
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
    Nudist Cruise 
 
    By Hailey McPherson 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Date of first publication 2013 
 
    JM Books 
 
    New York, NY 
 
    ISBN 978-1-49-538672-5 
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2013 Hailey McPherson 
 
    All rights reserved.  This book is protected under international copyright law and is licensed for personal use only. No part of this publication, including its cover artwork and illustrations, may be copied, reproduced in any format by any means, electronic or otherwise, without written consent from the copyright owner. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Contents 
 
    Introduction 
 
    Chapter 1: The Pool Deck 
 
    Chapter 2: Everybody’s Naked 
 
    Chapter 3: Payong Flashing 
 
    Chapter 4: Shanghai 
 
    Chapter 5: Afternoon Delight 
 
    Chapter 6: The Muster Drill 
 
    Chapter 7: First Sea Day 
 
    Chapter 8: Liam Can’t Get Naked 
 
    Chapter 9: Checkers with Tina 
 
    Chapter 10: Liam’s Big Show 
 
    Chapter 11: Tasty Life 
 
    Chapter 12: Xiamen 
 
    Chapter 13: Dinner with Earl & Edna 
 
    Chapter 14: Hong Kong 
 
    Chapter 15: Naked Experiment 
 
    Chapter 16: Hide & Seek 
 
    Chapter 17: Girlapalooza 
 
    Chapter 18: Second Sea Day 
 
    Chapter 19: Mud People 
 
    Chapter 20: Naked Matinee 
 
    Chapter 21: Ho Chi Minh 
 
    Chapter 22: Room for One More 
 
    Chapter 23: Last Sea Day 
 
    Chapter 24: Bangkok 
 
    Chapter 25: Off to See the Buddha 
 
    Chapter 26: Happy Endings 
 
    Chapter 27: You Don’t Mess with the Dragons 
 
    Chapter 28: Nudism 101 
 
    About the Author 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Introduction 
 
      
 
    My boyfriend worked on a cruise ship for about a week in June 2013, and I went along for the ride.  Taking a cruise from Shanghai, China to Bangkok, Thailand is interesting enough, but what I did not know until just before I left for Shanghai was that this particular cruise ship was chartered by an international nudist organization.  I unwittingly signed up to be on a cruise with about 2,000 nudists. 
 
    Packing for trips to places I have never been is always trouble.  I never know what to wear.  On a nudist cruise, this was the least of my worries. 
 
    I have never been comfortable being naked around other people.  Fortunately, this was a clothing optional cruise.  That meant everyone could stay as clothed as they wanted. 
 
    I have also never been comfortable around naked people.  Unfortunately, clothing optional means that if almost everyone on the ship is a nudist, they are going to get naked as much as possible. 
 
    I knew nothing about nudists and their philosophy before the cruise.  Most of the information I had was from other people who were just as ignorant and afraid of them as I was.  What I learned about nudists and how they see the world around them surprised me and opened my eyes to a lifestyle that is nothing like what I feared. 
 
    I made a few interesting friends on the cruise and saw a few fascinating places I had never been to before.  I was also forced to confront my own prejudices and insecurities about people and places that are very different from what I have always known. 
 
    After a trip to Bali at the end of February 2013, I wrote Hailey’s Bali Diary.  People liked it more than I expected and some of them encouraged me to write about the cruise.  I sat down expecting to write a blog post or maybe a short travelogue.  Before I knew it, I had a full length book on my hands. 
 
    Some names have been changed for privacy and I can’t guarantee that I remember everything everyone said word for word.  Quotes might not be exactly what everybody said, but they should convey the general idea. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1: The Pool Deck 
 
      
 
    I walked out to the pool deck with my towel wrapped tightly around my body like I just got out of the shower, except that I was completely dry.  I was also wearing a bikini under the towel.  Even with the bikini, towel, sandals on my feet and hat on my head, I still felt naked and exposed. 
 
    When the elevator doors to the pool deck opened, the first thing I noticed was the bright sunlight.  It was a beautiful day and the pool area opened itself to the sun and sky as much as the cabin decks were dark and closed off. 
 
    The second thing I noticed was about a hundred naked people in and around the pool.  It was like a sea of naked bodies on the deck of this giant boat.  Many of them were wearing sandals and some of them had hats.  A few of the women had sarongs wrapped around their waists.  Other than those few bits of clothing here and there, these people were all completely naked. 
 
    Walking out of the elevator, I could see somewhere around fifty pairs of breasts in every size and shape imaginable bouncing up and down in the sun.  There were also more penises than I have ever seen in my life.  Not that I’ve seen that many, but this was like a sausage factory exploded.  They were everywhere.  These were the most naked people I had ever seen and none of them seemed at all self-conscious that they were all naked as the day they were born.  I suddenly felt overwhelmingly overdressed. 
 
    “Protect your eyes,” Liam would have said if he was there.  “Don’t look at all the dicks.” 
 
    “But you’re looking at all the breasts,” I would have told him. 
 
    “That’s different,” he would say. 
 
    “How?” I would ask. 
 
    “There are twice as many, so they’re twice as hard to avoid.” 
 
    The closer I got to the swimming pool, the more I expected everyone to turn to look at me and announce in unison that I had to get naked.  No one ever did, of course.  People smiled and said hello.  Some of the people in the pool suggested I jump in. 
 
    “Come on in.”  A small group of mostly women saw that I was alone and invited me to join them.  “The water’s great.” 
 
    “Plenty of room here, sweetie.”  I can’t remember if she actually said “sweetie”, but it was that kind of friendly tone. 
 
    When I opened my towel and set it down on one of the pool chairs, it was obvious that I was not naked, but no one mentioned it. 
 
    I wanted to join them and be friendly.  I think I am a naturally friendly person.  I’m from Minnesota.  We are just born friendly.  But in a crowd of nudists, I knew I was not one of them.  It was like wearing a Helga Hat at a Packers game. 
 
    I picked a pool chair that was set off from most of the other people, but not off in some distant corner somewhere.  I sat on my towel and watched all the naked people having fun.  I briefly thought about taking off my bikini.  I could see myself standing up as if I was center stage with everyone else in the audience watching me as I stripped completely naked.  I could picture myself diving naked into the pool and soaking naked in one of the hot tubs.  In my mind, we all sat naked in the hot tub with cocktails in our hands, discussing art and the events of the day. 
 
    I wanted to be part of the group and enjoy myself as much as they were obviously enjoying themselves.  There were just too many people around.  I could not bring myself to do it.  I wanted to.  I knew this was the perfect time and place.  I knew that if I was ever going to be naked in public, a cruise ship full of nudists was the way to go. 
 
    I also knew that this was not how I was raised.  I could hear in my head my entire family telling me what a terrible person I was just for being around these people.  I wanted to fully enjoy the moment, but I just could not get past my own hang ups. 
 
    There was no nudity in my house when I was a child.  I could not even go out of the house until my clothes were inspected.  Not to make sure they were not dirty or didn’t have any holes, but to make sure I did not “look like a whore”.  As an adult, I think it is strange to tell a small child not to look like a whore. 
 
    I never knew such a thing as a nude cruise even existed a few weeks earlier.  When I found out about this cruise, my boyfriend Liam did not even bother to tell me that it would be full of nudists.  He sold me on the idea of going on a cruise for practically free and only later bothered to mention that everyone else would be naked. 
 
    One of Liam’s friends works in one of the house bands on the ship.  Both Liam and Sebastian play guitar and bass.  Sebastian also plays piano, but he did not think it would be a problem that Liam does not.  So when Sebastian wanted to take time off work to go to his father’s funeral, he recruited Liam to cover for him. 
 
    Liam and I thought about working on a cruise ship when we still lived in Minnesota.  Cruise ships are always looking for entertainers.  Since Liam is a musician and I’m a singer and dancer, it would not be too hard for both of us to find work on the same ship.  We can work together without competing for the same jobs. 
 
    We didn’t really like what we found out when we looked into it, though.  When you work on a cruise ship you are stuck on the ship for months at a time.  Most cruises only last seven to ten days for the passengers, but the ship and the people who work on them have to keep going.  It might be a great job if you love it, but if you immediately hate it, you are still stuck on the ship until they reach a port where you can get off and go home. 
 
    We ended up getting jobs in Hong Kong instead.  We did not know anything about Hong Kong, but at least we knew we could always get on a plane and leave if we really wanted to.  Eventually, Liam did.  Tired of Hong Kong, he took a job in Mainland China and we have been living apart ever since. 
 
    When Sebastian asked Liam if he wanted to cover for him, Liam jumped at the chance.  It would only be temporary since Sebastian would go back to the ship after he was finished doing all the things he had to do for his father’s funeral.  Liam is in a house band at a club in China and he does not like it there very much.  There are a lot of things he does not like about living in China, and playing with the same band in the same club every night just bores him to death.  He was excited at the thought of playing with a different band, let alone playing on a cruise ship. 
 
    The problem was that they only needed Liam as a replacement and not me.  Liam wanted me to go. 
 
    “Do you want to come with me?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I screamed.  “Go on a cruise?  Are you kidding?  Yes, of course.” 
 
    We moved to Hong Kong together, but we have been living apart since he took the job in China.  Any chance we have to see each other and we jump on it. 
 
    Liam would be paid to go, but I would have to pay if I wanted to join him since I would not be working.  Cruises are very expensive.  Some of the shorter cruises on smaller boats are not too bad, but this was one of those massive cruise ships.  If I wanted to be there all the time Liam was there, I would have to take a full ten day cruise.  That is not cheap. 
 
    We just took a vacation to Bali three months before the cruise.  That was a pretty expensive trip and we are not made of money.  People usually save up for years to go on a cruise. 
 
    “Sebastian really wants me to take it,” Liam told me. 
 
    “So do I,” I replied. 
 
    “I really want you to go with me,” he added. 
 
    “So do I,” I replied. 
 
    We simply could not afford it.  Liam decided he did not want to go if I could not go with him, and he told Sebastian to start looking for someone else.  But there was just not enough time.  Maybe if Sebastian knew further ahead that he would need time off he could have gotten another replacement, but he did not know that his father was going to die. 
 
    This is another bad thing about working on a cruise ship.  Things pop up. 
 
    “Shit happens,” as Liam says. 
 
    When you are working on a cruise ship, it can be difficult to take time off without any advance warning. 
 
    For about two days, Sebastian would call Liam from the ship, Liam would call me from China, I would call Liam from Hong Kong and Liam would call Sebastian. 
 
    “Sebastian says he’ll pay for your ticket,” Liam announced after one of their many phone calls back and forth. 
 
    “Really?” I asked.  “He’s that desperate?” 
 
    “I guess I’m the only one who can go right away.” 
 
    “Maybe you should just go without me,” I said.  “If he’s that desperate, you should just help him out.  I don’t have to go.” 
 
    “But I want you to go.” Liam said. 
 
    “I know that,” I replied. 
 
    “And you want to go.” Liam added. 
 
    “I really know that,” I replied.  “But we can’t make him pay for my ticket.  That’s thousands of dollars.  We’d be taking advantage of someone whose father just died.” 
 
    Liam saw that I was right and accepted the fact that he would have to go without me.  Before he could tell Sebastian, Sebastian called him and said that since he works for the cruise line, he gets a big discount.  Paying for my ticket would not cost him all that much.  It was as if he heard our conversation. 
 
    “I’d still feel guilty,” I told Liam.  “Like I was taking advantage of him.” 
 
    “If it makes you feel any better,” Liam said, “You’ll have to buy your own plane ticket to Shanghai.” 
 
    “Shanghai?” I asked.  That is when it really occurred to me that I did not know where this cruise was going. 
 
    “Sebastian says the easiest way is for you to board in Shanghai where the cruise starts and we’ll both get off in Bangkok, where it ends,” Liam informed me.  “I’ll go earlier since that’s when Sebastian’s leaving, but it’s a different cruise.” 
 
    “Where would you get on the ship?” I asked. 
 
    “In Hong Kong,” Liam answered. 
 
    “That’s convenient,” I thought.  “But then why can’t I get on in Hong Kong?  Why do I have to fly to Shanghai?” 
 
    “Because they’re two different cruises,” Liam said.  “When the ship goes to Shanghai, it’s one cruise.  Then everyone gets off and it’s another cruise from Shanghai.” 
 
    “It would be a lot easier if I could get on in Hong Kong,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, but the Hong Kong stop is in the middle of the cruise,” Liam replied.  “I’m only getting on there because that’s where Sebastian’s getting off.  Since you’re a paying passenger, you have to get on and off at the same time as all the other passengers.” 
 
    I understood what Liam was saying, but I wanted to go with him on the ship in Hong Kong.  For one thing, I live in Hong Kong.  I would not need to take a plane to get on the ship.  In fact, I can walk from my apartment to where the ship docks in about thirty minutes.  For another, I wanted to spend as much time with Liam as possible, especially since we had not seen each other in person since our Bali trip. 
 
    That is when he told me that the cruise went from Shanghai to Xiamen, Hong Kong, Ho Chi Minh and ended in Bangkok.  It was a seven day cruise, but Liam would be on the ship for ten days since he was filling in for Sebastian.  We would both need plane tickets back from Bangkok. 
 
    This was not an ideal situation, and these were not my favorite places to go on a cruise, but a free cruise is always a good deal.  We only had to buy plane tickets, and flights to Shanghai and Bangkok are not that expensive from Hong Kong.  What I liked most about it was spending time with Liam, and being on a cruise.  It never really mattered that I never really cared about the cities where the ship was going to stop.  Bangkok was on our short list of places to go when we took our Bali vacation, but I have never really thought about the other places. 
 
    When I looked up information about the ship, I did not care anymore where it was going.  This was the most beautiful ship I had ever seen.  Granted, I don’t know much about cruises, but this ship had pretty much everything you could ever hope for in a cruise ship.  It was not going to the Bahamas or some other tropical paradise, but when you are on this ship, who cares?  It is like a floating resort hotel.  You don’t even have to ever leave the ship if you don’t want to.  I knew this ship would be better than any hotel we would ever stay at if we ever went to Bangkok or any of these other places on our own. 
 
    “Sebastian just called,” Liam announced.  “The cruise is pretty much full.  People book these things months in advance.” 
 
    “So I can’t go?” I asked.  I was already looking forward to it. 
 
    “You can go,” Liam said.  He acted like he was giving me bad news.  “But there aren’t any of the cheapest rooms available, so Sebastian had to upgrade us to a suite with a balcony.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    When I looked up information about the ship, I saw all the different types of rooms.  I thought we would get what they call an “inside stateroom”.  Those are the smallest rooms and they do not have any windows because they are deeper inside the ship.  The rooms with balconies are bigger and obviously they face outside since they have balconies.  The suites are like luxury hotel rooms. 
 
    “How much is that going to cost?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Liam said.  “It’s just a little extra.  Sebastian says it’s no problem.  He can handle it.” 
 
    I knew this was a lie, or at least a serious exaggeration.  Those suites have to cost at least twice as much as the tiny inside rooms.  I wanted to go enough that I told myself not to worry about it.  We were taking advantage of a guy whose father just died.  At the same time, we were really helping him out.  If Liam could not fill in, Sebastian could not go to his father’s funeral.  I was going to go on a cruise to help someone grieve for his family.  That is how I rationalized it, at least. 
 
    The next step as far as I was concerned was getting visas.  We both already had Chinese visas, so Shanghai and Xiamen would not be a problem, and we don’t need visas to go to Bangkok.  Ho Chi Minh was the troublemaker.  Americans need visas to go to Vietnam. 
 
    Most people book cruises months in advance, so they have plenty of time to get whatever visas they need.  We had about a week.  That is not nearly enough time to go to an embassy, fill out a bunch of forms, give them a lot of money and your passport and wait for them to give it back.  We could still go on the cruise without a visa to Vietnam, but we would not be able to get off the ship at the Ho Chi Minh stop. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I cared or not.  There was more than enough to do on this ship and I have never really thought about going to Vietnam anyway.  At the same time, if I’m in a place, I feel like I might as well look around and see what it’s all about.  It would be a shame to go to Vietnam and not even step off the boat. 
 
    We got lucky with Vietnam.  You can fill out all the forms and do everything online.  If you are approved, they put the visa in your passport when you enter the country.  If you are not approved, you were not going to get a visa anyway.  This meant we did not have to give anyone our passports.  Giving them to any embassy this late would run the very real risk of not getting them back in time to go on the cruise at all.  With Vietnam’s online system, we could keep our passports with us the whole time. 
 
    Liam and I decided that if either of us did not get approved for the Vietnam visa then we would both stay on the ship while it was docked in Ho Chi Minh.  We would miss seeing the city, but at least we would get to spend time together on the ship.  If we were both approved then we would look around the city. 
 
    I like to travel more than Liam does.  He likes to go places, but he does not like to explore as much as I do.  I like to dig into a place and see what’s going on.  I want to see what it is all about and try to figure out the culture as much as I can in the short amount of time I am there.  Liam likes to sit around the hotel room in his boxers watching TV and eating snacks from the mini bar. 
 
    When we went to Bali, we had a very nice private villa.  Liam just wanted to stay there the whole time.  I loved the villa – it was great – but I also wanted to look around Bali.  I had never been there before and I don’t know if I will ever go back.  The villa was like a really nice hotel, but I would hate to go somewhere and not see anything outside of the hotel. 
 
    I was a little worried that this cruise would be like Bali.  Since this ship was so nice, Liam might never want to get off it and explore all the cities where it stops.  As it was, we did not know if we would be able to get off in Ho Chi Minh and we were not sure if we even wanted to get off in Hong Kong.  It left from Shanghai, so we did not know how much time we would have there before I got my plane ticket.  That left us with Xiamen and Bangkok as the only two stops we might really be able to enjoy. 
 
    I didn’t know anything about Xiamen before this cruise.  I knew it was in China and close to Hong Kong.  That was about it.  I had no idea what there was to see or do.  We already looked up information about Bangkok before we took our Bali trip, so we both had some ideas about what to do there. 
 
    There were two full days that the ship was at sea – one day between Shanghai and Xiamen and another between Hong Kong and Ho Chi Minh.  If we stayed on the ship at Ho Chi Minh because we did not have visas, and we stayed on the ship at Hong Kong because I live there and Liam used to, that would give us four full days in a row on the ship, according to the schedule. 
 
    I had no idea what was in Xiamen, but I knew that if I was there, I wanted to get off the ship and look around.  Liam was kind of burned out with China, so he was not at all interested in going to Xiamen, but I was sure I could talk him into spending the day with me off the ship. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2: Everybody’s Naked 
 
      
 
    Booking the plane tickets was not the easiest thing in the world.  Airlines want you to take round trip flights, but my flights were from Hong Kong to Shanghai and then Bangkok to Hong Kong.  That just confuses their websites.  Liam was going to fly from Fuzhou to Hong Kong where we planned on spending a day together before he went on the ship.  Then he would come with me from Bangkok to Hong Kong and then fly back to Fuzhou by himself. 
 
    Getting us both on the same flight from Bangkok to Hong Kong was easier than I expected.  Since it was at the end of the cruise, we did not have any real deadlines, except that we both had to go back to work.  Liam’s flights from Fuzhou to Hong Kong were easy because they were round trips. 
 
    The hardest part, other than flying out of cities we never flew into, was scheduling my flight to Shanghai.  I wanted to get there early enough that I would not miss the ship if the flight was delayed, but there was little point in getting there too early.  Liam would already be on the ship by then, so he would not get into Shanghai until the ship did.  We were not going to spend much time together in Shanghai no matter what we did. 
 
    I would not mind exploring Shanghai, but if I went there early, I would have to do everything alone.  There was also the issue of my job.  I was already taking seven days off to take this cruise, and Liam and I talked about spending an extra day or two in Bangkok at the end of the cruise.  Any more time in Shanghai would just be more days off work, which I don’t get paid for and they don’t really like me taking, especially in summer.  Summer and Christmas/Chinese New Year are our busiest times. 
 
    All the plane tickets were more expensive because they were not simple round trips, but I can’t really complain.  The cost of the plane tickets was nothing compared to the listed price of the cruise.  We were spending a fraction of what everyone else on that ship spent, especially since we lived in the area.  Most of the passengers came from the United States and Europe, so their plane tickets cost a lot more than ours.  If it had been a Bahamas cruise then we would have spent a lot more money just getting there. 
 
    After the plane tickets were booked and paid for, I looked up information on Xiamen.  I never found anything terribly interesting.  Apparently it is famous for shopping and business.  That does not interest me all that much since I live in Hong Kong, which is famous for shopping and business.  Xiamen also has a famous university, but I never saw how that did us any good.  The ship was scheduled to dock there for eight hours.  That is not nearly long enough to get a college degree. 
 
    Even if there was nothing in Xiamen, I did not care.  I figured if worse comes to worst, we get off the ship, don’t like what we see and go back on the ship.  No harm done. 
 
    I knew there would not be any big surprises in the food department.  Xiamen is in southeastern China just like Hong Kong, so I thought the food would probably be pretty similar.  Xiamen and Hong Kong are in different provinces, so there could be some small differences, but they are both right next to each other, so it would not be like Hong Kong and Beijing.  China has a lot of variety in food, but places that are right next to each other are usually the same.  There is far more variety than any of the Chinese food I ever ate in the United States.  One of the first things you notice when you move to China is how different authentic Chinese food is to American Chinese food. 
 
    We had more than enough free food on the ship anyway.  The price of the ticket, which we did not even pay for, included unlimited food at any of the restaurants on the ship.  The only thing not included with all of our meals was alcohol, which I can live without.  We did not even know if Liam would be allowed to drink since he was supposed to be working there.  We did not really know what he would be able to do since he was only a temporary replacement. 
 
    “Are the entertainers allowed to drink on the ship?” Liam asked Sebastian. 
 
    “Not during the day on days when we work,” Sebastian told him.  “But after work and on days off, it’s ok.  Getting drunk is frowned upon, but lots of people do it anyway.” 
 
    Things that would obviously cost extra were also not included with the ticket price, like shopping, the ship’s casino and any spa treatments. 
 
    In the middle of the ship was a shopping mall.  That might seem like a strange thing to have on a boat, but this was a big boat, and people love to go shopping.  I like shopping when I need something, but I don’t care about wandering aimlessly around a shopping mall all day.  That is Liam’s second favorite thing about me. 
 
    “The first is your big boobs,” he says.  “I like to grab them with both hands and…” 
 
    Sometimes Liam talks too much. 
 
    As a guy, Liam hates shopping, so he loves the fact that I don’t drag him to all the malls in Hong Kong. 
 
    “You dragged me to IFC three times,” he complained. 
 
    That is true, but Zara had a pashmina that I wanted, but when I went they did not have it in stock and I had to order it, and when I went back it was not in yet.  It was a whole production. 
 
    Shopping malls might be new, but cruise ships have always had casinos.  In the past, there were not a lot of places on land where you could legally gamble, and ships at sea operate on a different set of laws.  So someone had the bright idea to put gambling on cruises.  Even before cruise ships were the giant monsters that they are today – with shopping malls, multiple restaurants, theaters and outdoor sports stadiums – they had casinos. 
 
    Liam and I don’t care about gambling, so we knew we would not be spending all of our money in the casino.  You can gamble in Hong Kong anyway and Macau is just next door.  That is supposed to be the Las Vegas of Asia.  It’s really not – we have been there – but people keep saying that it is. 
 
    You can’t gamble naked in Macau, so I thought about the casino on the cruise ship full of naked people.  Then I realized it would be just like any other casino, except everyone would be naked, and I lost interest. 
 
    I was interested in the spa, but did not know if I would want to use it.  I get regular leg and foot massages in Hong Kong for a very reasonable price.  The girl who does my massages is a friend of mine and she knows exactly what I want.  I knew the spa in the ship would cost a lot more and there is no way to know if it is any good until you try it. 
 
    Massages for Liam have been nothing but trouble.  His first massage in China led to an unfortunate incident, and he offended the Hindu women who did his second massage in Bali.  So we both thought it was best if he just stayed away from the spa. 
 
    Shore excursions also cost extra.  When the ship docks, you can get off and do whatever you want on your own or you can go on a group tour.  The big excursions on this cruise were an island and shopping in Xiamen, Victoria Peak and shopping in Hong Kong, Vietnam war tunnels and shopping in Ho Chi Minh and temples and shopping in Bangkok. 
 
    We decided not to pay extra for any of their group tours for two reasons.  The only one that sounded like something we might want to do was the one in Xiamen.  With a very small amount of research, I found out that the island is very close to where the ship docks and we could easily get there on our own, and for a lot less money.  It is probably harder for most of the cruise passengers to navigate Chinese streets and deal with Chinese taxis, but Liam and I have plenty of experience.  If you don’t know China, it is probably best to just pay extra for the group tour. 
 
    Victoria Peak is a must see if you are in Hong Kong, but we have both seen it plenty of times.  We know exactly how to get there on our own and we know for a fact that we can do it for a fraction of what they were charging. 
 
    Since the cruise ended in Bangkok, we planned on spending some extra time there anyway.  That would cost us more than enough money.  We did not feel the need to spend more on a tour of some temples we could probably go to on our own. 
 
    Neither of us cares about the Vietnam War.  Liam is more interested in the Civil War, and I think all wars are stupid.  I don’t like glamorizing any of them, so those Vietnam tunnels are just not that exciting to us.  Ho Chi Minh probably has a million better things to see anyway. 
 
    The second reason we did not get any of the shore excursion packages was because we did not entirely know what Liam’s schedule would be like.  We knew he would be working mostly nights and Sebastian said he would have plenty of time off in the daytime to do things. 
 
    “You’ll be working mostly nights,” Sebastian told him.  “But you’ll have plenty of time off in the daytime to do things.” 
 
    So I was right about that, but you are supposed to book and pay for the shore excursions in advance and we did not want to get stuck with something we could not use. 
 
    They want you to pay for everything in advance so you don’t have to use any money on the ship – only whatever you spend in the cities where it docks.  That is a good idea because it seems like everything is included.  Nothing is free, but when you have already paid, you don’t have to worry about what everything costs.  The only bad thing is that you have to plan out every little thing you want to do in advance.  Just having a glass of wine with dinner has to be booked weeks ahead of time. 
 
    “What if I want to get drunk?” Liam said earlier. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll find a way,” I replied. 
 
    Once the plane tickets were booked and I did a little online research about the ship and where we were going, I had to figure out what to pack.  I had never been on a cruise before and I was completely lost when it came to what I should bring. 
 
    “This ship’s website suggests wearing business casual in the restaurants and casual clothes on most of the ship,” I told Liam.  “They say to bring plenty of sport clothes, bathing suits, exercise clothes, that sort of thing.  They also talk about comfortable shoes for the excursions, but I already knew about that.” 
 
    “You don’t need any of that,” Liam said. 
 
    “Well, I’m pretty sure I’ll need most of that,” I replied.  “I can’t walk around naked all day.” 
 
    “Actually,” Liam started to talk, but then paused for a long time.  “Didn’t I tell you?” 
 
    “Tell me what?” I asked. 
 
    “I thought I told you,” he said.  “It’s – how do I say this?” 
 
    “Just tell me.”  Now I was worried.  I thought he was going to say the whole trip was canceled. 
 
    “It’s a nude cruise,” Liam said. 
 
    I was stunned silent.  My mouth was probably open, but he could not see that over the phone. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Everybody’s naked,” he answered.  “The passengers are all nudists.” 
 
    “What the hell?”  I was in disbelief.  “Is this a joke?  Are you messing with me?” 
 
    “No, no, it’s real,” he replied.  “I thought I already told you.” 
 
    He knew he had not.  I definitely knew he had not. 
 
    “Sebastian works on a nude cruise ship?” I asked.  This seemed made up.  “Why didn’t their website say anything about this?” 
 
    “No, it’s not the cruise ship,” Liam tried to explain.  “The ship is just a normal cruise ship, but sometimes they have special groups on board.  Sebastian says sometimes groups will charter the whole ship or sometimes just buy up a lot of tickets.” 
 
    “So there will be some nudists on board?” I asked. 
 
    “No, more than that,” he answered.  “Sebastian said they chartered the whole ship.” 
 
    “What does that mean exactly?” I asked. 
 
    “The nudist group booked the whole ship,” he replied.  “Everybody on board will be a nudist.  Except you.  And everyone who works on the ship.” 
 
    “This is crazy,” I said. 
 
    “Not really, if you think about it.”  Liam obviously already had time to think about it.  “If you’re a nudist in Asia, where are you going to go?  The beaches suck.  You know that.” 
 
    I did know that. 
 
    “A cruise ship is the perfect place for them,” he added.  “They can get naked away from any local laws against it and it’s kind of like being in private.” 
 
    “The ship holds 2,000 people,” I pointed out.  “That’s not private.” 
 
    “It is if all 2,000 people are nudists.”  Liam had given this a lot more thought than I realized. 
 
    “But I’m not a nudist,” I told him.  He already knew that. 
 
    “Yeah, but you didn’t book it through this nudist group,” he said.  “You got your ticket through Sebastian.” 
 
    “So you got me on a cruise ship with 2,000 Asian nudists?”  I still could not really believe it. 
 
    “I don’t know if they’re all Asians,” he said. 
 
    That was not the important part as far as I was concerned. 
 
    “Do you really want me to go on some wild orgy cruise?” I asked. 
 
    “No, it’s nothing like that,” he said.  “In fact, orgies are definitely not allowed.” 
 
    “How do you know?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s a whole list of rules,” he replied.  “Sebastian sent me an e-mail.  I’ll forward it to you.” 
 
    I could not wait to read that.  I also could not believe that Liam waited so long to tell me about it. 
 
    At the same time, I was not all that surprised.  Liam had been trying to get me naked in public for a long time.  It crossed my mind that he might have set this whole thing up just to get me to walk around naked. 
 
    When I got Sebastian’s e-mail, I saw that Liam was right.  There really was a whole list of rules for the nudist cruise.  The e-mail made it abundantly clear that this was not going to be an orgy cruise.  There was a lot about simple nudity not being sexual.  I guess there is a point there.  I’m naked every time I take a shower and there is nothing sexual about it.  I also swam naked a lot in our private pool in Bali.  That was only sexual when Liam joined me.  There was nothing sexual about simply swimming naked. 
 
    The e-mail reported that the cruise was clothing optional.  That meant everyone could be as naked as they wanted to be, but nudity was not required.  That made me feel better.  I don’t want people telling me what to do on a cruise.  That seems to go against the whole point of taking a cruise.  I really don’t want people telling me I have to be naked. 
 
    The whole ship was clothing optional, except for formal dining in the main restaurant and on the outer decks while the ship was docked.  Everybody had to be clothed anywhere on the ship where they could be seen from the port.  Once the ship was away from land, everybody could go nuts. 
 
    The e-mail also made it clear that clothes were required during excursions off the ship, but everyone should have already known that.  The Chinese government would not be too happy with a bunch of nudists running around.  I doubt they even knew this was a nudist cruise.  I can’t say much about Vietnam, but I would be surprised if their government wanted a bunch of tourists wandering the streets naked. 
 
    The “formal dining” part was funny because it said basically that any kind of clothing was good enough.  I guess t-shirts and shorts are considered formal compared to completely naked. 
 
    I don’t know why clothes were required in the main restaurant but not for the rest of the restaurants.  It might be a health code thing, but if you can be naked in one restaurant, why not all of them?  What’s the difference? 
 
    There was a whole list of clothes that were not considered appropriate, mostly lingerie and “fetish wear”.  You could be naked, but you could not dress suggestively.  I guess that was part of the idea that nudity does not equal sex.  They made it clear that this cruise was for nudists, not swingers. 
 
    There was also a whole section on how to use towels.  It was kind of weird.  You would think people already know how to use towels.  I found out later that towels are a big issue in the nudist community.  The ship had more than enough towels for everyone, so I don’t think it was a problem here. 
 
    Not taking any pictures was a big rule.  That made a lot of sense to me.  Even if you are a nudist, you probably don’t want your coworkers seeing pictures of you naked at some website.  That rule kind of made me feel better.  I would want to jump off the boat if it was just a bunch of naked people all drooling and taking naked pictures of each other, but I was also a little disappointed.  After I looked up information about the ship and saw how photogenic it was, I wanted to take a million pictures of it.  That would not be easy to do if photography was prohibited. 
 
    The e-mail spelled out that anyone involved in any kind of prostitution would be kicked off the ship and reported to the local authorities.  In China, that is not something you want to mess with, especially if you are not Chinese.  I don’t know if prostitution is normally a big problem on giant cruise ships.  I think it might have been part of the underlying theme that this was not a sex cruise. 
 
    They said they would kick people off the ship for any public sex or taking pictures without someone’s permission.  They seemed pretty serious about it.  There were several warnings that if you get kicked off the ship, you don’t get a refund.  I thought that was funny since I did not pay for my ticket anyway.  That is a big deal if you kick off someone from Chicago in Hong Kong.  They lose all that money and then have to pay for an extra flight back home.  If you kick me off in Hong Kong, I can walk home.  But I was not planning on doing anything that could get me kicked off. 
 
    The main advice of the e-mail was to do all the things that you would do on a cruise and behave in a normal fashion.  The only difference was that you could get naked.  I felt better after reading the e-mail.  I was not concerned about it being an orgy cruise anymore.  I was still a little upset that Liam did not tell me about it earlier, though. 
 
    After everything was booked and I did some research online and I felt better about the whole nudist thing, I packed my bag and waited impatiently to see my boyfriend. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3: Payong Flashing 
 
      
 
    Despite everything I read about nudists not liking orgies, I still had a dream that night that did not especially surprise me, but it seems ridiculous to me now. 
 
    I dreamed that I was on the cruise ship.  I was walking on the deck, enjoying the fresh sea air.  I had some kind of drink in my hand.  I don’t know what it was, but it had an umbrella in it.  It was a perfectly normal cruise ship scene, except that I was completely naked. 
 
    A young Australian man walked toward me on the deck from the opposite direction.  He was wearing board shorts and a t-shirt with a picture of a bright red umbrella. 
 
    “Nice payong,” he said as we passed each other. 
 
    I didn’t know what that meant.  I thought maybe it was the name of the drink I had in my hand.  It almost seemed like he was looking at my drink when he said it.  But then again, he could have just as easily been looking at my chest. 
 
    “Maybe payong means boobs,” I said to myself. 
 
    Pretty soon a Canadian woman walked toward me.  She was wearing a lime green bikini with tiny yellow umbrellas on the top and blue umbrellas on the bottoms. 
 
    “Nice payong,” she said as we reached each other.  She was also looking at my chest when she said it. 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied. 
 
    Then I stopped walking and turned around to face her as she passed me. 
 
    “Hey, wait a minute,” I called to her. 
 
    She stopped and turned to me and I was about to ask her a question, but then I forgot what I was going to say.  She went back to going her way and I went back to going my way. 
 
    It was not long before an older English gentleman approached me.  He was wearing nothing but a bright pink speedo.  He also had a monocle and walking stick, for some reason.  It looked like the speedo had tiny yellow bananas on it. 
 
    “Now that’s a banana hammock,” I thought to myself. 
 
    When he got closer, I could tell that the tiny yellow bananas were actually tiny yellow umbrellas.  I could also tell that the speedo was not a good look for him.  He was older and kind of chubby.  It looked like the speedo was maybe a size or two too small. 
 
    “Nice payong,” he said. 
 
    It occurred to me that everyone was complimenting my bare breasts and nobody else was naked. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I asked the older man.  “Isn’t this a clothing optional cruise?” 
 
    “Oh, quite,” he replied in an old time English accent. 
 
    “So I’m not underdressed?” I asked. 
 
    “Not in the least,” he replied.  “You look brilliant.” 
 
    I assumed he meant brilliant in the British sense and not in the American sense.  I have been living in Hong Kong long enough that I’m used to hearing British English.  I guess I even dream about it now. 
 
    I kept walking along the deck, umbrella drink in hand.  I was not too worried about being completely naked while everyone else I saw was wearing clothes, or at least a tiny speedo. 
 
    Then I turned a corner and in a wide open space there were about 2,000 people.  They were hanging out, talking and generally having a good time.  Some of them were playing shuffleboard, some were dancing.  Everybody was having fun.  And every single person was wearing clothes, except me. 
 
    I stood there frozen, standing naked in front of 2,000 clothed people.  I thought clothing optional meant that most people would be naked, but you could still wear clothes if you wanted to.  I did not realize that clothing optional meant everyone would wear clothes and I would be the only one naked. 
 
    A fully clothed ten year old Asian boy pointed at me. 
 
    “Nice payong,” he said. 
 
    It was one thing for adult men and a woman to compliment my breasts, but coming from a child, it was too much.  It did not help that every single one of the 2,000 people with clothes on was looking at my naked body. 
 
    I turned around quickly, dropping my umbrella drink and started to run away in slow motion.  It was the type of slow motion running you see in dreams or in bad movies where they want to show the woman’s breasts heaving up and down.  Since this was a dream and not a movie, it was slow motion dream running, but my breasts were still bouncing around slowly. 
 
    While I was slowly running away, my umbrella drink fell to the ground in slow motion.  The people watching me were at regular speed. 
 
    “Look,” someone said in a fake Asian accent.  “Her payong make bouncy bouncy.” 
 
    I ran into a room and closed the door behind me.  I was in regular speed again since the embarrassing scene was over.  There were some clothes folded neatly on a table and I picked them up to look at them.  The bra and panties had umbrella patterns on them, so I tossed them aside and put on the cute little violet and pink sundress.  It fit me, as did the floppy sandals that I also put on.  When I went back out the door, clothed this time, it was suddenly a different day. 
 
    I walked cautiously out onto the deck.  I was clothed this time, but I was worried about running into those people who saw me naked. 
 
    There was an outdoor bar and the Chinese bartender waved his hand, motioning me to come toward him. 
 
    “Is good drink,” he said.  “Like it you will.” 
 
    I have no idea why he was talking like Yoda. 
 
    The bartender handed me a different umbrella drink and I went back to walking around the deck. 
 
    I turned another corner and in a wide open space there were about 2,000 people.  It was a different wide open space around a different corner, but there were just as many people doing all the same things.  These 2,000 people were also hanging out, talking and generally having a good time.  Some of them were playing shuffleboard, some were dancing.  Everybody was having fun. 
 
    The difference between this group of 2,000 people and the last group was that every single one of these new people was completely naked.  This time, I was the only one wearing clothes. 
 
    I looked at the naked people and took a sip from my umbrella drink. 
 
    A naked ten year old Chinese boy pointed at me and said, “Nice payong.” 
 
    “What the hell?” I thought.  “Even with clothes on, they’re staring at my boobs.” 
 
    It started to rain and all the naked people scrambled for cover.  Some of them made it under the ship’s awnings, but most of them were left out in the open.  A few of them had sun hats, but since they were all naked, none of them had coats. 
 
    A naked man who was out in the rain pointed at me. 
 
    “Quick,” he yelled.  “Hide under her payong.” 
 
    I put out my hand as if stopping traffic. 
 
    “Wait,” I said to the crowd.  “That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “But it’s raining,” one of them pleaded. 
 
    “My payong are pretty big,” I said.  “But not big enough for all of you.” 
 
    “It’s actually very small,” a naked woman said. 
 
    “What’s small?” I asked. 
 
    “Your payong,” she answered. 
 
    “No offense,” I said, looking at her naked body.  “But yours are a lot smaller than mine.” 
 
    The naked woman seemed confused. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” she said.  “I don’t even have one.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked, equally confused.  “Ok, they’re small, but they’re more than nothing.” 
 
    “I’m talking about your payong,” she told me.  “We need it for the rain.” 
 
    “And I’m talking about your payong,” I told her.  “Use your own.” 
 
    “I don’t have one,” the naked woman said.  She was wet and frustrated by this point. 
 
    “No, you have two,” I pointed out.  “Just like I do.  Just like every other woman here.” 
 
    The naked woman looked around. 
 
    “No one else has one,” she said.  “You’re the only one.” 
 
    That did not make any sense to me.  All of the women had breasts.  Since they were all naked, I could see most of them from where I was standing.  The only thing I had that they did not was clothing, and my drink. 
 
    “Forget it,” an annoyed naked man said.  “We’re already soaked anyway.” 
 
    “Thanks for nothing,” another naked man said. 
 
    I could not understand why everyone was so upset.  I did not let them hide from the rain under my breasts.  Is that so unusual?  I think it is more unusual that they even wanted to do such a thing. 
 
    I woke up in my apartment nowhere near a cruise ship full of naked people and lay in bed thinking about the dream. 
 
    “Why were they all wearing clothes when I was naked?” I asked myself.  “And why were they all naked when I was wearing clothes?” 
 
    There is probably some psychological reason for that. 
 
    “And why did they want to hide under my breasts in the rain?  What was that all about?” 
 
    That seemed crazy to me. 
 
    “And why did that woman say that no one else had breasts?” I asked no one.  “They all did.  There were a lot of boobs in that dream.  Liam would have loved it.” 
 
    After I got out of bed, I went to Google and looked up “payong”. 
 
    “Wow,” I thought to myself.  “I think my brain’s trying to tell me something.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4: Shanghai 
 
      
 
    Our original plan was to have Liam fly to Hong Kong early so we could spend a day together before he got on the ship.  He had to board the ship when it reached Hong Kong on a Thursday, so we decided he should fly to Hong Kong on Wednesday.  That would have worked out well since I did not have to work that Wednesday.  I could have picked him up at the airport, taken him back to my apartment and we could have spent the whole day in my bedroom. 
 
    It never worked out that way because he could not get the extra day off.  He was already taking too many days as far as his boss was concerned.  He was going to be on the ship for ten days and then in Bangkok for another two days.  So he came to Hong Kong on Thursday.  Just in time to get to the ship before it left for Xiamen. 
 
    I had to work on Thursday when he came to Hong Kong since I was also taking a bunch of days off.  I was only on the ship for seven days, but I also had those two Bangkok days, so we never got a chance to see each other when he was in Hong Kong.  He went straight from the airport to the pier on Thursday while I was working. 
 
    I went to the airport on Sunday with just a carry-on bag and my purse.  The cruise ship had a limit of one regular size suitcase and one carry-on per person.  The luggage rules were pretty much like an airline.  I thought most people might take a lot fewer clothes since it was a nudist cruise, and I did not want to be that one person who pushes the limits further than anyone else.  There’s always someone. 
 
    I still was unsure how comfortable I was going to be on a ship full of naked people, but I always pack light anyway.  Nudist cruise or not, I brought plenty of clothes.  I simply know how to pack a lot into a small bag.  I also had the advantage of living in Hong Kong.  I knew I could easily go to my apartment when the shipped docked in Hong Kong and get whatever I needed. 
 
    When my flight landed in Shanghai, I was surprised by how alert and awake I was.  Usually when I fly somewhere, I take an early flight, but this one was in the afternoon.  There is also something in my head that tells me a flight to Shanghai should be very long and that I should be very tired once I get there.  I still think about these things in terms of flying from Minnesota, but I flew there from Hong Kong.  It only takes about two and a half hours. 
 
    They had a shuttle bus to take me from the airport to the port.  That was especially convenient since I had never been to Shanghai before and had no idea what was the best way to get there on my own.  There is a new high speed train that runs on magnets instead of a track and goes downtown from the airport.  I would not mind taking that just to see what it’s like, but then it probably does not go to the port.  I most likely would have taken a taxi if they did not have the shuttle. 
 
    It was not all that far to the ship from the airport.  Even in traffic, it only took maybe 45 minutes.  The drive was mostly on the highway, so I never got to see much of the city, but then the port is right next to the main attractions.  I could see the famous skyline view from the ship. 
 
    I was surprised by how close it was to the main downtown area.  I thought the port would be out in the boonies in some seedy part of town, not in the middle of the main tourist spot.  Instead of an old harbor on the ocean, the ship was docked in the city, on the river that runs through Shanghai. 
 
    I probably should have booked an earlier flight into Shanghai.  Then I could have spent some time downtown and looked around a little before heading to the ship.  Dragging around my luggage did not seem like it would be that hard since the ship was so close to everything.  I also found out too late that I could have left my bag at the ship several hours before they were ready for everyone to board. 
 
    I did not bother to go through all the hassle to get an earlier flight because I thought the port would not be close enough to anything.  I didn’t want to spend an extra few hours trying to figure out where I was in a city that I knew nothing about. 
 
    If I had just done a little homework about Shanghai then I would have known how easy it all was.  I also never truly appreciated how five star this entire trip was going to be.  I thought I was going to have to take a taxi from the airport to the port.  I pictured myself dragging my bag around, getting lost and rushing to find the ship in time. 
 
    This was a giant cruise ship for people who can afford it, or at least people who save up a long time to be able to go.  They took care of and pampered me from the moment they found me at the airport.  The shuttle was nicer than a typical airport shuttle bus and they had plenty of bottled water, tea and juice. 
 
    They took me straight to the ship even though I was the only one in the shuttle.  I’m sure there were other people arriving at the airport, but they did not make me wait.  If it had not been a five star cruise, I’m sure they would have waited until the shuttle was full and took everybody at the same time.  Since it was five star, they made separate trips for everybody.  They probably made a lot of trips that day. 
 
    When I got to the ship, I looked around the port a little, but did not have enough time to go too far and look at the city.  The famous new buildings, including that space needle looking tower, were right across the river from the ship.  It was a straight line from the cruise ship to that tower.  The famous old banks were on the ship’s side of the river, but the river turns a corner at that point, so there was a good view of those buildings, too.  I did not have time to walk around the famous street where everyone walks around, but I could see it.  That is how close the port was. 
 
    As much as I wanted to look around Shanghai, I wanted to get on the ship and find Liam even more. 
 
    I guess next time I will have to get to Shanghai earlier so there is plenty of time to look around.  Next time we have a million dollars and can afford a cruise, that is. 
 
    The first thing I noticed about the ship was that it was huge.  I knew this ship would be big – I saw pictures of it online – but this thing was enormous.  Pictures could not do it justice.  You have to stand next to it to fully appreciate the size.  It is hard to believe that something this big can float on water. 
 
    It was like a skyscraper lying down and bigger than any boat I have ever seen.  A lot of boats come into Victoria Harbour.  I have even seen a few cruise ships, but none of them were as big as this one.  When we went into Hong Kong during the cruise, we passed another cruise ship.  It was a Princess Cruises ship, the Love Boat, and it was maybe two thirds the size of our ship.  It was really obvious how much bigger ours was. 
 
    The cruise line’s company website says the ship is over 800 feet long, 100 feet wide and holds almost 2,000 passengers.  As big as it was, it is not even close to being the largest in the world.  I read somewhere that the largest cruise ship is over 1,000 feet long, 250 feet high and holds 6,000 passengers.  I can’t imagine being on a boat with 5,999 other people.  My heart goes out to the people who have to clean up after 6,000 passengers. 
 
    I can see why a nudist charter cruise would not have the largest ship.  It is probably difficult to sell 2,000 tickets.  I can’t say for sure, but it did not seem like there were that many people on board.  Then again, the ship was big enough that it never felt crowded no matter how full it was. 
 
    Getting on the ship was like checking in at an airport and hotel at the same time.  They had separate lines for the special elite club members.  Those were the millionaires and frequent flyer members, or frequent sailor members.  Whatever they call it.  Those lines moved quickly. 
 
    The rest of us, the regular working class slobs, had to wait in longer lines.  This was the only time during the cruise that I did not feel like a five star passenger.  The people who work for the cruise line were polite and friendly.  They did nothing wrong.  Our lines merely took longer because there were more people in them, and it was not even close to the full 2,000.  Some people were already on board.  I’m sure more than a few people boarded at the last possible minute.  This was just whoever happened to be checking in at the same time as me. 
 
    There was a place to check in large luggage.  I thought that was strange.  If you are already at the ship, why not just take your bags the rest of the way with you?  I don’t know if it was a security thing or for convenience since most of us had a pretty long walk from the check in area to the cabins.  Dragging along a big suitcase would be a pain.  I only had a carry-on, so none of that mattered to me. 
 
    When I finally made it to the front of the line, the woman behind the counter asked me if I was alone.  At first I wondered why she was asking me. 
 
    “Do you have to be a couple to go on a nude cruise?” I thought.  It did seem like all the other people in line were couples.  “Don’t single people like to get naked on boats?” 
 
    “No,” I told her instead.  “My boyfriend is working on the ship.” 
 
    “Really?”  She seemed surprised. 
 
    “He got you to visit him while a bunch of nudists are on board,” I imagined her thinking to herself.  “What kind of freak is he?” 
 
    “What does he do?” she actually asked. 
 
    “He’s one of the entertainers,” I answered. 
 
    “Oh, wonderful,” she said. 
 
    She gave me an access card, like what you get at hotels.  The card was the key to the room, boarding pass for all of the stops and credit card for shopping and extras.  Since they did not take cash or real credit cards on board, the access card acted like a credit card for anything that was not already included in the ticket price.  It’s a pretty convenient system, really. 
 
    Then she gave me a map.  When you check into hotels and they give you a map, it is usually for the main tourist attractions of that city.  It usually shows where all the restaurants that paid to be on the map are located.  This was a map of the ship.  The ship was so big that they had to give people maps.  There were also maps in the cabin hallways and a few directories throughout the ship. 
 
    The map came in handy several times.  The first time was finding my cabin.  Getting to my floor, or deck, was easy.  The ship had plenty of elevators.  Once I was on my floor, there were signs telling you which room numbers were in which direction.  It was just like any big hotel.  What they did not tell you was that inside cabins were odd numbers and outside cabins were even.  That would have been nice to know since I knew I had an outside cabin.  There were also no rooms that ended in the number 4. 
 
    “Yeah, why is that?” Liam asked when I pointed it out to him later on. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  “Maybe because 4 is unlucky in Chinese and this ship makes a few stops in China.  It’s like some buildings that don’t have a 13th floor.” 
 
    “But the ship has a fourth deck,” Liam pointed out.  “That’s where the medical center is.” 
 
    “I guess if you’re superstitious then you don’t want to get sick on this ship,” I decided. 
 
    The number 4 is unlucky in Chinese because the Chinese word for four sounds just like the Chinese word for death.  The fourth deck is probably not the best place to put the ship’s hospital. 
 
    The deck I was on had nothing but cabins.  All the other decks had other things.  Most of the decks did not have any cabins at all.  I was surprised by how little of the ship was taken up with cabins.  Most of the ship was devoted to food and entertainment.  I guess most people spend very little time in their cabins anyway. 
 
    The deck above me had cabins and the children’s pool and child care area.  The deck below me had just a few cabins, but mostly restaurants and shopping.  That was also where the lifeboats were.  So if the ship sank, I would only have to go down one floor.  It never sank, though, and it was never anything I worried about. 
 
    It turned out we did not actually have a suite.  Sebastian said it would be a suite. 
 
    “There weren’t any of the cheapest cabins left,” he said earlier.  “So I had to book you guys a suite.” 
 
    It was what they call an “ocean view stateroom with balcony” instead.  It was not as big as a suite, but it was still very nice.  It was big enough for Liam and me, and it had a balcony.  A balcony is a very good thing when your hotel is a giant boat and the scenery constantly changes.  You could spend the entire cruise just sitting on your balcony and watching the view change.  Of course, we did a few other things as well. 
 
    We were not planning on spending a lot of time inside the room aside from sleeping and reacquainting ourselves with each other’s bodies.  He was there to work and I was there to enjoy the ship and eat something besides the usual Chinese food.  On a ship like this, there was simply too much to do.  Hanging out in your cabin all day would be crazy, even with a balcony. 
 
    I was going to unpack, but then I had no idea how much stuff Liam would have.  I knew he was staying wherever the people who work on the ship stay, but now that I was there with a paid room, he could come and stay with me.  The room was not very big.  It was small by most hotel standards, but average by Chinese standards.  It was a cruise ship cabin, after all.  I did not want to take up all the space with my stuff and not leave him any room. 
 
    I unpacked everything I brought for the bathroom, though.  That bathroom was coffin small, and Liam takes up just as much space as I do.  He has more bathroom products than I would expect for a guy. 
 
    I also had no idea how to find Liam once I was on board.  I did not know where his room was and I was not allowed to go to that part of the ship anyway.  We decided ahead of time that he should just find me. 
 
    “So once I’m in Shanghai, how do I find you?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll already be on the ship,” he said.  “I can try to meet you before you get on the ship, but I don’t know if I’ll be able to.” 
 
    “You’d have to know exactly when I get there,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I can check your flight on Sunday,” he suggested.  “To see if it’s on time.” 
 
    “Ok,” I said.  “But how long does it take to get from the airport to the ship?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he answered. 
 
    Neither of us had any idea how long it would take to get from the airport to the ship.  We had never been to Shanghai, let alone taken a cruise from Shanghai, and we did not know where anything was. 
 
    “How long will it take to get through immigration in Shanghai?” I asked Liam. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he answered. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be easier for me to look for you since you’ll already be there?” I asked. 
 
    It would not.  It was a very large ship and there was no way I could have possibly known where he was at any given time. 
 
    “Why don’t we meet at a specific place at a specific time?” he suggested. 
 
    “Ok,” I said.  “But at what time?  What if I’m not there early enough?  What if I’m still at the airport or still on the way to the port?” 
 
    “How about you just go to the cabin when you check in,” he suggested.  “And I’ll try to figure out where you are and just come to you.” 
 
    Sebastian said that Liam would know when all the passengers were on board and that it would not be hard to find my cabin. 
 
    “It’s easy enough to find out what cabin she’s in,” Sebastian had already told Liam.  “Just ask Helena at reception.  She knows where all the passengers are.” 
 
    I was not sure when Liam would find me, but I knew that people like to go out on deck when the ship leaves the port for the first time.  It’s a tradition.  Considering the great views of Shanghai, I also wanted to do that. 
 
    After I staked my claim in the bathroom, I still had about two hours before the ship was schedule to leave, so I left the cabin and looked around the ship.  I did not think Liam would come to the cabin at this point because he had no way of knowing exactly when I checked in.  I assumed he would come to the cabin after the ship left the port, since I would definitely be on board at that point. 
 
    I was wrong about that.  Liam went to the cabin after I left.  It turned out he knew which cabin I would be in before I did.  Helena told him my room number before the ship even reached Shanghai, and he went there twice before the ship left the port.  The first time was before I was even on the ship and the second time was when I was wandering around. 
 
    I had not eaten anything since breakfast, so I went to one of the restaurants.  Most of my morning and afternoon was spent at airports, going to airports, leaving airports and on a plane.  I don’t like airplane food.  I will eat it if it’s a long flight and I don’t have a lot of other options, but this time I knew that I was going to a cruise ship filled with free food, or at least food that was already paid for. 
 
    The ship had eight restaurants and a few other places to get snacks and drinks.  There were two Chinese restaurants that I knew Liam would never want to go to.  We live in China, so Chinese food is not a rare delicacy to us.  It’s great to be surrounded by so much Chinese food when you first move to China, but after a month you start to look around for something else.  After two years, you look around for anything else. 
 
    There was an Italian restaurant that I knew I would probably go to every day.  I love Italian food.  We went to Rome in 2011 and I ate like a celebrity chef that just got out of prison.  Serious daily exercise was the only thing that stopped me from getting the waistline of a celebrity chef.  People complain about Rome because it has a lot of tourist restaurants that are not authentic Italian food, which is true, but it also has a lot of real Italian food if you just look around a little.  Rome is full of Italians and they all have to eat.  When in Rome, eat as the Romans eat. 
 
    The ship also had an Indian buffet and a Japanese restaurant.  I knew I wanted to try both of those, but I did not know if Liam would like either.  I don’t know much about Indian food except that there is a place in Hong Kong that has great roti.  I don’t know what they do to make it so good. 
 
    There is a lot of Japanese food in Hong Kong.  Most of it is sushi and fast food.  I have never been to Japan, so I don’t know how authentic it is, but I suspect that if I ever go to Japan I will be pleasantly surprised by how much better real Japanese food is compared to the Hong Kong version. 
 
    There was an ice cream bar on the pool deck that sounded good and a snack bar on the very top deck, but I wanted more of a supper than a snack.  I went to the Mediterranean buffet because I didn’t know if Liam would want to get dinner later and a buffet is a good place to get more than a snack but less than a full sit down meal.  I also thought it was interesting to eat Mediterranean food while living in Hong Kong and sailing out of Shanghai on the way to Bangkok.  The food was more international than strictly Mediterranean and that fit in with my international setting anyway. 
 
    Since the ship was still in port, everyone still had their clothes on.  I was grateful for that.  I was still not comfortable with the idea that everyone was going to get naked pretty soon and I still did not like the idea of restaurants full of naked people.  Being naked in the swimming pool and on the deck is one thing, but a bunch of naked bodies around food has to be some kind of health code violation.  I was still not sure how I was going to deal with that. 
 
    After I ate, I walked around the ship.  There were people in the swimming pool, but since we were still in port, they had to wear bathing suits.  At first, I thought it was funny that nudists brought bathing suits with them on a nudist cruise, but then it occurred to me that they were going to all the same places I was going.  They needed bathing suits if they wanted to go to any of the beaches in China, Vietnam or Thailand. 
 
    They may have been nudists, but they had to wear clothes every time they left the ship.  Even on the ship, they could only be naked when it was at sea.  The ship spent a lot of time docked at each port.  Even if you were a nudist, you could not be naked on this cruise twenty four hours a day, seven days a week. 
 
    That was the first time I started to look at things from their point of view.  I suppose if I was a nudist and I paid a few thousand dollars to take a nude cruise, I would want to be naked as much as possible.  I would not enjoy putting on clothes every time the ship docked somewhere.  Even something as simple as swimming has a lot of rules.  You can’t see the pool from the pier.  It could be full of naked people, but no one on land would ever know.  But since it is outdoors, you have to wear clothes while the ship is docked. 
 
    There were people sunbathing on the pool deck, but they could not do it naked either.  That must be terrible for a nudist.  That would be like if I could only dance in my bathroom.  I need more space than that.  Sunbathing with clothes on has to be the last thing a nudist wants to do.  This was a beautiful day.  The ship was just sitting there.  Not everyone was on board, so it was not even close to crowded.  It was the perfect time to lounge around in the sun.  Yet they could not do it naked.  It was almost sad. 
 
    I did not want to be sad, so I went down to the children’s pool.  Children are always happy around a swimming pool whether they have to wear clothes or not.  I also felt like this was the best time to go to the children’s pool.  Watching children swim and play is one thing.  Watching children swim and play naked seemed kind of creepy to me.  Since we were still in port, I knew they would still have clothes on. 
 
    I don’t know what the rules are with children in a nudist environment, but I knew that any child on this cruise would have to be with a parent or two.  Children can’t go on cruises by themselves.  Parents today are so overprotective that I didn’t think any children on this cruise would be in any danger.  Today’s parents watch their children like hawks.  If there is a child around, you know a parent is very close by, no matter what they are wearing, or not wearing. 
 
    The group that organized all of this was also very serious about the no photography rule, so there was little danger of people taking pictures of any children.  Anyone caught taking pictures of anybody could be kicked off the ship. 
 
    I still was not comfortable with the idea of a bunch of naked children running around, but at least I convinced myself that they would be safe. 
 
    Not that any of that mattered right now.  The children’s pool was completely deserted when I went there.  The adult pool was not crowded, but there were more than a few people.  The restaurant where I ate was about a third full.  I saw some people pretty much everywhere I went, except at the children’s pool. 
 
    The more I thought about it, the more I realized that I had not seen any children anywhere on the ship.  I did not see any children when I ate or while I walked around on deck.  I did not see any when I checked in, and there were a lot of people there. 
 
    Was this cruise only for adults?  That would mean I would not have to worry about being uncomfortable with a bunch of naked children around, but that would also mean that this was an adults only cruise.  That just brought me back to my fears of a giant wild orgy cruise.  A bunch of naked adults on a cruise is an invitation to trouble.  At least with children around, most people would control their animal urges. 
 
    I did not like this sudden turn of events in the least.  I did not want there to be any naked children, but I did not want there to be only naked adults.  I was not sure which option would make me more uncomfortable. 
 
    I was unsure where to find the answers.  You are supposed to go to the reception desk if you have any questions or problems, but they were busy with people checking in.  I had no idea how to find Liam, and I didn’t know if he would know what was going on.  I did not have Sebastian’s phone number.  He was always more Liam’s friend than mine, and he was going to a funeral anyway.  Bothering him was the last thing I wanted to do. 
 
    I really did not want to be on an orgy cruise, but the only thing I could do about it was leave the ship.  I knew that would be stupid.  The cruise ship was already paid.  All the airlines to get back and forth were already paid.  The hotel in Bangkok was already paid.  It was supposed to be a very nice hotel.  If I left the ship, I would have to get a flight back to Hong Kong, and that would cost more money.  I was also supposed to meet Liam on the ship. 
 
    If I left the ship and it turned out not to be an orgy cruise, I would just be a total idiot.  If I stayed and it was an orgy cruise, I could always stay in my cabin.  That may not be the best way to spend a cruise, but it did have that nice balcony.  There were no orgies there. 
 
    Then there are meals.  If it is an orgy cruise, are people going at it in the restaurants?  I don’t want to see that while I’m eating.  I did not like the idea of people being naked during meals.  Having sex on the tables has to be a far greater health code violation. 
 
    That e-mail from Sebastian clearly stated that this was not going to be an orgy cruise.  It was very clear that anyone having sex in public would be kicked off the ship.  But how much could I trust an e-mail?  It was written by some nudist group I have never heard of.  They could be the most respected nudist group in the world and I would never know.  Or they could be some guy working out of his mother’s basement.  How would I know? 
 
    A million different thoughts were racing in my mind and I was probably working my way toward a panic when I saw a man and woman walking hand in hand with two children. 
 
    I felt more than relieved.  This could not be an orgy cruise if these children were on board.  Maybe in some sick and twisted world, but my mind does not go there.  These looked like normal parents who would never think about bringing their children to an orgy cruise.  This father would probably tear apart anyone who even tried to touch his children, I decided. 
 
    I still wanted to talk to Liam. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5: Afternoon Delight 
 
      
 
    There is a tradition on cruise ships where everyone stands out on the deck when the ship leaves port.  I’m not sure why people do it.  I guess back when people traveled by ship, their friends and relatives would see them off and everyone waved goodbye since the people on the ship would be at sea for a few months.  Now when you take a cruise, you are probably not going to have people at the pier seeing you off, especially when you are sailing from places like Shanghai.  Most of the people on the cruise were not Chinese, so I doubt they had many relatives in China.  And our passage was far shorter than a few months. 
 
    People still go up on deck anyway.  There were no large crowds of well wishers to see us off, but the view was great.  The ship started in downtown Shanghai and sailed up the river that cuts through the middle of the city.  On the way to the ocean we got a view of Shanghai that most people probably never get to see.  The ship sailed very slowly on the river, so it was like taking a scenic river cruise, except that we were on a much nicer boat and the view from the thirteenth deck of a massive cruise ship is a higher angle than it is from a tiny ferry. 
 
    It was also a very steady ship.  You could hear the engines start, at least up on deck, but you could not really feel the ship move.  I knew right away I was never going to get seasick on this boat.  It was just too big to bob up and down the way most boats do. 
 
    Watching Shanghai float away into the distance was kind of sad.  I knew I was not coming back, so it was like saying goodbye to a place forever.  I can always go back to Shanghai some other time, but not on this trip.  I had only spent a few hours in Shanghai, but it felt like I was leaving something behind.  I’m sure it was only because I was sailing away on a boat.  If I had flown out of Shanghai, I would not have given it a second thought.  There’s something that feels more permanent when you leave by boat. 
 
    I also noticed a lot of couples around me.  Most of them were holding each other or at least holding hands.  They were saying farewell to Shanghai, but at least they had each other.  I was just standing there by myself.  My boyfriend was somewhere on the ship, but I didn’t know where he was.  He should have been standing behind me, holding me in his arms. 
 
    When the ship left the river, it was still in a harbor and still in Shanghai, technically.  I just knew that at any minute there would be a loud announcement on giant loudspeakers telling everyone that it was time to get naked.  I could picture all the people around me suddenly stripping all their clothes off and frolicking around naked.  I’m not really sure how people frolic, but I imagined it just the same. 
 
    Since we were still very close to the shore, I had time to get somewhere safe before the big naked announcement.  At the same time, I wanted to watch Shanghai get smaller and smaller in the distance.  Usually when I leave somewhere, I am on a plane.  You can’t really look behind you while flying away.  On a giant cruise ship, you can see everything behind you when you stand at the back – what they call the stern.  I still don’t know which is port and which is starboard, but I know that front is bow and back is stern.  This cruise was never going to turn me into a sailor, but it is almost impossible to not pick up some of the lingo. 
 
    I was torn between staying where I was to watch Shanghai disappear or hiding from the nudists.  There was also the issue of my boyfriend.  We were supposed to meet in our cabin after the ship left the port.  He could have already been there waiting for me.  He was not, but I had no way of knowing that. 
 
    Shanghai got smaller and smaller and the water around the ship got bigger and bigger.  This was as good a time as any to go back to my cabin. 
 
    While I was walking back to my cabin, I passed a mother and her son walking in the opposite direction.  I was glad to see another child on the ship and I smiled.  The boy also smiled and waved at me.  When I waved back, I realized that this boy looked a little like the boy in my umbrella dream.  They did not look enough alike for some spooky psychic premonition, but they were similar enough that he reminded me of that dream. 
 
    When I went in my cabin, I almost expected Liam to be there.  The ship was moving, he had to know that, and he had to know that I was checked in by now.  What I did not know was that he had already been there, but left when he realized that I was looking around the ship. 
 
    My day had been pretty busy by this point.  I walked the streets of Hong Kong, navigated the Hong Kong MTR system, hurried up and waited at Hong Kong Airport, sat on a cramped plane with a hundred other people, wandered around Shanghai Airport, filed onto a giant boat with two thousand other people, ate supper and walked around the ship.  I was ready for a shower. 
 
    Our cabin was bigger than average, but it was still a cruise ship cabin.  It was pretty small by hotel standards.  The bathroom was tiny.  I always complain that the bathroom in my Hong Kong apartment is small.  Only one person can fit in the shower and you can barely get two people outside of the shower.  The cabin bathroom was pretty much the same size.  Everything I read before the cruise tried to warn me that the bathroom would be small.  I guess the people giving those warnings have never had a Hong Kong bathroom. 
 
    I’m used to taking a shower in a tiny space, so there was not much of an adjustment on the ship.  The only real difference was that the cruise ship shower was capable of producing a consistent stream of water and a temperature that I actually wanted.  With my Hong Kong shower, you take what you can get.  After my shower, I wrapped a towel around my body and stepped out of the tiny bathroom to see Liam lying naked on the bed. 
 
    I had not heard the big naked announcement yet, but there he was on the bed in all his glory.  Nude cruise or not, your cabin is always clothing optional.  Having Liam as a boyfriend has taught me that all hotel rooms anywhere in the world are clothing optional.  He always takes the naked option. 
 
    I stood next to the bed and looked down at Liam’s naked body.  I had not seen him naked since our trip to Bali three months earlier, unless you count all the times he got naked on Skype.  I don’t.  It’s nice to see my boyfriend naked on the computer from time to time, but I would much rather see him naked in person.  You can’t touch the video on your computer, and my monitor tastes nothing like the real thing. 
 
    I opened the towel to show him my clean, warm body.  He had not seen me naked in three months either.  I don’t get naked on Skype nearly as much as he does.  I might show him a little peak of something sometimes, but usually not often and never as much as I was showing him now. 
 
    I could tell that he was happy to see me and I watched him get happier right before my eyes.  People joke about Viagra, and even I get junk e-mail about “increasing your manhood”, but no medical assistance is required when you have not seen your girlfriend in a few months. 
 
    Since we had not touched each other in three months, I was on the bed before my towel even hit the floor.  We were kissing as though we had not kissed in three months.  His hands were all over me.  It was like he was trying to touch every part of my body at the same time, or he had been watching some strange Japanese octopus videos. 
 
    We were so focused on each other that it took me a long time to realize how surprisingly comfortable that bed was.  Everything I read about cruise ship cabins had warned me that everything would be smaller, but nothing told me that the bed would be so comfortable.  I was expecting a rock hard Chinese bed. 
 
    People often ask me how I can be sure that my boyfriend is not cheating on me since he lives in Mainland China and I live in Hong Kong.  We both live in different parts of the country that have different border regulations.  That makes going back and forth more difficult than we would prefer.  I need a visa to visit him and he needs the right paperwork to visit me.  We never get to see each other nearly as much as we would like. 
 
    Whenever we do see each other, we end up making a good deal of that time count.  If he were cheating on me in China, he would not get so happy to see me as quickly as he does.  His happiness would probably last a lot longer if he were getting happy more often. 
 
    Not that I am in any position to complain.  On the rare occasion that we get to see each other in person, I am just as glad to see him as he is to see me.  I can keep a smile on my face longer than he can, but I would also last a lot longer if we were with each other every day.  This was not the most romantic reunion.  It was not the kind of deep passion you find in a Jane Austen novel, but we enjoyed each other’s company. 
 
    Besides, we had the next nine days to go at it like crazy.  I knew this was not going to be the last time we spent some quality time together.  Not even close. 
 
    We decided to go out and look around the ship.  Liam had already been on board for four days, but had not really seen much of the ship. 
 
    “I’ve mostly been working, eating and sleeping,” he told me.  “I had some time off when we docked in Shanghai, so I went out and looked around a little, but it just looked like any Chinese city to me.” 
 
    Liam is not a big fan of China.  We moved to Hong Kong in 2011 and did not set foot outside of China for eight months.  It was a full year before we went back home to Minnesota for the first time.  We were thinking about going back in the summer of 2013, but this cruise pretty much wiped out any money we would have used for that trip. 
 
    Liam got a job in Fuzhou, China almost a year before the cruise and now we only see each other on vacations and when I go to Fuzhou or he goes to Hong Kong. 
 
    “Fuzhou isn’t like Hong Kong,” he says.  “At least in Hong Kong it’s more international.  It’s still Chinese, but there’s more English.  In Fuzhou, it’s all Chinese.” 
 
    I have been to Fuzhou, so I know what he is talking about.  Hong Kong is the way China wants the world to see it.  Fuzhou is more like the way China really is. 
 
    Liam also does not like Chinese food as much as most people.  After two years in China, I can understand.  I love Chinese food, but sometimes you want some variety.  Hong Kong has more variety than most Chinese cities, maybe more than any other Chinese city.  Fuzhou does not have a lot of options besides Chinese. 
 
    “I just want a burger and a beer,” Liam says.  “Is that too much to ask?” 
 
    Maybe he should not be living in China, but he has a pretty good job.  He hated his job in Hong Kong.  Back in Minnesota he would probably be working at Starbucks or some other crappy job that has nothing to do with his talents.  I’m not ready to go back to Minnesota yet anyway.  Hong Kong still has too much to offer, and there is no way we would be on this cruise ship sailing around Southeast Asia if we lived in Minnesota. 
 
    At least while he was on the ship he could eat plenty of food that was not Chinese.  The ship had two Chinese restaurants, but it had plenty of other options as well. 
 
    “I haven’t eaten anything Chinese in four days,” he said proudly. 
 
    After we said our hellos in the cabin, we got dressed to go out and look around. 
 
    “Do we need to put clothes on?” Liam asked. 
 
    “I didn’t hear any announcement,” I answered. 
 
    Neither of us heard any kind of announcement telling people that it was naked time.  We were kind of busy getting reacquainted, so we could have missed it.  But considering that our reunion only lasted a few seconds, it seemed unlikely. 
 
    “Do they even make an announcement?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered.  “You tell me.  You’ve been on this ship a few days.” 
 
    “The nude cruise just started now,” he told me.  “It was a different cruise before Shanghai.” 
 
    I knew that Liam got on the ship in the middle of a different cruise and now this was the beginning of a new one.  For some reason, I assumed the one before was also full of naked people.  It was not. 
 
    “So you weren’t running around naked the last four days?” I asked him. 
 
    “No, not at all,” he laughed.  “I think they would’ve kicked me off the ship.” 
 
    “Then you should just go out naked,” I suggested. 
 
    “But what if I’m the only one?” he asked. 
 
    I could not think of any reason why that would make any difference.  Liam loves to be naked.  He does not really care if everybody else is naked or not.  Of course, if there are a bunch of naked girls around, that’s even better for him. 
 
    “Why would that stop you?” I asked. 
 
    Liam decided to be cautious.  Neither of us had ever been on a nudist cruise, so we were not sure about the etiquette of who gets naked first and when.  We both put on clothes and left the cabin. 
 
    The ship was well out of Shanghai by now.  We could still see some land in the distance, but we were definitely on the ocean.  The land was always going to stay there.  The ship pretty much hugged the coast all the way from Shanghai to Xiamen.  There was no real reason to go too far out into the ocean and if it did, it would have hit Japan or Taiwan.  It was the same from Xiamen to Hong Kong.  We would not be completely surrounded by ocean until we headed to Vietnam a few days later. 
 
    We saw another person in the hallway, but he was also wearing clothes. 
 
    “See?” I told Liam.  “I told you not to get naked.” 
 
    I had actually told him the exact opposite. 
 
    “He doesn’t count,” Liam said.  “He’s a guy.” 
 
    Liam was only interested in seeing naked girls.  We were not on this cruise because he wanted to embrace a nudist lifestyle.  He was not interested in enjoying nature to the fullest extent or anything about body acceptance or gender equality.  He wanted to get naked and see lots of naked girls.  If they could all be supermodels, that we be a bonus for him. 
 
    I was just as guilty of not knowing anything about nudists as Liam was.  I was not on this cruise to embrace any kind of lifestyle.  I was here because it was a free cruise and a chance to spend some time with my boyfriend. 
 
    “We should go to the pool,” Liam suggested.  “If they’re going to be naked anywhere, it’s there.” 
 
    By “they”, he meant all the attractive girls. 
 
    “Most people are probably eating dinner right now,” I suggested. 
 
    I ate earlier, but the ship was not even close to being full at that point.  Now it was sailing on the ocean.  This was as full as it was going to get.  There were almost 2,000 passengers and over 1,000 crew on this ship, but you would never know it walking in the almost empty hallways.  It was also getting dark and as good a time to eat dinner as any. 
 
    “I’m pretty hungry myself,” Liam said.  “I haven’t eaten since breakfast.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6: The Muster Drill 
 
      
 
    We were about to go to one of the restaurants when they started to make an announcement.  I was expecting to hear that it was naked time, but instead they were announcing the “muster drill”. 
 
    Anyone who has ever been on a cruise knows about the muster drill.  That is where they tell everyone about the emergency evacuation procedures.  Nobody ever thinks the ship is going to sink when they book a cruise, but after that Italian ship that capsized near Rome and of course, everyone’s favorite, the Titanic, it is a good idea to let the passengers know where to go and what to do just in case. 
 
    I was not expecting our ship to sink.  That almost never happens.  You are more likely to die in a plane crash.  The most likely emergency would be a fire, especially on a Chinese cruise. 
 
    I read about the muster drill before the cruise.  I was expecting to put on a life jacket and go out on deck near our assigned lifeboat where they would tell us what to do just in case.  That is not the way it works.  Having 2,000 people put on life jackets and go to their lifeboats all at the same time is just a bad idea. 
 
    They used to keep the life jackets in the cabins until someone decided that thousands of people all running back to their cabins in an emergency was not the best way to do it.  Now everyone’s life jacket is kept at their assigned “muster station”.  In an emergency, you just have to go to your assigned lifeboat. 
 
    They told us all to go to our muster stations, which were pretty easy to find.  The room key/credit card/ID access card told you where your muster station was.  It was also on the maps in the rooms and the maps they gave everyone when we checked in.  Everything was clearly marked.  Ours was one deck right below our cabin.  If anything happened in the middle of the night, I could be at our lifeboat in two minutes.  Liam would probably die in the fire since trying to wake him up is like trying to wake the dead. 
 
    “In the event of an emergency, kiss your butt goodbye,” I told him.  “The ship would be at the bottom of the ocean before I could wake you up.” 
 
    I was probably joking, but it is difficult to get him out of bed in the morning. 
 
    We never put on the life jackets, but they showed us how to use them.  It’s not that complicated, but taking out 2,000 life jackets for a safety drill and then putting them all away probably is. 
 
    They showed us our assigned lifeboat, which was a lot bigger than I expected, and told us several times that the crew was well trained and would know exactly what to do in an emergency.  I wondered how true that was.  Training for an emergency is very different from actually reacting to an emergency.  The Titanic crew probably thought they were well trained, but that was a long time ago.  They probably actually fill the lifeboats now. 
 
    During the drill, I looked around at the other passengers.  I thought it was funny that the first time I was seeing all of these nudists was while they were clothed.  I thought this would be the last time I would see them all wearing anything, but of course everyone had to wear clothes whenever they want off the ship.  I kept expecting everyone to be naked all the time even though there were plenty of times they could not be.  I would end up seeing plenty of people wearing plenty of clothes on this nudist cruise. 
 
    When the muster drill was over, everyone just wandered away.  It was like when a bar closes for the night.  Everybody left at the same time, but only half had somewhere to go. 
 
    Liam and I headed to the main restaurant.  I was not hungry, but he was starving.  We heard an announcement on the way there, but the speaker it came out of was broken, so we could not really hear it. 
 
    “Was that the naked announcement?” Liam asked me. 
 
    “I don’t know what that was,” I answered.  “I didn’t catch any of it.  I think I heard the word monkey.” 
 
    “But I haven’t seen any Chinese people on board,” Liam laughed. 
 
    Liam is not a racist person, but he has started to develop a dislike of Chinese people.  He does not like living in China and that is only making him resent Chinese people.  He has never been politically correct, so some of his random observations will often show up as highly inappropriate comments. 
 
    It is a very different culture and you have to be pretty open minded if you don’t want to be personally offended by things they do that seem completely acceptable to them but exceptionally rude to us.  When they spit on the sidewalk right in front of me or stare at me and scream “foreigner!”, I just tell myself that my culture is as strange to them as theirs is to me.  Since I am the visitor in their country, it is up to me to adapt.  They should not have to adapt to my ways, and after two years in Hong Kong, I know they are never going to. 
 
    Liam and I went to the main restaurant where Liam was disappointed to see that everyone had clothes on. 
 
    “You’re not allowed to get naked in this restaurant,” I told Liam after we sat down. 
 
    “Even after the nudist part starts?” he asked. 
 
    “No, never,” I answered.  “This is the one place that’s always off limits.” 
 
    “So there could be naked people running around all over this ship except in here,” he suggested. 
 
    He almost seemed disappointed that we were even in the restaurant at all. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said.  “But you said you were hungry.  We didn’t see anybody naked on the way here anyway.” 
 
    We only saw a few people between our lifeboat and the restaurant and none of them were even close to being naked.  I just assumed that naked time had not started yet since I never heard the big naked announcement. 
 
    “That’s typical,” Liam sighed.  “My first night on a nudist cruise and I have to work.” 
 
    “I thought you weren’t on until tomorrow,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, but I have a rehearsal tonight,” he told me.  “I’ll be downstairs all night.  I guarantee nobody’s getting naked down there.” 
 
    By “downstairs” he meant the lower decks of the ship where passengers are never allowed to go.  That was where he slept before we had a cabin.  He did not particularly like it down there. 
 
    “Don’t you rehearse in the theater?” I asked. 
 
    “Usually,” he answered.  “But today’s the beginning of a new cruise, so there’s a big welcome show.  They had all the rehearsal space.  I have to go downstairs on the first day and the last full night of the cruise.” 
 
    “What’s the last night?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s the big farewell show,” he answered. 
 
    I already had reservations to Liam’s performances and a few other shows, but I did not want to go to the opener.  It was supposed to be welcoming speeches by crew members, some famous magician that I had never heard of and people who swallow swords and eat fire.  It just did not sound interesting to me.  I like the shows with singing and dancing.  There is too much to do on the ship to spend all night watching shows anyway. 
 
    Liam ate a lot.  I was pretty much just there to keep him company.  I ate earlier, but I knew I would probably want something later on. 
 
    “There’s food on this boat 24/7,” Liam said.  “You can eat a full meal at 3 am if you want.” 
 
    I did not want that, but I thought I might want a snack sometime before the night ended. 
 
    The restaurant was full, but while looking around, I did not recognize anyone from the muster drill. 
 
    “There are lots of other places to eat,” Liam said.  “They could never fit everyone in here all at the same time anyway.” 
 
    “I’m just always amazed by how many people I don’t see,” I told Liam.  “There are 2,000 people on board but I never see more than a hundred at a time.” 
 
    “It’s a very big ship,” Liam said.  “There are a million places to go.  Everybody’s probably naked at the pool right now.” 
 
    I could see him imagining tons of naked women splashing around and acting like they were in a beer commercial. 
 
    “You’ll see plenty of naked girls,” I assured him.  “Don’t worry.” 
 
    “I hope so,” he said. 
 
    “Just remember that I’ll be looking at plenty of naked guys while you do,” I pointed out. 
 
    That stopped him from fantasizing about naked supermodels for a second. 
 
    “You don’t even like seeing people naked,” he said.  “You don’t even like looking at yourself naked.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I replied.  “But this cruise is going to be one big penis festival.  I’ll be looking at hundreds every day.” 
 
    Liam did not seem to like the thought of me looking at other men naked.  When he heard it was a nudist cruise, he just pictured naked women.  He never thought about all the naked men. 
 
    “I just hope I can control myself,” I said. 
 
    He knew I would probably be the least aroused person on the ship, but I did not see any problem with making him feel uncomfortable.  He brought me on a ship where he knew I would be uncomfortable for the next week. 
 
    After dinner, Liam had to go to work, so he disappeared deep into the bowels of the ship.  I could only go with him to the elevator.  Once the elevator doors closed, I knew I had the rest of the night to myself.  I was on a giant ship sailing off the coast of China with 2,000 other people and a million things to do, and I had absolutely no idea what to do next. 
 
    I went out on deck to watch the sunset.  There were a lot of other people doing the same thing.  Since we were off the east coast of China and the sun sets in the west, it was not as good as watching the sun set over the ocean, but there were still plenty of couples standing against the railings. 
 
    It looked like I was the only one there without a partner.  Just like when the ship first left Shanghai, everyone else was paired off and I was by myself.  We were only on this ship because Liam was working, but since he was working, I spent too many of these romantic moments alone. 
 
    The best views of the sunset over China were near the front of the ship.  All the couples were jockeying for the best space.  I decided to go to the back of the ship so the couples could have their romantic moment.  There would be other sunsets for me, and they look better over the ocean than over some land in the distance anyway. 
 
    I went to the top deck and walked around the sports track, which was basically a jogging circuit that went almost all the way around the ship.  It seemed like a great place for an early morning run. 
 
    At the back of the ship were a lot of the outdoor sporting activities – the small basketball court, golf driving range and miniature golf course.  From the sundeck I could see the children’s pool three decks down.  It was completely empty. 
 
    It was a pretty small swimming pool, much smaller than the adult pool, but it was more about water slides and sprinklers than swimming.  There was plenty for children to climb and splash around.  It was mostly a playground with some water in the middle.  Also unlike the adult pool, it had a lifeguard.  I thought that was a good idea.  Adults are on their own, but when children are in the water, someone has to keep a sharp eye on them.  There was no lifeguard right now, which might be why there were no children in the pool. 
 
    I stood near the back of the ship, watching the sky get darker and darker and looking at the huge wake created by this enormous boat.  It could have been a romantic moment if my boyfriend was there, but I was not sad or lonely.  I actually felt very lucky.  I’m just a Midwest girl who could have easily spent the rest of my life in Minnesota, but here I was living in Hong Kong and taking a cruise to Thailand.  It is hard to feel sorry for yourself when you are in the middle of a great adventure. 
 
    It was summer in China.  Not exactly the coldest place in the world to be, but it still gets a little chilly on the top deck of an enormous cruise ship after the sun goes down.  It was hot and humid on land, but it was getting windy on the sports deck. 
 
    I took the nearest stairs down two decks.  I had not been on that deck yet, so I wanted to see what was there.  It did not take me long to figure out that it was just cabins.  There were some outdoor activities at the very back of the ship, but the rest was just hallways and doors. 
 
    While walking through the hallways, I turned a corner and right there in front of me was a man wearing sandals and a smile.  Other than that, he was completely naked.  He was holding a towel, but making absolutely no attempt to cover himself with it.  I stopped the way you do when you see a completely naked man walking in front of you.  He said hello as he walked by me, as if he thought seeing a naked man walking the hallways was an everyday thing for me. 
 
    It all seemed completely normal to him, but it stopped me in my tracks.  I knew it was a nudist cruise, but I was not prepared to be confronted by a stranger’s nudity.  I was not ready to see a bunch of naked people running around.  How do you brace yourself for something like that?  Is it better to see a few naked people at a time and slowly increase the volume of nudity or is it better to just open a door into a room full of naked bodies? 
 
    “And where was the big naked announcement?” I asked myself.  “Are they allowed to get naked before the announcement?  Do they just get naked willy nilly?” 
 
    “You knew it was a nudist cruise,” I answered myself.  “What did you expect?” 
 
    “I expected a bunch of naked people in the pool,” I replied to myself.  “I expected a big orgy in some ballroom somewhere.  I didn’t expect to run into naked guys in the hallway.” 
 
    I decided to get away from that deck before I started to have an argument with myself. 
 
    The more I walked around, the more I started to see more and more naked people – a man here, a couple there.  There were still plenty of people with clothes on, but the volume of nudity was slowly increasing.  I did not run into any orgies and I did not go to the pool area that night, but it was obvious that the nude cruise had begun.  I was officially stuck on a boat between 2,000 people who let it all hang out on one side and my modesty and negative body image on the other side. 
 
    It had been a long and eventful day and I was ready to call it a night.  I went back to my cabin, dodging a few naked people along the way.  It was only when I was completely alone and in private that I got naked myself.  I took a shower and got ready for bed. 
 
    While I was lying on the surprisingly comfortable bed and just starting to drift off to sleep, I heard Liam come into the cabin.  I had no idea what time it was, so I could not tell if he finished rehearsals early or late.  He climbed into the bed and showed me that not every performance requires extensive rehearsals.  We had a matinee earlier in the day, but this was the main event.  It was the end of the day and neither of us had anywhere we needed to be.  We took our time and he was a perfect gentleman.  That’s the way it always should be, but unfortunately it is not. 
 
    We fell asleep in each other’s arms as the ship sailed into the darkness of the ocean.  It was like a dream.  It might have been a dream.  I was half asleep anyway.  Except that I woke up the next morning with Liam lying naked next to me. 
 
    While we were drifting off to sleep, I thought about my 21st birthday. 
 
    I have never been comfortable with public nudity.  Liam got me a full day of pampering at a luxurious spa on my 21st birthday and I could not fully enjoy it because of the nudity.  Hong Kong is famous for its spas, but I had never been to one, mostly because they are expensive and we were trying to save money at the time.  We are still trying, just not as hard as we used to. 
 
    A soon as I walked in the door of the spa, I was treated like a princess.  They gave me a cup of herbal tea and washed and massaged my feet.  This alone would be great after a day of walking around, but there was so much more. 
 
    They wanted me to put on a robe and put my clothes in a basket.  They said my clothes would be cleaned and pressed by the time I was finished.  This seemed unnecessary since they were already pretty clean, but I realized by the end of the day that I was so scrubbed and detoxified that it only made sense to wear freshly laundered clothes.  Some people probably go there after a day of walking around Hong Kong and getting hot and sweaty.  Wearing those clothes after the spa would not be right. 
 
    The robe was purely for modesty since it did not stay on very long.  They took me to an indoor homemade waterfall shower.  It was basically a shower, but it looked like a tropical waterfall.  A Chinese lady washed me with a salt scrub – like a bar of soap, but made with salt instead of soap.  At first it was weird having a girl wash me.  I’m pretty much used to bathing myself, except when Liam joins me, and then he mostly just washes my breasts.  This was weird, but it felt good.  It took very little time for me to relax and let the pampering happen. 
 
    After the shower, they put me in a very hot bath.  I love soaking in a bathtub and I wish we had one in our Hong Kong apartment, but this one was very hot.  It was hard to get into at first, but I got used to it and as soon as I was ready to just sit there the whole day, they had me get out and go into a cold bath.  Going back and forth is supposed to help with circulation.  After I got used to the cold bath, they put me back in the hot one.  I liked going from cold to hot better than hot to cold. 
 
    After I was cleaned and circulated, I was back in my robe going to another room.  The robe came off again and they had me lie face down on a table.  They smeared mud all over my back, butt and legs.  They put hot towels on the mud and very carefully rolled me over.  Then they smeared mud all over my front.  That felt kind of strange because I could see what they were doing and also because they were very thorough.  They put that mud everywhere. 
 
    Once I was totally covered in mud from the neck down, they wrapped me in hot towels.  The towels were soaked in some kind of oil, but I could not tell what it was.  It smelled kind of like vanilla.  After the towels, they wrapped me in a few layers of sheets and blankets.  I was like a big human burrito. 
 
    While I lay there wrapped up, one of the women gently wiped my face with a hot towel.  She gave me a mini face massage with some kind of sponge looking thing and then gave me a scalp massage, which was awesome.  Liam likes to play with my hair, but this lady really knew how to get in there and work it. 
 
    They unwrapped me and gave me a bottle of water, which I finished quickly after that mud wrap, and took me to another room.  There was no robe this time, but I was totally covered in mud.  They hosed me down with a removable shower head – every shower in Hong Kong has one – and scraped off the mud with a curved wooden stick.  When I was completely mud free, they toweled me off and rubbed lotion all over my body.  Back on went the robe and we were off to yet another room. 
 
    I took off the robe again and lay down on the massage table.  A Chinese lady covered my butt with a towel and dripped oil on my back.  The towel seemed unnecessary since she had just seen me completely naked.  I wasn’t sure if it was for her modesty or mine.  I went from robed to naked to toweled so many times it all seemed kind of silly. 
 
    The massage was great.  She worked from my shoulders down to my butt then from my feet up to my butt.  My butt seemed to be the center of gravity.  Eventually she took the towel off and worked on my bare butt itself. 
 
    Normally, someone grabbing my butt doesn’t really do much for me, but she knew what she was doing.  The leg part was excellent.  As a dancer, I think a good leg massage is worth its weight in gold. 
 
    When she had me turn over, she put the towel back on – over part of me anyway.  I was completely topless and not sure I wanted to be.  She did more shoulder work and worked on my arms.  She gave a great hand massage that I was not expecting.  When you say massage, I think shoulders and legs.  I never consider massaging my hands. 
 
    When she was doing my stomach, she worked her way up to my breasts.  When she first touched them I was a little surprised.  I was not expecting a “special service” massage.  This did not seem like that kind of place.  A friend told me later that they always do your breasts during a full body massage.  I guess that is why they call it full body.  You can tell it is legitimate by the way they do it.  If it feels like your boyfriend, it’s special service.  If it feels like a massage, it’s a massage. 
 
    She went for the legs again and I was in heaven again.  A few times while she was doing my upper thighs, she aimed a little high and brushed against an area that was unquestionably off limits, but it was more like good touch than bad touch.  I never had any reason to believe it was anything but an accident.  There were a few times that day that I felt uncomfortable, but I’m sure it was more about things in my head than anything they were doing. 
 
    After the massage, a different Chinese lady sat me down in a very comfortable reclining chair and put seaweed goo all over my face.  I was so relaxed and the chair was so comfortable that before I knew it, I was asleep.  The next thing I knew, I was walking around the spa completely naked except for a towel wrapped around my wet hair.  The spa was full of Japanese ladies in kimonos and they were all bowing as I walked by.  Then I saw a sign in Chinese that read “NO NUDITY!” with a big exclamation point. 
 
    The John Lennon song “#9 Dream” was playing in the background, only Yoko Ono was singing it instead of John. 
 
    Suddenly all the Japanese ladies were pointing at me and giggling the way Japanese geishas do in movies.  I quickly took the towel off my head to cover my nudity and my hair was bright blue.  I ran out of the spa and onto the crowded Hong Kong sidewalk in only a towel and blue hair.  It suddenly started to rain and my towel and blue hair got wet.  I ran into a park and I was in the middle of a nudist colony.  There were a bunch of naked Chinese people looking at me and I saw another sign in Chinese that read “NO TOWELS!”  The naked Chinese people pointed at me and giggled like Japanese geishas. 
 
    One of the spa ladies woke me up and took the seaweed mask off my face.  I was still a little groggy as they did some more work on my face with lotions and oils and I don’t know what while two other Chinese ladies gave me a manicure and pedicure.  I was trying to work out which part was a dream and which was really happening.  I wondered if all of it could have been a dream. 
 
    After they were completely finished with me, they handed me my freshly laundered clothes all folded and pressed.  When I was dressed and ready to leave, I wondered how I should tip.  I don’t even know how many different women worked on me.  What is the standard tip for a day of pampered paradise?  They told me not to tip at all.  They said everything was included and fully paid. 
 
    After all that hard work, I went home and took a nap.  I don’t know if I have ever had a better birthday.  It was a great day, but it was not until I was on the nude cruise that I really thought about the dream I had about nudists.  It seems kind of weird to me that I was dreaming about nudists almost two years before I ever met any.  As far as I remember, no one in the dream had an umbrella. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7: First Sea Day 
 
      
 
    I woke up earlier than Liam, as I always do.  Usually when we are on vacation I will try to wake him up so we can go out and do things.  The key word is try.  Liam is not a morning person.  It is usually very hard to get him to wake up before noon without some kind of sexual incentive.  Physical exertion will always wake him up no matter what time it is. 
 
    To be fair to Liam, he works nights.  So it’s not like he is too lazy to wake up.  Sometimes he gets off work just before dawn, so obviously he is not going to wake up bright and early. 
 
    I’m a morning person.  I wake up early no matter where I am or what I am doing.  On this morning, I woke up on a giant cruise ship that happened to have a nice jogging track on the top deck.  Since this was a full day at sea, I assumed that the nude rules meant people could be naked the whole day.  They only had to get dressed when the ship docked in Xiamen the following day – and in the main restaurant for some reason.  Otherwise, this was a full naked day for most of the passengers. 
 
    I did not know how many naked people I would run into, but that top deck seemed like a great place for a jog, and it was early enough in the morning that most people would still be asleep whether they were naked or not.  There is a lot of nightlife on a cruise ship, so most people stay up pretty late.  I knew that the early morning would be my best time to see the ship as empty as possible. 
 
    I put on my usual running clothes.  Some things are always a necessity.  Even if I were a nudist I would still wear my good running shoes and a supportive sports bra.  Forget modesty, I simply would not be comfortable flapping all over the place. 
 
    When I got up to the top deck, it was cold.  The boat seemed to be going at full speed, as far as I could tell, and the early morning air made it colder than usual.  I thought it was great.  Anytime I go for a jog in Hong Kong, I am always immediately hot.  Hong Kong is just naturally humid and the air quality is often not so great.  The air on the deck of the ship was the freshest I had breathed in a long time.  There are also not very many good places to jog in Hong Kong.  There are a few tracks you can use, but the streets are useless and dangerous.  The sports deck on the ship was designed specifically for runners without a single bus or taxi in sight. 
 
    The fresh sea air and the early morning jog felt great.  I decided then and there to do this every morning. 
 
    The deck was empty when I got there, but after a while I noticed a man jogging around.  It did not take me long to figure out that he was naked. 
 
    “How can you run naked?” I wanted to ask him.  “Don’t your balls hurt?” 
 
    Obviously I was not going to ask him that, but I was curious.  Guys love to talk about their testicles, but I was not going to talk to a total stranger about his. 
 
    He seemed comfortable enough.  He had good quality running shoes on and one of those elaborate watches that shows your pulse rate and distance, so you could tell he was a serious runner.  Or at least went to a store where some salesman convinced him to buy some serious running equipment.  The only difference was that he was naked from the ankles up. 
 
    After a while, he was only a few paces in front of me and he slowed down.  The last thing I wanted was some naked guy hitting on me during my morning jog, but I was too curious to break away.  He said hello as he slowed down to match my stride.  I said hello back.  Naked or not, that is what we do where I come from. 
 
    “One of us is overdressed,” the jogger said. 
 
    He was trying to be funny, but not in that obnoxious way guys get when they are desperately trying to get laid.  This was more like small talk humor without any agenda. 
 
    “Or one of us is underdressed,” I replied. 
 
    “Hey, whatever works,” he said.  “My wife always wears a sports bra when she goes running.” 
 
    I immediately felt better when he mentioned his wife.  Guys almost never mention their wives when they are trying to pick up girls. 
 
    “Even when she’s completely bottomless, she still has support up top,” he told me. 
 
    Now I had that image in my head. 
 
    “You’re not a fan of support?” I asked. 
 
    I wanted to ask him if he ever felt the urge to hold his sack while running. 
 
    “No,” he answered.  “This way is more natural.  The last thing a guy needs while running is bunching and chafing.  Plus, there’s all that bacteria with sweat forced against your body.  It’s just more hygienic to run nude.” 
 
    “The good news is it’s almost time for breakfast,” I said. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, laughing.  “That’s just one of my pet peeves – people telling me I need to wear a cup or something.  It’s just gross.” 
 
    “Why isn’t your wife running with you today?” I asked. 
 
    I thought that talking about his wife might be a good way to avoid a conversation about fungus and whatever disgusting things were running laps through his mind. 
 
    “She hurt her knee during the Shanghai tour,” he answered.  “At the Yuyuan Garden – that little bridge.” 
 
    He was talking about the place as though I was supposed to be familiar with it. 
 
    “I’ve never been there,” I told him. 
 
    “You didn’t go?” he asked.  He seemed surprised.  “It was part of the ABC package.” 
 
    He did not say “ABC”.  He said the initials of the nudist organization of which all the other passengers seem to have been members.  They were the group that chartered the cruise ship. 
 
    “I didn’t book the cruise with them,” I told him. 
 
    “Really?”  Now he was more surprised than ever.  “I thought we booked the whole ship.” 
 
    “You did,” I said.  “I think I’m the only passenger who’s not an ABC member.” 
 
    “So you’re not a naturist?” he asked. 
 
    “Naturist?” I asked.  “I thought you were nudists.” 
 
    He almost sighed, like I was talking about UFOs kidnapping Elvis. 
 
    “We prefer to be called naturists since we’re in harmony with nature,” he informed me.  “Nudist is the same thing, but it’s only what outsiders call us.  No offense.” 
 
    “None taken,” I said.  “I don’t know anything about your club.” 
 
    I later found out that what he said about “naturist” and “nudist” was not entirely true.  Some of them prefer to be called naturists and don’t like it when they are called nudists, but some of them prefer to be called nudists.  Some of them don’t care either way.  All of them hate it when people call them naturalists.  A naturalist is a person who studies natural history or philosophy and has nothing to do with getting naked.  And no matter what you do, never say that they go to nudist colonies.  That only enrages them in pretty much the same way Austrians get offended when you ask them where all the kangaroos are. 
 
    When I was finished jogging, we said goodbye and he kept running.  Other than slowing down to talk to me, he seemed pretty serious about it. 
 
    “It’s a clothing optional cruise,” he said just before I left.  “So you can wear clothes all you want.  Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.  But I hope you’ll give nature a try.  It’s very liberating.” 
 
    His suggestion that I get naked without insisting that I had to get naked was something I would see again and again on this cruise.  Nudists or naturists or whatever you want to call them love to advocate their lifestyle, but they are not at all pushy about it.  They seem to be mostly happy that they can do what they want to do without getting in trouble.  Unlike a lot of groups that have different or unusual views, they are not trying to force everyone else to convert. 
 
    My jog with this naked guy made me feel better about being on a ship full of naked people.  He was naked the whole time and we were the only two people on the deck, but he never tried to do anything.  He just talked to me the way a normal clothed person would.  Even then, guys with clothes on can sometimes be annoying.  I don’t think trying to get me naked even crossed his mind, except to enjoy his nudist lifestyle. 
 
    I still felt bad for him with his nut sack bouncing up and down like that. 
 
    There was definitely more nudity on the first day at sea than there ever was while we were in Shanghai.  I have been to a few places where you expect to see a lot of naked people, mostly because Liam takes me there, but the second day of the cruise was the most nudity I had ever seen in my life. 
 
    Liam took me to my first ever nude beach – in Hong Kong of all places.  Hong Kong is not exactly known as a nudist’s paradise.  I have seen a lot of naked children at park fountains and pretty much wherever there is open water, especially in the oppressive heat of summer, but it is not a place you will ever see naked adults.  Even at a regular beach, most people in Hong Kong cover up as much as they can.  I have never seen anyone sunbathing in any park.  Most of the women seem to do everything they can to keep the sun away.  They even use umbrellas on sunny days. 
 
    “The sun makes my skin ugly,” one Chinese woman told me. 
 
    “It makes the skin dark,” another Chinese woman said.  “Chinese want white skin, not dark.” 
 
    It’s not a racial thing.  They are not saying they don’t like black people.  As near as I can tell, it is a class distinction.  People with tans are seen as poor, since farmers and laborers have to work out in the sun.  Rich people can stay indoors and keep that ghostly white complexion that Chinese women love. 
 
    The funny part is that where I come from, everyone wants to get tanned in summer.  Being as white as possible is never anyone’s idea of healthy or beautiful.  White Americans want to get as dark as they can. 
 
    Liam and I went to the nude beach in December 2011, but it was not cold at all.  That winter went back and forth between warm and cool, but it was nothing like winters in Minnesota.  I always see a lot of Hong Kong locals walking around in the daytime with big coats and hats and scarves, but I have never been cold enough for more than a light sweater, and that is at night.  I have not worn a parka in over two years. 
 
    So when Liam suggested going to the beach, it did not seem strange at all.  Going to the beach in December in Hong Kong is nothing like going to the lake in December in Minnesota.  What he did not tell me was that it was a nude beach, just as he did not bother to tell me that the cruise would be full of nudists.  I should notice the pattern by now. 
 
    “We should go to the beach tomorrow,” he said. 
 
    “In December?” I asked. 
 
    “Why not?” he said.  “It’s seventy degrees outside.  It’s not like you’re wearing Sorels.” 
 
    Hong Kong uses Celsius, of course.  Liam still uses Fahrenheit.  I used to convert Celsius to Fahrenheit, but after a few months in Hong Kong, I got used to Celsius.  Now when Liam says something like “seventy degrees”, I think that is far too hot.  Twenty two sounds nice to me and freezing to Liam. 
 
    There are beaches all over Hong Kong.  Hong Kong has six hundred miles of coast that is all twisted and goes all over the place.  That makes a lot of little bays and coves, which makes for some great beaches that are protected from the direct waves of the ocean.  The mountains protect a lot of the bays from wind. 
 
    Hong Kong should be a beach paradise.  Unfortunately, the air quality is usually pretty bad and the water quality is hazardous in some places. 
 
    Most of the beaches are mostly empty even in the summer.  I don’t think the Chinese are big fans of the beach.  There is a small beach near the house in Clear Water Bay where our friends Livia and Hiram stay every summer.  It’s a great house that his boss owns and a nice little beach.  We try to have a picnic or beach party there every summer.  I have never seen anybody else on that beach.  If I lived there, I would go to that beach all the time. 
 
    The nude beach where Liam took me was on Lantau Island and very hard to get to.  I work on Lantau, so I’m used to going there, but I take the MTR.  This was on the other end of the island, way beyond the MTR’s reach.  I don’t think any buses even go out that far.  Liam borrowed a car from one of his band friends who probably “borrowed” it from someone else.  They are a questionable bunch. 
 
    “Whose car is this?” I asked him. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he answered.  “Quinn loaned it to me.” 
 
    “Is it his?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” he answered. 
 
    We drove out to the beach with a hand drawn map that was really not all that helpful.  We probably would have had better luck with MapQuest. 
 
    We drove around a long time and got lost a few times before we stopped in a tiny little village to ask for directions.  I know more Chinese than Liam, but still not enough to have a conversation with anyone.  I knew north, south, east and west in Chinese, but that did not matter since none of the locals seemed to know what direction anything was in. 
 
    “往西走嗎?” I asked a local.  I was trying to ask if we should keep going west. 
 
    “我们不明白你, 疯狂的老外小姐,” one of the locals replied.  “我的手好痛和妻子不喜欢做我的苹果蛋糕.” 
 
    I did not understand what he was saying – something about apples.  We were looking for a beach and asking people who don’t like beaches. 
 
    They did not understand our map at all, but they understood the few Chinese words written on it and told us to go down the road where they pointed.  It quickly became the only road and at that point our only options were to turn around and go back or keep going.  I was ready to turn around, but Liam wanted to keep going. 
 
    “We should just go back,” I told him. 
 
    “No,” he said.  “We have to keep going.”  He was exceptionally determined to get there.  “The road has to either go there or just stop dead,” he decided.  “Where else can it go?” 
 
    “It’s an island,” I told him.  “This road could just go around in a large circle.  It doesn’t have to go anywhere.” 
 
    Not long after the tiny village, we were at a makeshift dirt parking lot.  Liam decided that was it. 
 
    “This is it,” he announced. 
 
    “How do you know?” I asked. 
 
    He had never been there before, but his friend who drew the map said there was a dirt parking lot.  Normally, that would not be specific enough for me, but in Hong Kong any kind of parking lot is rare enough to beat the odds.  It turns out they were right.  A quick hike from the fake parking lot and we were at a beautiful little beach. 
 
    “Is this worth it or what?” Liam asked me. 
 
    “It’s nice,” I said.  “But where do I pee?” 
 
    It was a long drive and I finished off my bottle of water long before we got there. 
 
    There was no one there, so it was hard to know if it was really the nude beach, but in December you are not going to find any crowded beaches in Hong Kong anyway. 
 
    Liam was disappointed that no one was there.  I think he wanted to go to look at naked girls just as much as he wanted to get naked, but if you want to see naked girls on the beach, don’t go to Hong Kong.  I was glad there was no one else there.  I brought a bathing suit and was not about to get naked if there were other people there. 
 
    Liam always says I need to get over my prudish upbringing and be more comfortable with my body and the human body is beautiful and blah, blah.  He’s right.  I would like to be more comfortable with nudity.  I went to a great spa on my birthday and my discomfort with being naked around the people who worked there took something away from the experience.  It was great, but it would have been better if I was more relaxed.  The ladies there were not trying to hurt me at all.  They only wanted to pamper me. 
 
    I also knew that the trip to the nude beach was not just so I could gain confidence.  Liam wanted to look at naked girls. 
 
    The water was too cold for swimming.  I am never very confident about water quality in Hong Kong anyway.  They have a system that tells you if the water is safe that day, but that just makes me wonder.  I would rather swim where the water never has hazardous days. 
 
    Liam got naked right away.  He loved running around with everything hanging out. 
 
    “Come on in,” he called to me from the water.  “The water’s fine.” 
 
    When he got out, I could tell how cold the water was.  He was naked, after all. 
 
    I stayed on the sand in my bikini for a while.  Eventually, I went topless.  Even then I was cautious, but there was no one else there.  Only Liam and a few sea birds could see my bare breasts. 
 
    Liam and I went into the water together and it was only there that I was comfortable enough to take off my bikini bottoms.  I was completely naked, but if there was anyone on the beach, they would never be able to see most of my body.  Of course, there was no one on the beach besides us. 
 
    “Congratulations,” Liam told me.  “You’re naked.  Outdoors.  In public.” 
 
    “It’s not exactly public,” I said.  “There’s no one else here.” 
 
    We kissed and I could feel that he was starting to get a little too excited, so I got out of the water and went to go sit down on my towel.  Being naked at a deserted nude beach is one thing, but I was not about to do anything that I would never do if people were there. 
 
    It felt nice having the sun all over my body, but I knew that it was not something I will be doing on a regular basis.  Since that day, I have wanted to get to the point where I’m comfortable enough to do it with other people around, but I rarely ever go to any beach in Hong Kong and that particular beach was a pain in the backside to find.  I have only been back there once, and Liam and I have never been back there together. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8: Liam Can’t Get Naked 
 
      
 
    I went back to our cabin after my morning jog and took a shower.  I was out of the tiny bathroom in time to watch Liam wake up.  That’s always fun to watch.  He is like a cat waking up.  He wakes up, pokes his head up and looks around.  More often than not, he will decide to go back to sleep.  Sometimes he will get up and then lie back down again. 
 
    “Do you want to get breakfast?” I asked him. 
 
    “Mrphrdor,” he answered. 
 
    “There’s a ship full of great food just waiting for us,” I tried to encourage him. 
 
    “I can eat next week,” he said. 
 
    When Liam does not want to get up, he often says things that just don’t sound right.  He once asked me to put a bucket by the bed so he would not have to get up to go to the bathroom.  Of course, that was never going to happen. 
 
    “So you want to sleep all day?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said.  “And the day after that.  And the day after that.  And the — ” 
 
    “There are naked women walking around outside,” I interrupted. 
 
    Just like when a sleeping cat suddenly hears the sound of a bird, Liam was awake and alert. 
 
    “You saw them?” he asked.  “Naked?  Totally naked?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered.  “Naked women, naked men.  Everybody’s naked.” 
 
    “I don’t care about the men,” he said. 
 
    Not everybody was walking around naked.  It was still fairly early and most of the passengers were probably asleep.  I saw a few clothed people, but there were also plenty of naked people. 
 
    “This is a sea day,” I told Liam.  “They’ll be naked all day.” 
 
    Liam was wide awake.  It was like he heard the sound of a beer can opening. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’re going naked?” he asked me. 
 
    I had a towel wrapped around my body, so in Liam’s mind all I had to do was drop it on the floor and I would be ready to go.  I was more inclined to put on clothes.  Much to my surprise, Liam also got dressed. 
 
    “You don’t want to go naked?” I asked him. 
 
    “I don’t want to go outside naked and find out I’m the only one,” he replied. 
 
    “You don’t trust me?” I asked.  “You think I’d tell you everyone was naked just so I could watch you go out naked?” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered. 
 
    It was not a matter of trust.  That is the kind of thing I just might do.  He is always talking about doing things naked and he is always trying to get me naked, so in a unique situation like this, I could see myself playing a little trick on him.  He knows me well enough to know that I would do it. 
 
    In this case, however, people really were naked outside.  Liam was not so sure about that, so he got dressed and we went out to breakfast. 
 
    In the hallway we saw a naked man.  He was pretty far away, but you could tell he was naked. 
 
    “See?” I said to Liam.  “Naked people.” 
 
    “That’s a guy,” Liam said.  “Doesn’t count.” 
 
    At the elevator we saw another naked man.  He walked by the elevator, but did not get in it. 
 
    “Going down?” I asked him when we were in the elevator. 
 
    He shook his head and waved his hand, virtually saying no. 
 
    “I don’t like it when you say ‘going down’ to a naked man,” Liam said. 
 
    “Should I have asked him if he was going down to eat?” I asked Liam. 
 
    On the way to the main restaurant we saw a few naked people.  They were mostly men, but there were a few couples.  When Liam saw his first nudist woman, he was not impressed. 
 
    “She doesn’t hold a candle to you,” he told me. 
 
    He was not trying to flatter me.  He was genuinely not attracted to that woman.  He was hoping the cruise would be full of naked supermodels, but that was never going to happen. 
 
    “Yes, but you’d say that about all these women, right?” I asked him. 
 
    Liam could tell he put himself in a tight spot. 
 
    “Of course,” he said, trying to save himself.  “You’re better than all of them.” 
 
    “It’s not a competition,” I told him. 
 
    When we sat down in the restaurant, Liam seemed disappointed that everyone was wearing clothes. 
 
    “You’re not allowed to get naked in this restaurant,” I told Liam after we sat down. 
 
    “Even though the nudist part has already started?” he asked. 
 
    “Never,” I answered.  “This restaurant is the one place that will always be off limits.” 
 
    “So while we’re eating breakfast, there could be naked people all over the ship except in here,” he suggested. 
 
    “Are you having a déjà vu moment?” I asked. 
 
    “Is that what you call it when you’re stuck in the only room that doesn’t have naked chicks?” 
 
    Liam wanted to go out and see as much of the ship after breakfast as possible.  Meaning he wanted to see as many naked women as possible.  He had to work later that night and there was a stop the next day, so that meant people could not be naked most of the day.  Sea days were the best time to be completely surrounded by naked. 
 
    We went to the main swimming pool because that seemed like the place to go.  It was a bright sunny day, the weather was great, the ship was sailing on the ocean and Liam wanted to be surrounded by naked people.  The pool deck was the obvious choice. 
 
    When we got off the elevator, Liam was in heaven.  There were naked people everywhere.  It was not all that crowded.  There was still plenty of room for more people, but just about everyone there was naked. 
 
    Liam was like a kid in a candy store, up until he noticed that there were actual children there. 
 
    “That’s just not right,” he said to me.  “Why are there children here?” 
 
    “I guess for the same reasons there are adults here,” I suggested.  “They’re swimming and enjoying the sun and having a good time like everyone else.” 
 
    “But that’s a total turn off,” he said, clearly disappointed. 
 
    “I don’t think any of these people are here to turn you on,” I told him. 
 
    I don’t claim to be an expert on the whole nudist lifestyle.  I know a lot more about it now than I did before the cruise, but even before I knew anything, I knew that all these people did not go on this cruise just to get my boyfriend excited. 
 
    “You know,” Liam said to me, still disappointed.  “These aren’t the most attractive people in the world.” 
 
    “Were you really expecting a ship full of supermodels?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” he answered.  “That would be nice, but no.  I just wasn’t expecting so many old people.” 
 
    It was not a senior citizen cruise, but most of the people there were older than us.  There were a lot of middle aged couples and a few gray heads here and there.  Very few people were our age.  There were also too many children as far as Liam was concerned.  One child was too many as far as he was concerned, but there were actually very few children on board. 
 
    We found a couple of deck chairs and sat down in a shaded area near the pool. 
 
    “Are you going to get naked?” I asked him. 
 
    He always wants to get naked in public and this was the perfect opportunity.  Not only could he get naked here without getting arrested, but if he did it, he would fit in with most of the people around us. 
 
    “Not with all these kids around,” he said. 
 
    I did not have the heart to tell him that the children would probably be on the ship for the rest of the cruise. 
 
    “You should get naked, though,” he told me.  “Girls can get naked around kids, but if guys do, look out.” 
 
    His logic was not making much sense, especially since there were more naked men on the pool deck than anyone else. 
 
    “What difference does it make?” I asked. 
 
    “If you’re naked around kids, it doesn’t matter,” he said.  “If I’m naked around kids, it’s creepy.” 
 
    “I think you’re missing the point of this nudist thing.  Look at those girls over there,” I said, pointing to two children who I assumed were sisters. 
 
    “I can’t look at them,” Liam said.  “They’re naked.” 
 
    “They’re naked and they don’t care if there are naked men all over the pace,” I pointed out.  “And no one cares that they’re naked.  Everyone’s just enjoying the sun and pool.  It’s like it almost doesn’t matter that they’re all naked.” 
 
    An older British couple walked past us.  They were not especially old, but they were older than us, maybe in their forties.  They were both completely naked.  The man stopped and turned back toward us. 
 
    “First time?” he asked us. 
 
    “No, we’ve had sex lots of times,” I expected Liam to say, but he did not.  Thankfully. 
 
    The woman also turned to face us, but she never said much of anything. 
 
    “How can you tell?” I asked, answering the man. 
 
    The man looked around, which caused Liam and me to automatically look around, too. 
 
    “You two are the only ones out of uniform,” the man told us. 
 
    “Uniform?” Liam asked. 
 
    He did not understand that the man was saying that being naked was the standard uniform for nudists.  We were obviously not dressed, or undressed, like the rest of them. 
 
    “We’re working up to it,” I told the man. 
 
    “You should really take advantage of it while you can,” the man said.  “There are only two days at sea.  When we’re in port, you have to put on the textiles.” 
 
    He had a valid point, but I was never there for the nudity.  This could have just as easily been a specialty cruise for tournament poker players as far as I was concerned. 
 
    “Don’t listen to him,” the woman told us.  “It’s clothing optional.  That means you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.” 
 
    “But you should give it a go,” the man said.  “You just might like it.” 
 
    They had somewhere to be and went back on their way.  Liam and I were unsure which of us the man was trying to convince to get naked. 
 
    “He was looking at you the whole time,” Liam told me.  “He wanted you to whip ‘em out.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  “I think he snuck a few glances at your crotch.  Maybe he was hoping you’d whip it out.” 
 
    We agreed that the wife seemed more annoyed by her husband than anything else. 
 
    Looking around at all the people on the pool deck, I noticed that not everyone was naked.  I saw two women in bathing suits and another who was topless but clearly had on bottoms.  They were all with other naked people.  Liam and I were the only clothed couple I could see. 
 
    “You know what they say,” Liam joked.  “The only people who get naked are the ones you don’t want to see naked.” 
 
    I could not tell if he was trying to compliment me or himself.  Or if he was simply trying to insult the other people out on the pool deck. 
 
    It’s true that the ship was not full of supermodels.  Not even close.  Not only were most of the people on board older than us, but there were a few who really should think about going on a diet.  Naked or clothed, the human body can only handle so much weight before it starts to fall apart.  Even so, I thought that Liam was beginning to focus too much on how physically fit or unfit everyone else was.  Had this been a clothed cruise, he would have never said anything about anyone’s appearance. 
 
    The ship sailed out of China and the cruise line is half owned by a Chinese company, though the flag at the back of the ship is Panama for some reason.  Most of the passengers seemed to be American, Canadian and European.  There were very few Asian people at all, and the few we saw could have easily been American, Canadian or European. 
 
    “Asians don’t like to get naked,” Liam decided. 
 
    That might be a pretty big generalization, but we have lived in China for a few years and we have both noticed that Asians, or at least the Chinese, are not big fans of flaunting their bodies.  They seem to be pretty conservative when it comes to public behavior, so it did not surprise either of us that our nudist cruise in Asia was not full of Asians. 
 
    Another thing I have noticed from living in China is that Americans are fat.  Obviously not everybody, but I mostly see skinny Chinese people all day, so whenever I see Americans, they look huge by comparison. 
 
    In Hong Kong you will see a few Americans here and there and a lot of Canadians.  I don’t know why there are more Canadians than Americans.  Since we are from Minnesota, we can spot the Canadians right away.  Everyone can spot the Americans.  No matter where you go in the world, we Americans have a way of making ourselves known. 
 
    Europeans are harder to identify.  Probably because Europe has a bunch of different countries with different languages and cultures.  Though one thing I have noticed is that Europeans in general are not as fat as Americans. 
 
    The pool deck had a mix of very fit people who obviously take care of their bodies and people who let themselves go a long time ago.  I think the majority were somewhere in between. 
 
    One thing I noticed that they all had in common was that everyone seemed to be comfortable in their own skin.  The women with big thighs or saggy breasts seemed just as at ease as the men with bulging beer guts.  Very few of the bodies were perfect tens, but no one seemed to be self-conscious about having basic human imperfections. 
 
    Liam was disappointed that most of the naked people looked like normal people, but I thought it was great.  One of my biggest fears before I got on the ship, besides the whole mass orgy thing, was that everyone would have perfect bodies and I would look like me.  A deck full of naked airbrushed supermodels would only make me notice every little imperfection in my own body even more.  A deck full of regular people with regular flaws only made me more comfortable. 
 
    I still was not about to get naked, but their nudity did not make me feel bad about myself at all. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9: Checkers with Tina 
 
      
 
    Liam had an afternoon show, so he had to go and get ready.  Days at sea had more entertainment and activities than days in port and that meant Liam had more work to do.  I went with him down to the theater, but I could only go so far.  After he disappeared backstage, I walked around the indoor deck, which had most of the big shopping mall.  It was just like any other shopping mall, except that it was on a boat and there were a bunch of naked people shopping. 
 
    I’m not a big fan of malls, but I have been to a few.  I used to live near Mall of America, one of the largest shopping malls in the world.  I currently live in Hong Kong, which is like a giant shopping mall.  I would rather buy something from a small mom and pop store, but there seem to be fewer and fewer of them around.  Sometimes a mall is just easier.  Mall of America has pretty much everything you could ever need, and if you want to go to a quality grocery store in Hong Kong, you pretty much have to go through the malls to get to them. 
 
    I have seen mall crowds so large that you could not walk around.  I have seen all kinds of performances.  I have even been in a few of them.  I have seen politicians campaigning during elections and celebrities promoting their latest movie, song or book written by someone else.  I saw a crazy man in America screaming bible quotes and a crazy man in China just screaming.  I even saw a woman use a fountain as a toilet, but that is not so rare in China.  One thing I had never seen in any mall I have ever been to was a bunch of nudists. 
 
    It was a sight to see all these naked people shopping for coffee mugs and t-shirts.  I could not help but laugh as I watched a naked woman hold a t-shirt up to herself to check the size.  I guess it makes perfect sense.  They have to wear clothes most of the time just like everyone else, but it struck me as funny. 
 
    What really caught my attention was that in a clothes store, people still went into the changing rooms to try on clothes.  They were completely naked outside of the changing rooms, but when they wanted to try something on, they needed privacy. 
 
    “Is this weird for you?” I asked a woman who was working in one of the clothes stores.  “All these naked people running around?” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” she said. 
 
    She had some kind of Asian accent, definitely not Chinese.  I did not think to ask her where she was from. 
 
    “Everyone is very nice,” she added.  “Very polite.” 
 
    “Why are they going into the changing rooms?  Is it store policy or something?” 
 
    “Usually people do,” she said.  “This cruise is different.  I don’t know.” 
 
    “Do you have to tell people to use the changing rooms?” I asked.  “Do they just start trying on clothes in the middle of the store?” 
 
    “I’ve never asked anyone to use them,” she answered.  “Everyone goes in on their own.  Habit, I guess.” 
 
    The woman who worked at the clothes store was good to talk to, but I got the impression that she was never going to say anything negative about all the nudity whether she wanted to or not.  She was an employee and I was obviously a passenger, even though I was wearing clothes.  So there was no way she was not going to be anything but polite and friendly.  The people who worked on this ship all seemed pretty well trained.  If any of them had a problem with nudity, they were not about to let any of us know. 
 
    I took the stairs up because I knew that lower decks were just food and cabins.  I usually used the stairs when I was not with Liam, unless I was going several flights.  I figured I might as well get in as much exercise on this cruise as I could, especially with all that food.  Liam prefers the safety of elevators. 
 
    The next deck above the shopping mall was my cabin deck.  I did not need to go to the cabin and I knew there was nothing else on that deck, so I kept going up.  I found myself on the deck with the children’s swimming pool.  It was not empty this time.  There were a few children swimming and running around and a few parents watching them and hanging out.  Everybody was naked – except the lifeguard, the guy working the snack bar and me. 
 
    I went up to the snack bar and started talking to the guy.  I figured it was better than bugging the lifeguard.  The children’s pool was pretty small, but the lifeguard’s job is still serious. 
 
    “I guess you really have to like children to work here,” I said to the snack bar guy.  “Does it take long to get used to all the screaming?” 
 
    “I usually work at the buffet,” he told me.  “I’m just filling in here, but no, the volume doesn’t bother me.  I have a lot of nieces and nephews, so I’m used to it.” 
 
    “I bet they don’t run around naked though,” I said. 
 
    “No,” he laughed.  “Swimsuits are required in my sister’s pool.” 
 
    He thought about it for a minute, as if we were doing an interview.  I suppose in a way we were. 
 
    “But you know,” he added.  “This makes more sense in a lot of ways.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, look at them,” he answered.  “Children are natural nudists.” 
 
    He had a point there.  These children were running around, splashing in the water, screaming and generally having a good time.  The only difference between them and children at any other pool was that they were all naked.  There was nothing creepy or weird about it.  It was the most natural thing in the world. 
 
    They were in no danger.  The lifeguard was paying attention.  There were plenty of parents around.  Next to the pool was the daycare center and in there were a bunch of people whose job is to watch children.  This seemed like a very safe place to be.  The only thing that gave me even the slightest hint of trouble was that a lot of people were naked, but nothing about the naked people seemed dangerous. 
 
    A little Canadian girl came up to me and told me that her name is Tina.  I told her that my name is Hailey, and before I knew it we were sitting near the pool and playing checkers. 
 
    We talked about all the things her family had planned for their big Asian vacation. 
 
    “We’re going to see the giant sleeping Buddha in Thailand and see dragons in Hong Kong and buy dresses in Vietnam and see the giant mountain Buddha in Hong Kong and buy dolls in China,” Tina told me enthusiastically. 
 
    We talked about how mean her brother was, although he sounded fairly typical for an older brother.  We talked about her favorite subject in school, computers, which just made me feel old.  We did not use any computers when I was in school until high school, and by then everybody was already an expert. 
 
    “I like writing code in html,” Tina said. 
 
    She is eight years old and she is writing computer codes.  The only code I knew when I was eight was that when my parents spelled out words, they did not want me to know what they were talking about or what they were saying. 
 
    Tina got very excited when I told her that I worked at Disneyland.  I did not tell her that I sometimes play Belle and Snow White because I did not know how much she understood acting.  But just that I go there every day was enough for her to look at me like I was a movie star. 
 
    “We went to Disney World last year,” Tina told me.  “It was the best ever.  I saw Mickey and Minnie and Goofy, he’s my favorite, and Ariel was there but I didn’t get to talk to her and I went on ‘it’s a small world’ like 100 times and Buzz Lightyear and the Pirates…” 
 
    I think she listed every ride she went on in a single breath. 
 
    I almost asked her if she realized there was a Disneyland in Hong Kong, but then I thought that maybe her parents did not want her to know.  The ship was only scheduled to be in Hong Kong for nine hours.  If they took her to Disneyland, her parents would not have time to see anything else.  Hong Kong Disneyland is not nearly as good as Disney World anyway.  Tina would probably not be disappointed, but the difference would be obvious to her parents. 
 
    During our conversation and game of checkers, I never really noticed that she was naked.  She had the natural exuberance of a little girl that makes it hard to notice anything else.  It was only when I was about to leave and she wanted her mother to take a picture of us together that I was fully aware of her nudity.  I don’t know what the rules are for nudist parents taking pictures of their own children, but I knew that I did not want to be in them.  Debate laws and rules of etiquette all you want, but don’t put me in the middle. 
 
    The mother caught on to my reluctance right away.  It was probably more obvious to her than to her daughter how clothed I was.  So the mother wrapped a towel around Tina and took our picture.  We all said our goodbyes and I went down a few decks to the main promenade. 
 
    It seemed like there was something going on everywhere I went.  This was one of the days at sea, so the ship pulled out all the stops to keep the passengers entertained.  They delivered a newsletter to everybody’s cabin every day telling us where all the activities were on the ship and what entertainment was scheduled that day.  Everything we needed to know about what, where and when was at our doorstep every morning.  The newsletter even told us when the sun was supposed to rise and set. 
 
    There was a basketball free throw contest on the small basketball court, a chess tournament on the jumbo chess board, a ping pong tournament next to that, a putting contest on the miniature golf course, a poker tournament and bingo in the casino, face and body painting near the main pool, a trivia contest on the sun deck, cooking classes, wine tasting, bingo and all the usual activities they have every day.  It would be impossible for anyone to do it all. 
 
    Even with all of these activities going on, there were still quiet corners of the ship where people could just relax, read a book or soak up the sun.  With so much to do, I did not care that everyone else was naked, and none of them cared that I was not. 
 
    I heard about a lecture in the library on the benefits of the nudist lifestyle.  Normally I would never even think about going to some lecture when I am on a cruise ship full of a million things to do and eat, but I was curious about these people and their unusual hobby.  I was also ready for some quiet time away from so many people and I assumed this lecture would not be very popular.  After all, why do nudists need to learn about nudism?  I was wrong about that. 
 
    The library was pretty much full.  By the time I got there, I don’t think there was any room for anyone else.  Almost everyone was naked.  A few women were wearing bikini bottoms or shorts.  Once again, I was the only one with clothes on.  For a clothing optional cruise, I always seemed to be the only one taking the clothing option. 
 
    The speaker, completely naked, talked about how healthy it is to be naked.  He talked about the sun and how unhygienic it is to wear clothes.  A lot of it made sense, except that too much sun is never good for you. 
 
    His wife got up and spoke about how nudists don’t live in shame and have a better body image than “the textiles”, meaning me and my kind.  I quickly learned that nudists like to call people who wear clothes “textiles”. 
 
    I was waiting for one of them to point out how clothed I was and call me an unbeliever, but nothing like that ever happened.  The female speaker made a point of making eye contact with me while she was talking about encouraging others to give nudism a try, but no one ever tried to pressure me into getting naked. 
 
    One of the nudists in the audience had a question about towels and the husband started talking about towels far more than I have ever heard anyone talk about towels.  It was towels this and towels that.  Only then did I realize that everyone, except me, was sitting on a towel.  I was the only one sitting directly on a chair. 
 
    The explanation for towels was a little more graphic than I would have preferred, but the point seemed to be that nudists were more considerate than the rest of us because they sit on towels. 
 
    “What about skin cancer?” I asked. 
 
    They had an easy answer for that.  Sunscreen and hats. 
 
    “What about safety?” I asked.  “If I’m by myself, how can I feel safe surrounded by a bunch of naked men?” 
 
    They pointed out that most nudist resorts, as well as the cruise, were mostly couples.  There usually are few if any single men around.  They also said that nudists tend to be more sociable than textiles and they are usually in groups.  A single woman is more likely to be with other women and couples.  Single men almost always go with groups. 
 
    “What about the children?” I asked.  “Is it healthy for them to grow up around all this nudity?” 
 
    Everyone had an opinion on that one.  They unanimously agreed that children who grow up in nudist environments have healthier attitudes about their own bodies and are far less repressed than the rest of us.  I could not argue with that.  I grew up in a very repressive environment and I’m still paying for it.  I could not say anything about their safety since I had already seen some children safely having the time of their lives. 
 
    I got the feeling that they had heard all of my questions a million times before.  It was like everyone in the room knew the answers to everything before I was even finished asking. 
 
    I learned a lot about their ways, but nobody said anything that was going to convince me to join their club.  A lot of what they said was based on ideal conditions and there are more than a few times in this life when things are not ideal.  The cruise is probably safe and healthy, but someplace like a nude beach could easily be dangerous under the wrong circumstances. 
 
    What I appreciated was that they obviously wanted me to join and they were more than happy to answer any questions I had, but there was no pressure at all.  The main theme of clothing optional seemed to be that everyone wanted me to take the naked option, but at whatever time and place that was most comfortable for me.  Unlike every other organization in the world that thinks they are right and everyone else is wrong, these people were perfectly happy letting me decide if and when I would give their way a try. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10: Liam’s Big Show 
 
      
 
    By the time the nudism lecture was over, I was ready for lunch.  I wanted to try one of the other restaurants, but I was still not completely comfortable with the idea of eating with a bunch of naked people around, so I went back to the main restaurant where clothes are always required.  It was not as empty as I expected for a naked day at sea.  There were a few clothed nudists eating their lunch, but it was nowhere close to full. 
 
    After lunch, I went back to my cabin.  All the constant activity everywhere was like walking down Hennessy Road at Causeway Bay on a Friday night.  It can be exciting at first, but it makes your head spin after a while.  Sometimes you need to get away to somewhere private.  Nowhere on the ship was more private than my cabin. 
 
    I also had to change for Liam’s show.  I guess it was never going to matter since most of the audience was naked, but I don’t like to be too informal when I go out to the theater.  It’s not a formal occasion, but naked is a little more casual than what I would prefer.  I almost cringe when I see people in the audience wearing shorts and baseball caps. 
 
    I had some time before Liam’s show, so I went out onto the cabin balcony.  It was not big – just enough for two people to sit on lounge chairs – but it was a great thing to have on a cruise ship.  The views never changed all that much.  It was mostly ocean and sky, but it was a better view than most of the hotels where I have ever stayed.  I’ll take an ocean view over some guy’s window in the building across the street any day.  It was also terribly useful to have something that opened up to all that wide space from such a tiny room.  The balcony made the room seem much more spacious than it really was. 
 
    The balcony was also as private as you could get on a large boat.  You could not see anyone’s balcony from any other balcony or anywhere else on the ship.  They designed it for complete privacy.  The only way to see someone on one of the balconies is to be on another boat or on the pier when the ship was in port.  On the ocean, you have a great view from your balcony, but nobody has a view of you. 
 
    Since I had all that privacy, I stripped off all my clothes.  It was a nudist cruise, after all.  No one could see me, but even if someone somehow did, this was the one hotel where nobody was going to complain about seeing somebody naked. 
 
    I was uncomfortable at first, but the longer I stood there, the more I knew that no one could see me.  I was completely naked, but only the fish could know, and even they were at least one hundred feet down.  Looking straight down from the balcony, I could definitely tell that this was a huge ship.  The more I looked down, the more I thought about how bad it would be to fall over the rail.  The more I thought about falling over the rail, the more I realized how dangerous these balconies are. 
 
    There was a nice breeze to keep my mind off things about which I truly did not need to be thinking.  The ship was going fairly fast, but it was hard to tell on the vast ocean.  The water one hundred feet below did not seem to be moving quickly and the sky was as stationary as always.  The breeze and ocean air felt refreshing on my naked skin.  I was starting to forget about plummeting to my death and started thinking that maybe these nudists had a good idea.  A naked swim on the pool deck would have been a great thing right then and there.  The problem was all those other people around. 
 
    I had reservations to Liam’s afternoon and evening shows.  The cruise ship always had a few different shows every day so passengers could go to the main theater every night and see something new.  Liam’s shows were different each day, but both of his shows on the same day were the same.  I went to both because he is my boyfriend.  I’m also a performer, so I know how important it is to have some support in the audience.  Where I work, we often sit in the audience when we are not on.  Fans can make all the difference between a good show and a great show.  Nothing is worse than a dead audience.  Friends can always liven up things. 
 
    The main theater was pretty big for a boat.  It must have had at least an eight hundred person capacity.  There was even a wrap around balcony and special VIP box seats.  I don’t know why people sit in the balcony.  Those are better seats to be seen in than to see the show.  I guess that is why some people like to sit in the balcony.  I made sure my seat was fifth row, just right of center, stage left because that is where the best seats are. 
 
    All of the shows in the main theater were extravagant Las Vegas style productions – exactly the kind of performance Liam has always hated doing.  We actually toyed with the idea of moving to Las Vegas a couple of years ago while we were looking into Hong Kong, but I think working there would have killed him.  I could probably survive Las Vegas, but he would turn to gambling and heavy drinking.  It would not be pretty. 
 
    I don’t mind all the glitz and flashy lighting.  I am more of a dancer than singer, so big production numbers are my bread and butter.  I would love to just get on a bare stage and do some expressive choreography, but no one pays me for that.  If you want to earn a living as a dancer, you have to get used to bright lights and loud noises. 
 
    Liam would rather just stand onstage with his guitar and sing a song, but that is not what they do on cruise ships.  We should put together our own act with him sitting on a stool and playing guitar and me dancing to his music.  We could probably set a new record for fastest closing. 
 
    Liam’s afternoon and evening shows on the cruise ship were the same, but there were differences.  There were a lot more people at the evening show, and most of them were naked.  It looked like a full house.  The afternoon show was about half empty.  That’s what you get with a matinee. 
 
    People had a million other things to do on a sea day besides sit in a dark theater for a couple of hours.  Most of the passengers seemed to prefer watching shows in the evening, just as they do on land. 
 
    The biggest difference for me was my participation in the evening show.  When Liam sang “I Have Dreamed” from The King and I during the afternoon show, we both looked at each other.  We have performed this song together about a million times, so it was a fun little moment for us.  For the evening show, Liam told the audience that there was a special surprise guest and he told me to come up on stage.  It was as much a surprise to me as it was for the audience. 
 
    So I went onstage and we sang the song.  It came off pretty well, despite absolutely no rehearsal, since we have done it so many times before, but what was unusual was that Liam was sitting at a piano.  He does not play piano, he plays guitar.  Since he was filling in for Sebastian, who plays piano, they just had him sit at the piano and use a backing track.  The piano part was recorded, but the other instruments and vocals were all live. 
 
    I would like to say that I’m not used to using backing tracks and I always do everything live, but unfortunately that is not the truth.  At Disneyland, we use backing tracks religiously.  Very little is done live.  In the parades and street shows, nothing is live.  That’s another little secret I never told Tina.  Not only is Ariel an actress in a wig, but she is not even singing her songs. 
 
    After our little impromptu duet, I was going to go back into the audience, but the stage manager wanted me to go backstage. 
 
    “You can’t sit out there,” he told me. 
 
    “Why not?” I asked.  “I want to see the rest of the show.” 
 
    “You’d be a distraction to the audience,” he said.  “It spoils the illusion if you go back and sit down with them.” 
 
    I had a hard time agreeing with that.  I think any audience can handle a performer sitting with them.  Unless someone like Paul McCartney comes and sits down.  That would be a major distraction.  I should be fine. 
 
    “Nobody knows that was improvised,” he told me.  “You look more like a performer than a passenger,” he said, looking at what I was wearing – clothes. 
 
    Since I don’t have any cruise ship experience and since this guy was the stage manager – it was his show, not mine – I stayed backstage for the rest of Liam’s performance. 
 
    When the show was over, I went to the cast dressing room.  I was already backstage, so no one questioned who I was and why I was there.  I watched how hectic everything was with people rushing around preparing for their next performance.  It reminded me of my days in musical theater before I went to the relative calm and relaxed atmosphere of being a performer at Disneyland. 
 
    Whenever new people come to Disney, they think it is a madhouse backstage, but it is a picnic on the beach compared to the theater.  I cannot say if the difference is down to better organization or if Disneyland simply has priorities greater than their stage shows, but the theater environment is more prone to coordinated anarchy. 
 
    By the time Liam was ready to leave, I was ready to get some dinner.  Liam had other ideas.  If he had a private dressing room, we probably would have gone at it right then and there.  Since it was a cruise ship and he was only a temporary replacement, he shared a dressing room with about half the cast.  We went back to our cabin where we could have far more privacy and a lot more space, and we were all over each other like starved bonobo monkeys. 
 
    There are three ways to have sex, according to Liam. 
 
    “There’s making love,” he likes to say.  “Which is what you girls like.  All the soft touching and looking into each other’s eyes.  There’s fucking, which is just pounding away until you’re too exhausted to move.  Guys like that one.  Get the job done and move on to other things.  And there’s having sex, which is in between and pretty much works for everybody.” 
 
    Liam’s definitions are crude, but they make sense in their own perverse way.  When you have not seen your boyfriend in three months, you imagine making love.  You picture two bodies merging into one with soft candlelight and a nice breeze flowing through the billowing curtains on a clear and starry night.  It should be like a good movie or a romance novel without a hundred euphemisms for heaving bosoms. 
 
    When we finally met up with each other at the beginning of the cruise, we did not make love.  I don’t think that time falls into any of Liam’s categories since it ended as soon as it began.  Later on that night, we made love.  There were no billowing curtains or candlelight, but it was exactly what the doctor ordered after three months apart.  It was no romance novel, but there was plenty of undulating and glistening.  Our two bodies merged into one, repeatedly.  There were no unsatisfied customers that night. 
 
    For our second night on the ship, after Liam’s evening performance, we had sex.  It was not exactly a scene out of a romantic comedy, but it was not pound away, roll over and go to sleep either.  It was that space somewhere in between that combines passionate romance and situations intended only for mature audiences.  Parental discretion would have been advised. 
 
    Nudists are quick to tell you that nudity is not about sex.  They mentioned it in that lecture in the library and it was all over the e-mail that explained all the rules.  It is very important for nudists that everyone else understand that their nudity has nothing to do with sex. 
 
    I’m not a nudist.  I was on vacation with my boyfriend, whom I had not seen in three months.  I appreciate that nudity is not about sex and I like the fact that nudists are not interested in big public orgies.  I feel a lot better around nudists when they insist that nudity does not equal sex, but if I am alone in my cabin with my boyfriend, I can guarantee that our nudity will equal giant buckets full of steamy hot sex. 
 
    At least it will as long as I have any say in the matter. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11: Tasty Life 
 
      
 
    Our first port on the cruise was Xiamen, China.  I had lived in Hong Kong for a little over two years and Xiamen is pretty close to Hong Kong, but I knew absolutely nothing about Xiamen before this cruise.  I looked up some information just before I left for the cruise, and when the boat docked in Xiamen, I got off and looked around.  I still don’t know much about Xiamen. 
 
    When he woke up that morning, Liam decided that he was going to be naked as much as possible. 
 
    “I don’t see why I should even get dressed at all,” he announced.  “At least until I have to go to work.” 
 
    “Except that you can’t get naked while we’re in port,” I told him. 
 
    “When will we be there?” he asked. 
 
    I went to the big balcony window and pointed out all the land we could see.  Our side of the ship was not up against the pier, but we were obviously docked.  We could see plenty of land on the other side of the harbor. 
 
    “When did that happen?” Liam asked. 
 
    “Some time last night,” I answered. 
 
    The ship was scheduled to start letting people off at 10 am, but since we got in early, they started letting people off at nine o’clock. 
 
    “We were already docked when I woke up,” I told Liam. 
 
    I woke up earlier than Liam, as I always do, and one of the first things I noticed was all that land out the window. 
 
    We slept with the curtains open because there was nothing but ocean and sky out the window the day before.  Since we had slept naked, I wondered how many people could see us as the ship sailed into the harbor.  Probably none since it was an incredibly large ship and they would have to be close to our window to look inside.  We also had a blanket over our naked bodies, so the most anyone could see even if they could look in would be Liam’s naked butt whenever he pushes the blanket away.  He has a nice butt, but I don’t think it is ever going to start an international incident with China. 
 
    After I put on my usual running clothes, I went up to the sports deck and jogged around the track.  I never saw my jogging partner from the day before.  Maybe his wife was feeling better and they went together at another time.  Or maybe he did not want to go jogging since clothes were required now that we were in port.  You can’t see the sports deck from the pier without binoculars and a little imagination.  It could be full of naked people and no one on the pier would know, but the rules were no outdoor nudity while the ship was docked. 
 
    After my run, I went back to the cabin and took a shower.  Liam was still asleep, so I got dressed and went downstairs for breakfast.  It was not a naked day, so I wanted to try out one of the other restaurants.  I was not in the mood for Chinese or Japanese food for breakfast, so I went back to the Mediterranean buffet. 
 
    There is a joke asking who eats Chinese food for breakfast – about a billion Chinese people.  I can eat Chinese food for breakfast any day, and their idea of breakfast is not really my idea of breakfast.  They like soup or porridge and little sandwiches.  I want eggs and bread, maybe some fruit.  In China, fruit is dessert.  I want to be able to eat fruit any time of the day. 
 
    There was also an Indian restaurant on the ship, but Indian food for breakfast sounds just as strange to me as Chinese food for breakfast sounds to Americans who don’t live in China.  Maybe if I lived in India then I would not think it was strange at all.  Just as I don’t think Chinese food for breakfast is strange.  But I don’t live in India. 
 
    After breakfast, I went back to the cabin and showed Liam that we were docked. 
 
    By the time Liam was awake, dressed and alert enough to spend the day in Xiamen, most of the passengers had already left the ship.  It was strange to see so few people on board, especially after spending a day at sea when absolutely everyone was there. 
 
    We got him a light snack since he does not like to eat breakfast.  I had to talk him into eating something. 
 
    “If you don’t eat now, you’ll just want to buy something in Xiamen,” I said. 
 
    Our goal was to spend as little money as possible.  We live in China, so we don’t have to go to Xiamen to get overpriced Chinese tourist junk.  One of the best ways to spend as little money as possible on a cruise is to eat on the boat, where most of the food is free, and try not to eat too much on land, where nothing is free. 
 
    “We can always just come back to the ship if I get hungry,” Liam said. 
 
    “The pier is nowhere near anything we’re going to see,” I told him.  “I don’t want to go all the way out there just to come all the way back here twenty minutes later.” 
 
    Most of everything we saw in Xiamen was actually pretty close to the pier, but I could just picture leaving the ship only to turn around again when he decided he wanted breakfast. 
 
    Getting on the ship is like getting on a plane.  You wait in a line, they scan your access card and check it to make sure you are you, and you walk up a ramp. 
 
    Getting off the ship was nothing like getting off a plane.  There was no line since most of the passengers were already gone.  Instead of just walking off, we had to scan our access cards.  That told the ship that we were not on board anymore. 
 
    There was a lot of scanning those cards – getting on, getting off, at meals, at shows.  The ship always knows where you are and what you are doing.  I suppose the alternative would be to count how many people leave and how many come back and hope that everyone made it.  This way, if they have to leave anyone behind, and I don’t know if the ship ever did, they know exactly who it is and when and where they left. 
 
    We were always told to be back on the ship at a certain time in each port.  The ship usually left on time, but sometimes it was a little late.  Leaving Hong Kong, it was very late.  I don’t know if that was because people were late getting back on or if there were other reasons.  They warned us that the ship leaves when it leaves and if you are not back, too bad.  That might sound unnecessarily mean, especially when people are paying a great deal of money to be on this ship, but if they were not strict about it, people would just wander back whenever they felt like it and the ship would constantly be running late. 
 
    The port terminal in Xiamen was pretty much like the one in Shanghai.  That surprised me since the Shanghai port is a new building and Shanghai is a much bigger city than Xiamen.  I guess enough cruise ships go to Xiamen that they went ahead and built a modern terminal.  The Chinese government is perfectly willing to spend money on status symbols that visitors will see.  It is the schools and hospitals where most tourists will never go that the government pinches pennies. 
 
    We already knew before we got there that everything in Xiamen was south of the pier.  On the maps there is a big lake very close to the pier, so we decided to go there first.  It was an easy walk to the lake, but not much of a lake.  There was a nice walking path around it, so obviously this was the kind of place where the government wants people to go, but there just was not much of anything there.  There was nothing special about the lake and it was not especially photogenic or interesting. 
 
    After we both gave up on the lake, we stumbled on a little expat neighborhood.  There were a bunch of coffee shops and more Italian restaurants than you would expect to see in a medium size Chinese city.  There were two right next to each other.  That might seem strange that someone opened a business right beside their competition, but in China you will see McDonald’s and KFC or Domino’s and Pizza Hut right next to each other.  They don’t think of competition in the American way. 
 
    It is common in Chinese cities to find all the comic book stores or all the shoe makers side by side on the same street.  Even though China is one of the most capitalist countries in the world, the old communist model is more about giving people more convenient access than about maximizing profits for the shopkeepers.  It is also the way streets were set up thousands of years ago.  If you wanted to shoe a horse, you went to horse shoe street. 
 
    We would have tried one of the Chinese Italian restaurants, but neither of us was hungry yet and there was plenty of free Italian food back on the ship. 
 
    We were both thirsty, though.  It looked like our only options were the coffee shops or KFC.  There was a KFC a few blocks from the lake.  In China, there is a KFC a few blocks from everything. 
 
    Then we saw a little grocery store called Tasty Life and decided to get some pop there, assuming they had any cold drinks.  Chinese people are not big fans of cold drinks, so sometimes it can be hard to find anything below room temperature.  All grocery stores have pop, but it is usually not cold.  Even the “cold drinks” at 7-11 are just below room temperature.  An almost frozen can of pop in China is never going to happen. 
 
    The grocery store was very small, but it just might be the best grocery store I have ever seen anywhere in Asia.  Half of it was the usual Chinese groceries and half was all imported American products.  We could not believe it.  Neither of us had ever seen anything like it.  There are plenty of stores in Hong Kong with international items, but they are mostly from the UK or Australia.  Even places that advertise American food usually have British food.  On top of that, the prices at this store were reasonable.  International grocery stores in Hong Kong are closer to the expensive end. 
 
    They had all kinds of Duncan Hines cake mixes, which you can find in Hong Kong, but they also had a lot of Betty Crocker mixes that I have never seen outside of the United States.  They had muffins, biscuits, cornbread, pizza crust, pound cake and maybe everything Betty Crocker makes in mix form.  I would rather make the real thing from scratch or go to a great bakery, but it is hard to make anything in my tiny kitchen in Hong Kong and there are no real great bakeries.  We do have good pizza, though, so I did not bother to get any of the pizza crust mix.  I got most of the others – mostly cornbread and muffins.  I can’t even remember the last time I had cornbread. 
 
    “I hope these cook in the toaster oven,” I said to Liam. 
 
    “They probably won’t,” he replied. 
 
    I bought it all anyway. 
 
    They had Reese’s peanut butter cups and all kinds of American candy.  We have plenty of candy in Hong Kong, but it is mostly British or only one or two flavors.  I don’t hate British candy, but that is not what I grew up with.  I will never feel nostalgic or get that taste of home from a Cadbury milk bar. 
 
    We have M&Ms in Hong Kong, but only plain and peanut.  We have Hershey bars, but only regular.  This store had things I have never seen anywhere else – almond M&Ms, tootsie rolls, junior mints, all kinds of Hershey bars, almond joy and more than I can remember. 
 
    They had a variety of pop tarts.  We used to have pop tarts in Hong Kong, but only two or three flavors.  I have not seen any lately.  This store had chocolate, blueberry, cherry, apple strudel and peanut butter.  I did not even know they made peanut butter pop tarts. 
 
    What really blew me away about this grocery store was that they had just about everything Old El Paso makes – tortillas, beans, salsa, sauces, seasoning, chiles, Spanish rice.  I have never seen any of this in Asia in any size or denomination.  Obviously, real Mexican food is better, but I live in Hong Kong.  Our Spanish rice is Chinese rice with tomatoes or ketchup. 
 
    It was all junk food because that is what you find in the international section of Chinese grocery stores.  Packaged items last a lot longer on the long boat ride to China.  Imported lettuce and fresh sourdough loaves just don’t work after they are a month old. 
 
    We filled a small shopping cart full of American junk food before we realized that we were traveling by boat. 
 
    “How are we supposed to bring all this stuff back?” Liam asked. 
 
    I looked at everything and knew that it would never fit in my carry-on.  Or even both of our carry-ons.  If we left everything else on the ship then maybe we could bring all of that junk food home. 
 
    “Well, we’ll be in Hong Kong tomorrow,” I suggested.  “We could put everything in our luggage and take it to the apartment.  Then bring the empty bags back to the ship.” 
 
    “That works for you, but what about me?” Liam asked.  “How do I get my stuff from your apartment to mine?” 
 
    Liam never planned to go into Hong Kong after we got back from the cruise.  We were supposed to fly from Bangkok to Hong Kong together and then he would fly to Fuzhou. 
 
    “I can’t take all this stuff all the way from Bangkok,” he said. 
 
    “No, that would be crazy,” I replied.  “We’ll leave it all at the apartment and then figure out how to get it to you later.” 
 
    “So it sits in your apartment until you come to visit me or I go to Hong Kong?” Liam asked, not really asking.  “Meanwhile, I can’t eat any of it in all that time.” 
 
    “Yes, you’ll have to do without something you didn’t even know you were going to have a few minutes ago,” I said. 
 
    Liam was acting like this was a great hardship for him, but we never intended to buy any of this food in the first place.  We only found it by accident. 
 
    On the other hand, he lives in Fuzhou, which does not have nearly as much international food as I have in Hong Kong.  He is surrounded by Chinese food and he got tired of it a long time ago.  He needs all this American food more than I do, but we could not think of an easier way to deal with it.  Taking it from the cruise ship to Bangkok and then flying from Bangkok to Hong Kong to Fuzhou would never have been a good idea.  Any or all of it could have been taken away at any customs stop along the way.  No one was going to stop us from bringing it on the ship in Xiamen or taking it off in Hong Kong.  Taking it to my apartment in Hong Kong simply made the most sense. 
 
    I did not have any Chinese yuan to pay for our groceries, but Liam had a little since he lives in Mainland China.  I had mostly Hong Kong dollars, since I live in Hong Kong, and some Thai baht for the end of our trip. 
 
    “And on top of all that, I have to pay for everything,” Liam whined. 
 
    “And I’ll pay for everything in Bangkok,” I said.  “You know we’re going to spend a lot more money there than we will here.” 
 
    The ship was only docked in Xiamen for nine hours, but we spent two days in Bangkok, without any free food.  It was no contest which one of us spent the most money. 
 
    So Liam reluctantly paid for all the food that he would have to wait before he could eat. 
 
    We were originally going to keep heading south after we went to the lake, but with almost more groceries than we could carry, we decided to go back to the ship to drop off everything before heading out again.  It would have been an easy walk back without the groceries, but we decided to splurge and pay for a taxi, for which Liam also had to cough up some cash.  The good news for Liam is that taxis in China are impressively inexpensive. 
 
    When we got to the ship, we expected someone to make a comment about all the shopping we did in such a short amount of time.  No one said anything.  I guess if you work on a cruise ship, you are used to seeing passengers come back with bags and bags full of junk. 
 
    All the grocery shopping made Liam hungry.  He wanted to eat some of the American food we just bought, but there was no way to prepare anything on the ship.  We had all kinds of baking mixes, but no way to bake anything.  We both had to fight the urge to just go to our cabin and eat pop tarts and candy all day.  We did eat a few peanut butter cups, though. 
 
    “Don’t eat it all before we even get to Hong Kong,” I told him. 
 
    “We can always get more when we go out again,” Liam suggested. 
 
    I could just see us spending the whole time in Xiamen at a grocery store buying American junk food. 
 
    “What did you do in the ancient city of Xiamen?” people would ask me.  “Where millions of Chinese visit every day to see the natural mountains, lakes and islands?” 
 
    “We bought peanut butter cups and M&Ms,” I would answer. 
 
    I convinced Liam to make do with the limitless food already available on board the ship and we had lunch at the Indian restaurant.  It was one of the smallest restaurants on the ship and every time I had walked past, it was too crowded to have a look inside.  With most of the passengers off the boat and in Xiamen, this seemed like the best time to try it.  The food was good, but we both agreed that those peanut butter cups were better. 
 
    “Just like mother used to buy,” Liam said. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12: Xiamen 
 
      
 
    Armed with some more American candy, we left the ship again and went back into Xiamen.  Instead of walking, this time we took a taxi, which was a good idea because we went a lot farther than the lake. 
 
    We went to Nanputuo Temple, the most important temple in Xiamen.  Liam does not particularly care about Chinese temples, but he likes the price.  They are always free. 
 
    “Once you’ve seen one, you’ve seen them all,” he says. 
 
    That is not entirely true.  Many of them look alike and there is little point in going to most of them if it is not your personal family temple, but some are worth seeing just because they are so elaborate.  It makes no difference whatsoever that we are not Buddhist.  You don’t have to be Catholic to appreciate Notre Dame in Paris. 
 
    The best temples are also surrounded by nature.  Some are on lakes and some have rivers running through them.  Nanputuo Temple is at the foot of a small mountain, or a large hill. 
 
    The temple itself was very crowded.  This was a summer afternoon at the city’s most important temple, after all.  Liam wanted to get away from the crowds and climb up the mountain.  We both assumed there would be fewer people the higher we went.  We were wrong. 
 
    There were several trails going up the mountain.  They were mostly old wooden steps and steps made of crumbling stones.  The steps were not nearly as old as the temple, but they were old enough to warrant some kind of update.  It did not seem like public safety was much of a consideration. 
 
    Every trail was full of people wandering up, down and in every direction in between.  Any time there was a choice between going left or going right, there was no road less traveled.  It was equally crowded whichever way we went. 
 
    Every once in a while there would be a little rest area that was flat and had places to sit.  Some even had little stalls selling drinks and snacks.  You can always find drinks and snacks in China.  It does not make any difference where you are.  There is always something to eat.  These would have been nice areas to take a quick break, but they were all flooded with people.  Some were so crowded that we had to push through everyone just to keep walking up the trail. 
 
    One of these flat trails had a few small caves.  Most of the caves were filled with tiny statues, mostly Buddha and Buddhist temple gods.  One of the caves had thousands of statues.  They were mostly only a few inches tall, but a few were two or three feet tall.  They were all plastered in dirt.  It looked like someone put them there a hundred years ago and then forgot about them.  I have been to a few temples, and every temple has statues of their favorite gods, but I have never seen so many of these statues in one place.  I have also never seen such statues so carelessly neglected. 
 
    Liam was not at all impressed. 
 
    “It’s like looking at someone’s garbage dump,” he said. 
 
    I don’t think they were ever meant to be garbage.  They were obviously put there on purpose, but it did need a serious cleaning. 
 
    There was more mountain to climb, but we were both pretty tired.  Getting through the crowds was more work than walking up all the steps and we did not even know what was at the top.  We had no idea if there would be a smaller temple or just a nice view of Xiamen, or even a snack vendor. 
 
    We decided to go back down and see the rest of Xiamen.  We had very little time, and I knew from experience that pushing forward when Liam is tired and grumpy is never a good idea.  We had already spent more time there than I expected anyway, and getting back down took as much time as going up with all the crowds. 
 
    After Nanputuo Temple, we decided to go to Gulangyu, which is a smaller island just off Xiamen Island and the main tourist attraction of the whole area.  It’s not a long walk from the temple to the ferry that goes to the island, but after climbing up and down that mountain, we were both ready for a taxi.  If we were regular tourists we probably would have just walked, but we are both experts on dealing with Chinese taxis, so we know how to avoid the usual cultural misunderstandings. 
 
    The ferry to Gulangyu is not free, but at US$1.25 roundtrip, even Liam could not complain.  It only takes a few minutes to get to the island, but they pack the ferry so full that it seems like a much longer ride.  I could smell what all the people around me had for breakfast when they belched every twenty seconds, as well as the usual Chinese smell of cigarettes and stale urine.  Smoking is technically illegal on the ferry, but like a lot of Chinese laws, enforcement is not a priority for officials who would rather take their bribes and go to the nearest brothel. 
 
    I don’t normally let the Chinese version of manners bother me, but with so many people so close, I had to keep my nose and mouth covered the whole time.  It was not simply the smell.  A hundred people coughing and sneezing in your face is never a good idea.  It is their business if they refuse to ever cover their mouths, but it becomes my business when someone is an inch away from my face and aiming right at me. 
 
    Liam usually lets the Chinese version of manners bother him.  He is not the most polite person in the world, but like most Americans, he is easily appalled by some of the more repulsive things that Chinese people casually do in public.  He hated every second of that short but endless boat ride. 
 
    The short and stinky ride to the island probably has some good views, but I could not tell.  As soon as they opened the gates to let people on the small boat, there was a mad rush as everyone tried to get a spot with a view.  Those of us not willing to push and kick people out of our way were stuck in the middle.  If my options are kicking children and old ladies to get a view or being polite and getting stuck in the middle of the crowd, I’m going to lose the view.  I don’t kick children to look at an island that you can easily see from the ferry pier.  I can’t think of any good reason to kick children. 
 
    When the ferry stopped and they opened the gates to let everyone out, there was another mad rush as everyone tried to be the first person off the boat.  I don’t understand why Chinese people always have to be the first everywhere, so I wanted to just wait until the ferry was empty enough that we could simply walk ashore.  That was easier said than done as a group of taller than average Chinese men pushed me so hard that I almost fell to the saliva and urine encrusted floor of the boat. 
 
    Liam wanted to go beat them up, but I forced him to stay with me.  He is not a violent person, but I can see why he got angry watching me almost get trampled for absolutely no reason.  The boat was not on fire, and the island was likely to be there all day.  Hurting people to get there five seconds sooner made no sense to either of us. 
 
    Eventually we got off the ferry in one piece and found ourselves on a nice little island.  Gulangyu is the main tourist spot in Xiamen and I could see why.  It looks more like a nice little island than a crowded Chinese city.  This was where all the foreigners used to go to get away from the Chinese people back when foreigners controlled Xiamen.  Now it’s a major tourist spot, so it is always full of Chinese people.  I would say it was too full on the day we were there. 
 
    One of the best things about Gulangyu is that no cars, scooters or bicycles are allowed anywhere on the island.  This is supposed to make it one of the safest places for pedestrians in China.  Unfortunately, there were so many people that it did not make any difference.  They also had large golf carts that took people around the island.  These were extremely dangerous since they were trying to push their way through the crowds, and the powers that be probably required no driver’s license or any kind of proficiency test to drive a golf cart. 
 
    The island is dotted with hills, and at one point we were walking downhill when we saw one of these golf carts going downhill entirely too fast.  It came inches from hitting a little girl and ran over the doll that she dropped when her mother barely pulled her out of the golf cart’s path in time.  The golf cart driver never bothered to stop or even slow down after he almost killed a small child. 
 
    “This is why I hate Chinese people,” Liam said. 
 
    He does not really hate Chinese people, but he gets more annoyed than usual when he sees them do dangerously reckless things with complete disregard for life or anyone’s safety.  I look at it as a different culture that does not have the emphasis on public safety that we have.  Liam sees it as a bunch of selfish people who would rather kill each other than wait their turn. 
 
    Most of Gulangyu is an outdoor shopping mall.  The only thing Chinese people love more than eating is shopping, and Gulangyu has plenty of both.  Gulangyu advertises itself as an oasis away from the hustle and bustle of city life, but one of the first things you see off the boat is the shopping center with a KFC and McDonald’s.  We tried to walk away from the shopping by staying on the outer roads around the island, but there was still tourist shopping everywhere. 
 
    I knew we would not be on this island for very long.  Liam’s patience was wearing thin by the minute and even I was getting tired of all the flashing lights and endless crowds, and I live in Hong Kong. 
 
    I wanted to go up the tallest mountain on the island before we left.  Liam had no desire to climb another mountain, but it was supposed to have the best views in all of Xiamen. 
 
    All of the mountains in Xiamen are called mountains in both English and Chinese, but they are more accurately described as hills.  None of them are more than a few hundred feet tall.  The tallest peak on Gulangyu was higher than anything else, but it was not even close to being a mountain.  So when we say we climbed two mountains that day, we actually walked up the steps of two hills. 
 
    At the very top of the highest peak on Gulangyu was a very small observation deck.  It had the best views of Xiamen.  We could see the skyline across the harbor, the old houses on Gulangyu surrounded by all the shopping, and we could even see our cruise ship in the distance.  It was a good view, but not an easy place to reach. 
 
    Midway up the hill was another temple.  Not as famous, but still crowded.  Liam said that it looked just like Nanputuo.  It did not, but it was another Buddhist temple that he could not have cared less about, and we were not there for the temple anyway. 
 
    We kept going up the steps and I expected it to get less crowded the higher we went, for some reason.  Of course, that never happened.  Everyone else was there to go to the top and see the view just like we were. 
 
    There were other rest areas just like Nanputuo, but the views were not nearly as good and they were all full of older people taking a break from the steps and humidity. 
 
    “When we’re that old, we’re going to need to rest every five minutes,” I told Liam. 
 
    “If I’m still in China when I’m that old, I’m going to kill myself,” he said. 
 
    Liam was working his way up to getting about as frustrated by the large crowds as he could get at this point. 
 
    “If this isn’t a great view, I’m going to kill somebody else,” he added. 
 
    The highest observation deck at the top of the peak was much smaller than I expected.  It could only hold maybe a dozen people all crammed together.  I don’t know why they built it this way.  There were probably a million people on Gulangyu that day and at least a few thousand trying to climb up this hill, but there was only enough room for a dozen at the top, and this is a place where everyone has to be first.  They really should have made the observation deck bigger. 
 
    When we reached the observation point, there was a huge crowd all trying to push their way to the top.  It was like a thousand people trying to push into a subway train that holds one hundred, only it was going uphill and if you fell over the side, you would die. 
 
    The observation deck was built with railings and stairs where you are supposed to go up on one side and down on the other.  It is all clearly marked with large arrows painted on the ground and everything.  It was designed with some kind of organization in mind, but it was still far too small. 
 
    Unfortunately, Chinese people don’t like to go in the in door and out the out door.  There were people trying to go up and down on both sides.  Even if anyone wanted to follow the rules, the directional arrows on the ground were impossible to see with so many people walking over them.  Hundreds of people were trying to be the first to the top space that only held a dozen. 
 
    It was ridiculous.  I would have just given up and gone back down, but we did that at Nanputuo and I wanted to see the view.  We came all this way and I did not understand why I could not get my turn just like everyone else.  We were so close that we could see the top step, but it might as well have been on the other side of a train station at rush hour. 
 
    The worst thing about China is that if you want your rightful turn, you have to take it by force.  Nobody in China is ever going to hold a door open for you and tip their hat with a top o’ the morning.  You have to kick that door down if you want to get in. 
 
    Liam was pretty much ready to hurt someone at this point, so I used him as a battering ram and we shoved our way up the stairs.  It was not the polite thing to do, but if we had been polite, we would still be waiting up there. 
 
    It was not the polite way, but it was the Chinese way.  No one said anything to us or gave us dirty looks because they were all doing the same thing, or worse.  We saw a grown man going up the down stairs and push a group of school children out of his way.  Our way was actually polite by comparison, and standard operating procedure in China. 
 
    The view was pretty good, probably the best in all of Xiamen, but I don’t think it was worth the loss of humanity to reach.  I realize that Chinese culture is very different from my own, but I would still like to see people treat each other with at least a little consideration and maybe some common decency.  Even a small space can hold everyone if they simply take turns. 
 
    Liam and I were both ready to get off the island, but we still had to fight our way down the hill and to the ferry.  We wanted to avoid the mad rush to get on the boat, so we held back and tried to get on at the back of the crowd.  That failed miserably.  When you have thousands of people all trying to be the first on a small boat that holds maybe a hundred, there is no such thing as the back of the crowd. 
 
    We missed two different boats by trying not to join the herd.  We quickly realized that the only way we were ever going to get on the ferry was to push our way in the crowd. 
 
    “Just hold your nose and dive in,” Liam said. 
 
    After we got pushed onto the boat, got pushed around while we were on the boat and got pushed off the boat, we were in front of the main shopping street of Xiamen. 
 
    Liam’s head was ready to explode and the last thing he wanted to do was go shopping.  He wanted to go back to the cruise ship.  I thought we might as well look around as long as it was directly in front of us. 
 
    “We’re never coming back here again,” I started to say. 
 
    “That’s for god damn sure,” Liam interrupted. 
 
    “So it’s worth taking a few minutes to see what all the fuss is about,” I finished. 
 
    Zhongshan Road is a long pedestrian mall.  Cars are not allowed on the road, but there were still a lot of scooters and delivery trucks.  It was not any safer than walking on any other Chinese road. 
 
    I was not terribly interested in shopping, especially since Liam was in a bad mood, but this was the main shopping street in the city.  I thought there might be something of interest. 
 
    “It has to be famous for a reason,” I told Liam. 
 
    “Don’t bet on it,” he said. 
 
    We saw a Walmart, and Liam wanted to go in and get a cold pop.  Neither of us are big fans of Walmart, but we both thought an American company might make Liam feel better.  Once again, we underestimated the Chinese penchant for taking something mediocre and tearing apart what little humanity it had left. 
 
    This was the filthiest Walmart I have ever seen in my entire life.  Americans like to make fun of the people who shop in American Walmarts, but this store made an American Walmart look like a grand Parisian palace.  It was like shopping immediately after a nuclear war.  They should film zombie apocalypse movies in this store.  Even then, they would have to clean it up. 
 
    Ceiling lights flickered on and off.  There were stains on almost every ceiling tile – that is, the parts of the ceiling that still had any tiles.  There were more than a few spots where something was dripping from the ceiling.  The shelves have probably never been dusted.  We saw at least one rat running around the bags of rice.  We looked at some “imported” pasta.  Most of it was imported from Hong Kong or Beijing.  Almost all of them had small insects partying in the bags. 
 
    We decided not to buy anything.  There were a few coolers that we thought might have cold drinks, but all of them were warmer than room temperature.  One of them was even hot.  I guess the people in Xiamen like to drink hot pop and juice. 
 
    As we left the store, we saw a middle aged woman urinating in front of the door.  She was not even off to the side.  She was squatting directly in front of the door, oblivious to the thousands of people who could see her.  A few people walked in her puddle and did not even seem to notice.  People often stand directly in front of doors, oblivious to all the people who want to get in and out, but this sight was a first for me. 
 
    “You know,” Liam said, almost laughing.  “This is appropriate.” 
 
    I was just as disgusted by all of it as he was, and we both had to laugh. 
 
    “Welcome to China,” he said. 
 
    We got in the first taxi we could find that did not have a smoking driver and who was willing to take us.  Legally, they are all supposed to take any passengers and none of them are supposed to smoke in their taxis, but the laws and reality seldom play the same game in China.  The taxi driver soon started to drive east, until I told him to do no such thing. 
 
    “不要,” I said to the taxi driver.  “北上.” 
 
    He was shocked that I spoke to him in Chinese, even crappy Chinese, and he immediately turned around and took us where we wanted to go. 
 
    Liam had wanted to go back to the grocery store to get more American junk food, but at this point he just wanted to get away from Xiamen.  Getting the taxi driver to willingly take us to the store probably would have been difficult anyway. 
 
    Getting back onto the cruise ship was the exact opposite of getting on the Gulangyu ferry.  Not only was the cruise ship a million times bigger and cleaner than the ferry, but there were only a fraction of the people trying to get on, especially since we came back early.  Most of the passengers would not board until the last minute. 
 
    The few people waiting to get on the ship all waited patiently in line and took their turns to board the ship in a calm and orderly manner. 
 
    “Why can’t Chinese people do this?” Liam asked me. 
 
    I wanted to explain that it is a different culture with a different set of rules and values, but after all the pushing and shoving of the day, I was having a hard time convincing myself. 
 
    Back in our cabin, we both wanted to take a shower. 
 
    “I need to scrape all this China off me,” Liam said. 
 
    He had pretty much reached his limit of tolerance for the Chinese way of doing things. 
 
    “We should take a shower together,” he suggested. 
 
    “Sure,” I said.  “Can you fit on the shelf?” 
 
    The shower was barely big enough for one person.  There was no possible way we could both fit in there at the same time. 
 
    “You go first,” Liam said.  “I’m going to tear into some peanut butter cups.” 
 
    I was already naked and in the bathroom by the time he offered to let me go first. 
 
    “Don’t eat them all,” I called out from the bathroom. 
 
    When I came out of the shower, there were candy wrappers all over the bed, but Liam was not in the room.  It took me about a second to notice that he was sitting on the balcony, completely naked. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked while opening the balcony doors. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said.  “I didn’t eat it all.” 
 
    It took me a while to realize that he was talking about the candy even though my question was more about him sitting naked on the balcony. 
 
    “The ship is docked,” I told him.  “Someone might be able to see you.” 
 
    “Good,” he replied.  “Let them.  They’ll see what a real man looks like instead of the tiny Chinese version.” 
 
    He held up his thumb and finger about an inch apart. 
 
    I ignored his stereotype and never bothered to point out that he does not have the biggest tool in the shed either. 
 
    “It’s against the rules,” I told him. 
 
    “What rules?” he asked.  “This is China.  There are no rules.” 
 
    “The ship’s rules,” I said.  “We’re docked.  That means you can’t be naked where people can see you.” 
 
    “What are they going to do about it?” he asked. 
 
    “Kick you off the ship for starters,” I answered.  “Do you want to get evicted in Xiamen?” 
 
    Just the idea of being forced to stay an extra minute in Xiamen got Liam off the balcony and into the bathroom.  By the time I was dressed, he was finished with his shower. 
 
    “I’m just going to stay naked,” he announced. 
 
    “Then I don’t know where you’re going to go besides this room,” I said. 
 
    “I can’t go anywhere naked?” he asked.  “What’s the point of being on a nudist cruise if you can’t get naked?” 
 
    There were parts of the ship where you could get naked when it was docked, but neither of us knew exactly where the borders were.  We knew you could not be naked on the top deck or the outer decks where people on the pier could see you.  We did not know about the interior decks and all of the areas inside the ship. 
 
    “You should just put clothes on,” I suggested.  “Unless you see someone else naked.  Better yet, put on your swimming trunks.” 
 
    “Are we going swimming?” he asked. 
 
    “Why not?” I answered.  “We’re on a ship with ten different pools and we haven’t even gone swimming yet.” 
 
    I changed into my bikini and wrapped a sarong around my waist while Liam slapped on a t-shirt and we were off. 
 
    We went upstairs to the main pool deck and did not see any naked people along the way.  In fact, we saw very few people at all.  Most of the passengers were still in Xiamen. 
 
    Finding a place to put our stuff was easy.  There were maybe two other people on the pool deck. 
 
    “You should go in one of the hot tubs,” I told Liam as I put my sarong down on our deck chair.  “You need to relax.” 
 
    Liam was not about to argue with me, especially since he agreed completely. 
 
    “You should join me,” he said.  “I know a great way to relieve stress.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” I told him. 
 
    The pool deck was practically empty, but I was not about to get kicked off the ship for relieving Liam’s stress. 
 
    I jumped into the main swimming pool and all the pushing and shoving of Xiamen just washed away.  For a minute I even forgot that we were in China.  Swimming in that pool on that giant ship, I could have been anywhere in the world. 
 
    After a few laps, I got out of the pool.  Liam was looking at me and my wet body as I rose from the water. 
 
    “You are so hot,” he said to me.  He was either drooling or there was hot tub water on his face.  “You’re turning me on.” 
 
    “You should keep it in your pants,” I said.  “Really.” 
 
    I got in the hot tub, but sat on the opposite end as Liam. 
 
    “You can get closer,” he offered. 
 
    “I’m warning you,” I said.  “If you get hard, I’m leaving.” 
 
    “Too late,” he replied. 
 
    I knew he was not joking.  He does not even have to see me naked to get excited.  Seeing me in a bikini is good enough.  A strong wind is good enough. 
 
    “I’m not doing anything to spoil this trip,” I told him.  “I’m not kidding.” 
 
    Liam knew I was serious, but I think at that point he wanted nothing more than to get rowdy in the hot tub.  But even if it were naked time, he also knew that I was never going to do something like that in such a public place. 
 
    The last time we took a vacation together we were busy, very busy, but we also had a very private villa with a very private swimming pool.  We could walk around naked all day without worrying about anyone seeing us.  The pool deck on the cruise ship was pretty much empty, but it was not at all private.  People who worked on the ship walked by occasionally and anyone could come up on the deck at any time. 
 
    After a while, I got out of the hot tub and walked around the pool deck.  I was wearing a bikini, but this was the most naked I had been on the nudist cruise.  I did not even bring a towel.  I just let the warm summer air dry me off.  I knew that if other people were there I would have a towel wrapped around me, or at least my sarong.  Since the place was deserted, it was just my bikini and me. 
 
    While walking around, I discovered that there was more to the pool deck than I originally thought.  I knew about the pool, hot tubs and restaurant, but I quickly discovered the fitness center, men’s and women’s saunas and game room.  Everything was empty except for the people who worked there. 
 
    “This would be the best time to get naked,” I thought to myself.  “Ironically.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13: Dinner with Earl & Edna 
 
      
 
    Liam and I had dinner at the Italian restaurant that night.  The boat was still docked, so everyone was still clothed, so I did not insist on eating in the no-nudity main restaurant. 
 
    It was a nice little Italian restaurant, but what I will always remember most about that night was having dinner with Earl and Edna.  They were a friendly couple in their early forties from Mason City, Iowa – just down Interstate 35 about two hours from Minneapolis – who like to go to Gooseberry Falls up north.  They were sitting at the next table and Liam quickly noticed that they were looking at us. 
 
    “Excuse us,” Earl said.  “We don’t mean to be busy bodies.” 
 
    “But aren’t you the girl who got up on stage last night?” Edna finished. 
 
    “Yes,” I told them.  “I sang one song.” 
 
    “It was beautiful,” Edna told me. 
 
    “You have a lovely voice,” Earl said. 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied.  “And this is who I sang it with,” I said, introducing Liam. 
 
    They did not recognize him, even though he was one of the main performers during the show.  I was merely an impromptu walk on. 
 
    We talked about how Liam was working on the ship and I was along for the ride. 
 
    “So you’re not ABC members?” Earl asked us. 
 
    “No,” I answered.  “We’d never even heard of it before we came on the ship.” 
 
    “I take it you’re not naturists?” Earl asked. 
 
    “No,” I answered.  “I’m the textile on board.” 
 
    They were impressed that I knew their terminology, and we talked a little about nudism.  They were full time nudists who tried to do as much as they could naked.  Their house and backyard was a nude zone ever since their adult son moved out, and they went to nudist resorts and social activities with other nudists.  This was their first nudist cruise. 
 
    “We’ve been looking forward to this trip for years,” Edna told us. 
 
    “Every other nude cruise we’ve seen was just part of the ship,” Earl said. 
 
    “This is the first cruise of this size we’ve seen where we have the full ship,” Edna added. 
 
    They explained that it took about two years for their nudist organization to get enough reservations to charter the entire ship.  Usually they get much smaller ships or only book part of something the same size. 
 
    “How does that work if only some of you are nudists and everyone else isn’t?” Liam asked them.  “How do you do that?” 
 
    “Very carefully,” Earl laughed. 
 
    “So you’re just here for the nudist part?” I asked.  “Or did you want to see China, too?” 
 
    “Hong Kong has always been our dream destination,” Earl answered. 
 
    “We can’t believe we’ll be there tomorrow,” Edna said, looking at Earl. 
 
    I think it is funny whenever I run into people who think of Hong Kong as some distant exotic city.  Since I live there, it is not so exotic to me.  I have to remind myself that before I came to Hong Kong, I saw it through American eyes just like they do. 
 
    Earl and Edna booked a tour of Hong Kong with the cruise line.  They told us about all the places they were planning on seeing in Hong Kong the way children describe what they are going to do for Christmas. 
 
    “You don’t want to do that,” Liam said when they told us about taking the Star Ferry across Victoria Harbour.  “Tomorrow’s Dragon Boat Day and the whole harbor is going to be packed with traffic.” 
 
    “You’ll see it all from this ship anyway,” I told them.  “I’m sure the view’s even better here.” 
 
    That is when we told them that I live in Hong Kong and that Liam used to live there.  We pointed out that a lot of the things they were paying a lot of money to see could easily be seen for less.  Their itinerary was also unnecessarily complicated with far too many distant locations crammed into a short amount of time. 
 
    They asked us what we would recommend and I told them some things they could easily see and do in a day without having to rush through every stop. 
 
    “Yours sounds much better,” Earl told me. 
 
    “You’re not really going to see much on the tour,” Liam pointed out.  “You’ll have to leave every place as soon as you get there.” 
 
    “The schedule they gave us says there’s a little bit of time,” Edna said. 
 
    “Does it include all the time you’ll spend in traffic?” Liam asked. 
 
    “If you’re taking a tour bus, you’ll be spending a lot of time waiting on it,” I told them.  “The MTR can get you to all of those places in half the time.” 
 
    “Or less,” Liam added. 
 
    “We’d never be able to figure all that out,” Earl said. 
 
    “We’ve heard Hong Kong’s subway system is very complicated,” Edna explained.  “And we don’t speak any Chinese.” 
 
    “That’s one of the reasons we booked the tour,” Earl said. 
 
    Hong Kong’s MTR is actually pretty simple, and all the signs are in English and Chinese, but if you only have a few hours in the city, it might be complicated for first timers.  It probably is much easier for people who don’t know Hong Kong to simply take a scheduled tour, but from what Earl and Edna were telling us, it does not sound like a good way to see much of anything. 
 
    “It’s already paid for,” Earl said.  “But from what you’re saying, we’d be better off without it.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to show you around if you don’t want to take the tour,” I offered. 
 
    “We couldn’t impose,” Edna said. 
 
    “It’s not a problem,” I said.  “What are neighbors for?” 
 
    Liam had to work anyway and my original plan was to stay on the ship while it was in Hong Kong.  Then after we went to the American grocery store in Xiamen, I decided to bring all our food to my apartment.  That still left me with plenty of time to play tour guide. 
 
    Earl and Edna had a list of things they wanted to see the most in Hong Kong and I said that I could take them to almost all of it.  The only things they would definitely not be able to see happened only at night after the cruise ship was scheduled to leave.  Some of their wish list was on the tour, but most of the tour was not anything they really cared about.  They only booked it because they did not want to get lost and confused in their dream city.  I was the perfect solution.  I could take them to all the things they dreamed about seeing and they would not have to worry about language issues or upsetting local customs. 
 
    At the end of dinner, they invited us to the bridge tournament they were planning on attending. 
 
    “You don’t have to go nude,” Earl said. 
 
    “We promise,” Edna added. 
 
    We politely declined, saying that we already had a long day and just wanted to rest in our cabin.  We did not have any plans that night since Liam was not working, but I knew that he would not want to spend the rest of the cruise with our new friends.  It’s not that he is not friendly, but he pictured us spending a lot of time alone or at least with young naked supermodels.  Playing cards with a middle aged nudist couple was never on Liam’s itinerary. 
 
    We really were pretty tired by that point, so we went back to the cabin.  We had never turned on the TV before and Liam was curious what kind of channels we had on board. 
 
    “It’s probably just a bunch of Chinese crap,” Liam decided. 
 
    Liam’s TV in China is almost all Chinese channels, so he was ready to watch something else.  The ship had HBO, AXN, Disney, a lot of Chinese channels and a bunch of ship related programming, like a hotel’s special hotel channel.  One channel told us where the ship was at all times, just like the navigational displays they have on planes.  We also had CNN, but that is the only English channel Liam gets in China, so he was not at all impressed. 
 
    Liam was very disappointed that HBO was censored.  Most of the violence and some of the language was edited and there was absolutely no nudity, which was kind of ironic on a nudist cruise.  I already knew that HBO throughout Asia was censored, so I was not surprised.  They have the TV show Girls in Hong Kong, but they cut out all the sex and nudity, which kind of makes the whole thing rather pointless. 
 
    We went out on the balcony as the ship sailed away from the pier.  It was not the big romantic sunset of sailing away from Shanghai, but at least this time I had my boyfriend with me.  Liam stood behind me and wrapped his arms around me as we sailed through Xiamen Harbor and watched the sun hide behind all the smog. 
 
    “Good riddance,” Liam said to Xiamen. 
 
    I could feel something pressing against my butt. 
 
    “Are you getting happy because of me?” I asked Liam.  “Or because we’re leaving Xiamen?” 
 
    Liam kissed my neck and whispered in my ear, “Maybe a little of both.” 
 
    I knew what Liam wanted to do next, but we were on the balcony and we were still in the city.  I wanted to watch the city disappear and that would be hard to do on the bed.  I assumed his excitement would subside by the time we were in international waters.  The ship always moved slowest when it was near a port, so we were drifting away from Xiamen at low speed.  I underestimated how horny Liam was. 
 
    The smaller Xiamen got in the distance, the more Liam tried to take my clothes off, or at least the bottom half.  When we reached the point where it would take the Hubble telescope to see us, I sat down on one of the deck chairs and made Liam happy the fastest way I know how.  We were not in public, but Liam enjoyed it just the same.  We were outdoors and sometimes that is good enough. 
 
    “So can we get naked now or what?” Liam asked. 
 
    “You can,” I answered.  “I think I’m going to take a quick nap.” 
 
    “Do they ever make naked announcements?” he asked as he started to take off his clothes. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered as I made my way to the surprisingly comfortable bed.  “I’ve never heard one.” 
 
    “How do people know when it’s ok to get naked?” he asked. 
 
    Not that it mattered.  He was completely naked and sitting on one of the deck chairs on the balcony. 
 
    “I guess they just know,” I answered, clothed and on the bed. 
 
    “What, they have some kind of nude radar?” he joked. 
 
    “Maybe,” I laughed.  “Or maybe they just get naked whenever they feel like it.”  I looked at him sitting on the balcony naked.  “Like some people.” 
 
    My nap did not last very long.  I was tired, but I was on a cruise ship.  I did not want to sleep the evening away.  There was a ship full of things to do. 
 
    “How about a nice romantic walk on the promenade deck?” I suggested. 
 
    “What do I need romance for?” Liam joked.  “I already got what I want.” 
 
    “Get dressed,” I said.  “We’re going out.” 
 
    “Do I need to get dressed?” he asked. 
 
    “I honestly have no idea,” I answered. 
 
    Liam got dressed anyway because we could not tell if it was naked time yet.  We left the cabin and went to the elevator when we saw a naked couple. 
 
    “That’s good enough for me,” Liam said, and we went back to the cabin so he could take off his clothes. 
 
    It seemed unusual to me that while we were walking down the hallway I was dressed and Liam was completely naked, except for sandals.  We went downstairs to the promenade deck and walked hand in hand.  It could have been a romantic postcard moment if not for all of Liam swinging in the breeze.  There were other couples out for a stroll on the deck.  They were all as naked as Liam.  It seemed that I was the odd one here. 
 
    “You should just get naked,” Liam suggested. 
 
    “Nope,” I replied. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14: Hong Kong 
 
      
 
    I woke up earlier than usual since we went to sleep pretty early the night before.  After Liam got to walk around the ship naked, we went back to our cabin and spent some quality time together.  It had been a long day, so we both fell asleep right after. 
 
    The ship docked in Hong Kong in the middle of the night, so the city was there waiting for us when I woke up.  My plan was to take our American junk food to my apartment instead of having a morning jog, but they told me that I could not get off the ship until 8 am – something about clearing immigration.  It did not matter that I was a resident of Hong Kong and don’t need a tourist visa.  Or even that Americans who don’t live there don’t need a visa for short stays.  The clerks on the Hong Kong side would not be there to let anyone in until eight o’clock. 
 
    So I put on my running clothes and went up to the sports deck.  It was pretty early and I was the only one on the deck.  It was a warm Hong Kong summer morning and the deck was completely deserted.  I thought it might be an interesting time to give naked jogging a try, but the ship was docked and nudity was not allowed. 
 
    “I only want to get naked when there’s no one else around,” I laughed to myself.  “But that’s never naked time, which is why there’s no one else around.  When it’s ok to get naked, there are too many people around to get naked.” 
 
    By the time I finished my morning jog, took a shower and got dressed, it was eight o’clock.  I put one of our last peanut butter cups on Liam’s sleeping naked penis and dragged our carry-on bags full of American junk food away.  A peanut butter cup on his penis is better than a post-it note any day.  I knew that if he woke up before I got back, he would know where I went.  He would never even notice a post-it note, and we did not have any with us anyway. 
 
    My apartment is about a thirty minute walk from the pier, but I had two bags full of food, so I took the MTR.  I don’t think I have ever seen it as empty as it was that morning.  I usually take it to work much later in the day when it is full of people.  This was a public holiday, so most people did not have to work, and most of the big holiday activities started later in the day. 
 
    As long as I was going to my apartment, I brought all of my clothes from the ship.  So I took a fresh batch of clothes from my apartment back to the ship.  It felt kind of weird to go into my apartment in the middle of a vacation to another country, but this trip was full of weird things. 
 
    My friends Livia and Hiram were sleeping in my bed when I walked into the bedroom.  They had moved into my apartment when Liam moved to Mainland China, and they always slept in my bed when I was out of town.  I got my new clothes as quietly as I could, but I could not help but notice that they were naked under the sheets.  Livia had a naked leg sticking out like she was posing for a magazine cover in her sleep and Hiram’s bare butt was just hanging out.  Liam has a nice butt, but I have to say I like Hiram’s better.  It is the kind of butt you just want to grab onto. 
 
    I had a busy day ahead, so I had to stop watching my naked roommates sleep and get back to the ship full of naked people.  Just for fun, I left a peanut butter cup on Livia’s pillow.  I knew that when she woke up she would have no idea where it came from, especially since we can’t get them in Hong Kong and they did not know that I was coming back to the apartment in the middle of the cruise.  And they really did not know that Liam and I found that store in Xiamen. 
 
    I went into the bathroom to make my bladder happy and never heard Hiram wake up.  Apparently he did not hear me either because he walked right into the bathroom while I was sitting on the toilet.  The bathroom door never locks and we have had some problems with it in the past, but we have mostly come to an understanding.  Whenever the door is closed, don’t open it.  This time, Hiram thought that I was away on vacation, so I can’t really blame him for barging in. 
 
    We were both pretty surprised when the door opened and Hiram’s morning erection was staring me in the face.  I have seen all of Hiram before, but never at attention.  I was mostly surprised.  He scared the pee out of me.  Later on, I thought more about how wonderfully lucky Livia is. 
 
    Liam was still asleep when I got back on the ship, so I took off my clothes, slipped into bed and took advantage of him.  By nine o’clock I had already gone jogging, gone to my apartment, unpacked two bags of food, packed a bag of clothes, seen my best friend’s boyfriend in all his glory mere inches away from my face and ravished my own boyfriend.  Maybe the army does more by 9 am than most people do all day, but I do more interesting things by 9 am. 
 
    Both Liam and I had busy days ahead of us, so I kissed him goodbye and went downstairs to meet Earl and Edna for their big day in Hong Kong. 
 
    “Is it ok if we’re dressed like this?” Edna asked me. 
 
    At first, I thought she was asking because they were nudists and they were wearing clothes. 
 
    “We don’t want to look like tourists,” Earl added. 
 
    “The guide book says you’re never supposed to look like a tourist,” Edna said. 
 
    “You don’t look Chinese,” I told them.  “Everyone will assume you’re a tourist no matter how you dress.” 
 
    “We just don’t want to draw attention to ourselves,” Earl said. 
 
    “I’ve lived here for two years and people still stare at me,” I told them.  “If I live here for a hundred years, people will still think I’m a tourist because I’m not Chinese.  But it doesn’t matter.  Believe me, this is the largest city you’ll ever go to where personal safety won’t be an issue at all.” 
 
    Earl pulled an expensive looking camera out of his backpack. 
 
    “You think I’ll be ok with this?” he asked. 
 
    “Nobody’s getting robbed today,” I told them.  “I guarantee it.” 
 
    I wanted to say “not on my watch”, but I knew that would have been too much. 
 
    Obviously I could not guarantee it, but Hong Kong is a relatively safe city as long as you are not particularly stupid.  American tourists are always afraid of being mugged.  That is mostly because people get mugged in most big American cities every day.  Crime in Hong Kong is incredibly low for a city its size. 
 
    When we got off the ship, Earl and Edna expected to get on one of the tourist buses that were waiting nearby. 
 
    “Nope,” I said.  “We’re turning right and walking down a few blocks.” 
 
    Walking was not something they were used to doing on cruise excursions.  Usually you go straight from the ship to a bus and the bus drives for an hour.  Instead, we walked for about five minutes to get to one of the main attractions in Hong Kong and the top site on Earl and Edna’s list. 
 
    “In a couple of hours this place will be jam packed with people,” I said as we walked up to the Avenue of the Stars.  “You might as well see it now while there’s still room to see anything.” 
 
    Their cameras immediately came out and they took pictures of the harbor and island. 
 
    “Plus, it’s so close to the ship,” I added. 
 
    “Why will it be full of people?” Earl asked. 
 
    “The dragon boat races will be right here,” I said, pointing to the harbor. 
 
    “Can we watch that from here?” Edna asked. 
 
    “Yes, but it will be very crowded,” I answered. 
 
    “We don’t mind,” Earl said. 
 
    I could tell that I was not giving them an adequate impression of just how crowded it was going to be. 
 
    “Not Omaha crowded,” I said.  “New York City on New Year’s Eve crowded.  There will be millions of people here all jockeying for the best space.” 
 
    Nothing scares people from the Midwest like New York, and they agreed with me that it was better to leave before the races started. 
 
    “You can probably get a better view from the ship anyway,” I told them. 
 
    The cruise ship was docked in Victoria Harbour, so the dragon boats would go right by it.  I had never been on a cruise ship on Dragon Boat Day, but I knew the view from the top deck had to be pretty good.  It was much higher than the viewing platforms near the clock tower. 
 
    Our next stop was Victoria Peak.  I figured we should do that right away since it was the second thing on their list and the sooner we went there, the sooner we could cross the harbor again.  If we explored Kowloon first, getting to Victoria Peak during the dragon boat races would be difficult. 
 
    Earl and Edna’s first ride on the MTR was an adventure, even if it was only two stops.  They offered to pay me to play tour guide, but I would not accept it.  Instead, they agreed to pay for all of our transportation around Hong Kong.  What they did not know was that with my Octopus card, I could go pretty much everywhere without so much as a ten cent coin. 
 
    The first thing we did in the MTR station was get them day passes because I knew we would be using the MTR plenty that day. 
 
    “The day just started and you’ve already done more for us than we ever would have figured out on our own,” Earl told me when he and his wife got their cards. 
 
    I had not really done anything yet, but when you are from Mason City, Iowa, the Hong Kong transportation network can be a very confusing place to navigate.  The MTR system that I use every day was an endless labyrinth to them. 
 
    “I don’t see how anyone ever figures this out,” Edna said, amazed that we were not getting lost. 
 
    The Hong Kong MTR system is actually pretty easy.  I don’t just say that because I live there.  It is a simple system with only a few lines.  I have seen some that are far more complicated and require an abacus to calculate the time schedules. 
 
    Once we were done with the MTR, we went to the Peak Tram.  They loved the ride up and wanted to take pictures all the way. 
 
    “The view will be a lot better at the top,” I told them. 
 
    You can always tell who has never taken the ride before by all the cameras trying to get pictures between the trees and buildings on the way up the mountain.  People who have done if before know that there are plenty of unobstructed views as soon as the ride is over. 
 
    It was not the dirtiest day in the world, so the view was pretty good.  It was not the cleanest day either, but for their first visit it was acceptable.  Sometimes it is so bad that you can’t even see the buildings on Hong Kong Island.  On this day we could actually see the Kowloon side.  We could even see our ship.  They were pretty excited when I pointed it out.  I was more impressed with the zoom lens on Earl’s camera.  He could take a close up of the ship all the way from the Peak. 
 
    Most tourists look at the harbor view, do some overpriced tourist shopping and leave.  I took them around to the other side and showed them views of the South China Sea they never expected.  The view of the skyscraper forest around the harbor is what most people think of Hong Kong, but if you look around a little, Hong Kong is surrounded by natural beauty.  I would have taken them into the New Territories if only we had more time.  That area looks nothing like the stereotypical Hong Kong that all the tourists expect to see. 
 
    The tour that they originally booked would have taken them to the escalator at Mid-Levels, which is often called the longest escalator in the world.  It was never on their list of things they wanted to see, but after they heard about it, they were curious.  After I told them that it was not actually one long escalator but several escalators all lined up one after another, they agreed with me that it was something they could skip. 
 
    It is in a neighborhood that is popular with expats and western tourists, but I tried to show them the Chinese version of Hong Kong.  I don’t really see the point of going to Hong Kong if you are just going to hang out with other foreigners.  If you live in Hong Kong and want a taste of home, that’s one thing, but if you are an American in Hong Kong for one day, don’t bother.  That’s like going to Italy and eating at McDonald’s. 
 
    Something they wanted to see that was not on their tour was the Hong Kong Museum of Medical Sciences.  That is not too far from the escalator, so we ended up taking it part of the way anyway.  After standing on one stretch of the escalator and then walking on the pavement to the next part, they agreed with me that it was really several different escalators and not one very long one. 
 
    We walked through the winding streets to the museum and they were amazed that I knew where I was going. 
 
    “There’s no way we’d find this place on our own,” Earl said to me. 
 
    “We’d already be lost,” Edna added. 
 
    I did not actually know where the museum was.  I had never been there before, but I knew what street it was on and I knew more or less how to get there. 
 
    The museum was not the kind of place I’m interested in, but Earl is a doctor and he loved looking at Hong Kong’s version of past medical technologies.  I think Edna agreed with me that it was the kind of thing most people can skip on their visit to Hong Kong. 
 
    I wanted to take them to Kowloon since that is more authentic Chinese Hong Kong than international Hong Kong Island, and one of the things on their list was to take the Star Ferry across Victoria Harbour.  We were already pretty close to the ferry pier, but I convinced them that it would be too much trouble because everyone was setting up the dragon boat races.  Our cruise ship had better views of the harbor than the Star Ferry anyway. 
 
    After all that walking up and down hills, we were all ready for lunch.  If I had been with Liam, we probably would have gone back to the ship to eat.  The food there was free and there was a lot more than Chinese.  Since Earl and Edna don’t live in China, they wanted to eat Chinese food. 
 
    They had a list of restaurants they were told to try, but all of them were the overpriced tourist restaurants that don’t always have real Chinese food.  I had been to one of the restaurants on their list and it was not bad, but it was not authentic Chinese, and a single meal cost more than what an average Chinese family eats all week.  Earl and Edna were not concerned about the price.  They expected to spend a lot of money on their big vacation to the exotic Orient.  But in Hong Kong, the best meals are the cheapest. 
 
    I took them to a little shack I knew pretty well and they were surprised by how small and dirty it was. 
 
    “Are you sure this is the place?” Edna asked me. 
 
    “The guide books never show you anything that looks like this,” Earl said. 
 
    “We can go to the kind of place you’re thinking about,” I told them.  “But the food here will be a hundred times better.” 
 
    I was right about everything else and I obviously knew my way around, so they were willing to trust me. 
 
    “If you don’t like it, we’ll go somewhere else,” I offered. 
 
    They were not impressed by the ambiance.  They were expecting bright red carpet with large, round tables like the Chinese restaurant on the cruise ship, not rickety card tables and plastic stools.  They were expecting tourist Chinese, but I was showing them real Chinese. 
 
    The menu had no English or pictures, so they let me order everything.  When the food arrived, it did not look anything like they expected.  I’m sure they thought I lost my mind, and I was almost ready to take them somewhere more upscale, but once they tasted it, they loved it. 
 
    “This is the best Chinese food I’ve ever had,” Earl announced. 
 
    “This might be the first time we’ve ever had authentic Chinese food,” Edna agreed. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll ever look at Chinese take-out the same way again,” Earl said. 
 
    I knew that they would like the authentic Chinese food more than the tourist Chinese food.  The funny thing is, I actually prefer American Chinese food to real Chinese food. 
 
    “Where’s the fortune cookie?” Earl asked. 
 
    They wanted to go to Temple Street night market, but that is a night market and we had to be back on the ship before it opened.  During the day it is just a street.  So I took them to the Ladies Market instead.  It is more for tourists than locals, but they wanted that Hong Kong street shopping experience and the Ladies Market is more old style Chinese than a giant shopping mall like IFC. 
 
    The benefit to living in Hong Kong is that I know how much everybody tries to inflate their prices, especially to tourists, and I know what a reasonable price should be.  Edna was looking at some decorative chopsticks and the woman selling them told her that they were HK$500. 
 
    “That’s only $65,” Edna said as if that was a good deal. 
 
    “No,” I told her.  “That’s way too high.” 
 
    Using Chinese numbers, I talked the woman selling them down to HK$75.  Anyone can haggle down at least half the price, but if you use Chinese, you can almost get local prices. 
 
    “You saved me 85% just by speaking Chinese,” Edna said, amazed. 
 
    “It would’ve been lower if I looked Chinese,” I told her. 
 
    Knowing numbers in Chinese helps, but even if I could speak the language fluently, I still would not look like one of them.  If you look Chinese, no matter where you are from, you can get the lowest possible prices.  If you are white, no matter how well you can speak Chinese, you are going to pay more. 
 
    “That’s just a fact of life in Hong Kong,” I told Edna. 
 
    Earl was even more impressed when we did some electronics shopping in Mong Kok.  I know the area very well since I live there, so I knew a few places to go without getting fake Chinese bootlegs.  When the people in the shop saw three foreigners coming, their eyes lit up with dollar signs.  Every original price they offered was at least a thousand percent higher than it should be. 
 
    Earl was disappointed that the prices were so high.  He had heard about all the cheap electronic toys available in Hong Kong and here everything was expensive.  I talked a few shopkeepers down to some reasonable prices, but nothing was the bargain basement discount that Earl was looking forward to bragging about back home. 
 
    “That’s for the cheap Chinese counterfeits that fall apart in a week,” I told him.  “Genuine electronics are going to cost the same as you can get back home.” 
 
    It is probably not a good idea to buy electronics from a city you are only staying in one day anyway.  If anything goes wrong, you can’t take it back.  On a cruise ship, turning around and going back is never going to be an option. 
 
    After all that shopping and non-shopping, they wanted to see more Hong Kong culture.  The next thing on their list was the Symphony of Lights display at Victoria Harbour, but that is only at eight o’clock at night and we had to be back on the ship by six o’clock.  The Symphony of Lights is a light and laser show from the big commercial buildings on the Hong Kong side of the harbor.  It only lasts for a few minutes, but they do it every night and millions of people go to watch it.  On big holidays, especially New Year’s Eve and Chinese New Year, they put on more elaborate fireworks shows. 
 
    “There are a lot of things in Hong Kong you can only see at night,” I told them.  “But unfortunately, we’ll be sailing away by then.” 
 
    I took them to the Tian Tan Buddha at Ngong Ping – Tina’s giant mountain Buddha.  Most people never even think about it when they talk about Hong Kong, but it is an important part of Chinese/Hong Kong culture.  Earl and Edna loved the cable car ride up the mountain and taking pictures of the giant Buddha.  There are also views of Hong Kong that most people never think about when they picture the postcards.  People think of it as this massive steel and glass city, so they are always surprised to see forests and nature trails. 
 
    “This wasn’t on our list,” Edna told me.  “But I’m glad we came here.” 
 
    “This is probably a great place for a freehike,” Earl decided. 
 
    By “freehike”, he meant hiking while naked. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said.  “But that would be very illegal here.” 
 
    I could tell that Earl and Edna really wanted to enjoy the unexpected nature of Hong Kong without any clothes.  Hong Kong, for all the bright lights and shiny things that tourists love, is simply not a great place for nudists. 
 
    “We should just wait until we’re back on the ship,” Edna suggested. 
 
    I like nature as much as the next person, but taking a hike naked would drive me crazy.  The mosquitoes alone would kill me. 
 
    We were pretty close to Disneyland, but we did not have much time left and they were more interested in seeing old China and British colonialism than Mickey Mouse. 
 
    “Do Americans even go there?” Edna asked me. 
 
    “Sometimes,” I told them.  “But it’s mostly Chinese and Japanese tourists.” 
 
    “The Japanese go everywhere,” Earl announced. 
 
    “They should build one in Japan,” Edna said. 
 
    “There’s already a Tokyo Disneyland,” I told them.  “It opened twenty years before Hong Kong’s.” 
 
    “Is it like this one?” Edna asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  “I’ve never been there.  My employee discount can get me into any Disney park in the world, except Tokyo.” 
 
    I had already told them that Hong Kong Disneyland was the smallest.  Since they live in Iowa, they are better off going to the much larger Disney World in Florida. 
 
    I thought about taking them to the nude beach on Lantau.  They would have loved it.  Getting naked in Hong Kong would be something they could tell their friends about for years, but I don’t really know where it is and we were relying on the MTR, which does not go anywhere near that beach. 
 
    We took the Airport Express to Lantau because it is the fastest way to get there and we only had so much time.  It is also more comfortable than the regular MTR trains and I wanted them to get a little variety.  The Airport Express does not go to Ngong Ping, but it is pretty easy to get from the airport to the cable car.  You only have to pay one way when you go back into the city from the airport on the same day, so I saved them some money on our trip back to Central.  That always seems to impress me more than anyone else. 
 
    We went back to Central because they wanted to get some modern shopping in and we did not have much time left.  I would have taken them back to the Kowloon side of the harbor, but by this point it was jam packed with dragon boat race fans.  The Airport Express goes straight to IFC, so we went there. 
 
    If you want a modern shopping mall, you could do a lot worse than IFC.  Earl and Edna spent plenty of money there, but it is all the same junk you can get from any other modern shopping mall.  There is nothing especially Hong Kong about it.  What IFC has head and shoulders above most malls is an incredible rooftop view.  It is the same height as the Peak Tower and you get unobstructed views of the harbor, on a clear day. 
 
    We went up to the roof with some Godiva chocolate and bottles of wine they were bringing back to America and watched some dragon boat races. 
 
    “This has been a great day,” Earl said to me as he opened a bottle of wine.  “We can’t thank you enough.” 
 
    “You should save that,” I said. 
 
    “We have more than enough,” Edna said.  “Believe me.” 
 
    It was a pretty good day.  I live in Hong Kong, so I see it all the time, but sometimes it is nice to see everything with first time visitors.  It is a great way to appreciate the city a little when you are starting to take it for granted.  Some of the things Chinese people do in public can wear thin after a while, but Hong Kong really deserves its reputation as a world class city.  There is probably something for everybody. 
 
    While I was looking out over the harbor and eating chocolate and drinking wine with my new friends, I thought it was interesting that I had to take a vacation outside of Hong Kong to appreciate the city even more. 
 
    Back on the ship, Earl and Edna invited me to dinner, but I had not seen Liam all day and I knew that he would want to spend some time alone together.  We agreed to meet up again the next day. 
 
    Before the ship was scheduled to sail away from Hong Kong, most of the passengers were on the decks.  People always like to watch the ship sail out of port, but this time there were also a bunch of dragon boat races in the harbor.  The ship was a great place to watch the races, but I have seen them plenty of times before and I had just been watching them from the roof of the IFC, so I went to my cabin to take a break. 
 
    Liam was still working, so I had some time to myself.  After spending the day walking around Hong Kong, it was nice to have a little peace and quiet.  I was in the middle of a Jane Austen novel, so I sat back on the bed and got lost in Highbury. 
 
    After a while, it occurred to me that the ship was still at the pier.  It was getting dark, but we were still docked.  According to a few people I talked to, there was some kind of problem with the Hong Kong officials.  They were not letting the ship leave for some reason. 
 
    “There are worse places to be stuck than on this ship,” I told one of the random passengers I talked to during all the confusion. 
 
    “If we leave late, we’ll be behind schedule the rest of the trip,” he said. 
 
    I did not particularly care about the schedule.  The next day was another day at sea.  After that was Ho Chi Minh, which I still did not know if I even had a visa to get into.  After that was our final stop in Bangkok.  Since Liam and I were staying in Bangkok, we had no planes to catch or timetables to keep, so it would not matter to us if we got in late.  For a lot of the other passengers, though, it could make all the difference in the world. 
 
    We applied online for visas to Vietnam before we left, but because we did it so late, we never got a chance to see if we were approved or not.  I suppose I could have checked my e-mail while we were in Hong Kong, but that never happened.  So I would not know if I could even go into Ho Chi Minh until we got there and the immigration officer said yes or no.  Liam was going to stay on the ship since he was working that day and would not have enough time to go anywhere. 
 
    I went up to the top deck of the ship to watch the tail end of the Hong Kong sunset.  That turned out to be a pretty good move since not long after that the Symphony of Lights started.  We were supposed to be out of Hong Kong already, but since we were still docked, we had a great seat for the show. 
 
    I have seen it a bunch of times, but mostly from the culture center.  I had never seen it from a giant cruise ship.  The other passengers were a lot more excited about it than I was.  It is worth seeing at least once, especially on New Year’s Eve, but there is no reason to see it every day. 
 
    I wanted to tell Earl and Edna about our unique views of the Symphony of Lights since it was on their list, but I did not know where they were.  They were somewhere on the ship, but I did not have any way to contact them.  I did not even know their cabin number. 
 
    The sun was long gone by the time the ship left the pier, so there was no sunset to watch while the city got smaller and smaller.  Instead, I watched the bright lights fade into the distance as we sailed through some of the outlying islands and into the Pacific Ocean.  It was definitely a different way to leave Hong Kong.  Every other time, I have flown out on a plane.  I would like to see what it looks like to watch Hong Kong float away in the daytime, but I think it might be better at night since you go from a city with billions of lights to nothing but the moonlight over the ocean. 
 
    I never did find out why we left so late. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15: Naked Experiment 
 
      
 
    As soon as we were in international waters, all the naked people came out of the woodwork.  Forced to wear clothes most of the day in Hong Kong, they were more than ready to get naked at sea. 
 
    I was getting used to it by now.  The first time I saw a deck full of naked people, I was shocked.  Now it just seemed like a normal thing.  When the ship is sailing, people are naked. 
 
    It was like seeing people in big heavy coats in Hong Kong in winter.  Hong Kong is never cold by Minnesota standards – not even close – but to the locals it is freezing in winter even when the temperature is only seventy degrees.  It seemed strange to me at first to see so many people dressed so warmly when it was not even close to cold, but now I don’t even notice.  It is cold to them, so they wear warm clothes.  It is not cold to me, so I mostly dress the same all year. 
 
    The nudists on the ship did not have to worry about the cold.  It was nighttime, so there was no sun for the sun worshippers, but it is never anything close to cold in Hong Kong in summer, whether day or night.  The temperature would dip a few degrees while the ship was moving, but it remained warm all night. 
 
    We ate a lot in Hong Kong, so I had a late dinner on the ship.  After dinner, I went to Liam’s evening show.  I made sure that he did not get me up on stage this time.  I was on vacation, I was not there to work.  I especially was not there to work for free.  Nobody was paying me, unless you include the free cruise and the fact that I had not paid for much of anything at this point.  Even so, asking me to get up on stage and perform is like asking an accountant to do your taxes for free.  After Liam’s show, I went to the exercise pools. 
 
    In addition to the main adult swimming pool with four large hot tubs, children’s swimming pool and wading pool with a small hot tub, there were a few individual exercise pools with jet currents so you could swim laps while staying in place.  The main swimming pool and hot tubs were out under the open sky.  The exercise pools were not entirely indoors, but they were covered in an alcove out of the way, probably to keep the noise of the jet currents away from the rest of the pool deck. 
 
    When I went to the exercise pools, there was a couple swimming in one of the small pools.  Each exercise pool was designed for one person at a time, but the couple was not doing anything you should not do in public, and they seemed to be having fun, even if their swimming style was not the most efficient.  And, of course, they were completely naked. 
 
    I came to the exercise pools wearing shorts and a t-shirt.  Yet again, I was the most overdressed person around the pool deck.  Naked people were everywhere.  Many of them said hello or waved to me like we knew each other, but absolutely none of them ever tried to make me feel overdressed. 
 
    I had a bikini on under my clothes, so no one was impressed when I stripped off my shorts and t-shirt, but I let out a little scream that got some attention when I jumped into the water.  It was a lot colder than I expected.  The pools were not heated because the jet current moved the water around enough to warm it up, but when the jets were not on, the water got cold.  As soon as I turned it on, I was ok, but it took me a minute to adjust. 
 
    There were different settings so you could swim with different levels of difficulty.  After I tried them all, I was sufficiently tired.  I got a pretty good workout just trying to find the right setting.  So I put it on the lowest setting and just floated around for a while.  No one else was waiting to use it and there were a few other pools available, so I did not see any reason not to take my time. 
 
    When the naked couple in the other pool left, there was no one else around.  I had all of the exercise pools to myself.  Everyone else was out at the main swimming pool or in the hot tubs.  This was actually a perfect night for a hot tub.  The weather was wonderful and the stars were out over the ocean.  I would have gone into one of the hot tubs myself if they were not full of naked couples.  I’m sure nobody was doing anything they should not have been doing, but I could just imagine relaxing in one of the hot tubs and glancing over at some guy whose hands never left the water.  That is exactly the kind of monkey business Liam would try. 
 
    “This is a nudist cruise, you know,” I said to myself.  “There’s no one else around.  You’ve got the place all to yourself.” 
 
    I was trying to talk myself into getting a little more comfortable in the exercise pool, or a little less comfortable in my case. 
 
    I have skinny dipped a couple of times and I can see why nudists prefer to swim naked.  We had a private swimming pool on our trip to Bali and once I swam naked in it, I never went back to wearing a bathing suit.  It just feels so much better and so natural to swim naked.  The big difference is that the Bali villa pool was very private and this one was open to everyone on the giant ship. 
 
    Eventually I worked up the nerve to take off my bikini top.  It is funny to me now how nervous I was about it all.  There was absolutely no one within visual range and I was mostly underwater anyway.  Even if someone was standing next to the pools, they would not have been able to see anything.  With the jet currents on, I could barely even see myself if I looked down.  They might be able to tell that I was topless, but they would not be able to see any details.  More importantly, no one would have cared. 
 
    What I was still just learning was that when you are around nudists, no one is straining to try and sneak a peek.  They are surrounded by naked people all the time.  The slight chance that they might get to see some part of one of my nipples underwater is not going to impress them. 
 
    After a while, no one came to the exercise pools, so I took off my bottoms.  Even though I was more naked, I felt less exposed.  You would have to stick your head underwater to see anything, and only wearing the bottoms made it more obvious when I was topless since the red bikini did not match my skin color at all.  With just the bottoms on, you might be able to see a red blur on my bottom half but no red blur on my top half.  Without anything on, there was no way to tell if I was naked or just wearing a color that did not stand out underwater. 
 
    I kept my bikini very close to the edge of my little pool where I could grab it in a hurry if necessary.  I could just imagine some frat boy taking it and running away, and I would have to walk out naked.  But I was not in a teen movie, so that was never going to happen. 
 
    When I had about all the exercise I could stand, I turned off the jets and just sat in the pool for a minute.  If someone had come up to the pool now they would have seen a lot more of me without all that swirling water.  I put on my top first.  For some reason, it seemed more naughty to be bottomless than it was to be topless.  I understand why, of course, but in a pool it is more noticeable when you are topless.  I was about to put on my bottoms when I had second thoughts. 
 
    “You could just leave them off,” I told myself.  “You can walk all the way back to the cabin without them.” 
 
    “You can even take off your top and just go totally naked,” I heard Liam say in my head. 
 
    He was not there, but I know the way he thinks.  He would be the first to try and talk me into it. 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” I would have said to Liam.  “There are a million people between here and there.” 
 
    “So?” is what Liam would have said to me. 
 
    “So,” I said to imaginary Liam.  “They would all see me.” 
 
    “And then what?” imaginary Liam argued.  “What happens if these people see you naked?  How does it hurt you?  You don’t work with them.  You don’t see them every day.  You don’t even know them.” 
 
    Imaginary Liam made some pretty good points.  This was not like the dream where you are naked in high school.  The worst thing about that would be that you are surrounded by all of your classmates – people you know and see every day.  The other passengers on the cruise ship were people I will never see again.  Most of them live thousands of miles away.  I might stay in contact with Earl and Edna online, but I doubt that we will ever see each other after the cruise, and I did not even know if they were on the pool deck.  They could have been anywhere on that ship. 
 
    I got out of the pool completely bottomless for all the world to see, except that the world was not watching me.  Nobody was.  I wrapped a towel around my waist just the same.  I was not about to take off my bikini top no matter what Liam said in my head.  If I did that, I would have to wrap the towel around my entire body and then it would look like I just got out of the shower.  With the towel around my waist, I could have easily had bottoms on.  I was the only one who knew that I did not. 
 
    I put my bottoms in my bag along with my shorts and t-shirt and cautiously walked away from the exercise pools and closer to all of the people out on the pool deck.  No one stared at me.  No one looked under my towel with x-ray vision.  I got a few invitations to join a few groups, but that was because they were just genuinely friendly people and not because they all intuitively knew that I was bare assed under my towel.  I politely said no to everyone because I was in a hurry to get back to my cabin before the captain made an announcement to the entire ship that I was walking around bottomless.  I knew it was only a matter of time. 
 
    I was nervous walking to the cabin, and it was a reasonably long walk involving two decks and an elevator.  I would have taken the stairs, but then people with binoculars or zoom lenses could have looked up my towel and seen Hailey’s comet.  Anyone could have pulled my towel off anywhere along the way and I would have been exposed, but again, this was not a frat party.  None of these people were ever going to do that. 
 
    I made it all the way to my cabin without anyone discovering my secret.  Once I was inside, I realized how ridiculous I was being.  No one cared what I was or was not wearing.  I was also a little proud of myself for being brave enough to walk all the way back with nothing but a towel covering my lower half.  Liam would have loved it.  Of course, he would have tried to take the towel off long before I made it to the cabin.  His life is a frat party. 
 
    Safely inside my cabin, I dropped my towel and went out onto the balcony, exposing myself to the Pacific Ocean.  The ocean did not care either.  Since I was starting to feel bolder, I took off my bikini top.  The ocean still did not care.  I went to the front door of the cabin completely naked.  I opened the door dramatically and closed it just as quickly. 
 
    “Too much, too fast,” I told myself. 
 
    I put the towel back around my waist and opened the door.  I slowly peeked my head out.  The hallway was empty, so I carefully walked out the door wearing nothing but a towel around my waist.  My breasts were fully exposed to the empty hallway and the world did not explode.  I stood in front of my door just waiting to jump back in the cabin the second someone appeared in the hallway. 
 
    There was no one, so I started to slowly walk down the hallway.  Pretty soon I was too far away from my door to dive in.  I had also left it open, so I went back to close the door.  I was less nervous walking the few feet back to the cabin then I had been walking away from it. 
 
    “There’s nothing to be nervous about,” I told myself.  “Plenty of people have seen your boobs before.” 
 
    Actually it was more like six people, but I was trying to talk myself out of worrying about it so much. 
 
    After I closed the cabin door, I walked down the hallway with slightly more confidence.  I was too far away from the cabin to hide, but I could always pull the towel up to cover myself.  It would not be elegant.  I would probably look ridiculous scrambling to cover myself like that, but it was the only safety net I had. 
 
    By the time I reached the nearest elevator, I had walked twenty feet with my breasts out and the ship did not sink. 
 
    “This is a good experiment,” I told myself.  “That’s perfect.  Think of it as a scientific experiment and it is perfectly normal.” 
 
    I made it all the way to the end of the hallway topless and no one saw me.  I was a little surprised that I had not run into anyone.  This was the most time I had spent in the hallway.  Sometimes I saw other people after a few seconds.  I guess when you can be naked anywhere on the ship, nudists are not going to spend all day in the hall. 
 
    I was at the front end of the hallway and there was nowhere left to go, so I went back toward my cabin, but I was a lot braver now.  I unwrapped the towel from my waist and held it in my hands.  I was completely naked.  I could still cover myself with the towel if anyone showed up, but otherwise, I was fully exposed. 
 
    “If Liam could see me now,” I told myself.  Then I thought about it for a second.  “He wouldn’t be able to keep his hands off me.” 
 
    To Liam, this would be a very erotic moment.  To him, nudity does equal sex.  Then again, to him, pizza and beer can equal sex.  He is a sexually frustrated young guy who lives with a bunch of other sexually frustrated young guys.  To Liam, anything can equal sex. 
 
    I think that is when I first understood what the nudists were talking about when they say that nudity does not equal sex.  I was not thinking about sex at all during my hallway experiment.  I was afraid that someone would see me.  I was nervous the way you get nervous when you are standing on a tall tower and looking over the railing.  I was a little excited about doing something that I have been told my entire life I should never do.  But I was not at all aroused at any point and there was absolutely nothing sexual about what I was doing. 
 
    I always thought nudity equaled sex because I had never been exposed to any public nudity that was not sexual.  When people get naked in movies, they have sex.  Maybe not in Hong Kong, since they censor all nudity and sex.  Nudity or even the hint of nudity in advertising is always used sexually.  The way I was raised, nudity was sex, and both were evil. 
 
    It did not take me long to realize that sex was nowhere close to evil.  As soon as I started having it, I knew that nothing that felt so good could be so bad.  Maybe everything I was taught about nudity is just as wrong as everything I was taught about sex. 
 
    I could not see anything evil with walking down this hallway naked.  I was not hurting anyone.  Even if someone had seen me, it was a nudist cruise.  Nudists were never going to be shocked or offended from seeing me naked.  It is not like walking naked down the hallway of a Holiday Inn.  I was not having sex in the hall.  I was just walking toward my room. 
 
    “I have every right to walk naked in this hallway,” I told myself.  “I can walk naked anywhere on this ship if I want to.  I’m a paying customer.” 
 
    I did not actually pay anything to be on the ship and I could not walk naked in the main restaurant or any of the areas that were out of bounds for passengers, but I was ready to tell anyone who told me to put clothes on to go jump in a lake. 
 
    When I got to my cabin, I defiantly tossed the towel to the floor in front of my door. 
 
    “I don’t need you anymore,” I bravely told the towel. 
 
    It did not talk back.  I was courageous, not crazy. 
 
    I walked away from my cabin completely naked and without the towel.  If someone had shown up, they would have seen everything and there would be nothing I could do about it.  I could cover myself with my hands like some girl surprised by her boyfriend with a camera who then put the picture on Facebook.  That would just make me look stupid. 
 
    “Oops, you caught me walking naked in the hallway, Mr. Nudist.” 
 
    It would be better to just be seen naked and be embarrassed. 
 
    “At least I waxed everything before the cruise,” I told myself. 
 
    I never intended to get naked publicly, but I knew there would be a few bikini moments on the cruise, so I made sure I was as hairless as a Chinese girl. 
 
    It is funny to me how white people in my culture try to get tanned while tan people in Chinese culture try to get as white as possible, but we all hate body hair equally. 
 
    When the thought of being caught completely naked fully occurred to me, I wanted to rush back to my cabin, but I did not want to lose my newfound bravery.  So I walked back to my cabin, maybe a little faster than normal, but I made sure not to walk too fast. 
 
    By the time I got back inside my cabin, I was not sure if I should be relieved or exhilarated. 
 
    “That was easy,” I said to myself.  “I can do this nudist thing.” 
 
    And then I immediately put on some clothes. 
 
    It was only much later that I thought about the security cameras in the hallway.  Some security guy was probably watching the whole thing. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16: Hide & Seek 
 
      
 
    Liam came back to the cabin after I went to sleep.  He was horny and made a point of letting me know. 
 
    On the one hand, we were living apart and did not get to see each other nearly as much as we wanted.  He lived in Mainland China and I lived in Hong Kong, technically the same country, but each requires different paperwork to enter.  Our last vacation was wall to wall happy fun time, while he had to work throughout much of this vacation.  I wanted to spend time with him just as much as he wanted to spend time with me. 
 
    On the other hand, I was asleep. 
 
    I went over all the options in my head in about a nanosecond. 
 
    Option 1 – I could wake up and we go at it like wild, albeit end of the day tired, animals. 
 
    Option 2 – I could partly wake up and get him off as quickly as possible.  That is not hard to do. 
 
    Option 3 – I could stay half asleep and just let him do whatever he wanted to do. 
 
    Option 4 – I could tell him to go satisfy himself in the bathroom while I go back to sleep. 
 
    I do not even remember which option I went with.  I’m pretty sure I went back to sleep, but I don’t know if I told him anything.  I might have just gone to sleep and left him wondering if he was going to get any.  I guess that was Option 5. 
 
    What I do remember is the dream I had that night.  I was at the beach with Earl and Edna, only it was not any beach in Hong Kong.  It looked more like Hidden Beach in Minneapolis. 
 
    Hidden Beach used to be a nudist beach back in the hippie days, but it is illegal to be naked there now.  In fact, a lot of things are illegal there now.  I never go there.  Not because of all the aging hippies, but because the area attracts a lot of moderately illegal activity. 
 
    Earl and Edna were naked in the dream.  They did not look very good.  They were both more overweight than they seemed with clothes on and Earl was hairier than anyone needs to be.  They were also older in the dream than in real life.  There was no one else on the beach and they wanted me to get naked, too. 
 
    “I’m watching my weight,” I said as an excuse, which did not make any sense to me. 
 
    “You have every right to be naked here, darling,” Edna told me. 
 
    She was obviously appealing to the arguments I made to myself when I was out in the ship’s hallway. 
 
    “I’m sure you have a great body,” Earl said to me.  “Let all of nature see.” 
 
    He was a little creepier in my dream than he was in real life.  He was not creepy at all in real life. 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with it,” Edna said.  “And everything right.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I told them.  “It’s in the constitution.” 
 
    It is not truly in any constitution about which I have any understanding.  Public nudity is actually illegal in both Hong Kong and Minnesota, but this was just a dream. 
 
    I stripped all of my clothes off and Earl gave me a thumbs up.  I swam around in the water for a while, but when I came back to shore, I did not like what I saw.  Earl was lying on the beach, hard as a rock and stroking himself. 
 
    “Now that’s just not right,” I said as I walked out of the water. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Edna said.  “No man should be that small.” 
 
    I heard a rimshot and looked over to see Liam sitting behind a drum kit that was on a small stage on the beach.  He might have been naked, but I could not tell with the drums in front of him.  He was definitely topless. 
 
    “I’m ready for you, little girl,” Earl said, walking toward me. 
 
    Liam started playing jungle sounds, like one of those Phil Collins Tarzan songs.  I ran away from the beach and found a door.  I had no idea where it went, but I went inside and sat down in a very small room.  I could hear Earl and Edna looking for me outside. 
 
    “Olly olly oxen free,” Edna called out. 
 
    “I don’t even know what that means,” I said loud enough for them to hear me even though I was hiding.  “How old do you think I am?” 
 
    “You are make coming out now,” Earl said in a broken Chinglish accent. 
 
    I could see that someone was trying to open the door.  It shook and the doorknob moved back and forth.  I closed my eyes tight and put my hands over my face.  I could not see anything, but I could tell that the door had opened. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, Hiram was standing naked in front of me.  His erection was inches from my face.  The tiny room I was in seemed a lot like my Hong Kong bathroom. 
 
    “See anything you like?” Hiram asked me. 
 
    “No,” I said as I grabbed him.  “It’s disgusting.” 
 
    I started to lick him like a lollipop and I could hear Liam playing the drums. 
 
    “You don’t mind, do you?” Hiram called out to Liam. 
 
    “No, not at all,” Liam answered.  I could not see him, but I could hear him.  “Have at her.” 
 
    I enjoyed Hiram as much as I could.  I’m used to Liam, and Hiram was given more blessings in life, so it took some effort. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Hiram suddenly asked me. 
 
    “Um, I’m making you happy,” I said when I pulled myself away from him.  “What does it look like I’m doing?” 
 
    “It looks like you’re violating your best friend’s trust,” he answered. 
 
    “Not to mention your boyfriend’s,” Liam called out from wherever he was. 
 
    “Shut it,” I yelled out to Liam.  “What do you care?” 
 
    I was still touching Hiram and squeezing him tightly. 
 
    “I care that he’s better than me,” Liam yelled back. 
 
    “And then some,” Hiram said proudly. 
 
    He looked down at me and winked. 
 
    “What about me?” I heard Earl ask from a distance. 
 
    “You can watch, old man,” Hiram called out to him.  “But stay out of the way.” 
 
    “What about me?” Edna asked. 
 
    There was some kind of noise coming from outside of the room.  It sounded like kissing, but I could not see anything from where I was sitting.  Hiram poked his head out. 
 
    “I didn’t need to see that,” he said. 
 
    “What?” I asked him.  “What’s going on out there?” 
 
    I was stroking Hiram absentmindedly and was more interested in whatever was happening outside. 
 
    Hiram brought his head back into the room. 
 
    “Liam’s kissing Edna,” he told me. 
 
    “Impossible,” I said.  “You don’t even know her name.” 
 
    “Disgusting, but very possible,” he replied.  “But that’s nothing compared to this.” 
 
    Hiram picked me up and held me in his arms.  I wrapped my legs around his waist and fully participated with everything he wanted to do. 
 
    “I can never do this with Liam because he’s not strong enough,” I said.  “He tried to pick me up once and fell on his ass.” 
 
    “I bet he can’t do this either,” Hiram said and kissed me like I have never been kissed before. 
 
    I melted in his arms right away, but I could not tell if it was from sitting on Hiram’s great big talent or the passionate kiss. 
 
    We held each other tightly, our bodies pressed together. 
 
    “I want you to do whatever you want to me,” I whispered in his ear. 
 
    “I already did,” he whispered back. 
 
    “That was quick,” Liam called from outside. 
 
    “That really was,” I could hear Earl say. 
 
    Hiram set me back down on whatever I was sitting on before.  He rubbed himself and then licked the palm of his hand. 
 
    “I can last longer than that,” Liam called out. 
 
    “Hell, even I can last longer than that,” Earl said. 
 
    “That’s because you can’t get it up, dear,” Edna told Earl. 
 
    Liam, wherever he was, played another rimshot. 
 
    “Does anyone have any candy?” I asked. 
 
    Hiram left the room and I decided I might as well leave, too.  It was not the best hiding spot.  Everyone knew where I was and what Hiram and I had just done. 
 
    When I got out, we were all in a large banquet hall and everybody was naked. 
 
    “Who’s for twister?” Earl called out. 
 
    “You’ll hurt your back, grampa,” Edna told him. 
 
    Earl and Edna seemed to be getting older as the dream progressed. 
 
    “Make mine on the rocks,” Liam said to Earl. 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense,” I told him. 
 
    “So’s your mom,” he replied. 
 
    “Oh, man,” I said to no one in particular.  “If she shows up, I’m waking up.” 
 
    “You should wake up anyway,” Hiram said.  He moved closer to me and put his face up to my ear.  “You really should,” he said softly. 
 
    “That’s enough!” Earl yelled.  “I really need to get laid.  Lord knows, this one never puts out,” he said, looking at Edna. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Liam said.  “I’m only the help.” 
 
    “Not me,” Hiram said.  “I’m spent.  I need at least another breakfast before I can get it up again.” 
 
    “That leaves you, darling,” Earl said to me. 
 
    “I’m not having sex with you, Ted” I said to Earl. 
 
    “Who said anything about sex?” Earl asked.  “I’m gonna make you lay down face down.” 
 
    “Lie down,” I corrected him. 
 
    “I’d wake up if I were you,” Hiram said to me. 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s lay in this case, little girl,” Earl said.  “As in, I’m gonna lay the salsa out of you.” 
 
    “Dude, I could really go for some tacos right now,” Hiram decided. 
 
    “Do I have any say in this?” I asked Earl. 
 
    “Fraid not, baby girl,” he answered. 
 
    “Sure,” Hiram said to me.  “You can have all the tacos you want.” 
 
    “I’m gonna make you lay down face down,” Earl continued.  “Then I’m gonna get on top of you and press you down with my weight.  You’ll try to get up, but before you know it, I’ll be inside you.” 
 
    “And before you know it, he’ll be finished,” Edna said. 
 
    Liam played another rimshot. 
 
    “Are you guys going to stand for this?” I asked Liam and Hiram. 
 
    I was more than a little surprised that they were not trying to defend me. 
 
    “Of course not,” Liam answered.  “We’ll sit down.” 
 
    “I’m watching,” Hiram said.  “No beans about it.” 
 
    “Shit, now I want some tacos,” Liam said to Hiram. 
 
    Earl grabbed my shoulders and I screamed as loud as I could. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Earl said calmly. 
 
    “Why not? I asked him. 
 
    “It unwinds the clocks,” Edna said. 
 
    Liam played another rimshot. 
 
    Earl tried to grab my breasts, but I screamed again.  This time, my scream pushed him backward and he fell to the floor.  The expression on his face turned angrier than a bird’s, and soon it looked like he was wearing some kind of monster mask. 
 
    “There goes my boner,” Hiram announced. 
 
    “You weren’t wearing one,” Liam told him. 
 
    “Does it seem strange to anyone that we’re all naked in a banquet hall?” I asked. 
 
    Horns grew out of Earl’s head and he started to transform into some kind of horror movie creature.  As he stood up, he fired Star Wars lightning out of his hands and quickly killed Liam and Hiram. 
 
    “That’s a shame,” Edna said, looking down at Hiram’s charred body.  “He had the best one.” 
 
    Earl pointed his hands at Edna and fired some more lightning. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” she asked indignantly, but when the lightning hit her, she fell to the ground. 
 
    Earl walked closer to me and peeled off his outer layer of skin.  Underneath was another hideous monster. 
 
    “風向轉變時,有人築牆,有人造風車,” he said to me. 
 
    “I don’t know what that means,” I said. 
 
    He pushed me down onto the floor and hovered over me.  A long, slimy tongue came out of his mouth and licked me from my feet to my face, leaving a trail of slime on my body. 
 
    “This is unacceptable,” I said as I grabbed his tongue and used it to pull myself to my feet.  I stood in front of him with my hands defiantly on my hips.  “If you want to fuck me, turn back into a person.  Otherwise, I’m out of here.” 
 
    I walked to the door of the banquet hall and opened it.  I could not see anything beyond a bright light, and even though I was naked, I walked through. 
 
    I woke up suddenly.  It was one of those times when you are fully awake when you open your eyes.  I knew exactly where I was and what just happened.  I did not understand the dream, but I knew it was a dream and I did not like anything about it. 
 
    I looked at Liam lying next to me in the bed and peeked at his naked body under the sheets.  I thought I may have had the dream because he was trying to have sex with me while I was asleep and that was how my brain wanted to tell me what was going on, but Liam was soft and down for the night.  He was also very much asleep.  His mouth was open and he was making nasal breathing noises, almost snoring. 
 
    I was too awake to go back to sleep right away, so I decided to take a walk.  I was only wearing a short camisole and panties in bed but I did not want to get dressed, so I grabbed my sarong and sandals and left the cabin. 
 
    The hallway was just as deserted as it had been earlier and I did not see or hear anyone on the way to the elevator.  When the elevator doors opened, I almost got in but stopped and decided to go back to the cabin.  In the cabin, I took off my camisole and walked back out into the hallway.  I walked topless a few steps away from the cabin door and changed my mind again.  In the cabin yet again, I took off my panties and went back out.  None of my going in and out of the cabin had any effect on Liam’s sleep. 
 
    I was naked on the way to the elevator except for the sarong around my waist and the sandals on my feet.  As I waited for the elevator, I took off the sarong and stood there fully exposed.  If someone had been in the elevator when the doors opened, they would have seen everything. 
 
    “Why do I even have to wait for the elevator?” I asked myself.  “Wasn’t it just here a minute ago?” 
 
    There was no one in the elevator when it finally arrived and I got in.  Once inside, I wrapped the sarong back around my waist. 
 
    “Maybe it automatically goes down to the lobby,” I told myself.  “Or maybe this is another dream.” 
 
    It did not feel like a dream, but it did feel different.  I was not sure what time it was, but I knew that it was the middle of the night.  If Liam was asleep, it could not be long before dawn.  The ship seemed exceptionally quiet, as if everyone on board was asleep except me. 
 
    I went down to the promenade deck because that was a good place for a walk and I did not want to go up to any of the top decks.  I was worried there might be people there.  The promenade deck seemed safer this late at night.  It felt like a ghost ship where I was, but on a ship this big you never know when you are going to run into other people. 
 
    I did not see anyone while I walked topless on the deck.  The ocean looked calm even though the ship was moving quickly.  Since we left Hong Kong late, it was probably going at top speed. 
 
    I stood at the railing and watched the dark ocean for a while.  Anywhere else in the world and I would have been freezing, but the Chinese summer wind on my bare breasts and sneaking up my sarong was warm.  It felt refreshing, and I was comfortable, mostly because the ship seemed completely deserted.  So I took off the sarong and stood at the railing completely naked. 
 
    “It’s funny,” I thought to myself.  “If this was the middle of the day and the deck was full of people, there’s no way I’d be naked.”  I looked around at the empty promenade deck.  “But when there’s no one around, I’m ok with it.” 
 
    I went back to walking on the deck.  “Either way, I’m naked.  So what’s the difference?” 
 
    As if to answer my question, a couple walked out onto the deck toward me.  They were walking hand in hand and just as naked as I was. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I said to myself.  I might have said it out loud. 
 
    I wanted to quickly wrap the sarong around my body and cover every inch, but the couple was facing me and I would have looked like an idiot scrambling to hide. 
 
    As we approached each other, they said hello and I said hello back while trying not to die of embarrassment.  They were not out on the deck in the middle of the night for conversation with strangers, so we all kept walking our different paths.  I was thankful for that.  Had they wanted to stop for small talk, I don’t know what I would have done. 
 
    When they were out of sight, I wrapped the sarong around my body and hurried back to my cabin.  Being seen completely naked by one couple was enough for one night.  I was still not convinced that this was not a dream, but I was starting to get tired again. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17: Girlapalooza 
 
      
 
    My second trip to a nude beach had nothing to do with Liam, which is a little surprising since anything related to public nudity is usually Liam’s idea. 
 
    In July 2012 my friends Livia and Hiram wanted to go to the nude beach that Liam and I had gone to about a year earlier, but I could not tell them how to get to it.  I’m still not sure how we got there with all the twists and turns we ended up taking. 
 
    “I know it’s on the far end of Lantau Island,” I told Livia.  “But that’s about it.” 
 
    So Hiram got directions from Liam, but Liam was not entirely sure where it was either. 
 
    “I’m not really sure where it is either,” Liam told Hiram. 
 
    Summer is the rainy season in Hong Kong, and it rained more than usual in 2012.  So Livia and Hiram decided to wait a few months for the typhoon season to end.  Livia also usually has to work more in the summer. 
 
    By the time the weather got better and Livia had more time, they were not sure if Hiram could go or not. 
 
    “Usually whenever I work less, he works more,” Livia told me. 
 
    She wanted me to go with them, but I did not want to get naked in front of Hiram and I did not think that Livia wanted him to get naked in front of me.  She said that she would not mind.  He had already been in various states of naked in front of me during the course of all three of us living together in a tiny Hong Kong apartment, but I could never really see much of anything.  I have seen pretty much everything he has to offer now, but at the time I had not.  If we all went to a nude beach, I was sure to see everything. 
 
    Eventually she convinced me to go with them and I decided that I would just wear a bathing suit while they got naked.  At that point, the odds were 50/50 that Hiram would even be able to go.  I thought that if he did not go then maybe I would get naked, if it felt right at the time.  Since that beach was completely empty when Liam and I went, I assumed that it would be empty this time.  I was in for a surprise. 
 
    It turned out that Hiram could not go.  Livia and I decided to carry on and we borrowed a car from a friend of a friend of Hiram’s.  I had to drive because it was a stick shift and Livia can only drive automatic transmissions. 
 
    I’m really not a fan of driving in Hong Kong.  They drive on the left side of the road and the steering wheel is on the right side of the car.  Driving on the wrong side of the road is an easy enough adjustment.  You simply follow everyone else.  The streets are so crowded that there is always someone in front of you. 
 
    Driving from the wrong side of the car is a little harder.  Instead of shifting gears with your right hand, you use your left hand, but the clutch is still on the left.  So instead of clutch left foot and shift right hand, it is clutch left foot and shift left hand.  Just like a lot of things done the British way, it’s weird. 
 
    Hong Kong traffic rules are also very different from American traffic rules. 
 
    “The main rule in America is that you never hit anything,” I said to Livia. 
 
    “In Canada, it’s that moose have the right of way,” Livia told me. 
 
    In Minnesota, we are naturally courteous people, so we let others go first even when we have the right of way.  The main rule in Hong Kong seems to be that everyone tries to go first all the time.  Nobody has right of way and there is no such thing as courtesy. 
 
    Hong Kong traffic is also much worse than Minneapolis traffic.  I have driven Minneapolis to St. Paul during rush hour.  That’s like a Sunday morning leisure drive compared to any day in Hong Kong.  Minnesota driving is relaxing, with lakes and natural beauty.  Hong Kong driving is frantic chaos.  You can’t see any of the steel and concrete scenery because you have to watch out for all the people trying to crash into you. 
 
    The good thing about driving in Hong Kong is that if you go far enough, you will be out of the city sooner or later.  Kowloon is an urban jungle, but it is surrounded by mountains and parks.  The New Territories are still more green than developed, and Lantau Island is almost all nature, with small bits and pieces of city. 
 
    Getting to Lantau is fairly easy.  There are three or four bridges from Kowloon to Tsing Yi and only one bridge from Tsing Yi to Lantau.  You can’t miss it. 
 
    Once you are on the island, it’s another story.  The main street is designed to go to the airport and Disneyland.  There are two smaller roads that cut through the island north and south, and another that covers the south side.  Beyond that you have to take tiny rural routes, some less paved than others.  The smaller the roads get, the fewer signs there are.  Most of the streets in Hong Kong have signs in Chinese and English, but when you get to the tiny roads on Lantau, even Chinese signs are hard to find. 
 
    “We should leave early in the morning so we’ll have enough time to spend at the beach and still be back before the traffic gets really bad,” I suggested to Livia. 
 
    That was the plan anyway.  It took us a lot longer to find the beach than we expected.  Lantau is maybe twelve miles across, but we drove around it for hours.  Eventually we found a dirt parking lot that looked like the same dirt parking lot from the last time I was at this beach, at least as far as I could tell. 
 
    “Dirt parking lots all look the same to me,” I told Livia. 
 
    We walked our way to the shore, and as soon as we reached the beach I could tell that we were at the right place.  It was as beautiful, and deserted, as I remembered.  We found a nice spot to make camp and Livia got naked pretty easily.  The weather was good and no one else was around, so I followed her after I took a few minutes to get comfortable. 
 
    When I told Liam about this later, I exaggerated how much sunscreen we put on each other.  We did each other’s backs, but I made it sound more arousing than it really was.  I told him about rubbing lotion on each other’s legs and stomachs then moving on to butts and boobs.  Before I got too carried away, I admitted to him that my description of events were not entirely accurate.  He liked hearing about us oiling up each other’s naked bodies anyway. 
 
    After maybe half an hour of naked time on the beach, we heard someone coming closer.  Two girls walked right up to us.  I kind of casually covered myself with a towel while Livia just stayed naked.  I’m not sure what the nude beach etiquette is in this situation, but I thought they could have easily stayed away from us.  There was plenty of room on the beach.  I’m a friendly person and I can understand introducing yourself in other settings, but it seems like a nude beach is a place where everybody keeps to their own personal space.  I was wrong about that. 
 
    The other girls both got naked right away.  They were not shy at all.  Right in the middle of small talk, they took off all their clothes in front of us.  I did not want to be rude and move to another part of the beach, but it suddenly seemed out of place that I was the only person covering myself.  Putting my clothes back on at that point would have been awkward. 
 
    Pretty soon another girl came up to us.  She did not seem to know the other girls, and she definitely did not know Livia and me, but she came right up to us just like the others had.  She also got naked while introducing herself.  I was still trying to get used to people getting naked right away, but this was a nude beach and I guess there is no point in going there if you are not going to get naked. 
 
    I was still wondering what to do about covering myself while everyone else was naked when Livia said that she wanted to try out the water. 
 
    “Let’s go swimming,” she suggested.  “I bet it’s really warm.” 
 
    It was October, but still very warm.  It never gets cold in Hong Kong until December or January, and even then it is never particularly cold. 
 
    The water in Victoria Harbour is gross.  You could not pay me enough to swim in it, but the water looks pretty good around the outskirts of Lantau.  Hong Kong rates the water quality at beaches and they will tell you if it is bad that month or season or however they do it.  When Livia and I went into the water, that took care of my embarrassment.  You can’t tell how naked someone is in the ocean from the beach. 
 
    While we were in the water, some other girls came onto the beach.  The first time I went to a nude beach, possibly this same beach, Liam and I were the only people there the entire time.  No one else ever showed up.  This time it was getting more and more crowded.  They were all girls, which I suppose made me less uncomfortable than if there were guys, but it was still a lot more crowded than I would have preferred.  Some of the girls got in the water with us.  Most of them stayed on the beach.  But every one of them got naked. 
 
    At least everyone was no longer huddled around our stuff.  As more girls arrived, there were more groups spread out all over the beach.  By the time we got out of the water there were enough people on the beach, and all of them naked, that I was not feeling as self-conscious about being naked. 
 
    “When everyone around you is naked, it’s not so weird to be naked yourself,” Livia decided. 
 
    I think having clothes on in that situation would have made me feel more out of place than I did being naked, just like walking around the cruise ship with clothes on when everybody else is naked. 
 
    When we walked out of the water and toward our towels and bags, I expected everyone to stare at me every step of the way.  They did not because they were all just as naked as I was.  I was not completely comfortable being naked in front of everyone, but it felt more natural the longer I was. 
 
    While we were sitting in the sun, a girl came up to us and introduced herself. 
 
    “Do you want to go somewhere more private?” she asked Livia. 
 
    It was like I was not even there. 
 
    It took both of us a while to figure out that she was hitting on Livia.  That was when we both wondered why there were no guys there.  Another girl told us that this was a field trip for an LGBT group in Hong Kong. 
 
    “We’re surrounded by lesbians,” Livia told me. 
 
    It was only after I got home that I thought about how much Liam would have loved this.  A beach full of naked lesbians would be a jackpot fantasy for him. 
 
    I don’t know much about lesbians, and even less about discrimination and equality laws in Hong Kong.  I know that discrimination against people who are not Chinese is legal, or at least widely accepted.  I know that it was illegal to be a gay man in Hong Kong until just recently, but being lesbian was never illegal.  Gay marriage is still illegal, and if you are gay in Hong Kong, you probably don’t tell many people.  I know a few guys who are probably gay, but they have never told me that they are.  I have never heard about any violence against the gay community, but being gay is mostly frowned upon.  People in Hong Kong are not the violent type no matter how alien or unusual they consider you and your people. 
 
    “It probably takes a lot of balls to join a gay organization and march in parades,” I once told Liam. 
 
    “I couldn’t do it,” he said. 
 
    “That’s because yours are so small,” I replied. 
 
    The lesbians at the nude beach were taking a big risk.  Not only were they announcing that they were gay by being in their group and having a field trip, but they were doing it at a nude beach in Hong Kong, where public nudity is illegal.  There was a mix of Chinese and white people.  I assumed most of them were foreigners.  There was even a black girl.  It is probably especially difficult to be a black lesbian in Hong Kong.  You have three things going against you as far as Chinese patriarchy is concerned – you’re black, gay and, worst of all, a woman. 
 
    Once we realized that we were in the middle of a lesbian field trip, I started to get offended by the girl who was hitting on Livia.  How did she know we were not a couple?  We were obviously there together, and if she assumed we were lesbians, why not assume we were a couple?  And why hit on just Livia and not me? 
 
    Once we realized where we were, it was more obvious that a lot of the casual conversations we were having was flirting and girls hitting on us.  We could not see it at first because it never crossed our minds.  When a guy I don’t know comes up to me out of nowhere and starts small talk, I assume he is trying to flirt.  When a girl does it, I assume she is just making small talk.  I have always known I could be wrong about the guys.  They are not all trying to get laid all the time, after all.  But now it turns out that I was sometimes wrong about the girls. 
 
    One hairy girl came up to us and stood with one of her feet on a basket the way a guy would, trying to give us a clear view of her crotch, just the way a guy would.  When I say she was hairy, I don’t just mean her big afro bush.  It looked like a razor had never touched any part of her body.  She was not the kind of lesbian about which Liam spends so much time fantasizing. 
 
    “Yeah, smooth,” she said, looking down at us.  “Just the way I like it.” 
 
    I chose not to say anything, but I thought that if she likes it smooth then why not shell out a couple of bucks and get a Gillette.  I guess she was the butch lesbian in the bunch.  You need some diversity, otherwise everybody is the same, and where’s the fun in that? 
 
    Another girl only talked to Livia and would not even look at me.  I was not even there as far as she was concerned.  More girls hit on Livia than me.  Livia has blond hair and bigger breasts.  She is prettier than I am by most definitions.  Everyone says that she could easily be a model and she does, in fact, do a little part time modeling on the side.  So I could understand why she was more popular.  It never mattered anyway.  None of them were going to get anything from us.  I could see Livia maybe doing a little experimenting, but I have always been firmly in the I-like-penis camp. 
 
    Only one Asian girl hit on us.  She seemed to like me more than Livia.  Maybe Asians like darker hair.  Maybe I’m just more attractive to Asian girls.  Maybe it was just one particular person who happened to be more attracted to me.  I don’t know. 
 
    Most of the girls did not flirt with either of us at all.  I think some of them could tell that we were not lesbians.  I’m sure some were simply not interested.  It’s not like all lesbians like all girls.  You could tell that some of them were couples, so they were not there to score anyway.  Some of them probably assumed that Livia and I were a couple. 
 
    Even though we were not part of the group, we had some interesting conversations, and we both walked away with a few phone numbers.  But not from the girls just looking to get laid.  By the time we left, we made a few new friends. 
 
    I’m glad we went to the beach that day.  I was not expecting so many people there, but they turned out to be a pretty friendly group, and I was never as uncomfortable as I would have been if they were men.  By the end of the day I was relatively comfortable being naked around a bunch of girls.  It was a good day to be naked.  The sun was shining, the air was cleaner than usual and the water felt great. 
 
    I think I might be willing to go back again some time.  I would have to check some kind of event calendar, though.  I don’t want to go when it is a truck driver’s field trip day. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18: Second Sea Day 
 
      
 
    Liam was half awake when I got back from my late night naked walk on the promenade deck. 
 
    “Where did you go?” he asked groggily. 
 
    “I took a walk,” I told him as I put my camisole and panties back on. 
 
    He was too asleep to notice that I had walked into the cabin naked. 
 
    “What time is it?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s almost breakfast time,” I answered, climbing into the bed. 
 
    Of course, I was talking about my breakfast time, not his.  Liam’s breakfast time is most people’s lunch time. 
 
    “Do you want to do it?” he asked almost as a reflex action. 
 
    “We can’t,” I told him.  “You’re asleep.” 
 
    “I am?” he asked. 
 
    He was asleep enough not to know the difference. 
 
    “This is just a dream,” I told him. 
 
    “Ok, good,” he said. 
 
    He was quiet for a while and I thought he fell back asleep. 
 
    “I dreamed you were naked,” he mumbled. 
 
    “You always dream I’m naked,” I said. 
 
    I have no idea how long I slept because I have no idea what time it was when I had my late night stroll on the promenade deck.  When I woke up, the sun was bouncing off the ocean outside our balcony.  It was clearly later in the day than when I usually get up, though still early by Liam’s standards. 
 
    I went out to the balcony and looked at the Pacific Ocean and clear blue sky.  I had no idea where we were, but it was obvious that it was going to be a beautiful day.  I wondered if we were still off the coast of China or if we were closer to Vietnam.  The ocean looked the same either way.  I could have looked it up on the TV channel that told you where the ship was at all times, but it was not that important. 
 
    This was another day at sea and I had no idea what I was going to do.  Liam had an afternoon and evening show, but he was free earlier in the day.  I had reservations to both of his shows and a dance performance at night, and I was supposed to meet up with Earl and Edna in the afternoon.  Other than that, my day was wide open. 
 
    I got dressed for my morning jog and went up to the sports deck.  I was a little surprised to see quite a few people along the way.  I was not surprised that most of them were naked.  This was a day at sea, after all. 
 
    The big surprise was just how crowded the sports deck was.  My morning jogs had always been pretty early in the morning when most of the passengers were still asleep.  Since I woke up later this day, there were a lot more people.  I did not have the deck to myself and there was a lot more traffic. 
 
    I was pretty much used to all the naked people by now, but it still seemed strange to see so many people jogging naked.  Swimming naked is one thing.  That makes perfect sense to me.  Clothes just get in the way and wet clothes never feel as good as wet skin.  Running naked seems like it would be terribly uncomfortable. 
 
    I cut my run short because it was just too crowded.  I was also getting tired of being the only person with clothes on who did not work on the ship.  I kept expecting other passengers to ask me to bring them a drink or something.  That never happened because I was not wearing any kind of uniform.  I was obviously a passenger, but it must have seemed strange for all the nudists to see me walking around dressed. 
 
    There was another surprise when I got back to the cabin.  Liam was awake.  He was standing in the tiny bathroom in his underwear brushing his teeth. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said to him.  “Notice how I said morning and not afternoon.” 
 
    “I had the strangest dream last night,” he told me. 
 
    “Were you playing the drums?” I asked. 
 
    He had no idea what I was talking about, of course. 
 
    “No,” he said.  “I’m a great drummer.” 
 
    He’s really not. 
 
    “In my dream, you walked out of here totally naked and went ballroom dancing or something.  I don’t remember.” 
 
    “Were you my partner?” I asked him. 
 
    “No,” he answered.  “I don’t know who you were dancing with, but you did it naked.” 
 
    “That seems unlikely,” I told him. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” he said, almost disappointed.  “I’m hungry.  Do you want to get breakfast?” 
 
    “I need to take a shower first,” I answered. 
 
    “Do you want me to join you?” he asked. 
 
    “Have you seen this shower?” I asked. 
 
    Whenever I washed my hair in the shower, I kept hitting my elbows against the walls.  That’s how small it was. 
 
    We went to the Mediterranean restaurant because I liked their bread.  I like good bread for breakfast and one of the worst things about Hong Kong is a serious lack of good bread. 
 
    Since it was a day at sea, most of the passengers were naked and this was one of the restaurants that allowed nudity, but by now I was used to seeing naked people all over the place.  I can’t say that I did not notice anymore.  I noticed, but it was not making me as uncomfortable as it did at the beginning of the cruise.  I did not want to only eat in the main restaurant anyway.  There were too many choices on the ship to limit myself to just one. 
 
    Even though it was a naked day and we were in one of the naked restaurants, Liam wore clothes.  He talked a great deal about being naked all the time before the cruise, but once we were on the ship, he was all bark and no bite. 
 
    About two years earlier, he somehow got it in his head that it would be a good idea to take pictures of us flashing each other in public.  He wanted me to take pictures of him and then he would take pictures of me. 
 
    “We can do it in the apartment if it’s really that important to you,” I told him. 
 
    “It’s just not the same,” he said. 
 
    I had to agree with that.  In our apartment it would have been legal and safe. 
 
    I never wanted to shoot down another of his wild fantasies, but Hong Kong is a very crowded place.  There is no such thing as privacy anywhere except in your own apartment.  We went for a walk down Nathan Road and I pointed out that there were people everywhere.  That is a larger and busier than average road, but the whole city is crowded.  I think that was part of the thrill to him. 
 
    He suggested we do it at Disneyland, but there was no way I was doing anything like that there.  That is where I work.  He worked there at the time, too.  Forget about getting kicked out of the park.  We could have lost our jobs.  We had only been there less than two months at the time, and getting fired and deported so soon would have meant going home very early with our tails between our legs and having to explain to everyone that we had to leave because Liam wanted me to flash some boobs. 
 
    I’m all for fantasies.  I think they can be good and healthy in any relationship, but I don’t want to do anything that is going to physically and financially hurt us.  Needless to say, we have both always stayed fully clothed on the streets of Hong Kong and Disneyland. 
 
    I thought he gave up on that idea until a few months later when we took a short trip to Macau.  It is right next to Hong Kong, so it’s a good place to get away for a weekend.  It is also far less crowded than Hong Kong.  There are pockets of empty streets, and we actually walked for almost half an hour one time without running into a single soul.  You never see that in Hong Kong.  There are always people everywhere. 
 
    In Macau, Liam brought up the flashing idea again while we were walking on an empty street. 
 
    “You go first,” I said, joking. 
 
    I never thought he would do it, but he did.  He ran across the street and told me to point my camera at him, and then he dropped his pants.  Without really thinking about it, I aimed and fired.  I took a lot of shots of his butt, but there were a few frontal poses in there as well. 
 
    “I can’t believe you did that,” I said, putting my camera away. 
 
    “I said I would,” he replied.  “I always do what I say I’m going to do.” 
 
    “Is this a new rule?” I asked him. 
 
    As we were walking along the empty street, we came up to an old Chinese temple.  No one was there, but it was wide open so people could go in and do whatever people do in Chinese temples. 
 
    “Let’s go in there,” he suggested.  “I’ll get totally naked, but then you have to show something.” 
 
    He was negotiating, but all of it was his idea.  I was not invested in this plan at all. 
 
    “You can’t do it here,” I told him.  “That’s far too disrespectful.  This is a holy site to these people.” 
 
    I knew that Liam did not like anything I was telling him, especially since the place was more deserted than anything we would ever find in Hong Kong.  It was the emptiest public place we were ever going to see.  At the same time, he knew that I was right. 
 
    “Streaking on an empty street is one thing,” I told him.  “But we’re just visitors here.  We shouldn’t completely piss off the locals.” 
 
    That was the end of his flashing in Macau and he never suggested doing it anywhere else.  We went to the nude beach on Lantau at the end of that year, but that was more about Liam frolicking naked in nature and trying to see naked girls, even though there none around.  Flashing is a completely different animal and I assume it is more about the thrill of getting caught.  Every nudist will tell you that flashing has nothing to do with nudism and that it is a bad thing. 
 
    After Macau and the nude beach, I thought that Liam’s public nudity days were over.  He was too scared to get naked on the cruise during our first day at sea or any of several other times he could have.  I actually got naked more than he did on that ship, unless you count our cabin and balcony.  He had to work sometimes and nudity was not an option, but I was still surprised by how much he kept his clothes on. 
 
    So when we went up to the pool deck before he had to go to work, I expected him to keep his clothes on just as much as he had the last time. 
 
    The pool deck was fairly crowded, but we found a few empty deck chairs and put down all of our towels and whatnot.  I was wearing a bikini and Liam was wearing swimming trunks and a t-shirt.  I sat down and watched in amazement as he stripped off all of his clothes right there in front of everyone.  No one else noticed because they were all naked, but it definitely caught my attention.  I have seen him naked a million times, but I have never seen him naked surrounded by so many naked people.  I have never seen him naked surrounded by a lot of clothed people either. 
 
    Once again, I was the only person with clothes on as far as the eye could see, although there was a topless woman wearing shorts. 
 
    “You should just get naked,” Liam said to me.  “Then you’ll fit in.” 
 
    I have never liked peer pressure.  If everyone jumps off a bridge, I am not going to do it.  I was not about to get naked just because everyone else was naked.  They were naked because they were nudists.  I was clothed because I was not a nudist.  It was a clothing optional cruise, after all.  That meant nude or clothed were equal options as far as I was concerned. 
 
    Something about Liam being naked was an invitation for other passengers to talk to us.  They were always friendly, but they could instinctively tell that we were not nudists, mostly because we were never naked.  With Liam naked, it looked like at least one of us was one of them. 
 
    A friendly couple came up to us and asked if they could sit down.  They were completely naked, of course, but they did not seem bothered by the fact that I was not.  Pretty soon, another couple joined us and we had a little group of nudists, and me, all sitting around talking. 
 
    “So you’re not ABC members?” one of the naked women asked. 
 
    This question came up a few times during the cruise.  When your group books an entire ship, it is probably strange to meet people who are not connected to your group in any way. 
 
    We talked about being performers in China and how Liam was filling in for a friend.  That is when the conversation inevitably moved on to what it was like to work on a cruise ship. 
 
    “We’ve been on a few cruises,” one of the naked men said.  “I’ve always wondered what it was like for the crew.” 
 
    “The cabins are a lot smaller, that’s for sure,” Liam told them. 
 
    “Our cabin is smaller than our closet at home,” one of the naked women said. 
 
    “Picture that with three people,” Liam said.  “And all of their stuff.  The crew doesn’t just pack for a week.  You need to bring everything you’ll need the entire time you’re on the ship.” 
 
    Everyone was interested in Liam’s behind the scenes tales of life on a cruise ship.  This was only his eighth day, but he still had stories you never get from being a passenger.  Some of these people go on cruises all the time and still did not know anything about the crew’s perspective. 
 
    “Is the crew ever allowed to use any of the pools?” one of the naked men asked Liam. 
 
    “Is there a special time for them?” another naked woman asked.  “Like in the middle of the night or something?” 
 
    “No,” Liam told them.  “There’s a crew pool that’s tucked away where you can’t see it.” 
 
    This came as a revelation to the veteran cruise passengers.  They all seemed fascinated to learn about these new details. 
 
    “That’s nice,” one of the naked women said.  “They don’t have to watch all this and have nothing of their own.” 
 
    “It’s a very small pool,” Liam told his audience.  “It’s not nearly as nice as this one.  Nothing on the crew decks is nearly as nice as what the passengers get.” 
 
    “To be fair, we paid a lot of money for all of this opulence,” one of the naked men said. 
 
    “I’m sure everybody on the crew understands that,” Liam replied.  “It’s like any job.  The help and the customers don’t mix.” 
 
    “Except for you,” one of the naked men said. 
 
    “I’m part time help and part time customer,” Liam said. 
 
    “Thanks to this beautiful young lady,” one of the naked women said, trying to inject me into the conversation. 
 
    I did not mind being in the background.  I don’t need to be the center of attention twenty four hours a day, and Liam was enjoying having insight and information no one else had.  She was also incorrect.  We were only there because of Liam.  I was just along for the ride. 
 
    While Liam was regaling everyone with stories of life in the lower depths of a cruise ship, it occurred to me that I was sitting in a small group of completely naked people and I was not even thinking about how naked they were.  Until I started to think about how I was not thinking about it.  We all talked and laughed and I watched Liam tell stories without all the nudity even crossing my mind.  I was on a cruise ship full of nudists somewhere in the South China Sea and we could have just as easily been sitting at a dinner table on Hennepin Avenue. 
 
    I did not think about it at the time, but later on I realized that Liam was sitting completely naked surrounded by naked people and he never got an erection.  There was absolutely nothing erotic about any of this.  Nudists told me a million times that nudity was not sex and they were as right as can be.  Liam’s fantasies about being around a bunch of naked women are always sexual, but when he actually was around a bunch of naked people, he talked about work and food. 
 
    When Liam had to get ready for rehearsals, I went with him back to the cabin.  Watching him tell his stories of life on board only reminded me of how little time we were spending with each other on this cruise.  He had some free time here and there, but the most time we had spent together was in Xiamen and that did not turn out to be the best experience for either of us. 
 
    He had to work during days at sea and I spent the entire day in Hong Kong off the ship, so I did not see him even when he had some time off. 
 
    “I should just stay on board when we’re in Ho Chi Minh,” I told him. 
 
    “I have two shows that day,” he said. 
 
    “I know,” I told him.  “But you’ll have some time off and if I’m in the city, we won’t see each other at all.  At least if I stay on board we’ll have some time together.” 
 
    We never get to see each other very much with him living on the Mainland and me in Hong Kong, and I came on this cruise to be with him, not to wander around Vietnam.  I did not even know if I had a visa and I did not really care about doing anything in Ho Chi Minh anyway. 
 
    Liam wanted me to make the most of the stops, but I had mostly decided to simply skip Vietnam and stay on the ship. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19: Mud People 
 
      
 
    I was supposed to meet Earl and Edna after Liam went to work, so I went back up to the pool deck.  Since it was another day at sea, there were all kinds of activities going on.  There was always something to do on the ship, but on sea days it was non-stop action. 
 
    In addition to all the games and contests, there was a small group of people giving massages and playing with mud.  These were not the professional, and very expensive, massages given by the crew in the spa.  These were passengers who were also professional or at least semi-professional massage therapists giving massages for free. 
 
    There was a time when the sight of naked people massaging other naked people would have made me wonder when the happy ending was coming, but it all looked very innocent in this atmosphere.  There was even a little girl, maybe ten years old, getting a massage.  I don’t know how tense ten year old muscles can possibly be.  Maybe it’s all that strain from texting her friends all day, but she seemed to like it. 
 
    The mud was from the Dead Sea.  I have been told that their mud is supposed to be more therapeutic than regular mud.  I don’t know anything about that.  I had some mud put on me in an expensive spa once.  I never noticed any difference. 
 
    Some of the passengers were getting coated in mud and sitting out in the sun to let it dry.  That is where I found Earl and Edna.  When I walked up to them getting caked in mud, it occurred to me that this was the first time that I had seen them naked.  Our day in Hong Kong was fully clothed the entire time.  Earl was not as chubby as I imagined he would be and Edna’s breasts looked surprisingly young for her age.  Maybe it was all the mud. 
 
    “You should try some,” Earl said to me while a young woman rubbed mud all over his naked body. 
 
    “It’s great for your skin,” Edna added.  “Not that you need it.” 
 
    Edna was always complimenting me.  I could never tell if she was just being nice or if that is what happens when you hit forty and meet people half your age. 
 
    I could not see any reason why I should not, so I let a woman rub mud on me.  She started with my shoulders and back.  For some reason, I thought the mud would be warm, but it was a little cold.  She worked her way down to my stomach and legs.  Since I was wearing a bikini, she skipped the covered parts. 
 
    “Do you want to do your face?” she asked me.  “It has proteins and minerals that are good for your skin.” 
 
    With all the protein Liam is always trying to put on my face, I should have perfect skin by now. 
 
    Earl and Edna were completely covered head to toe in mud.  Only their eyes, lips and the tops of their heads were exposed.  They were quite visibly the type of people who like to dive in head first. 
 
    I am not.  I like to dip my toe in the water to see how it feels.  Since this mud was completely new to me, I did not want any on my face.  I had no idea how my skin might react and this was not the time or place to find out the hard way.  I was blessed with a good complexion throughout my teenage years, but lotions and creams that are new to me can still cause minor problems to this day. 
 
    “It’s very firming,” Edna said to me, looking at the total absence of mud on my bikini top.  “You don’t need it now, but you will some day.  Believe me.” 
 
    Looking at her mud covered breasts, I chose to believe her.  I decided there was no time like the present and took off my bikini top. 
 
    “Mud me up,” I told the mud lady. 
 
    Despite all my naked dreams and late night naked wandering around the ship, I was fairly nervous about taking off my top.  The pool deck was far from empty.  There were people all over the place.  Any of them could have seen my exposed breasts.  The thing of it was, no one cared.  They were all naked themselves and, as nudists, they see naked breasts all the time. 
 
    My girls were covered in mud about a second later anyway.  I was naked, or at least topless, but I did not feel naked.  The mud was like a protective coating that kept me safe from whatever psychological Iago in my head was making me feel danger in the first place. 
 
    “In for a penny, in for a pound,” Earl said, looking at my bikini bottoms. 
 
    One day in Hong Kong and he was taking on British expressions. 
 
    Being topless was one thing, but being completely naked, especially in front of Earl and Edna, was not something I had ever considered before now. 
 
    “How firm do I really need to be?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s great for your bottom,” Edna told me. 
 
    I don’t doubt that when I get older I am going to have a flabby butt, but at this point in my life do I really need to firm it up with mud?  I’m a dancer, so I give my butt a better workout than most people.  I actually have a pretty good butt, if I do say so myself. 
 
    “In for a penny, in for a pound,” I thought to myself and dropped my bikini bottoms. 
 
    I was completely naked for all the world to see.  The entire world was not on the cruise ship, but I felt as if they were.  In reality, only Earl, Edna and the mud lady were looking at me, and I was facing away from Earl, so all he saw was my bare dancer’s butt. 
 
    Once I was covered from neck to toe in mud, I had three choices.  Some people were getting wrapped in hot towels and lying down on the massage tables.  This seemed like the most modest choice since my naked body could be completely covered. 
 
    Some people were standing out in the sun and letting the mud dry.  We were all coated in mud in the shade, but a short walk away was plenty of direct sunlight.  Once dry, the gray mud turned white. 
 
    The third option was to just stand in the shade and let the mud do its thing.  This was Earl and Edna’s preference.  So I chose to stand with them and we all talked about life on the Mississippi and being innocents abroad as if we were not completely naked and covered in mud. 
 
    Earl told me about another passenger who bought an iPhone in Hong Kong. 
 
    “As soon as he started playing around with it in his cabin, it fell apart,” Earl told me.  “By then it was too late to return it.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said.  “That’s not really funny.  But when you buy something for half of what it’s worth, what do you expect?” 
 
    “I guess he thought he was getting a good deal,” Earl said. 
 
    “That’s exactly what they prey on,” I told him.  “Tourists who think everything in Hong Kong will be half the price for some reason.  Even if he had returned it, there’s no way he was getting his money back.” 
 
    “How could any business afford to sell something for half of what it’s worth?” Edna asked. 
 
    “Exactly,” I said.  “They’d go out of business their first day.” 
 
    After a while, I completely forgot about how naked I was.  The mud almost felt like I was wearing tight fitting clothes anyway.  I still had to stop myself from looking at Earl’s muddy penis, though.  It was pointing out the whole time.  Not from arousal, but because it was one of those little penises that can’t really hang down when the scrotum is bunched up, from all that mud, I suppose.  It was always obvious to me that he and Edna were naked. 
 
    I figured as long as I was already naked, I might as well go swimming, but I could not very well go in the pool covered with mud.  Taking the mud off would only leave me completely exposed. 
 
    You can’t keep mud on your body forever and we eventually hosed ourselves off.  As soon as I was clean, I wrapped my towel around my naked body.  Earl and Edna stayed uncovered and let themselves air dry. 
 
    “It doesn’t make any difference now, dear,” Edna said to me. 
 
    I did not even think about it.  Putting the towel around me was more of a reflex action than trying to cover myself. 
 
    “You’re right,” I said.  “I know you’re right.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do,” Earl told me.  “If you’re more comfortable in a towel or bathing suit or whatever, that’s up to you.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Edna agreed.  “But how did you feel with the mud?” 
 
    “Muddy,” I joked. 
 
    I was not entirely sure how I felt about all of this.  Just being on a giant cruise ship sailing off the coast of Vietnam was surreal enough.  All the nudity made it seem more like a dream than something that was really happening.  Except that if it were a dream, I would drop the towel and jump into the pool.  So that is what I did. 
 
    I have gone swimming naked only a few times in my life.  One of those times was on the cruise ship in the exercise pools, but no one could see me there. 
 
    In the main swimming pool, I was surrounded by people.  There were more than a few naked people near the edge of the pool.  All they had to do was look at me and they could tell I was naked.  There were a few naked people in the pool.  I could tell that they were naked, so I had to assume that they could tell I was naked. 
 
    People were bobbing their heads underwater in the course of their pool activities.  All they had to do was open their eyes and they would see all of me. 
 
    While I was swimming naked, I thought about why it felt so strange to swim naked.  It did not feel bad physically.  The water to skin contact felt wonderful.  All of my problems with nudity are in my head.  Obviously it is not appropriate all the time.  You don’t have dinner at the White House naked.  But there are times that it is entirely appropriate, like when you are on a nudist cruise.  What I was trying to get past was my deep seated conditioning that all nudity was bad all the time.  I seemed to be ok with it physically.  It was the mental part that was a challenge. 
 
    I have been a dancer and singer for years.  I’m just starting to get into acting.  One of my big rules is that I will not do nude scenes.  It’s not about being seen naked.  I just don’t want to be used or typecast as the bouncing bimbo.  If it is a nude scene that Meryl Streep would do then it might be acceptable.  As acting barometers go, she is not a bad choice. 
 
    Liam always wants to take naked pictures of me, but I will never let him.  Again, it is not about being seen naked.  He has seen me naked plenty of times.  Pictures like that would be bad for my career. 
 
    “Plenty of actresses got famous from leaked nudes,” he likes to say to me. 
 
    “Yes, but those are not the kind of actresses I want to be,” I say. 
 
    Nude pictures and “stolen” sex tapes worked wonders for the careers of people like Paris Hilton, Kim Kardashian and Pamela Anderson, but those are not the kind of women I admire.  I want to be more like Jodie Foster, Julie Andrews and Audrey Hepburn.  I don’t think any of them ever did a spread in Playboy.  I certainly don’t remember any Audrey Hepburn sex tape. 
 
    I once walked out of an audition when they told me the part I was up for involved full frontal nudity while singing a song.  The character was supposed to be singing at an orgy, for some reason.  Everybody was going to be naked and they wanted me to stand there naked and watch while I sang a song.  It sounded pretty stupid to me. 
 
    In this giant cruise ship’s swimming pool, I was supposed to be on vacation, so I forced myself to stop thinking about work.  I still had nudity on my mind, though. 
 
    The first thing I did when I got out of the pool was wrap my towel around my body.  It was another reflex action, but I was also very aware that I was completely naked.  People could tell that I was naked inside the pool, but standing next to it, they could all see more of me than I was ready to display.  Earl and Edna could stand there naked all day.  Very brief glimpses of me naked were my limit. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20: Naked Matinee 
 
      
 
    Since I had a late breakfast, I was not hungry when everyone else was having lunch.  After my swim and mud adventure, I was ready to eat.  I went back to my cabin to put something on.  I was not ready to eat naked yet.  I could not even walk back to my cabin naked.  I put my bikini back on when I was on the pool deck.  I was not naked, but even walking around the ship in a bikini was bolder than usual for me. 
 
    I went to one of the Chinese restaurants because I knew that Liam would never want to go there.  He is sick and tired of Chinese food since he eats it every day, but in Hong Kong I have more variety than he does.  I also happen to like Chinese food. 
 
    The Chinese restaurant on the ship was not as good as American Chinese food.  It was more authentic, but nothing like what you get from the tiny street stalls in China.  It was more like the big fancy restaurants that charge far too much for the simplest meals.  On the cruise, it was all free.  It was actually included in the ticket price, so it was not really free for most people.  Since I did not pay for my ticket, it was free to me. 
 
    After my late lunch, I went back to the cabin to get dressed for Liam’s afternoon show.  While I was changing, I thought about where I was and where I was going.  I knew that most if not all of the audience would be naked.  There was no reason I could not be naked too, other than my dying from embarrassment.  My natural reaction is to dress appropriately for the theater, but on this cruise, being naked was appropriate. 
 
    I thought about the pros and cons of going to Liam’s show naked.  Pro – I knew the afternoon show would be less crowded than the evening show.  Con – whoever was there would still see me naked.  Pro – seeing me naked would blow Liam’s mind.  Con – if Liam called me up on stage, I would have to run out of the theater screaming.  Pro – the house lights are low during the show and you can’t see the audience very well anyway.  Con – I would be sitting there naked. 
 
    I was still worried about being seen naked, but plenty of people already saw me naked that afternoon.  It’s like Lindsay Lohan trying to stop naked paparazzi pictures of her from being published.  Everybody has already seen everything anyway.  The funny thing is, it never made any difference, to Lindsay or to me.  People saw me naked and then what happened?  Nothing.  I did not die from embarrassment.  The ship did not sink.  The Earth has yet to explode.  I even went to lunch and not a single person came up to me and pointed or laughed. 
 
    I decided to go to Liam’s show naked.  I was still not ready to walk around the ship naked, so I covered myself with my sarong on the way from the cabin to the theater.  It was only after I sat down that I took off the sarong. 
 
    Just walking around in the sarong made me nervous.  It covered everything, but if you were close enough, you could see through some of it.  Of course, no one walked up to me and put their face up against my body to see if they could glimpse anything.  I was more exposed in my head than I was on this ship.  That is, until I took off the sarong.  Then I was as exposed as everybody else. 
 
    Everyone in the audience was naked and they were all sitting on towels.  None of the towels matched the decor of the theater, but I don’t think whoever designed the place envisioned a bunch of naked people watching the shows anyway.  I was sitting on my sarong, so I suppose I did not breach nudist towel etiquette.  If I did, no one said anything to me. 
 
    There was a different show every day, but what Liam was in were mostly Las Vegas song and dance routines.  He would sing a song or two with other performers and he would have a solo.  Other performers had solos and there were other songs without him.  The production and the songs were different every day, but it was all basically the same format. 
 
    There were other shows on the ship that had nothing to do with Liam.  There were at least two magicians, a psychic mind reader type show and some “headliners” who were no one I had ever heard of, but I did not see most of those.  Someone told me that they usually have a topless dance show on the ship, but they did not bother with that one on the nudist cruise.  I guess nudists don’t get too excited about seeing a topless woman on stage. 
 
    When Liam first came out, he was with other performers and the stage was flooded with lights.  I knew from experience that he would not be able to see the audience.  The lights were lower during his first solo and he walked around the stage and sang his song while trying not to look at anyone in the audience.  I could tell that he was trying not to stare at any naked bodies.  When he looked over at me and saw that I was naked, he blurted out a quick “holy shit”.  It really did not fit in well with the song.  I laughed, but I could not tell if anyone else in the audience realized what was going on.  The look on Liam’s face was priceless. 
 
    He knew better than to call me up on stage this time.  Being naked in the audience is one thing, but if I had to stand naked in front of everyone and sing a song, I would have killed Liam, and he knew it. 
 
    After the show, I covered myself back up with the sarong and walked around the ship a little.  I wanted to see how comfortable I could be walking around in just a sarong.  I had my naked walk earlier, but that was in the middle of the night when I only saw one couple.  This was in the early evening when there was a shipload of people walking around.  I knew the sarong was not coming off this time. 
 
    I made it all the way back to the cabin and did not feel that relief I felt after my naked walk earlier.  When you have been naked on the pool deck, walking around in a sarong is simply not dangerous.  Others could tell that I was completely naked under the sarong, but at this point it almost felt the same as walking around with clothes on. 
 
    When Liam came back to the cabin, there was only one thing on his mind. 
 
    “You were naked,” he said to me, astonished. 
 
    I already knew about that.  I was there. 
 
    “How did you do it?” he asked. 
 
    “I took off my clothes,” I told him. 
 
    He still could not believe it.  He saw it with his own yes, but it was still hard to comprehend.  I thought it was a little out of the ordinary myself. 
 
    “All this time I’ve been trying to get you to open up, to explore, and then suddenly you’re just sitting there naked in the audience.”  He was still pretty amazed.  “That’s so hot.” 
 
    The nudists on the ship went out of their way to explain to me how nudity is not about sex.  I saw firsthand how right they were and experienced my own nudity in a completely asexual environment.  I felt a lot of things while I was naked.  Aroused was not one of them. 
 
    Yet one of Liam’s first thoughts was “that’s so hot”.  He could not see the personal liberation or the wholesome enjoyment of nature.  He did not see the unencumbered rejection of unnatural fabrics that are unnecessary for safety or warmth.  All he saw was his girlfriend sitting naked in the audience. 
 
    “And it got me so hard,” he added. 
 
    I was very aware that our views of nudism were going to be very different from this point on.  I went from seeing nudists as a bunch of hippie weirdos to a diverse group of people who appreciate the connection between mankind and the natural world.  He sees nudism as an excuse to look at naked chicks. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” he says.  “As long as they’re hot.” 
 
    I don’t know if working on the ship left him disconnected from the other passengers or if I was simply more open to something new at this point in my life.  I definitely got more out of the experience than he did.  Then again, I came into it expecting nothing, other than a free cruise.  He boarded the ship expecting wall to wall naked supermodels.  The worst thing that could have happened for me was that the nudists confirmed my preconceived ideas of them.  There was no way Liam was not going to be disappointed. 
 
    While our views of nudism were different and mine had changed over the last few days, another important aspect of this trip was that we were supposed to spend time together.  We live apart and don’t get to see each other as much as we would like.  As long as he had some free time between shows and as long as he was turned on by seeing me naked, it just made sense to jump his bones. 
 
    We got naked all over that cabin, such as it was.  We were very unwholesome and a little bit unnatural all over the bed, chairs, TV counter and deck chairs.  We tested the tensile strength of the balcony railing and the load bearing weight of the coffee table.  At one point we were even on the bathroom floor.  At least the lower halves of our bodies were.  It was a very small bathroom.  We found out by accident that one of the chairs folds out into a sleeping sofa.  We did not sleep on it, but we used it nonetheless. 
 
    After we rested and rehydrated, we decided to go out to dinner. 
 
    “Are you going to go naked?” Liam asked me. 
 
    “No,” I said.  “That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    I was all for enjoying nature, but something about eating naked just bothered me. 
 
    “Can I go naked?” he asked. 
 
    I could not find a reason to complain.  My current objection was not that others were eating naked.  I just did not want to do it myself.  I was also in the mood for Indian food, so that meant there would be naked diners anyway. 
 
    On the way to the restaurant, I was fully clothed and Liam was fully unclothed, except for the sandals on his feet and towel in his hand.  The idea of Liam walking around the ship naked concerned me a little.  Specifically, I was worried about his inability to control his obvious physical manifestations of whatever lurid fantasy was playing out in his head at any given time.  The fact that we had just exhausted his supplies meant nothing as far as his active imagination was concerned. 
 
    “Bring a towel,” I said to him.  “If you get excited, you can hold it in front of you.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be obvious?” he asked. 
 
    “Not as obvious as your raging hard on,” I answered.  “You need a towel with you at all times anyway.  That’s the number one nudist rule.” 
 
    After dinner, Liam reluctantly got dressed.  He could not work naked.  None of the crew could get naked, although a few of them seemed open to the idea. 
 
    “Are you going to be naked at the late show?” he asked me. 
 
    “You’ll just have to wait and see,” I answered. 
 
    I had not yet decided.  I knew there would be more people in the audience at the evening show. 
 
    When Liam left for work, I wanted to go out, but I could not decide where to go.  I found myself back on the pool deck.  I seemed to gravitate toward that area the most – probably something about the water.  There was some kind of Hawaiian themed hula contest going on and people were drinking liberally.  It was a little too loud for me, so I wandered off into the library.  It seemed like a strange floor plan, but the library was closer to the pool than one might expect.  Yet no matter how loud it was around the pool, the library was always peaceful. 
 
    I found a good looking book and sat down in one of the comfortable chairs.  This was a place designed for sitting and reading all day.  I did not have all day, but I had some time before Liam’s next show.  While reading, I noticed that no one else had come into the library the entire time I was there.  So I got naked, found a fresh towel – they seemed to be all over the ship – and went back to my book. 
 
    I have to say that swimming naked is better than reading naked.  With swimming, you get the full effect of water all over your body and the fresh sea air hitting your naked skin when you get out.  With reading, you’re just doing it naked.  I think that maybe reading is one of those activities that does not really benefit from nudity.  Maybe that is why the library was deserted. 
 
    I put my clothes back on to go to the show, partly because I was not ready to be naked in a full audience and partly because I would just have to carry everything around with me anyway. 
 
    I went to one of the dance shows first.  I made reservations for this performance before the cruise started.  As a dancer, I like to see what other dancers are up to.  As a dancer who thought about working on a cruise ship a few years ago, I wanted to see what I would have been doing. 
 
    It started as a basic Las Vegas style show.  It was not all that impressive or interesting.  I would have been bored doing this show.  It soon morphed into an international showcase, featuring dance styles from several different cultures.  The dancers were from as many different countries as the rest of the crew and they all gave us a taste of their culture’s traditional dances.  My favorite was the Thai dancers.  Their costumes were beautiful and they moved in such unusual ways, at least from my American trained point of view. 
 
    After the dancers were finished, I had just enough time to go to the other theater to see Liam’s show.  The dancing was less interesting here, but I did not come to this show to see the dancers.  I was there to cheer on my boyfriend, who was disappointed to see that I was wearing clothes in the audience. 
 
    After Liam’s show, he wanted to take a late night naked walk on the promenade deck.  I made sure we waited late enough so it would be as empty as it was when I did it alone.  I also wore bikini bottoms and my sarong around my waist. 
 
    I was taking a chance on going out topless, but I wanted to make sure that Liam did not get too excited.  I knew that if we were both naked, he would want to have sex right there on the deck.  Then I would have to turn him down because not having public sex is one of the main rules of the cruise, and it was not something I was ever about to do anyway.  Then he would have gotten upset that I turned him down and then he would get grumpy and be in a bad mood.  It is always much easier to abort that temptation before it shows. 
 
    The promenade deck was not as empty as it had been during my first late night walk.  That time I only saw one couple.  This time there were a few other passengers, but it was not especially crowded.  People usually stay up later on sea days.  I was more worried about Liam than the fact that people could see me topless.  It did not really matter if people could see my breasts at this point.  It had never mattered before this point.  But I would have been mortified if Liam had an erection in front of these people. 
 
    Somehow he managed to control himself.  Maybe he was getting into the spirit of nudity without sex.  More likely he was shy with other people around.  He might fantasize about having an audience, but I think his penis prefers to perform to a closed set. 
 
    There was one point when a very attractive woman walked past us.  She was completely naked, and I’m sure plenty of impure thoughts raced through Liam’s head, but he did not have to cover himself with his towel. 
 
    “You know how they say the people you see at a nude beach aren’t the people you want to see at a nude beach?” he asked me. 
 
    “Yes,” I answered, curious to hear what was coming next. 
 
    “That’s such a lie,” he said, glancing at this naked woman. 
 
    Much to my surprise, he did not look back at her after she passed us. 
 
    “Maybe he’s growing up,” I thought to myself.  “Or maybe he’s trying really hard not to look because I’m here.” 
 
    I never complain when Liam looks at other women.  As long as he does not ogle.  I could never have a boyfriend who stares at women’s breasts and says, “Hey, baby.  Shake them jugs this way.”  But I don’t have a problem with a boyfriend who finds women attractive.  In fact, I think that is a good thing.  If he was not attracted to women, our relationship would be in trouble. 
 
    I look at other guys.  I don’t stare, but I notice when a handsome man walks by.  It is only natural to be attracted to people you find attractive.  What separates women from men is our ability to look beyond the physical appearance and see the person.  Some men can do that, but I have come across more than a few men who could not, or simply would not. 
 
    Liam has a hard time seeing the personality of women.  As soon as he meets any woman, he puts her in one of two categories – doable and not interested.  If a woman is on the news because her house was just ripped apart by a hurricane, Liam’s first words have nothing to do with empathy for her situation.  It is either approval or disapproval of her appearance.  The only reason he got to know my personality was because we were friends before we started dating.  Even then, I was always in the “doable” category. 
 
    The irony is that Liam is not what anyone would call a lady’s man.  He was very unsuccessful with girls before he met me.  Even I was not interested when we met.  I already had a boyfriend.  So for him to look at women and automatically think “yes” or “no” is funny since women have always said no to him. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21: Ho Chi Minh 
 
      
 
    We left Hong Kong late, so everyone assumed that we would get into Ho Chi Minh late, even though there was a full day at sea in between.  We arrived at every other port in the middle of the night, but they did not let people off the ship until the scheduled morning disembarkation time.  I am almost certain that it had everything to do with clearing customs. 
 
    We arrived in Ho Chi Minh early in the morning.  When I woke up, I noticed land getting bigger and bigger, so I went out to the balcony and watched the ship dock.  I was just getting used to watching the ship pull away from ports.  This was the first time I got to see it come in.  It was all faster than I expected, but I was not sure if passengers would be allowed to get off the ship on schedule.  I don’t have any idea how long it takes from docking the ship to clearing all the paperwork with the authorities. 
 
    I put on my running clothes and went up to the sports deck.  Since the ship was docked, naked time was over.  I did not want to go jogging naked anyway.  The sports deck was completely deserted, so I had a nice morning run in peace and quiet.  I knew the general routine by now, so I did not expect to see anyone out there. 
 
    On days when the ship was in a city, most passengers woke up early, ate breakfast and left the ship.  Everybody came back at different times, but it looked like most of them arrived at the ship as close to the last minute as possible.  There were plenty of evening activities, but people were tired from wandering around the city all day and there was a greater emphasis on relaxation than partying. 
 
    On days when the ship was at sea, passengers woke up later and went to sleep later.  Since everyone had to stay on the ship, there were more activities and there was more of a party atmosphere. 
 
    While I was running around the sports deck, most of the other passengers were either just waking up or at breakfast.  Since the ship got in later than usual, I assumed that everyone would have less time in the city.  If the ship stayed longer to make up the difference, that would only throw everything else off schedule.  Cutting our time in Ho Chi Minh short made the most sense to me. 
 
    That was probably not so great for anyone who dreamed their entire life of going to Vietnam.  I knew that if that was the main point of the trip for me, I would have been incredibly disappointed.  On the other hand, if your dream is to see a country or city, you should probably just fly there directly and not take a cruise.  Too many things can go wrong on the way.  A plane takes you to your destination.  A cruise is the destination. 
 
    Coming in late did not matter for me.  I had already decided to stay on the ship.  I did not even know if my visa application to Vietnam was approved or not and I was not going to find out.  I was going to enjoy the ship and spend as much time with Liam as I could while he was not working. 
 
    I found out later that just getting into Ho Chi Minh was a hassle.  In Shanghai and Hong Kong, the ship docked in the heart of the city.  You could easily walk from the pier to the main attractions.  In Xiamen, it was a quick taxi ride downtown or a healthy walk to the expat neighborhood with that American grocery store.  For Ho Chi Minh, the ship had to dock at the end of the river delta, more than two hours away from the city.  I don’t know if it was government regulations or if the ship was just too big to sail up the river. 
 
    The cruise line provided shuttle buses into the city and a lot of passengers had booked tours, so it probably did not make much difference.  Except that if you have less time in this city than every other city, you don’t want to spend more time just getting there and back. 
 
    After the cruise was over and I went home, I found out that there is a small resort city very close to where the ship had docked.  Had I known about that, I might have gotten off the ship and looked around that area, assuming I could get a visa. 
 
    By the time Liam was awake and ready for breakfast, most of the passengers were off the ship.  He wanted to go to breakfast naked, but it was not a naked day. 
 
    “We have the whole ship to ourselves and we can’t even use it,” he complained. 
 
    We did not actually have the entire ship to ourselves.  There were always other passengers on board.  Some chose not to go into the city and some probably could not get visas.  Someone told me that at every port there are always a few people who are not allowed to get off, usually because of some problem with their paperwork, but sometimes the immigration officials just don’t want them there. 
 
    In the United States and Canada, if you have a criminal record and you are not a citizen, they will make you stay on the ship.  If you are a citizen, they have to let you in your own country.  But the ship always has a list of foreigners, whether they already have a visa or not, who will not be allowed to get off the ship.  I don’t know what the rules are for Vietnam, but I’m sure they refused some people.  I heard that some passengers even had to stay on board in Hong Kong, and that is the easiest city to get into from pretty much anywhere. 
 
    After breakfast, Liam and I wandered around the ship.  We went to the back end and onto a small deck that does not see a lot of people, probably because the only activities on that part of the ship were the ping pong tables and chess and checkers boards.  We played a quick game of chess even though Liam does not know how and I am not very good at it.  What made it interesting was that the chess board was enormous and the pieces were the size of children. 
 
    “Good thing it’s not checkers,” Liam said.  “Imagine trying to king these pieces.” 
 
    Then we went to the front end of the ship and walked out onto the very tip, where everyone on every boat does that king of the world thing, which is kind of ironic considering what happened to that ship.  Liam decided that he is definitely not king of the world since he hates his job, he hates where he lives and he is generally dissatisfied with this stage of his life, and the ship was not moving.  Standing on the very front tip is not the same when the ship is docked. 
 
    The view from the ship was not all that impressive either.  In Hong Kong, we had unique views of Victoria Harbour.  In Shanghai, we were in between the old side of the city and the new side, right in the middle of the most popular area.  In Xiamen, we were between Xiamen Island and Gulangyu, the main tourist island.  In Ho Chi Minh, we were at a commercial port in a town full of industrial ports, refineries and a steel mill.  It is hard to be king of the world while you are facing a steel mill. 
 
    We went up to the pool deck and went swimming.  It was a little disappointing because we had to wear bathing suits.  Once you have gone swimming naked, it is hard to swim while wearing clothes.  There were a few other passengers on the pool deck, but not many.  On naked days, the pool deck was the center of all the action.  It was not nearly as popular when the nudists had to wear clothes. 
 
    When Liam went to work, I wandered around the ship by myself.  I found a deck chair in a nice quiet corner and just sat down and relaxed.  I was facing away from the dock, so I had a great view of the ocean.  I did not really do anything, but it was one of my favorite moments of the cruise.  After all the running around in Hong Kong and Xiamen, and going from one activity to another on the ship, it was nice to just sit in the cool ocean breeze and do nothing for a while. 
 
    After my little break, I wandered down to the reception area and ran into Sebastian’s friend, Helena.  We talked about working on a cruise ship and Liam and Sebastian. 
 
    “I’ve seen him around once or twice,” Helena told me about Liam. 
 
    “Do you know Sebastian?” I asked her. 
 
    “Oh, everyone knows Sebastian,” she said. 
 
    The way she said it gave me the impression that she knew him better than most. 
 
    Helena was beautiful and taller than the average Thai woman.  She had one of those naturally thin East Asian bodies that the rest of us will never have even after exercising six hours a day.  If I had her body, I could do ballet. 
 
    We talked about what it was like to be stuck on the ship for long periods of time. 
 
    “I try to get off the ship whenever I can,” she told me.  “If I don’t have to work and I don’t need a visa.” 
 
    She told me that living on the ship made it harder to get a visa.  They know where they are going well enough in advance, but they don’t always know if they are going to have a day off at specific ports. 
 
    “Places where you don’t need a visa are just easier,” she said. “But if we’re going somewhere I really want to see, I’ll still try to get one.” 
 
    We talked about how difficult it is to maintain a relationship while working on a cruise ship. 
 
    “If your boyfriend’s at home and you’re here, it just doesn’t work,” she said.  “We have e-mail, but we can’t always make phone calls when we want to.  If your boyfriend’s on board with you, you’re together too much.  You just see each other all the time.  And everyone else on board knows your business.  There’s not much privacy.” 
 
    “What about the guys?” I asked her.  “Do most of them have girlfriends at home?” 
 
    “A lot of them do,” she answered.  “But that doesn’t stop them from trying to hook up on board.  Some of them are even married, but most of them aren’t faithful.” 
 
    I was learning a lot about working on a cruise ship.  Based on what I was hearing, I was also glad that Liam and I decided not to do it. 
 
    Helena and I talked about how strange it was to have a bunch of nudists on the ship. 
 
    “Some of the guys thought it was going to be great to have a bunch of naked girls on board,” she said.  “But when you’re working, you don’t get to hang out with the passengers.  And even if you do, you have to be professional.  We can’t take off our clothes and join them.” 
 
    “Would you if you could?” I asked her. 
 
    “No way,” she laughed.  “I can’t do that in front of so many people.” 
 
    “It’s a bit intimidating when there are 2,000 people all around you,” I said. 
 
    “Can you do it?” she asked me.  “Have you gotten naked?” 
 
    “Actually, I did,” I told her.  “It was very strange at first, but after a while you get used to it.  The more naked people there are, the more normal it seems.” 
 
    “I guess if everyone else was wearing clothes and you’re the only one naked, it would be harder,” she suggested. 
 
    “I could never do that,” I said.  “When they’re all naked, they’re not staring at me.  They don’t even care if I’m naked.  But if I were the only one naked, I’d be too self-conscious to breathe.” 
 
    “What surprises me is that I’ve never seen any of the men…extra happy.”  She was choosing her words carefully. 
 
    “I haven’t either,” I told her.  “I just assumed there would be hundreds of guys walking around excited.” 
 
    “Me too,” she laughed. 
 
    “But I haven’t seen any,” I said. 
 
    “They’re probably all used to it by now,” she explained.  “Maybe the first time, they get excited, but by the hundredth time, it’s nothing new anymore.” 
 
    Aside from men and what makes them stand out, we also talked about the different groups that charter the ship from time to time. 
 
    “You get used to all the different groups after a while,” she told me.  “There’s always some group on board.” 
 
    “What’s been the best group so far?” I asked her. 
 
    “They’re all great,” she answered, diplomatically.  “But the nudists just might be the friendliest.” 
 
    I had to agree with that.  Everyone was friendly to me, at least. 
 
    “What was the worst group?” I asked her. 
 
    “The poker players,” she said.  “They have tournaments at sea and when they’re here, they’re just the most obnoxious people.  Very demanding.  Not friendly at all.  It’s like they think they’re movie stars or something.” 
 
    “Are any of them famous?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of them,” she answered.  “They’re famous in their minds.” 
 
    “People who are into that sort of thing probably know who all the big winners are,” I decided. 
 
    Helena had worked on the ship for a few years.  She knew everyone and had some great stories to tell about the sex lives of the crew. 
 
    I never knew Sebastian very well.  He was always Liam’s friend more than mine.  But from what I know about him, he never seemed like much of a lady’s man.  His odds of getting lucky in Hong Kong were always pretty low.  As musicians go, he looks more like Sid Vicious than Sting.  He is too skinny and, even though he is not a drug user as far as I know, he looks like a junkie.  I would take a healthy looking Sting any day. 
 
    On the cruise ship, Sebastian might as well be Johnny Depp.  All the girls liked him, according to Helena. 
 
    “When he sings, it makes you melt,” she told me. 
 
    I have heard Sebastian sing.  I don’t remember ever melting.  I guess when you are stuck on a cruise ship, the few available men start to look better than they would on dry land. 
 
    “He almost got fired when the Safety Officer walked in on him with three girls,” Helena told me. 
 
    “Why almost?” I asked.  “Why didn’t he get fired?” 
 
    “The rumor is that he invited the officer to join them,” she told me.  “I don’t know if that’s true, but I wouldn’t be surprised.  The officers are bigger playboys than the rest of the crew.” 
 
    I thought about how Liam and I considered working on a cruise ship before we moved to Hong Kong.  The image of Liam as a popular rock star with the ladies made me laugh a little. 
 
    “Three girls at a time,” I thought to myself.  “He wouldn’t even know what to do with two.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22: Room for One More 
 
      
 
    Liam and I went to dinner before his show.  He only had one show that night, but it was the big farewell show, so he spent most of the day in rehearsals deep within the bowels of the ship. 
 
    “The crew has their own restaurant?” I asked him. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered.  “It’s smaller than this and the food isn’t as elaborate, but it’s better than Chinese food.” 
 
    “But it’s the same food?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s mostly the same, but it doesn’t look as fancy,” he answered.  “There aren’t any big fruit sculptures.” 
 
    “Would you rather live here on the boat full time than in China?” I asked him. 
 
    “No,” he answered.  “Not at all.  It’s too small.” 
 
    I looked around the large restaurant with about a hundred passengers sitting at a few dozen tables. 
 
    “This ship is too small?” I asked. 
 
    “The ship is huge,” he said.  “But the crew area is very small.  The crew restaurant is small, the pool is tiny, the gym is the size of our cabin.  When you work on the ship, you spend most of your time in a small space with a lot of other people.  There’s just no room.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you eating in the crew restaurant now?” I asked.  “Why do they let you eat in here?  Is it because you’re a paying passenger while I’m here?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” he answered.  “I can stay in our cabin because we paid, or Sebastian paid.  But some of the crew, like entertainers, people who get a lot of face time with the passengers, can eat in the passenger restaurants.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I said.  “Passengers like interacting with the entertainers.” 
 
    “See that guy over there?” Liam pointed to a man sitting a few tables away.  “He’s one of the magicians.” 
 
    “How many magicians are on board?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Liam laughed.  There were at least three.  “Cruise ships love magic acts, I guess.” 
 
    “I think they’re for the older passengers,” I suggested.  “It’s like shuffleboard.  Who in this century plays shuffleboard?  But every cruise ship has it.” 
 
    “They usually have a topless show,” Liam said. 
 
    He seemed disappointed that there was no topless show on our cruise. 
 
    “I don’t think nudists would care about that,” I suggested. 
 
    “Can you imagine being one of those women?” Liam asked. 
 
    Obviously he imagined it once or twice. 
 
    I could not.  I always dance with clothes on, and usually while wearing heavy costumes.  When you have always danced in costume, it would feel strange to dance naked.  I’m sure there is more freedom of movement, but I don’t think the audience of a naked dancing show cares about that. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be weird to dance on stage with your tits out and then have dinner with the audience,” Liam said.  “They’d just be staring at your chest the whole time.” 
 
    “Even more than usual,” I added. 
 
    That would be the most uncomfortable dinner ever as far as I was concerned.  I would spend the entire meal very aware that everyone at the table had just spent an hour staring at my breasts and was now picturing me naked while we ate. 
 
    “They do that anyway,” Liam said. 
 
    He was right, of course.  A lot of men think that our eyes are twelve inches lower than they really are, especially when they have never seen us topless. 
 
    Liam had to go back to rehearsal after dinner, so I went on the promenade deck and watched the passengers return from their day in Ho Chi Minh.  Usually everyone wandered onto the ship at their convenience, but in Ho Chi Minh, everybody had to take a shuttle bus into the city.  That meant they all took them back to the ship.  I saw a few taxis, but most of the passengers arrived in groups, one bus at a time. 
 
    I was surprised by how many shopping bags I saw.  I know all too well that Hong Kong is a shopper’s paradise, and I found out firsthand how much money you can spend in Xiamen, but I did not think Vietnam was the place to go for fashion and keepsakes. 
 
    When I was a little girl, I only heard bad things about Vietnam.  It was a terrible country full of evil communists who did the worst thing anybody in the world could ever do – they beat us in a war. 
 
    The Vietnamese seem to have a different point of view about the whole thing.  They don’t think of themselves as evil and they even like Ho Chi Minh, the guy for which Ho Chi Minh City was named. 
 
    What no one told me when I was a little girl is that the United States and France had a long history of not treating Vietnam very well.  There is no way we would ever let any other country do to us what we did to them.  When you grow up American, people will always tell you that the United States is a Christian nation, but the Golden Rule has never been part of our foreign policy. 
 
    That was all a long time ago and now Vietnam is more than happy if Americans, French or anybody wants to come in and spend money.  They may be communists, but they love money just as much as everyone else.  China is communist, technically, and they love money more than any country I have ever seen. 
 
    Watching all these Americans, Canadians and Europeans walk onto the ship with Gap and Old Navy bags from their day of shopping in Vietnam was a strange experience for me.  I only found out later that most of the American brands are “genuine imitations”.  I always thought Hong Kong had a lot of counterfeit fashion, but apparently it is nothing compared to Vietnam. 
 
    I went up to the top deck to watch the ship leave the dock.  We got into Ho Chi Minh late, but we left on time.  Our next port was the final stop, and being late for that would probably cause nothing but trouble for the crew and a lot of the passengers.  Liam and I had plenty of time in Bangkok, but other passengers probably had planes to catch, and the crew had just enough time to do whatever they do before they turn around and do it all over again with a new group of passengers. 
 
    Once again, the sunset was over land.  Since we were always going southwest along China’s and Vietnam’s coast, we never had a sunset over the ocean.  I’m sure that would have been beautiful, although the sunset over the southern tip of Vietnam was pretty nice.  It was greener and cleaner than the sunsets over China.  I have always heard that Vietnam is a beautiful country.  Maybe I will actually see it the next time I go there. 
 
    When the ship was somewhere near the Gulf of Thailand, people started to get naked again.  There never was any big naked announcement.  I don’t know how people knew when it was time to get naked.  They just knew. 
 
    Liam’s show that night was the big farewell show.  It was the last full night of the cruise and they always put on a big show for the passengers.  All of the other shows were individual performances by each person or group, but this one included most of the entertainers.  Nudity was not allowed in the theater since some of the ship’s highest ranking officers were there.  It was supposed to be more formal than most of the shows, although their definition of formal only meant that everybody had to wear something. 
 
    There was even a rumor that the captain would be there.  For some reason, everyone treated the captain like he was a movie star.  There was one point in the cruise when people were lined up for an hour just to shake the captain’s hand and talk to him for a second while a staff photographer took their picture together.  I never understood that.  He certainly has an important job – he’s the captain of the ship – but I don’t know why he was a celebrity.  No one ever acts that way around plane captains or train drivers.  They are responsible for moving large machines full of people, too. 
 
    It was not the best show I have ever seen.  They tried to do too much all at once.  They wanted the entire show to be one big extravagant finale.  A good show knows when to go fast and when to go slow.  This one was at top speed the whole time. 
 
    The worst part for me was that Liam was only in it for a few minutes.  He spent a large chunk of the day rehearsing and he was barely on stage.  I would have preferred if he was not in the show at all and we could have spent more time together during the day. 
 
    The best part for me, and Liam, was that this was his last show of the cruise.  After this, he was just another passenger.  He could do whatever he wanted until it was time to leave the ship.  That meant we could spend the last day together, and after that we had two days in Bangkok just for us. 
 
    After the big show, we went back to the cabin and spent some vigorous quality time together.  He had a lot of that post-show energy to burn up and I was more than ready for him to give me an encore performance.  Since we live in separate parts of China and only get to see each other every few months, I am always ready for any performance. 
 
    I’m actually a little surprised that we did not spend all of our free time in the cabin.  Before the cruise, I was concerned that I would never get to see much of the ship since we would be in the cabin all the time.  It did not work out that way because we were on a ship full of naked people.  There was no way Liam was going to spend all day in a cabin when there were a thousand naked women walking around outside. 
 
    Liam took a nap after his farewell show.  I helped him get rid of all that energy.  I felt like a swim, so I went up to the pool deck.  It was naked time, but I wore my bathing suit and sarong anyway.  It was a force of habit, and I was not ready to be a full fledged nudist. 
 
    The pool deck was reasonably crowded.  This was our last full night on the ship and the nudists were determined to take advantage of what little time we had left.  There was an empty exercise pool, so I went there instead of the big main swimming pool. 
 
    There were a few people in and around the other exercise pools, but I did not think twice about taking off my bathing suit.  I had already been completely naked and the more I did it, the easier it got.  It seemed more natural to be naked when everyone else was naked, and swimming naked is better than swimming with clothes on any day. 
 
    I had a good swim and when I was finished, I got out of the pool without trying to immediately hide my body.  I already knew that no one was going to stare at me.  If you are the only person naked and everyone else is clothed, you will be the instant center of attention.  But if everyone else is also naked, they don’t even notice. 
 
    I also noticed that when you get out of the water naked, you don’t get cold the way you do while wearing a bathing suit.  When you get out of a pool with clothes on, you need a towel to dry your clothes off.  It is the wet clothing that makes you cold.  Wet clothes also feel wrong, so you want to dry them as quickly as possible.  When you are naked and wet, it feels natural, so there is no hurry to get dry. 
 
    While I was standing there wet and naked, some friendly nudists invited me to join them in one of the hot tubs.  I did not even put on a towel on the short walk from the exercise pools to the hot tubs.  I just walked from one to the other as naked as everyone else. 
 
    We all talked for hours and no one ever guessed that I was not a nudist.  I was naked on a nudist cruise, so the safe assumption was that I was one of them.  We talked about where we were all from, our jobs and how many cruises everyone had been on, or for some of us, how this was our first cruise. 
 
    Everyone in that particular hot tub was from the United States, though from vastly different areas.  Most of the people I meet in China seem to think that all Americans have the same attitudes and opinions about everything.  The conversation in that hot tub would have devastated their image of us.  We were all from the same country, but we all came from different economic and political backgrounds.  The fact that we were all sitting in the hot tub completely naked was irrelevant. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23: Last Sea Day 
 
      
 
    It was not technically a day at sea, but we were at sea most of the day.  The ship did not dock in Bangkok until six o’clock in the evening and everyone was free to be as naked as they wanted until we reached land.  Liam had already decided that he was going to spend the entire day naked.  He went to sleep naked and since he did not have to work, he was not about to put on any clothes until we reached Bangkok. 
 
    I woke up earlier than Liam, as always, and I put on my running clothes.  It was a naked day and I was a lot more comfortable being naked in front of everyone than I was when the cruise started, but I still felt like I had to wear clothes while jogging. 
 
    The sports deck was as deserted as I had expected.  The night before was the last night on the ship, so there was more alcohol and partying than usual.  I did not expect most of the passengers to wake up for a few hours. 
 
    After I ran a few laps and got a sweat going, I thought about the nude man I met the first time I went jogging on the ship.  He said that running nude was more hygienic because you are not rubbing your skin against sweaty clothes.  It made more sense to me now that I was learning more about the nudist lifestyle. 
 
    I took off all of my clothes except for my shoes and socks.  My feet would probably be happier without sweaty socks, but the deck of that ship was not designed for jogging barefoot.  I left my clothes on a deck chair and started to run naked.  I was never worried about anyone stealing my clothes because the deck was deserted.  Besides, these were not the kind of people who steal clothes, and there was nothing worth stealing anyway. 
 
    “Imagine having your clothes stolen by nudists,” I said to Liam later in the day. 
 
    I started running slowly because I did not want to hurt myself.  My breasts will never be the largest in the world, but they are ample enough that swinging them wildly in every direction for an hour would probably not feel all that good. 
 
    Before I went on this cruise, I would have never thought about jogging naked.  I always try to wear the right running clothes, and your birthday suit is never what they recommend in the catalogues.  By the end of the cruise, it was not the nudity that concerned me, it was losing the support of a good sports bra. 
 
    It was early in the morning, so there was a nice cool ocean breeze on the sports deck.  Not only did running naked not hurt my breasts, but they felt a lot better with the wind rushing past.  Instead of being smashed against my chest with wet fabric, they were enjoying the warm sun and fresh wind.  Just like swimming naked, I discovered that running naked is better.  The only problem is that I live in Hong Kong where you can’t do either. 
 
    After I finished running, I was going to put my running clothes back on, but then I thought about it. 
 
    “Why?” I asked myself.  “They’re wet and I’m mostly dry.” 
 
    The ocean breeze was air drying me the entire time I was running, but I still wanted to take a shower.  Not taking a shower after a jog is just wrong.  I was learning how to be clothing optional, but bathing will always be required. 
 
    “I’m not going to walk all the way down to the cabin sweaty and naked,” I told myself. 
 
    There were showers near the swimming pool one deck below the sports deck.  They were for rinsing yourself off, not for taking a shower, but they were better than nothing.  A quick poolside rinse could get me clean enough to go down to the cabin and take a real shower. 
 
    I walked down to the pool deck and took a naked shower right there in front of absolutely nobody.  The pool deck was just as empty as the sports deck. 
 
    When I turned the shower off, I thought it was broken.  I turned the water all the way down, but I was still getting wet. 
 
    “What’s wrong with this thing?” I asked myself. 
 
    I could not possibly turn the knob down any more than it already was.  Superman could not turn it more.  It was as off as it could ever be, but I could still feel the water. 
 
    It took me a second to realize that it was raining.  It was the rainy season in China, but it never rained while the ship was there.  It was always very sunny and hot, or at least partially cloudy and hot. 
 
    It was not at all the rainy season in Vietnam or Thailand, so I assumed that it would not rain during this trip.  Since it never rained on our cruise in China, I never expected it to rain at any other time. 
 
    It was a very light rain and nothing like the full thunderstorms we get in Hong Kong in June.  Since it started raining while I was under the shower, I never noticed.  I wondered what would happen if it rained all day.  This was the last day of the cruise and it was a naked day.  Would the nudists like swimming and sunbathing in the rain?  There are more than enough things to do inside the ship, but nudists prefer to be outdoors. 
 
    I was already naked and taking a shower anyway, so I walked around the deck in the rain.  Being on a giant cruise ship was interesting enough, but here I was walking around the deck completely naked and I was singing and dancing in the rain.  I was not actually dancing, and my singing was mostly under my breath, but it was a movie moment nonetheless.  Gene Kelly never got naked onscreen, but I think he could forgive me under the circumstances. 
 
    The worst thing about getting caught in unexpected rain is usually getting your clothes and whatever you are carrying wet.  When you are not wearing any clothes, the rain does not hurt anything at all.  Instead of an adult rushing to hide under some kind of covering, I was like a child playing in the rain.  Children naturally have the right attitude when it comes to nudity, dancing and rain.  We forget too much when we grow up. 
 
    When the rain stopped, I looked up to the sky. 
 
    “Is that it?” I asked the fading clouds.  I could not tell what kind of day it was going to be, but I could see that my little rain shower was over. 
 
    I got a fresh towel from one of the cabinets of fresh towels that seemed to be all over the ship.  I was about to dry myself off, but then decided to let nature do it.  I walked across the pool deck naked and wet, holding my wet running clothes and a dry towel. 
 
    “If Liam could see me now,” I said to myself. 
 
    Liam has always had two great dreams in life.  One is to be a rich and famous musician.  The other is to somehow convince me to be naked more often.  There have been many times in our relationship when he tried to get me naked in inappropriate places.  He has always been a big fan of public nudity. 
 
    “I wouldn’t look at other girls naked if you’d walk around naked,” he has told me more than once. 
 
    Walking across the pool deck naked seemed completely normal at the time.  It probably helped that there was no one else there. 
 
    On the way to the stairs, I saw one of the guys who work at the snack bar near the swimming pool.  He was smiling as I walked closer to him.  There was nothing strange about that.  Everyone who works on a cruise ship is required to be nice to passengers at all times. 
 
    When I was only a few feet away from him, he nodded his head and said, “Nice”. 
 
    I was suddenly very aware of how naked I was.  I wrapped the towel around my body and walked back to my cabin covered. 
 
    When I went inside my cabin, Liam was still asleep and I took a proper shower.  In the shower, I thought about the crewman on the pool deck.  The way he looked at me was highly inappropriate.  This ship was chartered by a nudist organization and they expected their people to be treated like any other passengers.  No one was there to be ogled by some guy who works at a snack bar. 
 
    The ship had a whole list of people you could complain to if you had any complaints.  There was even an officer whose job was to handle complaints about the crew.  I knew that if I told Helena, she would be on my side. 
 
    Then I thought about it from the snack guy’s point of view.  He was in his early twenties and worked on a cruise ship with sexually frustrated people from all over the world.  It was not the best social environment.  Helena already told me all about that.  Now there was a nudist cruise and this guy was surrounded by a bunch of naked people.  He probably had erections under his snack bar uniform for half the cruise. 
 
    As a member of the crew, he was told before the cruise started in no uncertain terms to treat the nudists just like every other passenger.  Helena said they had a whole lecture about how much nudists hate orgies and it was not anything like that and anyone on the crew caught even trying to get some action from any of the passengers would be fired on the spot. 
 
    So this snack bar guy probably spent the last six days trying to hide his arousal and going back to his tiny cabin after work and rubbing one out.  Liam is about the same age as this guy, so I have some experience with boys still trying to become men. 
 
    The way he looked at me was inappropriate in a passenger/crew situation, but I was completely naked and there was no one else around.  You can’t expect a young man living in a sardine can with very few sexual outlets to see a naked young woman and not notice.  I was not there to be stared at, but if the situation was reversed and I was working while a handsome naked man walked by, I would look at him.  I would never say, “Yo, how you doin?”, but I would definitely notice him. 
 
    Then it occurred to me that this snack bar guy probably pictured me naked the next time he masturbated.  Throughout this cruise, the nudists had been telling me all the positive things about nudism and I had been trying to think of the negative things.  Strange guys masturbating to a mental image of you naked has to be one of the negatives. 
 
    Then I thought about how stupid that was.  Men, especially younger men, can masturbate to just about anything.  They can picture you naked even if you are wearing a suit of armor.  As a performer, I’m always up on stage with men looking at me.  I am never naked, but how many of those men fantasize about me?  There is no way to know. 
 
    There is also no way to control that sort of thing.  People are going to fantasize about whatever they want.  You can’t stop it and I don’t think anyone should ever be able to.  Too many people already try to control too much of our lives.  Our thoughts are the one thing left that nobody can ever take away from us. 
 
    Then I started to think about what I wanted for breakfast. 
 
    Most of the ship was already awake and going about their day by the time Liam woke up.  True to his pledge to spend the day naked, he did not put on any clothes when we went out to breakfast. 
 
    I did.  Only I was less concerned about being seen naked than I was about eating naked.  It just seems like you should wear clothes whenever you are eating.  I don’t really know why.  I did not care that other passengers were eating naked.  I just knew that I should be dressed while I was eating.  I would never cook naked either. 
 
    After breakfast, Liam and I took a walk on the promenade deck.  Once again, I was the only person wearing clothes. 
 
    “You can get naked, you know,” Liam told me. 
 
    “I know,” I said.  “And I will later.  I just ate.” 
 
    I’m not sure what just having eaten has anything to do with it, but I was still not ready to be completely naked in the middle of the day on a ship full of people.  I was just getting used to being naked when there was no one else around, and being naked at night felt more acceptable for some reason. 
 
    Liam, on the other hand, was perfectly comfortable walking around with nothing on except sandals on his feet.  It was amazing to me. 
 
    It seems to me that the biggest obstacle for women to get naked is that none of us are completely satisfied with our bodies.  We all want bigger breasts, smaller breasts, smaller thighs, smaller butts, bigger butts, more of this, less of that.  The most beautiful women in the world complain about some perceived flaw that no one else ever notices. 
 
    I always wanted a smaller ballerina’s body.  Liam says he likes my body better, and he does.  I would have smaller breasts if I had the body I want, and Liam would not like that at all. 
 
    “The bigger the better,” he says. 
 
    For a dancer, bigger is definitely not better.  You will never see a world class ballerina with 38DDs. 
 
    I would have thought that safety would be another concern to women on a naked cruise, but this ship seemed like the safest environment you could get.  I was scared when I walked on deck alone in the middle of the night, but my concerns were about nudity.  They had nothing to do with security.  I never felt that I was in any danger, except in danger of being seen. 
 
    Men also come in a wide variety of shapes and sizes, but they seem a lot less worried about it than women.  I know that is not entirely true.  Men are just as insecure about their bodies, if not more so.  They just don’t talk about it as much.  Women will freely admit if they want a bigger or smaller body part.  You will never hear a guy say in public that his penis is too small.  If anything, most men are in denial about their parts.  They all seem to think that one inch equals a mile.  Maybe that is why they think they are better at reading maps. 
 
    Liam has never had the best body in the world.  He has always been too skinny and when he is walking around naked, it is obvious why he will never be a porn star.  But he did not seem to have any problem showing everyone everything on the cruise. 
 
    Nudists will tell you that it is not about showing off perfect bodies.  Accepting your body and all of its imperfections is very important to them.  I think that is a great idea, but if I am naked in front of just one person, I’m going to be very aware of everything wrong with mine.  If I am naked in front of 2,000 people, I can picture a giant magnifying glass highlighting every little thing I don’t like. 
 
    Does that mean Liam got into the nudist philosophy more than I did?  No.  He is simply more of an exhibitionist than I am.  Any nudist will tell you that what they do and how they live has absolutely nothing to do with exhibitionism.  Liam would also love to be in an orgy, and that is a major negative in the nudist world. 
 
    Liam wanted me to get naked and this was our last day on the ship.  After this, we would be in Bangkok and you can’t walk around naked there, as far as I know.  We went back to our cabin so I could put away my clothes and be like everyone else. 
 
    “It will be ok,” Liam told me.  “Nothing’s going to happen.  You said yourself, these nudists are all very friendly.  They don’t judge, they’re nice and they’d all love it if you joined the fun.” 
 
    “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather have sex?” I asked him, trying to delay the inevitable. 
 
    “Screw the nudists,” Liam said. 
 
    After we rested, Liam went to the tiny bathroom. 
 
    “Are you ready to go?” he called out to me while he was relieving himself with the door open, even though he knows I prefer that he keep the door closed. 
 
    “Go where?” I asked, sprawled out on the surprisingly comfortable bed. 
 
    “Out,” he answered.  “Out on the ship.  Outside.” 
 
    He came out of the bathroom. 
 
    “Did you wash your hands?” I asked him. 
 
    He went back into the bathroom. 
 
    “Who says we’re going out?” I asked. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t we?” he answered. 
 
    He had a good point.  If I only got him tired to keep from going out naked, it was very shortsighted of me.  It would also be a terrible reason to get tired.  Fortunately, we made each other tired because I don’t get tired nearly as much as I would like.  I also knew that the easiest way to keep him in the cabin was to get naked.  Now he wanted me to stay naked and go outside. 
 
    I had been naked on the ship in bits and pieces.  Usually I was either completely naked while no one or very few people were around, like those midnight walks on deck, or I was partially naked or naked but covered by mud or water when too many people were around. 
 
    This was a day at sea, more or less, and everyone was on the ship.  It turned into a beautiful summer day after the clouds faded away, so I knew that most of the passengers would be outdoors.  There is no one place on the ship that can hold all 2,000 passengers, but I knew that if I walked around naked on this day, I would be seen by hundreds of people at a time. 
 
    “In for a penny, in for a pound,” I heard Earl say in my head. 
 
    “There’s no time like the present,” Edna added. 
 
    I knew they were right.  They were imaginary.  I didn’t know where they were or what they were doing at that exact moment.  But they were right. 
 
    I grabbed my towel, and Liam and I walked out of the cabin naked as the day we were born.  I did not even bring my sarong. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24: Bangkok 
 
      
 
    We were in every other port early in the morning, or even in the middle of the night.  We got into Bangkok after dinner.  It was the end of the cruise, so I suppose it did not matter.  The ship was not scheduled to sit there all day while passengers came and went like it did at every other port.  It was there to unload us and take on new passengers for a new cruise the next day. 
 
    Leaving the ship was like leaving a hotel.  Everyone checked out and someone brought down the larger luggage for people who had any.  Unlike a hotel, everyone checked out at the same time.  It was just as chaotic as when we all checked in at the beginning of the cruise.  The big difference was that everybody was refreshed and relaxed.  Waiting in the long lines to get on the ship and start their vacation obviously stressed some people out.  Everyone seemed calm while waiting to get off and go back to their lives. 
 
    The big difference for me was that I was with my boyfriend.  I went to the ship alone and did not know how I was going to find him or what to expect on the cruise.  We left the ship together with reservations at a nice hotel and two days to do whatever we wanted to do.  In Bangkok, there was no schedule to keep and we did not have to be back at the hotel at any particular time.  It was never going to sail away without us. 
 
    When I first went onto the ship, everything was unknown.  I had no idea what it was going to be like and knew almost nothing about taking a cruise, nude or otherwise. 
 
    For Bangkok, I had a better idea of what to expect.  I looked up some information before I left Hong Kong, and Helena gave me a list of things to see and what I needed to know. 
 
    The ship did not dock anywhere near Bangkok.  It was actually a pretty long drive to get into the city.  Fortunately, there were plenty of shuttle buses for everybody.  One went directly to our hotel, so we did not have to worry about figuring out the public transportation system while carrying our luggage. 
 
    We met up with Earl and Edna while we were waiting to leave.  They were taking a different shuttle to the airport, so we said our goodbyes.  We exchanged e-mail addresses and talked about getting together again someday.  They are a great couple, but I don’t see us all hanging out a lot in the future.  Liam thinks they are too old.  I don’t. 
 
    They are twice as old as Liam or I, but I don’t think that matters.  What matters is that we do not really share the same interests.  They like taking nudist vacations and visiting medical museums.  Liam likes drinking too much if he is not working, and having sex as many times as possible before he collapses from exhaustion.  I like exotic resorts with private swimming pools.  I suppose you could combine all of those things, but that’s not going to happen. 
 
    I don’t really know how long it took to get into Bangkok.  Liam and I just talked to each other the entire way, rendering the passage of time useless.  It was like the way we talk to each other online while he is in Mainland China and I am in Hong Kong, except that we were sitting right next to each other. 
 
    They say the sign of a good relationship is the ability to be together without feeling the need to talk.  That is probably true, but I like the fact that we can talk for two hours and not even notice how much time has passed. 
 
    I knew the hotel would be nice because I was the one who booked it online.  We decided to go for a better hotel because we did not want to spend a week on a giant five star cruise ship and then end our vacation at some dumpy little budget hotel.  As it turns out, Bangkok hotels are not expensive.  They have plenty of overpriced, trendy five star hotels, but they also have more than a few very nice hotels at reasonable prices.  Our hotel in Bangkok would have cost at least twice as much in Rome. 
 
    I was still surprised by how nice it was when we got there.  It was a shiny white tower on the river, next to a bunch of other shiny white towers on the river.  It had a restaurant on the top floor with 360 degree views of Bangkok and a very nice swimming pool and wet lounge area, where nudity was absolutely not allowed.  I was torn between having to put clothes on while swimming or simply not swimming at all. 
 
    We only had breakfast at the hotel once.  It was good, but too expensive, especially when you consider that Bangkok has a wide variety of food all over the place at much lower prices.  Liam does not like to wake up early enough for breakfast anyway. 
 
    Our room was nice, and about three times the size of our cabin on the ship.  The hotel bathroom alone was almost the size of the entire ship cabin, and it had a bathtub.  Bathtubs are unheard of in Hong Kong.  I had not taken an actual bath since our trip to Bali three months earlier. 
 
    It was a particularly hot day in Bangkok, probably around 90 degrees Fahrenheit.  The air conditioning in the room was turned up all the way when we first walked in, and it was like walking into a freezer.  The first thing we did was turn it down, but it took a long time before the room was not noticeably cold. 
 
    The hotel bed was enormous.  Our surprisingly comfortable bed on the ship was just two twin beds pushed together.  My bed in Hong Kong is big for one person, but a little crowded with two.  The hotel bed was king size.  They said it was queen, but it was bigger than any queen size bed I have ever seen.  Maybe queens are simply bigger in Thailand. 
 
    Our room also had a great view of Bangkok and the river that cuts through it.  The hotel was right on the river and had its own pier.  We spent a lot of time on that river and used it to get to plenty of places around the city.  Boats used to be the main method of transportation in Bangkok quite some time ago and there are still all kinds of boats going up and down the river every day.  That is probably why the river is so dirty.  You can’t go swimming in most city rivers, but if you accidentally fell into this one, you would want to take a very long shower.  Or a nice hot bath in your gigantic hotel bathroom. 
 
    It was well past dinner time by the time we checked into the hotel, but neither of us was hungry.  We made sure to eat just before we left the ship. 
 
    “It’s already paid for,” Liam said.  “We might as well eat it.” 
 
    We had a million things to see and do in Bangkok and only a very limited amount of time.  Most of the things I wanted to see, like the Grand Palace and some of the temples, were open in the day time.  Most of the things Liam wanted to see, bars and naked women, were open later at night.  That worked out for both of us in its own way. 
 
    Liam wanted to try out the huge hotel bed, but he did not want to take a nap.  I wanted to try out the huge hotel bathtub. 
 
    “If you take a bath now, you’ll want to go to sleep,” he told me.  “It’s way too early.” 
 
    He was right about that.  After a nice long bath, I would probably not want to go out on the town.  This was our first night in Bangkok and it only made sense to go out and see it while we could. 
 
    We reached a compromise and we took a bath together.  This way I would not get too relaxed and he could make a mess.  This was the first time we took a bath together in a long time, which was sad in its own way because that always used to be one of our favorite pastimes.  We can’t even both fit in the shower together in my tiny Hong Kong apartment. 
 
    Liam was ready to go by the time we were in the tub.  Liam has a lot of flaws, but impotency is not one of them.  I never have to wait around for him to get interested.  His age and personality type have him in a perpetual state of interest.  We sat together in the tub, facing the same way.  I was sitting between his legs and his hand was between mine.  His other hand was making the rounds on my breasts. 
 
    “You’re already wet,” he said. 
 
    “I’m in a bath,” I answered. 
 
    “I’m already hard,” he told me. 
 
    I already knew that.  It does not take a sixth sense to figure something like that out.  One is enough, though two were at play in this situation. 
 
    “Get up a little,” he told me.  “I want you to sit on my lap.” 
 
    It would have been an easy shift in position to ride him like a 4-H llama race at the state fair, but our condoms were in a bag near the bed.  The water was still hot and neither of us wanted to get out and run naked into the air conditioned bedroom. 
 
    I have known Liam for a few years.  One especially predictable aspect to his personality is that when he gets worked up without some kind of release, he becomes very cranky.  He is like a ten year old who was refused that toy or candy he wants.  I knew that if he did not get something out of our bath together, he would be moody the rest of the night.  I also knew that there was no way I was getting out of that tub and freezing my butt off. 
 
    Fortunately, young men are easy to please.  A minute later and he was as happy as that ten year old on Christmas.  It also gave me some time to rest in the tub while he dried off and got a very expensive pop from the hotel mini bar. 
 
    Within an hour, we were both dry, dressed and ready to hit the town. 
 
    I had a whole list of things to do, but my top priority was getting Liam to buy a suit.  That might not be the first thing most people do in Bangkok, but a quality tailored suit takes at least 36 hours and we were only in town for 48.  I knew that if we did not get him fitted the first night, it would never happen.  The tailors in Bangkok seem to all stay open late and the one we went to was open much later than I would have imagined. 
 
    Liam was not the least bit interested in having a nice suit.  In his job, they are completely unnecessary, but I think every man should have at least one real suit.  It separates the men from the boys.  Thailand is a great place to get a tailored suit if you know where to go, and I knew where to go.  At least someone told me where to go. 
 
    Watching him get measured by an Indian tailor was fun.  I could tell that Liam did not enjoy anything about the process, but he is always far more willing to do things he does not particularly want to do after he has some happy time in the bathtub. 
 
    “I don’t even know how I’m going to carry this on the plane,” he complained while being measured. 
 
    “People take suits on planes all the time,” I said.  “I don’t think it will be a problem.” 
 
    The tailor solved that little crisis by giving Liam a decent garment bag that the suit fit in perfectly.  He was amused by our conversation and offered to make a traditional Thai dress for me for an incredibly low price.  I’m sure he would have made the same offer anyway. 
 
    I have no need for a traditional Thai dress, but Liam does not have any real need for a suit, and the Thai silk felt so good that I went ahead and got one.  Fitting me was a lot easier and faster than fitting Liam.  I would have assumed it would be the opposite, but I am much easier when it comes to choosing and wearing clothes.  As much as Liam usually looks like a slob, he is very picky about what he wears. 
 
    When we went back on our last day, Liam looked so good in that suit that I wanted to tear it off him and jump his bones right there in the tailor shop.  Liam was also impressed. 
 
    “It actually fits,” he said, astonished. 
 
    He has worn suits once or twice before, but they were never the right size for his skinny frame. 
 
    “I think that’s why it’s called a tailored suit,” I answered. 
 
    We took the BTS Skytrain several times in Bangkok.  I don’t know how often the people of Bangkok see skinny white guys carrying garment bags on the Skytrain, but no one seemed to notice us.  In Hong Kong, people look at me everywhere I go.  In Bangkok, nobody was interested in staring and pointing. 
 
    The Skytrain is a transit system that is all above ground.  They have a subway in the city, but you can’t see anything underground and we wanted to see where we were and where we were going since this was our first trip to Bangkok.  The Skytrain does not cover as much area as the subway, but it went to most of the places we wanted to go, and our hotel had a free shuttle boat from the hotel pier to the nearest station. 
 
    Liam wanted to go to the red light district, of course.  I was less than interested, but I had already been to the red light districts of Amsterdam and Hong Kong with him.  Amsterdam’s red light district turned out to be a harmless little area with nice architecture and an impressively old church, and Hong Kong’s is just another shopping street with a few more adult options than usual.  I assumed that Bangkok would be somewhat like Amsterdam, and mostly like Hong Kong. 
 
    Patpong is just two small streets filled with too many people selling too much crap.  Someone told me it was like Temple Street in Hong Kong, but they did not seem at all alike to me.  Everywhere we looked there were counterfeit watches and purses and bootleg CDs and DVDs.  Everything was cheap and fake, and all at inflated prices.  It was all very appropriate for a street with prostitutes and weird sex shows. 
 
    Liam was not interested in the prostitutes.  Not only because I was there.  He is absolutely terrified of catching AIDS, and ten dollar Bangkok prostitutes do not exactly seem like the safest bet.  What he was interested in were the weird sex shows. 
 
    We have all heard about what goes on in Bangkok at night and this street had plenty of men with menus showing what sick and perverted things the women in their clubs will do for a dollar.  They actually had menus.  Some of the items available to the discerning gentleman traveler were “pussy smoke cigarette”, “pussy cut banana”, “pussy magic razor blade”, “pussy change water” and of course, “pussy ping pong”. 
 
    The cigarette and ping pong things were obvious, but I had no idea what “change water” was.  I had the distinct feeling that I did not want to know.  I had heard about the razor blade thing and that just creeps me out.  I don’t know who originally thought of putting razor blades in a woman’s vagina.  Obviously a man.  Of all the things women put inside themselves for a man’s amusement, razor blades have to be the stupidest. 
 
    “I just want to see what it’s like,” Liam said to me.  “It’s part of Bangkok culture.  When you go to Bangkok, you have to see a ping pong show.” 
 
    “You know,” I said to him, “Bangkok probably has thousands of years’ worth of history and culture that have nothing to do with women shoving ping pong balls in their pussy.  That might be what Americans think when you say Bangkok, but I’ll bet the people of Bangkok think about a million other things.” 
 
    “You said pussy,” Liam responded, smiling. 
 
    He always gets turned on when I say sexual words.  The word “vagina” does nothing for him, but “pussy” always catches his attention.  I only said it because the word was everywhere.  It was all over every menu, there were more than a few t-shirts with it and several of the bars and clubs had bright neon signs with “pussy” prominently displayed, or even in the name of the club itself. 
 
    Just seeing and hearing the word so much got Liam excited, but I was standing in a very noisy and dirty street with about a thousand people all trying to sucker tourists out of as much money as possible.  I was nowhere close to aroused. 
 
    “If you want, we can go back to the hotel and you can shove ping pong balls up your ass while I throw dollar bills at you,” I suggested. 
 
    That did not sound like the same thing to him. 
 
    “That would be degrading,” he said. 
 
    “You think?” I asked, rhetorically. 
 
    We never saw a ping pong show, much to Liam’s disappointment.  I told him that we could find a show with some Thai “ladyboys”, but he did not seem to like that idea either. 
 
    In the same neighborhood as the people selling women and bootleg CDs, but not on the infamous street, was an Irish pub. 
 
    “We should go there since you’re Irish,” Liam suggested. 
 
    “I’m actually American,” I replied. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” he said. 
 
    I knew what he meant, but my ancestors were from Scotland, not Ireland.  Liam always gets them confused.  My great-great-great-something grandfather was actually a powerful Highlands clan chief who fought with Robert the Bruce for Scottish independence.  It might not be all that important now, but Ireland is an entirely different country. 
 
    Instead of the Irish pub, we went to a popular bar on the roof of the Banyan Tree Hotel.  The drinks were nothing special and I’m not a big drinker anyway, but the view was amazing.  We could see pretty much all of Bangkok.  It was a nice bar, so Liam did not get drunk.  If he goes to a cheap dive, he will drink until he falls down.  At an expensive bar where the bartenders wear bow ties and vests, Liam behaves himself. 
 
    It was fairly late, but we were both hungry, so we went to a taco place that was open 24 hours.  They were not the best tacos in the world, but we live in China.  Average tacos in Bangkok are better than the best tacos in China.  For one thing, Chinese people don’t like cheese all that much.  You can’t have a taco without cheese.  They also like to put in Chinese rice, which is nothing like Mexican rice. 
 
    Liam had a giant burrito, but I stuck with the tacos.  He said it was the best burrito he has had in years.  I could believe it.  I have never seen a good burrito in China.  Rice paper, white rice and red bean paste is not a burrito as far as I’m concerned. 
 
    We took the deserted Skytrain to the river and our free shuttle boat to the hotel.  The Skytrain had been jam packed with people most of the night, but it was late enough that most people were home. 
 
    Inside our hotel room, we looked at each other, knowing that there was not going to be any happy time in our immediate future.  We only get to see each other when we are on vacation.  We are supposed to get on top of each other every day.  That has to be some kind of rule.  But we were full of expensive drinks and inexpensive Mexican food.  There would be no ping pong shows in our hotel room that night. 
 
    We started the day on a giant cruise ship somewhere in the Pacific Ocean, spent most of it frolicking naked on the ship, rode on a bus for two hours to Bangkok, navigated their transportation system, did a little clothes shopping and walked all over the place while being visually assaulted with neon signs, pimps and aggressive trinket sellers.  We were both too exhausted to even think about anything but sleep.  I had been awake for about twenty hours.  I wanted to climb into that giant hotel bed and sleep until Christmas. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25: Off to See the Buddha 
 
      
 
    I always wake up earlier than Liam.  Even when I wake up late, I still wake up earlier than he does.  We had a very late night, so I woke up very late, by my definition.  Liam would say that I woke up at a normal time, by his definition.  By anyone’s definition, he woke up late.  Rip van Winkle would say he woke up late. 
 
    We spent most of the previous night going in a big circle around Lumphini Park, without going into the park itself.  On this day, or at least morning or early afternoon, we stayed closer to the river. 
 
    We took a boat from the hotel pier up to the Grand Palace.  I don’t know if the king of Thailand still spends any time there, a few of the buildings were off limits, but most of the area is now open to visitors. 
 
    While walking from the pier to the Palace, which are very close to each other, we ran into someone who tried to scam us.  We could not even walk one block without the hustlers coming out of the woodwork. 
 
    Some random guy approached us and told us that the Palace was closed that day.  I had already read about this scam months ago and Helena told me about it on the cruise ship, so we knew exactly what was going on when it happened. 
 
    The Grand Palace is open 365 days a year, morning to evening, but people like to hang out in front of it and tell tourists that it is closed.  Their goal seems to be to get people to take extremely expensive taxi or tuk tuk rides to places where nobody wants to go. 
 
    Despite being told that it was closed with words like “I promise” and “you can believe me”, the Grand Palace was very much open when we got to the front gate.  It was so open that there must have been hundreds, or even thousands, of people there.  There were tourist buses full of people coming and going, and a sizeable crowd milling about the front gate.  You would have to be a bit of an idiot to believe that it was closed.  It is a big place with plenty of space for large groups of visitors, but it was very crowded. 
 
    The Grand Palace is actually quite a few different buildings, mostly temples.  Some of the buildings are very small.  Some are enormous.  The most crowded was Wat Phra Kaew, the Temple of the Emerald Buddha.  I read somewhere that it is the most important temple in Thailand. 
 
    It is not a very big temple and the Buddha itself is tiny, but people were crowding in to pray to the statue or stand at the back and watch.  The Emerald Buddha is not even made of emerald.  It was carved from a chunk of jade.  I think Temple of the Jade Buddha sounds better, but nobody ever asked me. 
 
    There were a lot of shiny buildings throughout the compound.  Many of them were covered in gold with ornate decorations and gold statues all over the place.  In the afternoon June sun, they were almost too bright.  I suppose that was the effect the people who built it all were going for. 
 
    After the Grand Palace, we went to Wat Pho, which is right next door.  On the five minute walk there, two different guys told us that Wat Pho was closed that day.  It was like they took turns approaching us, and they probably did.  Liam and I had to laugh.  The scammers had no idea why we were laughing at them, or they did, but they were pretty good at pretending they did not.  I suppose if you are going to be a scammer, you have to be good at playing innocent while lying in someone’s face. 
 
    Wat Pho is similar to Wat Phra Kaew, but a lot less shiny.  There were more white buildings and it looked a lot less garish to me.  Wat Pho seemed more comfortable, like on old neighborhood coffee shop.  Wat Phra Kaew was more like a fancy restaurant you only go to on Christmas. 
 
    The big attraction at Wat Pho, and I do mean big, was the largest reclining Buddha in the world.  A lot of temples say they have the largest Buddha – either the largest sitting Buddha, the largest standing Buddha, the largest outdoor Buddha, the largest indoor Buddha – but this reclining Buddha was pretty big.  It is lying down in a big, long temple and you can’t even see the whole thing unless you are standing at its head or feet.  It barely fits in the building, so there is no way to get a profile view. 
 
    When we were on the cruise ship, Tina told me she was going to see the “giant sleeping Buddha”.  This was it.  I looked around while we were there, but I never saw her.  The odds of her being there at the same time were exceptionally small anyway. 
 
    When Liam and I left the temple grounds, another scammer approached us. 
 
    “Where are you?” he asked us. 
 
    “Thailand,” I answered. 
 
    I was not sure if this was a trick question.  Maybe it was philosophical.  We had just been in several Buddhist temples, after all. 
 
    “No, so sorry,” he said.  “Where are you go?” 
 
    “We went to Wat Pho,” I answered. 
 
    That seemed obvious to me since we were standing directly outside of one of the country’s most visited landmarks, but you never know. 
 
    “Oh, so sorry,” he said.  “Wat Pho close today.” 
 
    This latest scammer pronounced Wat Pho differently than I was pronouncing it.  His English was pretty bad, especially for someone who tries to scam foreign tourists, but I had to assume that he knew Thai. 
 
    “It’s closed?” Liam asked him.  “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Believe me,” he answered.  “Close today.  I promise.” 
 
    He was using a lot of the same words the other scammers had used.  They probably all follow the same script.  Someone decided what works best to trick the foreigners and that is what they all do. 
 
    “Your promise isn’t worth shit,” Liam told him. 
 
    I could tell that Liam was going to get upset if this conversation continued.  I take a more relaxed view about it all.  It is their country and I don’t know how hard it is to make an honest living there.  I can’t really condemn the con artists since I don’t know anything about their lives.  It does not make your country look very good if people are allowed to openly rip off tourists so much, but plenty of people keep coming back for more, so maybe Thai officials are not too worried about it. 
 
    “We’re not stupid enough to believe you,” I calmly told the scammer.  “Have a nice day.” 
 
    I walked away, giving Liam no choice but to join me. 
 
    “I can see approaching people who are heading toward the temple,” I said to Liam.  “But we’re obviously walking away from it.  That guy’s not doing it right.” 
 
    “That guy’s an asshole,” Liam said.  “They all are.” 
 
    We were originally going to cross the river and go to another temple, but I could see that Liam was losing whatever patience he had left.  I decided it might as well be lunch time. 
 
    We went back to Siam, which looked a lot different in the daytime, and had lunch at the Hard Rock Café. 
 
    “We should be eating more exotic food,” I said to Liam.  “We’re in Thailand and we’re eating American food.” 
 
    “American food is exotic to us,” he said. 
 
    He had a point.  If we lived in the United States, it would be crazy to eat the same food we could get any time.  Since we live in China, things like tacos and the Hard Rock Café are rare for us.  There is supposedly a Hard Rock Café in Hong Kong, but I have never been there. 
 
    After lunch, we walked around Siam Square.  The entire area is nothing but shopping, but Liam never complained.  He was just happy that there were not any scammers around.  It would be ridiculous if they tried to tell people the shopping was closed. 
 
    We almost went to Madame Tussauds, but when we saw that foreigners pay three times as much as locals, we decided against it.  We were not all that interested in wax statues of the King of Thailand and Lady Gaga anyway.  We only looked because we knew it had to be air conditioned inside.  A wax museum without air conditioning would be a bad idea in a place like Thailand in the middle of summer. 
 
    Liam was even happier when we accidentally discovered a Krispy Kreme.  That is not exotic Thai food either, but we both love Krispy Kreme and there are none anywhere near either of us.  I have been told several times that they are in Hong Kong, but whatever stores used to be there closed years ago.  The nearest Krispy Kreme to us is in the Philippines, and we have never been there. 
 
    Liam wanted to buy two boxes.  I thought that might not be a great idea.  I know he can eat two boxes even without me, but we still had a lot of Bangkok to explore and carrying around two boxes of donuts is impractical. 
 
    “So let’s take these back to the hotel and then go out again,” he suggested. 
 
    That kind of seemed like a waste of time, and a lot of effort for donuts.  I wanted some just as much as he did, but I thought it would be best to get a few to eat immediately and then come back for more later. 
 
    As soon as he saw the “hot now” sign, he knew that he was going to get more than just a few.  The only options at that point were carrying the boxes around all day until he ate them all one by one or going back to the hotel. 
 
    By the time we got back to the hotel, I had already eaten a few donuts and really did not need any more in my stomach.  Liam was just getting started. 
 
    “I can just stay here all day,” he said. 
 
    He got an overpriced pop out of the hotel mini bar and sat down in front of the TV with his boxes of donuts. 
 
    “You’re an easy man to please,” I told him. 
 
    Then I went into the bathroom.  “I’m taking my clothes off,” I called out to him.  There was no response.  “I’m completely naked.”  Nothing. 
 
    I turned on the shower.  “I’m getting naked, hot and wet.”  All I could hear was the water in the shower.  “He really likes those donuts,” I said to myself. 
 
    The hotel bathroom was enormous.  You could house an entire Chinese family in there.  It had a large bathtub big enough for two, and the separate shower was about the same size as the cruise ship’s entire bathroom. 
 
    After about a minute in the shower, I noticed Liam come into the room.  I watched him take off all his clothes and get in the shower with me.  This was the first time we had a shower big enough for two in a very long time and we were going to use it for all it was worth. 
 
    While we were kissing as though we had not lived together in ages, I could feel how happy he was to see me.  In my mind, this was going to be some epic shower scene that lasted until we could no longer stand upright.  This was going to be a shower we would never forget. 
 
    Except that it did not work out that way.  As quickly as he could eat a box of donuts, he was exhausted.  For such a young man, his lack of stamina is rather surprising, unless you consider the fact that he likes to eat donuts by the dozen.  He rinsed himself off, got out of the shower and grabbed a towel on the way to the bedroom. 
 
    “That didn’t exactly go the way I thought it would,” I called out to him. 
 
    “What?” he replied from the bedroom. 
 
    I still wanted to go to the big temple across the river from the Grand Palace.  Now that Liam was full of donuts and empty of vital fluids, he was ready to do pretty much anything I wanted to do. 
 
    We took a small boat from the big river to some of the smaller rivers.  We went deep into Bangkok and saw some of the floating markets and a lot of people living their lives on the water.  People were shopping, making food, building houses and even doing their laundry, all on boats.  A lot of people wanted us to buy overpriced trinkets.  It was just like Bangkok on land, but most of them were simply going about their lives.  They were just doing it all on boats. 
 
    We never bought anything.  Several people in boats came up to our boat and tried to sell us food, but we were not at all hungry after all of those donuts.  I’m not sure if I could be hungry enough to eat food that was made, prepared, sold and bought all on a tiny boat. 
 
    After wandering around the smaller rivers, our boat driver took us Wat Arun.  The temple was actually an easy boat ride from our hotel, but we wanted to take the long way and see the floating markets. 
 
    Unlike all the other temples we went to, Wat Arun is not famous for any particular Buddha statue, although it has a few.  It is famous for several large spires, one of which is so big that you can climb up it and get a pretty impressive view across the river.  You are supposed to go there at dawn when the light hits the spire just right, which is why they call it the Temple of Dawn. 
 
    Our hotel was pretty close, so getting there by dawn would not have been impossible, but I knew I was never going to do that, and there was no way Liam was ever going to wake up that early to look at a temple. 
 
    Like every other temple, we had to pay to get in while admission was free to locals. 
 
    “Why do we have to pay and they don’t?” Liam asked me. 
 
    “It’s their country,” I answered.  “They live here.” 
 
    “Imagine if any place in the United States did that,” he said.  “Americans free, foreigners have to pay.  There would be hell to pay.” 
 
    “These are their temples,” I told him.  “Their most sacred places.  These buildings that mean nothing to you mean everything to them.” 
 
    “It’s still discrimination,” he said.  “Everyone should pay the same price.” 
 
    “Are student and senior discounts discrimination?” I asked.  “We do that all the time at home.” 
 
    “That’s different,” he said. 
 
    “How?” I asked. 
 
    “Is it dinner time yet?” he asked, clumsily changing the subject. 
 
    He should have pointed out that student and senior discounts are not based on race or ethnicity. 
 
    “You just ate lunch and a hundred donuts,” I answered. 
 
    “I could go for a burrito,” Liam said. 
 
    “No, we’re not going there again,” I told him.  “We’re having something different for dinner.” 
 
    “Like what?” he asked me. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered.  “But we’re surrounded by all kinds of food.  We’re not having Mexican every day.” 
 
    “I like Mexican food,” he said.  “And so do you.” 
 
    He made a persuasive argument.  I do like Mexican food. 
 
    “And it’s right next to Krispy Kreme,” he added. 
 
    He had a good point.  It was hard to argue against Mexican food and Krispy Kreme, but Bangkok has food from all over the world and I wanted to try as much variety as I possibly could, and I only had two days in which to do it.  Eating the same thing every day was definitely not on the menu. 
 
    But we absolutely went back to Krispy Kreme.  I’m not crazy. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26: Happy Endings 
 
      
 
    On our second night in Bangkok, we got massages.  I knew this could be a great experience.  Thailand is known around the world for great massages.  I also knew that this could be very dangerous.  Thailand is also known around the world for stress relief that has nothing to do with sore muscles. 
 
    I get foot massages in Hong Kong at least twice a month, sometimes three times.  They are more than a foot massage, they also do my legs, but they call it a foot massage.  The main part for me is the leg massage, and my friend Amy is the one doing the actual rubbing.  She knows what I like and she knows to concentrate on my legs more than my feet.  Sometimes she does my shoulders and I have had a few all over body massages, but it is mostly my feet and legs.  After dancing all day in large heavy costumes, my legs need a good rub down. 
 
    Whenever I have talked to Liam right after a massage, I always tell him how great it was.  Whenever he complains about being sore or tense, I tell him to get a massage. 
 
    Liam is a guy.  So going to spas is out of the question.  Real men don’t get facials, or so he says.  Have you ever seen a straight man at a hair salon?  I’m sure some do somewhere in the world, but not where I’m from.  Minnesota men wash their hair with rocks and comb it with wagon wheels.  Get out the way for old Dan Tucker.  Maybe not that extreme, but the men where I come from are never girly about hair maintenance.  It took me a while to convince Liam that getting a massage will in no way emasculate him, and that working out those sore muscles might even feel good. 
 
    Unfortunately, I don’t know any places to get a massage where he lives in China.  I have a regular place in Hong Kong, but I can’t recommend any place in mainland China.  I can’t even recommend a place in the rest of Hong Kong.  The people Liam hangs out with are not the spa treatment types, so they were no help.  When I finally convinced Liam to go get a massage, he was on his own. 
 
    When he came back from his first Chinese massage, maybe even his first massage ever, he asked me an array of questions.  He wanted to know what I wear when I’m getting a Hong Kong massage, what exactly they do to me and how much it all costs.  I did not really want to tell him how much it costs since I really don’t want him to know how much money I spend pampering myself.  It is not a great deal of money, but it is a luxury.  My legs work hard for a living and they deserve a good massage, but I can live without it. 
 
    His Chinese massage was more expensive, which surprised me since everything is cheaper in Mainland China than it is in Hong Kong.  Then again, I get my feet and legs done and he got a full body massage.  It should cost more, but I was still surprised by how much more.  You also have to consider that foreigners usually pay a higher price for everything.  I don’t where I go, but that might only be because I am a regular customer and they recognize me there.  Liam was a stranger in a strange massage land. 
 
    When I get a Hong Kong leg massage, I either take off my pants or just lift my skirt a little.  I’m not at all naked, and fully clothed from the waist up.  When Amy does my shoulders, I get topless, but they have towels for modesty.  Liam was surprised that they wanted him to get totally naked, but I told him that naked is normal for a full body massage.  The towel covers your butt and it is a lot easier for them to oil you up.  You don’t want clothes on when you are getting an oil massage.  That’s not good for anybody. 
 
    He wanted to know how they rub the muscles and what they do in Hong Kong, so I told him.  It probably takes a long time to learn how to be a really good masseuse, but the basic concept is pretty simple.  Amy has been doing it for years, so she might be better at it than most people. 
 
    Liam was comparing his massage experience to mine, but I pointed out that things in Hong Kong and China are sometimes very different.  The levels of customer service and attention to detail are not comparable.  You would think they are the same country, but they are really not.  In some ways, they might as well be different cultures.  Liam was also a first time customer at a place he had never been to before, and I go to my place all the time.  Everybody there knows me and I know most of their names.  Amy and I are friends outside of her job and I have seen some of the other girls who work with her in a social setting.  Obviously I am going to get better treatment at my massage place than some random dude off the street is going to get in random China. 
 
    Liam still seemed upset and eventually told me that the girl giving him his Chinese massage also gave him a handjob.  He said it happened before he knew what was happening.  When she was rubbing his legs while he was on his stomach, her hands sometimes went a little higher than he expected, but he thought it was just an accident.  With the towel on you can’t really tell where the legs end and the butt begins.  When he was on his back she had the same accident, but it quickly went from accidentally brushing against his scrotum to full on grabbing his penis.  He says he stopped her before it went too far, but I thought it already went too far. 
 
    I was upset when he told me about this, but the more I thought about it, the more I believed his side of the story.  First of all, he does not have a thing for Chinese girls.  Plenty of foreign men here do.  Maybe that is why some of them come here.  But Liam does not.  He thinks all Chinese prostitutes have AIDS.  Some of them must, but the way the Chinese government handles things, we will never know any real statistics. 
 
    Liam is a breast man and hates implants.  He says they feel like rocks, even though he has never actually felt anyone with implants.  I am bigger than most natural Chinese girls, so in Liam’s mind, going from my breasts to Chinese breasts would be a step down.  His Chinese is terrible.  That probably makes absolutely no difference with prostitutes, but Liam likes to talk during sex and he would hate knowing that the girl he is talking to does not understand a single word he is saying.  He is a man, so he thinks whatever he is talking about is important. 
 
    Secondly, he told me about it.  He did not have to.  I would have never found out otherwise.  I am not friends with his friends in China, and he has let go of his Hong Kong friendships.  He could tell all of his band mates in China and none of them would ever tell me.  They would probably all say, “Bros before hoes”, high five each other and scratch their crotches.  If he was cheating on me, there is no way he would tell me about this incident.  It would only make me wonder what else was going on. 
 
    I was still upset for a while that some Chinese whore touched my boyfriend’s goods, but I suppose it could have been worse.  He felt incredibly guilty about it and said that he went home and took a long shower.  He is too paranoid about getting diseases from a handjob to cheat on me. 
 
    At least that explained why it was so expensive.  A legitimate massage in China probably costs a lot less. 
 
    That was about six months before the big cruise.  The next time Liam got a massage was when we went to Bali.  I was right there with him the entire time, so there was no way anything untoward was going to happen.  Indonesia is a rather conservative country and most of the people in Bali seem to be serious Hindus, so I would doubt the women who gave us our massages would have ever considered doing anything like that even if Liam begged them with dollars bills in his mouth. 
 
    Bangkok is different.  There are plenty of conservative people.  It is not all one big drug and hooker party like it is in every movie set in Bangkok, but there seem to be more than a few women willing to do just about anything for money.  Having been to Amsterdam, I was more than happy to look beyond the ignorant stereotype of Bangkok and find out what the city had to offer.  People who have never been to Amsterdam seem to have a limited view of that place as well. 
 
    An illicit massage in Indonesia is probably hard to find, especially if you have no idea where to look.  In Bangkok, massage parlors are all over the place.  They are like 7-11 or KFC.  I don’t know if there is any guaranteed way to spot which are completely legitimate, but with so many all over the city, there has to be a lot of wonky stuff going on behind closed doors. 
 
    Knowing all of this, we walked the streets of Silom looking for some telltale sign that one place was better than another.  It was not easy.  They all looked the same to me. 
 
    The first place we walked into said that Liam’s massage would cost twice as much as mine.  When we asked why, they could not provide an answer, and appeared baffled that we would even ask.  So we left.  There could be other reasons for this, but since Liam was so concerned with price discrimination in Thailand, I figured we might as well leave. 
 
    The second place did not have any rooms big enough for two people.  We would have to be in separate rooms.  That was not going to happen, so we left.  Every place did foot massages in one big room with everybody, but the full body massages were in private rooms.  That made perfect sense to me.  I would not be at all relaxed in a room with a dozen other customers.  I’m all for privacy, but not too much privacy for my boyfriend. 
 
    No one at the third place spoke any English.  I was not looking for a conversation, but you need to be able to communicate with your masseuse on at least a basic level.  You can’t give her any instructions if she does not understand a word you say.  There are a million different ways you can massage someone, and everybody has their own ideas of what is good and what is bad.  A massage is not one size fits all.  We had about a week to plan this trip, so obviously I did not become fluent in Thai. 
 
    We finally found a place that looked clean and everyone spoke at least some English.  Then we had to decide what kind of massage to get.  They had Swedish, aromatherapy, Japanese and of course, Thai. 
 
    I don’t like Thai massage.  They bend you in unnatural ways and twist you in knots.  It is like going to a chiropractor.  I don’t want anyone twisting my spine.  I will probably need to use it later. 
 
    I don’t know what Japanese massage is.  I thought it might be shiatsu, but no one there knew what I was talking about.  Maybe they just call shiatsu Japanese.  Or maybe it is something else entirely.  The Thai idea of Japan might be very different from the Japanese idea of Japan. 
 
    I just wanted a relaxing rub down, so we went with the Swedish.  Liam does not know anything about massage, so he went along with whatever I told him. 
 
    They stuck us in a dark room with two tables and told us to take a shower. 
 
    “Why do they want us to take a shower?” Liam asked me suspiciously. 
 
    My concerns with finding a legitimate place had him convinced that they were all disease ridden brothels. 
 
    “Hot water loosens the muscles,” I told him.  “You should always take a hot shower before a massage.  Besides, it’s a hundred degrees outside.  Who doesn’t want a shower?” 
 
    Liam wanted us to take a shower together, but I knew that would be a bad idea.  I went first so he could sit around and wonder what was going on.  If he had gone first, he would have been sitting around naked in a towel wondering what was going on. 
 
    Once we were all clean and dry, I had him lie face down on the table and I covered his butt with a towel.  Then I lay down on my table and covered my own butt. 
 
    “How long are we supposed to wait here?” he asked me. 
 
    “Until she comes back,” I answered. 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” he asked. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be relaxing,” I said.  “If you want to jump up and run around, you’re not doing it right.” 
 
    I did not entirely know why we were waiting.  The masseuse had given us plenty of time to get naked and shower. 
 
    It was not long before she returned with another masseuse and they went to work on us.  At one point, Liam let out a moan and I turned my head to look at him, just in case.  We were both right next to each other on small massage tables three feet apart, so I was not expecting anything suspicious to happen, but you never know.  His masseuse was working on his shoulders and must have hit the right spot. 
 
    “Is ok, mister?” she asked him. 
 
    “Perfect,” he answered. 
 
    “Is ok, lady?” my masseuse asked me. 
 
    It seemed like she was only asking because Liam’s masseuse asked him.  I was not wild about being called “lady”, especially since we seemed to be the same age, but I’m sure it was just the way they addressed all of their female customers.  No one there knew English well enough to understand all of the intricate differences in how we address each other in different situations. 
 
    During the course of the massage, they would occasionally leave the room for a minute, I assume to get more oils or towels or something.  I don’t really know why.  They should just bring as much as they need the first time. 
 
    After my masseuse left the room, I heard Liam make a noise and his masseuse giggled a little.  I was about to look up to see what that was all about, but then I heard his masseuse also leave the room.  Soon, I felt Liam’s hand on my leg.  I could tell right away that it was his.  He does not have soft, girly hands. 
 
    He was rubbing my legs and generally doing a half assed job, but he did not say anything.  He wanted me to think that he was my masseuse.  The difference in the way his hands felt and his poor technique would have made it obvious to a catatonic monkey that he was not her. 
 
    He rubbed my legs and gradually made his way upward.  He went higher up my thigh than any masseuse is supposed to go and pretty soon he was touching me in ways that would be illegal where we come from.  It was highly inappropriate, but it felt good.  I did not want either masseuse to come back because it was just getting interesting. 
 
    Liam was letting his fingers do the talking and I was enjoying it, but then my masseuse came back into the room.  I quickly grabbed his hand and pushed it away.  I was lying face down and could not see anybody, so I could never know what she saw, but I had to assume that she saw too much.  For all my concerns about them doing anything inappropriate, it was Liam and I who were breaking the rules. 
 
    Liam got back on his table and my masseuse went back to my massage.  His masseuse soon came back into the room and everything went back to normal just as quickly as it all went lopsided.  I was worried that they would take what we did the wrong way and assume that it was ok for them to do things they really should not do, but they stayed professional the entire time.  We were the only ones acting like teenagers, or inappropriate foreigners in Bangkok, which only made me feel guilty. 
 
    Liam, on the other hand, loved every minute of it.  After they had us roll over onto our backs, I looked over at Liam and could see that he was happier than he should have been.  His masseuse was not doing anything special, and seemed to simply ignore the bulge under his towel, but the situation was more than he could handle. 
 
    Of course, he was also looking at me while I was lying on my back naked with just a towel over my lap and another woman rubbing my oiled up body.  That would have been enough to get him excited even if we had not done anything naughty. 
 
    His masseuse ignored his growing enthusiasm and did her job.  She probably sees that kind of thing all the time.  The funny part is, they never left the room after that. 
 
    We took a cold shower after the massage.  I made sure it was cold, but it was not enough to get all of the oil off.  We went back to the hotel and took a real shower in our giant hotel bathroom. 
 
    Liam wanted to get busy in the hotel shower, but we had already tried that.  He had a good time, but it did nothing for me.  He was having plenty of fun in Bangkok.  It was my turn. 
 
    I got out of the shower and wrapped a towel around my body.  Just before I left the giant bathroom, I turned back toward Liam. 
 
    “Are you coming?” I asked him and went into the bedroom. 
 
    When he came out of the bathroom naked, I leaned back against the large picture window, but I was not worried about what anyone outside might be able to see. 
 
    There was no way to know what people outside of the hotel could see inside.  Probably nothing since we were high enough.  No one walking on the street could possibly see inside our window.  Only people in other buildings would ever be able to look our way.  Even then, they would need binoculars to see us inside. 
 
    An hour later, or at least a few minutes later, we eased ourselves away from the window.  There were heat marks from my body and his hands against the glass. 
 
    We went to the giant hotel bed and lay down facing each other.  We kissed for what seemed like hours until Liam fell asleep. 
 
    By the time he woke up, I had gone out and brought back a jumbo burrito, a few tacos, a box of donuts and a six pack of Pepsi. 
 
    We were surrounded by too much we could ever possibly see and do in the very short amount of time we had in Bangkok.  My natural inclination is to try and cram as much in as possible.  When I go somewhere new, I want to see everything.  For Liam, this was a working vacation.  He had to work on the cruise ship, and these last days in Bangkok were his time to relax before going back to work in China. 
 
    Bangkok is hot, crowded and very humid in June.  The last thing Liam wanted to do was walk around in the humidity and crowds from dawn to midnight.  So I brought him back his favorite meal in Bangkok.  I wanted to try a little bit of everything, but sometimes you can only do so much, especially in only two days. 
 
    Instead of going out to dinner in some fancy restaurant or trying one of the million food carts that are scattered all over the city, we sat on the bed and ate Mexican food and donuts while watching English TV with Thai subtitles. 
 
    It is a beautiful looking language, but I don’t know what a single word of it means. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27: You Don’t Mess with the Dragons 
 
      
 
    I woke up earlier than usual on our last day in Bangkok.  I knew that I would have a few hours before Liam woke up, so I decided to go for a jog in Lumphini Park.  It was not exactly right around the corner, and definitely took longer to get to than just going up to the cruise ship’s sports deck, but I knew I had plenty of time. 
 
    I put on my running clothes and covered myself with a sweater.  There would be no naked jogging in Bangkok.  It was early in the morning, but it was not at all cold outside.  Summer in Bangkok is not the coldest place in the world, no matter what time of day it is.  The sweater was so I would not look like a tourist taking the Skytrain in running clothes. 
 
    Lumphini Park was full of old ladies doing tai chi, or at least what looked like tai chi to me.  There were a few dozen mostly old ladies and a few old men lined up in rows facing a younger woman who was shouting instructions into a microphone.  It was the only bit of noise in an otherwise very quiet and peaceful park. 
 
    I thought about joining them, but I wanted to jog.  I think running is a better workout.  Tai chi is less strenuous and burns up fewer calories, though probably better for the joints beyond a certain age.  I ended up passing by them a few times during my jog.  I literally ran circles around them. 
 
    Lumphini Park is a great place for a morning jog.  Like most large city parks, it is a green oasis in the middle of skyscrapers and crowded city streets.  Unlike most city parks, Lumphini has very large monitor lizards roaming around.  That’s something you don’t see every day.  A few people were walking around the park with their tiny bite size dogs.  That seemed like a bad idea to me.  Those lizards might get hungry.  I don’t know if they ever attack people, but they were easily big enough to take out a Chihuahua or Shih Tzu. 
 
    The park has two lakes and you can rent little paddle boats and paddle your way from one lake to the other.  It was like a much smaller version of Lake Calhoun in Minneapolis with a uniquely different smell.  It seemed like it could be a nice romantic place, but my boyfriend was asleep in the hotel and I knew that we would not be coming back in what little time we had left in Bangkok.  Maybe next time. 
 
    I was back in the hotel room, showered and ready to go out again by the time Liam woke up.  After a quick and less than healthy breakfast of donuts and pop, he was ready to start the day’s adventure.  We were in a hurry because I had reservations at a Thai cooking school.  Liam was not looking forward to it, but he knew that I was, so he went for me.  He also knew that we would get to eat whatever we made. 
 
    We took the Skytrain to Sukhumvit, which is close to Lumphini Park.  It would have been far easier for me to go straight from the park to the cooking school, but then I would have gone without Liam, and without an after-jog shower. 
 
    At the school, we put on aprons with a dozen other foreigners.  The class was mostly about Thai food, but they covered some Indian as well, which was great since I don’t know anything about making my own curry.  At least, I didn’t know anything before this class.  Now I only know very little.  It probably takes a lifetime to know everything about curry, outside of British expats in Hong Kong who mix a spice or two with ketchup and call it curry. 
 
    The chef was a pretty good teacher and knew what he was doing.  Most importantly, he was very patient.  He was calmly answering all of our stupid questions when most celebrity TV chefs would be throwing plates at the wall.  Liam was an especially terrible student, but the chef did not seem to mind.  In Liam’s defense, he does not care about cooking and was only in that class because I wanted to go. 
 
    We thought whatever we made would be our breakfast, donuts notwithstanding, but neither of us was satisfied with any of the strange concoctions that somehow ended up on our plates.  So we looked around Sukhumvit for a late breakfast/early lunch made by people who know what they are doing. 
 
    We found ourselves in an Arab neighborhood, which only made Liam nervous. 
 
    “Why?” I asked him. 
 
    “They’re Arabs,” he answered as if it was a obvious question. 
 
    “This is Thailand,” I said.  “Have you felt threatened by any of the Thai people we’ve seen so far?” 
 
    “No,” Liam said.  “But none of them were Arab.” 
 
    “They’re expats making a new life in a new country,” I told him.  “Just like you.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m not Arab,” he told me. 
 
    He knew that I was right, but ever since 9/11, there has been an endless stream of news stories about some Arab group or another killing someone.  We never hear about Chinese people blowing up bus stops or cutting off American heads. 
 
    “I’ll make a deal with you,” I told him.  “If we can eat a meal in an Arab restaurant without getting killed then you have to accept the fact that no Arabs are out to get you.” 
 
    “What if we do get killed?” he asked. 
 
    “If we’re blown up or kidnapped and beheaded then I’ll admit that you were right,” I said. 
 
    The funny thing is that he is not afraid of Thai people, and their national sport is kickboxing.  Their favorite thing to do is beat people up.  Instead, he is afraid of more sedentary people who would rather sit around smoking hookahs.  Thai people in general are probably in better shape, but they are not in the news for killing each other all that much.  They seem to have a coup and overthrow their government every few years, but we never hear about brutal atrocities coming out of Thailand.  So Thai people seem less threatening to Liam. 
 
    We picked a restaurant based solely on it having a menu that we could read.  Most of them were in Arabic.  Some had Arabic and Thai.  We could not read either language.  If I did not have any time to learn any Thai before this trip, I was certainly not going to be fluent in Arabic before taking a cruise in Southeast Asia.  Liam and I had no idea how to find the best restaurant and they all looked pretty much the same to us anyway. 
 
    We were welcomed to the restaurant we arbitrarily chose by a friendly older man with a wide smile and not a single explosive vest in sight.  Cutting off Liam’s American head seemed to be the furthest thing from his mind.  None of the other customers in the restaurant seemed all that impressed by our presence.  They live in the largest tourist city in the country and probably see foreigners all the time. 
 
    In China, we get stared at every day.  Even in Hong Kong, where you can’t walk down the street without seeing other foreigners, I still get stared at wherever I go.  In Bangkok, no one ever gawked at us.  It does not seem to be the Thai way. 
 
    “Why do they all have to have beards?” Liam asked me, looking around at all the people eating their meals in peace. 
 
    “What difference does it make?” I asked him.  “Are you looking for a date?” 
 
    “Don’t they know beards only make them look angrier?” he decided. 
 
    “To whom?” I asked him. 
 
    “To most of the world,” he answered.  “Look at China.  No one has a beard there.” 
 
    “Chinese culture doesn’t like beards because most Chinese people can never grow one,” I told him.  “It’s the same idea as hats in religion.” 
 
    I could tell that Liam had no idea where I was going with this. 
 
    “Early religious leaders wanted to hide their bald spots, so they decided that everyone had to wear hats,” I continued.  “Bald became bad because some old guys decided it was bad.  Beards are bad because someone decided they were bad.” 
 
    “It’s not just in China,” Liam told me.  “Beards are bad in our culture, too.” 
 
    “Not always,” I said.  “Look at any picture of any Civil War general.  Beards were very popular once.  Were those guys all terrorists?” 
 
    We eventually decided that it might be a good idea to look at our menus.  They had some English on them, so we thought we might as well see what our options were. 
 
    “What’s falafel?” Liam asked me, trying to read the menu. 
 
    “Fried chickpea balls,” I answered. 
 
    “That sounds disgusting,” he said. 
 
    “No, it’s good,” I said.  “They’re probably really good here.  I think that’s what I’ll get.” 
 
    “What’s tabbouleh?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s like a salad,” I told him.  “With diced vegetables and herbs.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound good,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, and bulgur,” I added.  “That’s the main ingredient.” 
 
    Liam took his face out of the menu and looked at me.  “What’s bulgur?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s like couscous,” I answered. 
 
    “What’s couscous?” he asked. 
 
    “You need to get out more,” I told him.  “Maybe eat less Krispy Kreme.” 
 
    “Hey, I’ll bet you dollars to donuts Krispy Kreme is better than anything here,” he said. 
 
    I laughed and it took Liam a minute to figure out why.  Then he went back to reading the menu, or at least trying to read the menu. 
 
    “What’s hummus?” he asked me. 
 
    “Oh, we’re getting that,” I answered.  “I don’t think we can’t.  It’s like tortilla chips at a Mexican restaurant.  You just have to.” 
 
    “They’re chips?” he asked. 
 
    “Not at all,” I said.  “But I bet it’s great with tortilla chips.  Like guacamole.” 
 
    Liam looked at me like I had completely failed to answer his question.  And he was right. 
 
    “It’s a very tasty, diarrhea-like substance,” I told him. 
 
    Liam made an unpleasant face.  “Are you kidding?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s from a movie,” I said.  “I don’t remember which one.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like your kind of movie,” he said.  “You always call me immature for laughing at toilet jokes.” 
 
    “You’ll get it when you see it,” I told him. 
 
    Hummus looks pretty disgusting, but I have never had any that was not delicious.  Liam was still not convinced that we should get some. 
 
    “It’s a dip with olive oil,” I told him.  “You can eat it with anything.  It goes very well with falafel.” 
 
    “What’s maqluba?” he asked. 
 
    “I have no idea,” I answered. 
 
    I’m no expert in Arab food, not even close, but I know the basics.  Maqluba was something I had never heard of before. 
 
    The waiter came to our table and asked us if we were ready to order. 
 
    “What’s maqluba?” Liam asked him. 
 
    The waiter talked for a long time, describing how the dish is prepared and what ingredients are used.  When he was finished, we could all tell from the look on Liam’s face that he still had no idea what it was. 
 
    “It’s a ragoût,” the waiter said. 
 
    Liam does not know French any more than he knows basic Arab food. 
 
    “It’s hotdish,” I told him. 
 
    Someone finally said something that Liam understood.  In Minnesota, we call casserole hotdish.  Ragoût is more of a stew than casserole, but the way the waiter described maqluba, it sounded more like hotdish than stew.  I was translating the waiter’s French English into Minnesota English, but I was only taking an educated guess about the Arabic English. 
 
    Not surprisingly, we were never killed or kidnapped at any time in the Arab neighborhood.  Everyone was perfectly nice to us and the food was pretty good.  The falafel was a little dry, but the hummus was fantastic.  Liam liked how it tasted a lot more than how it looked. 
 
    Liam would say that Bangkok was hot, humid and crowded with too many scam artists trying to rip off the tourists.  That is all true, but I think we saw a very small slice of the city and its people in a very short amount of time.  Something tells me that if we stayed longer, we both would have come away with a greater appreciation for the culture. 
 
    “I’d love to come back and spend a lot more time here,” I told Liam. 
 
    “I can live without it,” he replied. 
 
    Bangkok was not the greatest city in the world for him, but such a large variety of international food at such low prices has to count for something.  The food options from Liam’s point of view were better than Hong Kong and infinitely better than his corner of China.  At least he did not hate it.  He was mostly indifferent, so going back with him was always a possibility.  It is the cities he hates with a passion, like Xiamen, that convincing him to return to makes for a more difficult proposition. 
 
    The people in Bangkok were friendly and smiling everywhere we went.  Even the scammers smiled all the time.  Every country seems to advertise itself as the friendliest in the world.  Every tourist board in Asia claims to have the most smiling people.  I have never conducted a comprehensive study on who smiles the most, but when the people in Bangkok smiled, it always seemed genuine.  Bangkok also had more than enough to see and do.  The temples were worth the trip all by themselves. 
 
    And any city with Krispy Kreme can’t be all bad. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28: Nudism 101 
 
      
 
    We had a long list of things to do in Bangkok, both from before the cruise and everything Helena told us about while we were on the ship, but we simply never had enough time.  Helena gave me some good tips, but I wish she could have come with us.  She had to stay on the ship and work, but she would have been a great tour guide.  I’m sure we would have seen more and wasted a lot less time with her around.  She also spoke the language, so that would have been helpful.  English speaking tourists can easily get by in Bangkok, but knowing the language that everyone around you speaks is never a bad thing.  Helena would have been for us in Bangkok what I was for Earl and Edna in Hong Kong. 
 
    I would have loved to stay in Bangkok longer and get to know the city more.  I think it is hard enough to really know a city when you are a tourist.  It is even harder when you are only there for two days.  I had been living in Hong Kong for two years by the time we took the cruise and I still did not know it as well as I would have liked.  I knew where everything is and how to get around and avoid getting ripped off, but I did not truly understand the people and their culture.  Sometimes I thought I did, but then something would happen or someone would say something that just made my head spin. 
 
    It would probably take just as long to get to know Bangkok.  Since I don’t live there, I will have to settle for visiting.  Hopefully, I will be back sometime soon.  I don’t know if I can talk Liam into going back, but since it is not too far away from Hong Kong, it is a quick flight.  He prefers quick flights.  The more the airlines are shrinking their seats and treating their customers like cattle, the more I am starting to prefer quick flights as well. 
 
    Before we knew it, it was time to say farewell to Bangkok and go to the airport.  Our vacation was pretty much over.  Most people take months, or even years, to prepare for a cruise.  This one just kind of snuck up on us.  It was all over as quickly as it began.  Instead of thinking about it and planning every little thing for months or years, we went from not knowing about it to going on the cruise to going back home in the space of about two weeks. 
 
    There is something about doing it this way that I liked.  Usually you spend a lot more time planning a trip than actually taking it.  You think about it for a long time and then it comes and goes in the blink of an eye.  It is like waiting in line at Disneyland.  You can stand in that line for hours with the heat and humidity crushing your soul, but the ride is over in a few minutes. 
 
    We did not really have the feeling that it all ended too quickly since we did not wait nearly as long for it.  It was more like Disneyland on a rainy day when there is no one in line and you get right on the ride.  Not so much at Hong Kong Disneyland.  Rainy days are almost as crowded as sunny days.  Everyone who lives in Hong Kong expects it to rain at any time.  But Disney parks in other countries are probably more popular during nice weather. 
 
    Our trip still ended too quickly.  Any time you have to leave your cabin with a balcony on a giant cruise ship and go back to work it is too quick.  But I find it difficult to complain that a free cruise I never even knew about a few weeks beforehand came and went too fast. 
 
    After two exceptionally short days in Bangkok, it was time to go to the airport.  What was interesting was that we had never been to the airport in Bangkok before.  Usually when you fly out of a place it is after you have already flown in.  We came in by ship, so we did not know the first thing about the airport. 
 
    I did not especially want to deal with the notorious taxi scams to get to the airport.  We had spent our two days in Bangkok using the Skytrain, boats and mostly walking.  Everybody warned us about Bangkok taxis.  Even Helena told us that she never takes taxis, and she is Thai. 
 
    Chinese taxi drivers can be just as bad, if not as infamous, but I can speak a little Chinese.  That can make all the difference in the world when someone is looking to rip off the naïve foreigner.  I don’t know the first word in Thai.  We also had no idea how far away the airport was, how long it should take to get there or even what direction it was in.  An unscrupulous driver could have taken us in circles around the city and we would have never known it. 
 
    Fortunately, our hotel had a shuttle bus to the airport.  This turned out to be very good news since the airport turned out to be very far away from the hotel.  It was almost as far away as the docks where the cruise ship stopped.  It took so long to get to the airport that even if we had gone with an honest taxi driver, we would have thought that he was driving us in circles. 
 
    The airport itself was like every other airport I have ever been to in Asia.  It is a giant shopping mall with a few planes parked out back.  Somebody told me that in Bangkok they charge an exit fee before they let you go through passport control, but I think they stopped doing that a few years ago.  Nobody charged us anything inside the airport, except for the drinks and snacks we had while we waited for our flight. 
 
    The price for food was about ten times higher inside the airport than it was in Bangkok itself, but that is the way airports all over the world do business.  They will keep charging whatever they want as long as people keep buying it, just as the airlines will treat us like dirt as long as we take it.  We have no one to blame but ourselves. 
 
    After a quick flight from Bangkok to Hong Kong, Liam would keep going to Fuzhou and I would go back to my apartment.  The next day, we would both be back at work and counting the days until our next vacation. 
 
    Before this trip, I knew absolutely nothing about nudists.  I thought they were a bunch of hippies who run around naked, smoke pot and have wild orgies in the middle of a forest somewhere.  I was wrong about everything except the running around naked part, and even then they are always complaining that they don’t get to run around naked as often enough as they would like.  They say that they have fewer places where they can get naked legally than they used to. 
 
    The nudists I met all came from a wide variety of backgrounds.  They all had different jobs and traveled in different social circles.  They came in all ages, races, shapes and sizes.  They had as many opposing political opinions as any other diverse group of people.  They were as varied as you could possibly get.  The only thing they all had in common was their love of getting naked outdoors. 
 
    They were also the friendliest people you could hope to meet.  I’m from Minnesota, so I know a thing or two about friendly people.  I think it is in our state constitution that we have to be friendly.  Nudists would love the outdoor lifestyle available in Minnesota.  Anyone who loves outdoor activities should love Minnesota.  Too bad outlanders think it is too cold to be naked all year. 
 
    I never thought I would be able to fit in on a nudist cruise.  I’m not at all shy when it comes to performing on stage.  I don’t get stage fright or butterflies in my stomach.  I am completely comfortable performing in front of an audience.  Of course, I always perform fully clothed. 
 
    Nudity is a completely different situation.  When I was a little girl, I was always told to cover my body.  Even at home, sleeves had to reach my elbows and leggings had to cover at least to my knees.  Skirts could never be above the knee and could only be worn with full leggings underneath.  I slept in full length pajamas with only my head and hands uncovered.  Even when swimming, I had to wear dark tights under a one piece bathing suit and a t-shirt over it.  The only nudity in my house was ten minutes in the shower under strict supervision. 
 
    It did not take me long to realize that this was not how most people lived.  But I still grew up in a culture where nudity was seen as sexual and sexuality was reserved for advertisements and loose women.  Good girls are not supposed to have sex, until some men say that it is ok.  Even in movies, nudity is either sex or comedy. 
 
    The people on that cruise had the ability to see nudity in a naturally innocent way, the way most children do before we are all told that nude is lewd.  As a dancer, I can relate to that.  I think we are all natural born dancers, but at some point in our childhood we are told to grow up and stop moving with natural joy.  Most people forget how to dance and even professional dancers have to be trained all over again. 
 
    I’m not ready to live a nudist lifestyle and I don’t see myself joining any nudist club any time soon, but I am proud of the fact that I could put my fear aside and be part of their experience, even if only temporarily.  When I first got on that ship, I could only get partially naked when no one else was around.  By the last day, I was walking around fully nude surrounded by a shipload of other nude people. 
 
    We talked and laughed, swam and played games, all completely naked.  None of them noticed all the flaws I see in my body and no one laughed at anybody for being imperfect.  When everybody is naked, no one cares about perfection. 
 
    People who don’t know anything about nudism like to say that the people you see at a nude beach are the people you don’t want to see naked.  Even Liam said it.  What they will never get, and it took me a while to figure out, is that nudists don’t get nude to show off their imperfect bodies.  They are not exhibitionists and they don’t like voyeurs.  You are always welcome to join them, but they are not interested in being stared at. 
 
    Something I figured out that the gymnophobes will never know is that the people you see nude are exactly the people you want to see naked.  Instead of surgically enhanced bodies that conform to whatever this year’s definition of perfection is, they have natural, human bodies.  I was on a ship with 2,000 nudists.  All of them were beautiful. 
 
    The way clothed people judge each other’s appearance is far more lewd than anything that happened on that ship.  People enjoyed a cruise in Southeast Asia, did a lot of swimming and sunbathing and ate too much delicious food.  There was absolutely nothing lewd about any of it.  I only wish that I had gotten naked sooner. 
 
    Being completely naked was better than liberating and empowering.  It was fun. 
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