mouth shut and push him into his cabin because it seems like the door to the chef’s cabin is opening.
 I quickly close the door to Oleksii’s cabin. I’ve never been in a male crew cabin before. It turns out the cabin also consists of two bunk beds. His cabin is a little messy but not dirty. The cabins can’t be dirty because we have a weekly crew cabin inspection by the safety officer. If he finds a cabin is not to his liking in terms of cleanliness, we will be subjected to an annoying warning.
 ‘Which is your bed?’ I ask Oleksii in a very bossy tone.
 Oleksii points to the bottom bed on the right with a crumpled blanket. I go straight to it and find an open laptop. Oleksii grabs the laptop and tries to close it.
 ‘You’ve been watching porn, haven’t you?’
 Oleksii grins and giggles. He’s not the type to be shy or to try too hard to hide things.
 ‘Let me watch it too,’ I say impulsively.
 ‘Really?’
 ‘Yes, I watch porn all the time,’ I reply, lying through my teeth. What happened to me? I must be under the influence of lamb shank. In my defence, I’m just trying to be someone new. More relaxed, more fun and more sexual. Silently, I find myself wishing Oleksii would question me again, offering an: ‘Are you sure?’ – a chance for me to reconsider my hasty declaration, but no, Oleksii immediately reopens his laptop and presses the play button.
 ‘Oh ah, oh ah’ blares out from the laptop. I try not to look shocked. I’ve seen Ida do it, even if only for a fraction of a second. But truthfully, I have never seen anything like this. So many details – it’s terrifying. I don’t know why I feel so embarrassed to see it. I had never even watched my own genitalia so closely. Oleksii giggles. I can’t stop myself from frowning and wanting to shut my eyes.
 My heart feels like it’s about to fall out when the cabin door opens and a man walks in.
 ‘What are you guys watching?’ the new arrival asks in a relaxed voice while settling his butt down beside me, and then he starts watching too. ‘Oh, porn,’ he continues matter-of-factly. 
 He doesn’t sound too excited but he watches it anyway. The three of us sit on the bed in silence. Then the new guy looks at me all of a sudden, and there are ripples on his face.
 ‘You’re a girl,’ he says, his surprise evident as he quickly moves his tall body away.
 ‘No! I am a woman,’ I reply, looking at him.
 His green eyes blink rapidly. I blink too. Then, I raise both my eyebrows. Has he never seen a girl before or what? In such a shocking situation, I immediately seize the opportunity.
 ‘Okay, I’ll go, I’ll leave you guys to it,’ I say, trying to look cool as I stand up and then hastily exit the cabin. After closing the door, I let out a sigh of relief … my God. What an adventure!
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 ‘I know where you go every night,’ I whisper to Kanompang at breakfast service.
 She smiles at one of the passengers and offers a simple good morning, completely blanking me.
 ‘You take private cooking lessons every night with the head chef,’ I say again, when I am sure none of the passengers is listening.
 ‘So noisy, you do piče!’
 ‘Aren’t you afraid of getting caught?’ She doesn’t answer. ‘Don’t you feel guilty? He already has a wife. Don’t you feel sinful?’
 She sighs, then rolls her eyes in annoyance.
 ‘If you feel good, it’s not a sin.’
 Ugh, this person, really.
  
 ***
  
 Nothing of interest happens today except that every time I go to the kitchen, Oleksii tries to talk to me. He utters strange little sentences like, ‘Let me know if you want anything to eat tonight.’ Obviously he means food. After all, he works in the kitchen, and people have access to food in the kitchen. However, I can sense the innuendo. Oleksii is the kind of person who’s able to say everything in a very sexual way. He is a degenerate.
 I’m wondering if what Kanompang said about Oleksii is true, that he has a crush on me?
 Oleksii. Hmm. He’s a little short, but he has a very cute smile and undoubtedly has a good sense of humour. I think it may be okay to try it with him. By ‘it’ I mean sex.
 You know that thing that Kanompang said? I’ve been mulling it over for several days. What if she’s right? That I actually need this to unwind? I mean, I feel kind of peer-pressured (as I mentioned before). But isn’t this pressure kind of stupid because I’m the only one pressuring myself? Kanompang put this idea in my head, but she’s the God of wrong things. Her pressure is not important. The most excruciating pressure is when it comes from someone you actually care about. Other than that, I also realize that I’m no longer in Jakarta. I mean, hello, look at me now in international waters with international co-workers. Shouldn’t I be leaving behind all those shy-shy values and terror that people will judge me if I’m feeling sexy? I mean, it’s only sex, and everyone does it. This is the place where the sexual force is the strongest. I mean, I don’t want to leave the ship the same girl who boarded it. I need to tweak my mentality a bit. Though I can’t lose myself along the way too. I’ve weighed all that jazz for a week now and I’ve come to the conclusion that I have to get laid. At least once. And Oleksii … well … he seems like an okay-ish candidate.
 I don’t want to get to know him too much because I don’t want to invest any feelings. It’s not that I don’t want commitment or anything. I don’t know if I want to. What I am going to do is just an activity. Nothing more than that. I just want to know the taste. And I think Oleksii is quite the right person. He has a cute butt, a pretty flat stomach, and his arms aren’t too bad either. Okay, I do objectify him in my head. But so be it; all men do that to women. As a prelude to my transformation into an international woman, I conclude Oleksii is a good choice.
 When dinner is over, I am (again) tasked with polishing hundreds of plates. Oleksii is not far from where I am; he is tidying up his cold galley.
 ‘So, does the offer still stand?’ I ask casually.
 ‘Oh, sorry, it’s expired. Now if you want something, you have to pay,’ he says with a giggle.
 ‘Never mind, then.’
 He laughs. ‘I’m kidding … okay, what do you want to eat? I can’t make anything complicated; everything’s cleaned up. But I can improvise.’
 I pretend to think for a moment. Then I say in almost a whisper: ‘I want to eat something else.’
 Oleksii goes silent for a moment.
 What the hell am I thinking? Where will I put my face if he refuses? Of course he will refuse. He has a girlfriend that he contacts every night. Gosh, I must have been possessed by that demon named Kanompang.
 ‘Okay.’ Surprise still registers on his face.
 He’s agreed? I parrot an okay and my face is totally burning.
 ‘I’ll pick you up at eleven,’ he says. ‘Or do you want to sneak around like your paisano?’
 ‘You just wait in your cabin,’ I say with false bravado … and a tremble in my voice.
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 I finish my work quickly and return to the cabin to shower and get ready. Ida doesn’t seem to be sleeping. She watches me dab some perfume on my neck.
 ‘Sis, do you have a date?’ she asks.
 I nod.
 ‘With a boy?’
 I turn to her, my eyes narrowing flirtatiously, ‘With Oleksii.’
 Ida’s eyes widen; she closes her mouth. I want to ask her if she’s slept with Oleksii, but I don’t really want to know the answer. I mean, it doesn’t matter, it’s none of my business. I remind myself: keep it casual, no emotions involved.
 ‘Okay, I’ll go now,’ I say, as I exit the cabin.
 ‘Good luck!’
 I pretend I am going to the laundry room, which is located in this corner of the first deck, trying to act relaxed just as Kanompang did that one time. To ward off other people’s suspicions, I simply wear a crumpled nightgown. My chest is throbbing uncomfortably when I stand in front of Oleksii’s cabin, and I have acute second thoughts. Then I slap my conscience down, ‘Don’t be such a coward!’
 I knock. In less than two seconds, the door opens. Okay, I am just going to tell him that I want to cancel this. The reason? Because I don’t want to do it in his bed. Because there must be someone else sleeping in this cabin, right? It’s not his private room. Duh. Of course I can’t make passionate love while there’s someone on the bed above. I remember what happened when Ida was having it off below me. I don’t want anyone else to suffer like I did. That makes sense, no? Right, so, I will tell Oleksii that I want to cancel this event.
 However, that doesn’t happen. Oleksii immediately steps out of his cabin and leads me to the next-door one. He opens the door to the chef’s cabin and pushes me in. Once we are inside, he locks the door. 
 I blink.
 ‘What are we doing here?’ I ask.
 ‘I rented this place,’ he replies with a sly smile.
 Crazy!
  
 ***
  
 The interior of the chef’s cabin is surprisingly spacious and well furnished. Dark wooden walls adorned with framed art, plush carpets, and a larger bed than the standard crew cabins. It’s evident that the head chef has certain privileges.
 Oleksii’s hands fumble behind me as he starts playing some mellow music from a nearby speaker. The warm lighting of the cabin creates an intimate ambiance, and for a moment the anxiety I felt earlier seems to dissolve.
 I realize that Oleksii has taken this quite seriously; he seems as nervous as I am. Perhaps this isn’t just a casual fling for him, or maybe it is and he’s just really good at setting the mood. Either way, it makes me wonder about his intentions and feelings.
 ‘You really went all out, didn’t you?’ I murmur, trying to lighten the mood.
 He chuckles. ‘I always believe that if you’re going to do something, you might as well do it right.’
 We both share an awkward laugh. There’s a palpable tension in the room. Both of us are unsure of how to proceed.
 ‘What if the chef finds out?’ I ask, glancing around the luxurious cabin.
 Oleksii smirks. ‘Let’s just say I have my ways. Besides, he owes me a few favours.’
 My nerves creep back in, and the horror of the situation becomes all too real. I take a deep breath, reminding myself of the reasons I made this decision: wanting to experience something new, breaking out of my comfort zone, and embracing this new phase of life.
 Oleksii steps closer. He takes my arm and then invites me to sit on the bed. I imagine Oleksii will push me back onto the bed and try to have his way with me. However, he is remarkably restrained as all we do for the next three minutes is sit side by side and hold hands like two schoolkids.
 ‘Do you want to watch something?’ I ask, looking for the television remote.
 Oleksii shakes his head. ‘We don’t have much time.’
 ‘What?’
 ‘I’m only renting this place for two hours.’
 I feel like stuttering with my eyes. Then Oleksii grows bolder and he kisses me on the cheek, which makes me flinch because it comes as a shock to me.
 It’s completely wrong. It’s wrong times a hundred times over. Oh, Maya, you weak, lousy, stupid girl. I don’t really want to do it, but I don’t know how to stop it. It’s like slipping off a steep snowy ridge.
 Oleksii, still holding my hand, directs it to his crotch. I am deathly silent but my chest is pounding like a war drum. O-Em-Gee, what is he doing? To be precise, what the hell am I doing? I pull my hand away and slink back like a frightened cat.
 ‘Oleksii,’ I squeak.
 ‘I know,’ he says.
 ‘What do you know?’
 ‘I know you’ve never done it.’
 To me, he sounds half teasing.
 ‘I’ve done it before!’ I argue.
 Oleksii grins. ‘You look nervous.’
 ‘I’m nervous because I’ve never done it with a Caucasian.’ I try to calm myself by lying. Good job, Maya. 
 ‘Really? Are you nervous because of that?’ 
 ‘Yes, of course.’ I try to convince myself.
 ‘Why?’
 ‘You know, don’t you? White men, they … have … that bigger stuff.’
 Oleksii’s face immediately turns smiley.
 ‘You’ve never seen a European one?’
 I shake my head quickly.
 ‘Do you want to see one?’
 However, Oleksii doesn’t wait for my confirmation. He stands up and unbuckles his belt. And what I see next is him pulling his pants down and his penis hanging in front of my face like a bell. As an innocent girl who has never ever seen a penis in person before, my reaction should be to close my eyes and scream. However, what I do is just the opposite. I watch the penis carefully. He’s uncircumcised, and his pubes, like his hair, are blonde. The penis looks soft and pursed. Maybe because it’s still sleeping. 
 Then Oleksii shakes it in front of me.
 ‘Wiggle-wiggle-wiggle,’ he says.
 I cover my mouth, trying my best not to laugh.
 Soon the penis swells, and then it stands upright like the Eiffel Tower.
 ‘Do you like it?’ he asks.
 I look up and see the expression on Oleksii’s face: a very mischievous grin. I don’t know how to answer. Do I like it? I don’t know.
 ‘Perfect size for you?’ he asks again.
 I don’t know if it’s the perfect size for me. It’s my first time seeing one in person. I don’t know what to compare it to. Baked eggplant parmigiana? I shrug my shoulders. I mean, I have no idea. Or I am confused. However, Oleksii misunderstands it. He thinks I am expressing something like: ‘Meh, it’s like a baby carrot.’
 ‘You have to hold it, it’ll feel bigger.’
 ‘What?’
 ‘Just hold it, don’t be embarrassed.’
 ‘Hold it?’
 Oleksii thrusts his hips forward slightly, aiming his missile. It is intimidating and scary. I move away again. Oleksii then sits down. The penis is still standing to attention.
 ‘Just dip your toe in even if you’re afraid of swimming. Dip and start. If you don’t dip, you will never be able to do it,’ he says.
 ‘You mean it’s like swimming?’
 ‘Yes, it might feel shocking at first but soon you’ll be diving in for more. I know you’re scared.’
 That’s an acceptable analogy for my tiny shrimp brain. If what Oleksii means by ‘dipping my toe in’ is equal to holding his penis, well, maybe I can do it.
 So, in my toe dips. I hold it. Grab it, more precisely. It feels warm, and it throbs. And Oleksii is right. It’s bigger when held.
 ‘Stroke it.’
 ‘Wait, what?’
 ‘Stroke it!’
 ‘How?’
 ‘Here …’ He moves my hand.
 I stroke it about ten times before Oleksii starts to groan, and I immediately yank my arm back. 
 ‘I have to go.’ I jump up and run straight for the door. 
 Making my way back to my cabin is not easy on my unsteady feet. I don’t know what I’m feeling right now. Everything is so mixed up. All I know is I hold my chest and whisper to myself: 
 ‘I’m no longer a little girl.’
  
 ***
  
 Back in my cabin, I feel confused and supercharged at the same time. Ida refrains from asking what has happened, but it is clear from her face that she is very curious.  I look at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. My face is bright red, and it feels like I have come more alive. I hold my cheeks (Gordon Ramsay ‘idiot sandwich’ style), then remember my palms have held something earlier. Ew, I hastily wash them with soap. I then take a shower. And it gives Ida the wrong message. She sees me drying my hair, and her mouth is already foaming with questions. However, I don’t want to give her any information. So, I just wink at her twice. Then I climb into bed.
 I think of the totem. The almighty penis. I’ve touched it, squeezed it, stroked it, felt it throb in the palm of my hand. And this makes me feel … feel like I have become a complete person. Is this the achievement I have been looking for? Is it a sign that I have become optimal? I feel a bubbling energy. I don’t know what this energy is. Does this mean I have treated my penis envy? Maybe I should ask Sigmund Freud about that. Yes, there’s definitely something wrong with me if touching a man’s genitalia can be categorized as an accomplishment! 
 But before finally falling asleep, I smile. I just dipped my toe in. I am making changes.
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 However, the next day is a complete disaster. Kanompang clears her throat over and over every time she sees me. At first, I don’t understand what it means. Then, when I go into the kitchen to put the dirty dishes in the dishwasher, I see the head of the kitchen wandering through the hot galley and shouting: ‘Chakabumba!’ He repeats it many times. I frown then return to the busy restaurant.
 ‘You look radiant,’ says Kanompang.
 ‘Not at all, I didn’t even shower,’ I reply.
 ‘Oh, but you look glowing.’
 ‘What do you want?’ I become suspicious. She’s never had any positive comments for me, so this is very strange.
 ‘Nothing.’ Kanompang shrugs her shoulders nonchalantly. Then drifts away mumbling something like: ‘Probably dissatisfied.’
 I grab Kanompang’s hair and walk her to the back of our station to hide from Utpal, but I let some passengers witness us.
 ‘Ow, what the hell?’ She fixes her hair.
 ‘What’s with you? What did you say? What did you mean “dissatisfied”?’
 Kanompang looks up at the ceiling. ‘Didn’t you just “chiki-chiki” last night?’
 ‘What’s that?’ I frown.
 ‘Chiki-chiki with Oleksii.’
 My eyes burst open. ‘What?! I did not chiki-chiki with Oleksii, whatever that means!’
 ‘Okay, whatever you say …’ She is about to walk off, so I quickly stop her.
 ‘How do you know all this?’
 ‘What do I know?’ Kanompang puts on an innocent look. ‘You said you didn’t chiki-chiki.’
 ‘I did not!’
 ‘So, what happened between you and Oleksii last night?’
 ‘Nothing!’
 Kanompang flashes a devilish smile, then feigns picking up the dirty dishes from table two. I rush to the dishwasher, venting my frustration on the pile of dirty cutlery I’ve gathered. The atmosphere in the kitchen feels tense. Maybe it’s all in my head, but I sense that everyone’s eyes are on me. I catch fleeting glances from the pot-washer and the guys in the hot galley. From the pastry kitchen I can faintly hear the chef’s repeated shouts of ‘chakabumba!’ Through all this, Oleksii remains conspicuously absent. Damn that guy.
 Back in the restaurant I catch Nina’s insincere smile as she serves the passengers at her station. 
 ‘Nina, what does chakabumba mean?’ I whisper. She waits until she’s done flashing her smile to the guests. 
 ‘Who told you about that?’
 ‘Doesn’t matter,’ I reply, pretending to hand her extra napkins as a pretext to linger at her station. 
 ‘It means having sex.’
 ‘Ugh,’ I mutter, my face flushing. 
 She smirks. ‘Did you chakabumba last night?’
 ‘No!’ I nearly yell. 
 ‘Wow, take it easy …’ she responds, eyes wide. 
 Mumbling an apology, I quickly walk away.
 This is fast becoming my worst day onboard ship. Every trip to the dishwashing area or the cold and hot galley is marked by the infuriating chant of chakabumba! And even if the chef’s crew haven’t joined in, their small, judgmental smirks don’t escape my notice. I swear, when I find Oleksii, he’s going to wish he was never born. 
  
 ***
  
 In the afternoon, I corner Oleksii when I’m certain there is no one around. He doesn’t look as cute as usual, well aware of what is coming when I glare at him, smoke metaphorically billowing from my ears.
 ‘I didn’t tell anyone,’ he explains, without me even asking.
 ‘Bullshit.’
 ‘I swear to the Gods of the sea, if I did, our ship will be battered by a storm.’
 ‘Don’t say such things! Then, how did the chef find out about this? We didn’t do anything!’ I stomp my foot in frustration.
 ‘Yeah, I didn’t say anything to him, but I rented the cabin.’
 ‘Ugh!’ I pulled my hair in frustration. Stupidly I hadn’t considered that. I really should have cancelled it yesterday. I want to scold Oleksii, but I don’t want to be rude. I just growl and storm off.
 Damn it! It is because I wanted to find something different in my life that I’ve become the subject of gossip. What should I do next? I feel like I want to curl up and disappear. 
  
 ***
  
 And within hours there is a storm. Our ship pitches back and forth, preventing passengers from leaving their cabins for dinner in the restaurant. Consequently, we have to handle a lot of room service. Whenever I cross paths with Oleksii, I shoot him an accusing glare. This storm is all thanks to him and his big mouth. I won’t trust him anymore, and maybe I won’t trust men in general. They’re all gossips.
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 The next three days officially become my worst days on the ship. The confined spaces start to feel suffocating, and I feel trapped because there’s no escape. Every time I go to the crew mess, it seems like everyone is watching me, possibly thinking, ‘That’s the chakabumba girl.’ I want to scream, ‘I DIDN’T CHAKABUMBA WITH OLEKSII! NOTHING HAPPENED!’ but I manage to restrain myself. Perhaps I should post a notice on the crew’s announcement board to set the record straight?
 ‘Why are you so bothered?’ Kanompang asks on embarkation day.
 Embarkation day involves the departure of previous passengers and the arrival of new ones. We greet them at the reception desk and take turns escorting them to their cabins, often carrying their expensive handbags.
 I clench my teeth. I feel like quitting this job. It’s too embarrassing. If my mother found out, she’d probably disown me (in a frequency only dolphins can hear).
 ‘How can I not be anxious? Everyone is talking behind my back!’ I reply.
 ‘Don’t flatter yourself. No one is talking about you,’ Kanompang reassures me.
 ‘Your boyfriend won’t stop shouting “chakabumba” all the time. How can I not lose my mind?’
 ‘Don’t mind him. He’s just having fun.’
 ‘You need to distract him with your melon tits to keep him quiet!’ I exclaim, frustrated. Kanompang bursts into laughter. She then escorts a limping old man to Deck Five, while I accompany a cheerful couple from Idaho. They look adorable together, and I show them how to use the toilet and the in-room safe for storing diamonds and other valuables.
 ‘Oh, we don’t need that, dear. We’ve spent all our savings on this cruise,’ the wife says, laughing. I burst into giggles, thoroughly amused. Oh my God, if Kanompang knew this, she wouldn’t want to serve these passengers. Their money was spent on the fare, which means no tips.
 During my second round of escorting, I bring two glamorous-looking female guests to their cabin. One of them has short silver hair, similar to mine, while the other is on the voluptuous side with thick hair reminiscent of Farah Fawcett during her Charlie’s Angels days. You wouldn’t guess they were both in their fifties.
 I compliment them on how cool they look as I guide them to their cabin on Deck Four. Along the way, I explain the location of the restaurant and the bar, and inform them about the upcoming safety drill.
 ‘You’re a sweetheart. What’s your name?’ Farah Fawcett asks, lowering her glasses slightly.
 ‘Maya,’ I reply, showing my name tag. ‘Where are you guys from?’
 ‘California.’
 ‘Wow, Hollywood! That’s why you look like superstars.’
 They blush and giggle.
 ‘Actually, I have some Asian blood. You can’t really see it, huh?’ the plump Farah Fawcett asks.
 Actually I could see it, and her hair wasn’t really blonde, of course, but I didn’t want to be too candid.
 ‘Really? I can’t believe it!’ I end the compliment with a small laugh. ‘If we meet again at the restaurant, I’ll be your server.’
 ‘Oh, wonderful! Which station are you?’
 ‘Station Two. On the corner.’
 ‘Great! See you there!’
 I don’t know if they mean it, but I respond with a cheerful: ‘Yay!’
 I meet Kanompang again in front of the reception desk, and she immediately whispers to me, ‘I’ve told the passengers I escorted to sit at our station.’ The idea is to be friendly and encourage them to tip.
 ‘I can’t stand this feeling. I feel like I’m about to explode,’ I say, wanting to mess up my hair.
 ‘Why? Because you want to chiki-chiki again with Oleksii?’ Kanompang teases.
 ‘Stop talking about that chiki-chiki nonsense! I didn’t chiki-chiki at all. I just held his penis!’
 Kanompang’s eyes widen in surprise. ‘Oh … big? You liked it?’
 ‘That’s not the point, you witch!’
 ‘I don’t get why you’re so upset. If you felt good, you shouldn’t feel guilty. Sex is natural, everyone does it. And trust me, everyone will soon move on.’
 ‘Everyone? You said no one knew!’
 She lets out an ‘oops’ and then quickly grabs an incoming passenger to escort.
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 I ignore Oleksii on this new cruise. I don’t even want to look him in the eye. It makes me furious that he doesn’t seem like he wants to apologize, which I think he should, for reasons not entirely clear to me. Maybe I am just a maniac for forgiveness. I want him to feel guilty about what happened. He does call me ‘Manis’ a few times when I go to the cold galley to get some soup, but what’s that? That’s not an apology. He finally stops doing that after I ignore him. Can’t he read my mind? It’s just an apology, what’s so hard about that? Honestly, on the one hand, I regret what happened with Oleksii, but on the other hand, I can’t help but be amused when I think about it.
 The itinerary for this cruise is slightly different. We sail around Spain for a while, then stop at Dover in England. I don’t have time to get down at those places, but I enjoy the journey because the guests are funny. Especially Farah Fawcett and the glamorous pixie-haired woman. They never miss the chance to sit at my station and share some banter with me.
 On a Spanish-themed night, I get an assignment at the bar to take after-dinner drinks orders. Even though the extra work keeps me there until midnight, I’m happy because sometimes I can get extra tips from semi-drunk passengers. Tonight Farah Fawcett, who is mostly downing margaritas, laughs as she approaches me. ‘This is my favourite waitress!’ she shouts. Then she asks me to dance with her while the musicians play a tango.
 ‘Uh, I can’t dance!’ 
 I mean not only am I working but I genuinely can’t dance.
 ‘I’ll take the lead,’ she says, as she snatches the tray from my hand and throws it onto the bar counter. She grabs my hips and motions me to move. I’ve never danced before. 
 ‘You are amazing,’ she says, as I trample her feet.
  
 ***
  
 Something funny happens on the afternoon we anchor in St Antonia, Spain. Ida runs in to the restaurant like a madwoman, her face as pale as toilet paper. She finds me deep in a bag of dirty napkins I’ve been collecting.
 ‘Help,’ she whispers frantically. She’s never run to the restaurant before so it must be important. ‘There’s something,’ she says, tugging at my uniform. She’s almost crying now.
 ‘What? Come, show me.’
 She pulls me with her up to Deck Three. With her master key she opens one of the cabins. All the passengers are out for a city tour. I don’t know why Ida is so worried, the room looks just fine to me. I mean, I don’t actually know the ins and outs of housekeeping, so I don’t know what is unusual. She hastily locks the door behind us and, when she is sure we are safe, she pulls the blanket down the bed. I see a purple object vibrating and squirming on it. My jaw hits the floor.
 ‘Oh my God!’ I gasp for air. ‘Where did you find that?’ I ask, pointing to the generously sized purple dildo dancing on the bed. When I turn, Ida is shaking with fear. Her vibrations are as strong as that of the dildo.
 ‘I was just curious,’ she replies.
 ‘What did you do?’
 ‘I just pushed the button on the bottom.’
 I timidly pick up the dildo and feel it vibrating in my hand. I’ve never held a dildo before. It’s both disgusting and fascinating. I look for an off button but can’t find one. The only button is to activate it and I have pressed that many times.
 ‘I’m toast …’ Ida is really scared. She probably thinks that because I’m from Jakarta I know about sex toys and such.
 ‘Where did you find it?’ I repeat the question, trying not to panic. She points to the drawer on the nightstand. When I put the dildo back in the drawer, the whole thing rattles. Damn, not a good idea. Why is it vibrating so violently? And which bored, rich granny is staying in this cabin anyway? Okay, this is not the time to judge.
 I take the dildo back out of the drawer then hold it tightly … just because. I don’t know why I do that. My whole arm vibrates. I throw the dildo back on the bed. 
 Then Ida grabs the vacuum cleaner nozzle and steps forward.
 ‘What are you gonna do?’ I snap.
 ‘Beat it to death,’ she replies.
 ‘You think it’s a fish?!’
 She freezes.
 ‘Let’s just wait until the battery runs out,’ I decide.
 I don’t know when the battery will run out. I literally have no idea. I am just saying it out of desperation. Ida and I wait, standing by the edge of the bed holding hands and praying. I can hear her murmuring some mantra non-stop. She must be terrified of being fired. I restrain myself from asking her why she was being so nosy in the first place. Because if I were in her position, I would probably have done the same.
 We watch the purple dildo continue to writhe and squirm. And after ten very, very disquieting minutes, the artificial totem is finally at peace. I breathe a sigh of relief, and Ida cries with joy. 
 ‘Quickly, put it back where it belongs, and don’t press any more buttons,’ I say in a shaky voice. After the thing goes into the drawer, Ida and I look at each other and we both burst out laughing. I suddenly realise whose cabin it is.
 After that incident, I never look at Farah Fawcett in the same way again. 
  
 ***
  
 I find myself working in the bar again. The party isn’t so crowded, so I have the chance to steal some cookies and devour them quietly in the pantry. At some point, Linda Nor, the woman I know as Farah Fawcett, approaches me and whispers: ‘How are you, kitty?’ She is obviously drunk. Her breath reeks of alcohol and her face is flushed red.
 ‘Just fine, Mrs Purple Dildo,’ I reply. 
 Of course, I don’t say that. I just smile sweetly like a kitten.
 ‘I need more drinks because I’m so pissed.’ Then Linda shares her frustration with her boyfriend in England, who has accused her of having an affair on the ship. ‘He thinks I’m a maniac.’ Linda Nor rambles on endlessly about this and that, including how she doesn’t really like men from her country. ‘I like tall, smart and adventurous men,’ she says. ‘My boyfriend lives in London. I fell in love with his accent. He’s got a ton of tattoos too, and even though he’s in his fifties, the sex is really great. But his job is so boring – he owns a bar.’
 As a good waitress, I listen to her story with great empathy and respond with many ‘ohs’ and nods. Guests love to be heard.
 ‘Oh gosh, I talk too much,’ she says before collapsing onto me.
 The bald bartender who is on duty tonight comes up to me. ‘I have many customers; take her to her cabin, Number 322.’
 I want to refuse, but he’s not listening. So, it is with a heavy heart and great dexterity that I manhandle Linda to the elevator, then drag her along the corridor. She doesn’t wake up even though I accidentally bump her body here and there. Using her own key, I open the cabin door. I drop drunk Linda Nor on the bed just like I threw her purple dildo on it earlier in the afternoon. But instead of sleeping, she wakes up and her eyes widen. Maybe she is just pretending to be drunk so she didn’t have to walk to her cabin.
 ‘Wait, don’t go yet,’ she says, staggering to the nightstand. She looks around and slurs, ‘Damn it … someone broke my dildo.’
 I am immediately nervous. Maybe she knows Ida and I are the culprits. Maybe she wants to scold me. Just as I picture myself getting fired, Linda reaches towards me and hands me a banknote.
 ‘Take it, take it, don’t be shy.’ She forces it on me.
 I take it and thank her. I close the cabin door and make a hasty retreat before she notices that her rubber totem has my fingerprints all over it. And when I check the money, I am shocked. She gave me a one-dollar bill.
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 More than a thousand passengers have come and gone. I can’t believe it’s already my third month here. I no longer think things are so bad. Apart from the incident with Oleksii, which was both sickening and embarrassing, Kanompang’s prophecy turns out to be accurate. Gossip is fleeting, and soon another scandal breaks out, pushing my chakabumba incident into the background. After all, it isn’t really a scandal considering that I am single and Oleksii isn’t married. Unlike Kanompang who got into a heated altercation with the head chef and ended up crying on the open deck to the point where the hotel manager had to intervene.
 The chef has accused Kanompang of trying to sabotage his family, suspecting her of revealing their affair to his wife to instigate a divorce, allowing him to be exclusively with Kanompang.
 Kanompang swears she’s never contacted his wife. Yet their heated exchanges continue. I merely observe from behind the buffet table, pretending to clean the condiment bowls, silently enjoying the drama.
 Kanompang has now refrained from talking to anyone for several days. She serves guests robot-like, without even the semblance of a smile. Her demeanour concerns me, but not because I am worried about her mental well-being. Rather, I’m concerned that her sour attitude will deter guests from tipping us. How self-centred of me, I know.
 Moreover, there’s a doctor on board rumoured to be spending her nights in the captain’s quarters. With all these intense scandals erupting, my fleeting affair with Oleksii has quickly become yesterday’s news.
 As for Linda Nor, beyond her infamous purple dildo, she seems to be quite an intriguing individual. Although I’ve only known her for two weeks, we share a unique bond. Occasionally, she approaches me to share details about her day, concerns about her appearance or to voice her opinions of other passengers. ‘We were walking outside, and my skirt was fluttering. Do you think my thighs are too big? There’s that guy from Room 503 who keeps winking at me. Isn’t he ashamed of the wrinkles on his skin? Can you check out my ass? These pants suit me, right? See the colour of this lipstick light up; I love being daring.’ Listening to her is enjoyable. Linda possesses a free spirit. Despite being 50, she has that youthful energy. She remains unmarried, frequently switching boyfriends at her whim. In many ways, I view her as the epitome of cool, and perhaps, subconsciously, I think of her as my role model.
 After a day docked in Porto, Portugal, we set sail for Lisbon, where this cruise journey concludes. As I anticipated, Kanompang doesn’t receive many tips this trip. However, guests approach me, discreetly handing me five- and ten-dollar bills, as well as euros and pounds, whispering their gratitude. ‘Thank you for taking care of us,’ they say, ensuring Kanompang, who seems perpetually under a raincloud, doesn’t overhear.
 ‘This is for you,’ Linda Nor murmurs, slipping something into my pocket. ‘I’ve written down my email address. If you find some free time, drop me a message, okay?’
 I nod in eager agreement. Once all the guests have departed, I retreat to my cabin to count my tips. Linda generously gave me twenty dollars in small change.
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 I won’t go into detail about how I got through the last two months because it’s quite boring, and you might stop reading this. All I have done is serve passengers day and night as we sail through Europe. However, at the end of each month, I feel ecstatic to find my bank account has grown with various currencies. Passengers come and go, blessing us with endless entertaining stories. I’ve had my share of experiences too, like watching one guest throw up on a table and hearing another nervously exclaim they’ve forgotten to wear their diapers and request to be taken to the nearest toilet.
 I’ve been working here for more than four months now, and the only change I’ve noticed is that I’m getting thinner. My weight keeps dropping due to lack of sleep, and perhaps my body is silently feeling tired. What worries me isn’t that people might think I’m anorexic, but rather the size of my chest, which seems to have shrunk like pancakes. It’s not that I want to have big breasts like Pamela Anderson, just normal ones. Oh my God, why do I have such thoughts? I seem to be losing my mind, probably because I hang out too much with Kanompang, the melon-breasted woman.
 After the incident with Oleksii, nothing special has happened in my life. You might think that after such a ruckus I would have turned into a wayward woman thirsting for male genitalia and hunting incessantly for these ancient artifacts, but no, that hasn’t happened to me. My life has simply returned to normal. Oh, I once held a penis, that’s an experience, okay, so what? My life is empty again, but not entirely meaningless.
 Working on a cruise ship with crew from different nationalities is much different from working on land. We’re basically stuck here, forced to gather in the same bowl and tolerate each other. On land, you could easily take a different route if you didn’t want to bump into a co-worker you disliked. You could choose a different restaurant for lunch, for example. That’s not possible on the ship. We can’t even choose who we want to be friends with. We literally live together twenty-four hours a day, every day of the year. And I’m stuck with Kanompang, who is now permanently on edge.
 She’s a mess, having broken up with the chef. Her eating habits are out of control (we often hide extra food from the buffet, even stealing jams to snack on in the cabin), and she flirts with everyone, seemingly intent on getting the chef’s attention, but it only makes her look cheap. Worst of all, when she gains weight, as seen from her slight belly, she cries incessantly in her cabin.
 After four months, we dock once again in Lisbon, Portugal. The last passenger is unloaded, and we won’t be carrying passengers for four weeks now because the ship needs to be inspected and repaired, a process called ‘dry dock’. I don’t know what to do during dry dock. From what I hear, the crew complains about it because we won’t receive any tip money from passengers for the next four weeks. However, I think it will be fun because the restaurant crew can finally take a break. No passengers means no restaurant, which means no service. 
 Unfortunately, that’s not the case.
 Utpal gathers us round for our ‘dry dock assignment’. I was hoping for four weeks of holiday, but that’s just wishful thinking. Which company would want to keep paying its workers to relax?
 Two waiters are sent to help on the deck, doing tasks like repainting the ironwork and mopping the wooden floors. Two others are sent to help in the kitchen (My cabinmate Nina will get to peel potatoes.) Kanompang is assigned to help at the reception because she looks gloomy, so she’s not given a heavy job. As for me, since I have a BST (Basic Safety Training) certificate, Utpal sends me to meet the safety officer to become a ‘fire patrol’.
 ‘I don’t know what to do,’ I tell the tall and handsome safety officer who’s been waiting for me. Utpal has informed him that he will send someone from the restaurant to help.
 ‘You can use a fire extinguisher, right?’ he asks.
 ‘Yes, I can. I can even use that long hose.’
 ‘Oh, there’s no need for that. If there’s a big fire, you just need to contact me via the HT. Can you use an HT?’
 ‘No,’ I reply.
 ‘Why did Utpal send you?’ he says. ‘You’re so small.’ 
 From the way he looks at me, I suspect he’s checking to see if I’m a man or a woman.
 ‘Don’t underestimate me. I’m very strong,’ I respond defensively.
 The safety officer barely suppresses a laugh before explaining what a fire patrol must do for the next four weeks. ‘The main point is, if someone is doing hot work you should be there to watch them. However, usually, no one works at night, so you can sleep during that shift.’
 Hot work. What does hot work even mean? Maybe it means that if I find someone making love, I have to spray them with a fire extinguisher? Ha ha. That would be fun, but of course it isn’t.
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 You won’t believe what hot work is! During the dry dock process, various parts of the ship are inspected and repaired. Vendors replace things like carpets, ceilings, doors, hinges and more, including stripping and repainting surfaces. So-called ‘supervising the hot job’ involves watching the people from the construction company cut, join, weld and grind metal parts. Sparks scatter, and the smoke can trigger the alarm. My duty is to keep an eye on this. The work is hot and smoky, and I feel like a steamed rice cake!
 ‘Fire patrol … fire patrol … chief officer.’
 ‘Chief officer, go ahead.’
 ‘Check hot job Deck Three aft, starboard side.’
 ‘Aye aye, sir, okie dokie.’
 This means I have to go to Deck Three at the rear of the ship, on the right side. The job is actually quite interesting. I feel like an FBI agent inspecting bombs, except when a fire starts blazing and smoke fills the air, I panic about whether I should start spraying everything with a fire extinguisher. 
 I use the fire extinguisher once when a fire does start to devour the paper on the wall, causing construction workers from Lisbon to shout at me in Portuguese.
 ‘You don’t want this ship to explode!’ I say with a pounding heart as they continue to babble in a language I don’t understand (me spraying the extinguisher until it runs out – a very fun thing to do).
 Wearing oversized coveralls, an old safety helmet and a disposable face mask to prevent coughing, I wander around the ship to monitor ongoing hot work. It can be a tad boring if nothing unusual happens, and I find myself sitting and watching the sparks which start to hypnotize me. However, I think it’s still better than the other waiters’ new assignments.
 My night patrol shift lasts from midnight to four in the morning. Just as the safety officer mentioned, it’s very quiet. I only need to check the laundry room once every hour, and I can sleep on a couch for the rest of the time. Inspecting the laundry room on Deck One takes about five minutes, just to check for smoke or sparks from the engine if they become too hot. That’s all. Even though I have plenty of down time, I’m reluctant to sleep; I can’t relax when I feel like I’m working. Plus, curiosity gets the best of me, and I have the authority to explore the ship.
 Other than the restaurant, crew mess, cabins and bars, I’m not very familiar with the ins and outs of the ship. Armed with a small flashlight, I begin to explore, pretending to look for fire spots when I’m actually just curious. I start by checking the hot, noisy engine room, then I sit in the passengers’ library, a surprisingly cool place, to check out the DVD collection and I even try to play the grand piano in the lounge. I also visit Decks Six and Seven, discovering a Jacuzzi for VIP guests on Deck Six and Zodiac RIBs on the top deck. The ship has never been this quiet. On a normal day, it is bustling with people around the clock. Today it feels like a dead ship moored in Lisbon.
 Few people work at night. It’s just me, the fire patrol, one person in the gangway who checks people going in and out of the ship’s door, and a deck cadet attending the bridge in the control and steering room. Other crew members finish work at six in the evening and usually spend their free time in Lisbon, gambling in casinos, shopping at the mall, visiting cafés or even going to brothels. I don’t have that chance because of my midnight patrol.
 ‘It’s a shame you’re on fire patrol like this; you can’t hang out with us,’ Kanompang says as she prepares to go shopping at the mall.
 Often, I just sit at the stern, feeling the icy gusts of wind on my face while gazing at the night lights in Lisbon, or I stare out into the dark sea where jellyfish the size of buckets float close to the surface. Tonight, however, I decide to go to the bow.
 ‘What’s this?’ I whisper to myself when I see something like a large round compass mounted on the rim of the ship.
 ‘It’s a gyroscope,’ someone answers from behind me.
 I squeal and turn around, then pat myself on the chest.
 ‘Sorry, did I startle you?’ he asks.
 ‘You think?’ I reply sarcastically.
 We fall silent. He looks at my outfit, the thick windproof jacket, helmet and small flashlight.
 ‘Are you the fire patrol?’ he asks.
 ‘What do you think? Am I a thief?’ I respond rhetorically.
 He doesn’t smile, just extends his hand. Oh, he wants to get acquainted. I shake it hesitantly.
 ‘Maya,’ I say.
 ‘Maroje,’ he replies. His voice is deep, and he’s so tall while I’m like a little pea. Actually, I know him; he’s the one I watched porn with in Oleksii’s cabin. I hope he doesn’t recognize me, although that’s unlikely. Since the incident with Oleksii, it seems like everyone knows me. Even though they’ve never said hello, I can feel them stealing glances and whispering, ‘That’s the girl who chakabumba with Oleksii and watched porn in the cabin with two guys.’ You have no idea how hard the last months have been for me mentally. But of course, I’ve come to terms with it. I’m a strong international woman. It’s just sex, which doesn’t matter at all. So, I shouldn’t have low self-esteem because of it. Why am I even thinking about all this when I should be chatting with Maroje? Stupid.
 ‘Nice to meet you,’ I say casually.
 He nods without saying a word.
 ‘What are you doing?’ I ask. ‘It’s late.’
 ‘I’m on duty, in the control room.’
 ‘Oh, you’re a deck cadet.’ I should be reporting to him.
 He nods again.
 ‘Don’t worry, there’s no fire at all, I’ve checked. That’s why I can walk around like this,’ I mutter defensively.
 ‘There’s no need to worry. I trust you.’
 My face immediately turns red. What he said is actually a normal thing, but it embarrasses me for some reason. ‘Okay, I have to stroll around this ship. I mean patrol,’ I say too quickly. He nods, and then I flee.
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 After I’ve checked out the laundry room and played ‘Twinkle-Twinkle Little Star’ on the grand piano by the bar, I circle the boat on patrol and decide to head to the bow again just like yesterday. Only this time, I am the one who finds Maroje first. He is standing with his hands in his pockets like a solid wall, looking out at the ocean, lost in deep philosophical thoughts.
 ‘Anything interesting?’ I ask.
 Maroje turns around. Unlike me, he doesn’t startle. ‘Only water,’ he replies.
 I lean against the guardrail and look down. ‘There’s a lot of water,’ I say, then continue, ‘if you stare too long into the abyss, then it stares back at you.’ I try to quote Nietzsche and sound deep. Unfortunately, Maroje does not respond at all. He seems distant.
 ‘Do you want to jump?’ I ask casually.
 ‘No, it must be very cold.’
 ‘Indeed,’ I say, tightening my jacket. Lisbon in November is not somewhere you want to go if you’re looking for warmth. ‘Have you always liked the sea?’ I continue.
 Maroje shakes his head. ‘Everyone I know is a sailor; I don’t know anything else. I’ve heard about the ocean since I was little.’
 ‘You can find out for yourself if you want to know something else,’ I suggest.
 ‘Maybe. But I’m used to this …’
 We just stand there for two minutes watching the small waves crashing against the hull. The Lisbon wind pierces my skin.
 ‘Where do you come from?’ I ask, trying to continue the conversation.
 ‘Dubrovnik, Croatia.’
 After letting out an ‘oh’ I pause for a second. I don’t know where it is. I honestly don’t know much about other countries. It is only after working on this ship that I know such places exist. I need to stop spinning in my own shoes.
 ‘What’s on your mind?’ Maroje asks, probably because he sees me mumbling.
 ‘Huh?’ I turn to him, then blink my eyes several times like a puppy. Finally, he’s had the initiative to ask a question. ‘Oh, that, yes, I was imagining how Dubrovnik would be,’ I answer dishonestly.
 Maroje seems interested. He starts to look at my face with a different expression. I think he is attracted to me! Oh, crazy, how can that be? I mean, I don’t understand if someone is attracted to me or not. What are the signs?
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