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Praise for Brian David Bruns




This man has seen it all.

—Deborah Roberts, ABC 20/20




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

—Booklist




I found it absolutely hysterical.

—Peter Greenberg, NBC Today Show




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

—Doug Lansky, Travel Channel




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

—Caitlyn Bahrenberg, Downtown Magazine




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

—Writer's Digest




HORS D’OEUVRES




Something to tantalize and tickle interest in the crews’ life.




Food,

Fun,

Fights,

& More!




WHAT FOOD DOES THE CREW EAT?

Looking for Grub in all the Wrong Places







Food keeps crew members from fully integrating, perhaps more than any other single thing on the big ships. 

Access to ‘food from home’ at sea varies dramatically because ‘home’ varies dramatically. Some cruise lines have more Indian dishes, or eastern European, or Caribbean, depending on the make-up of the crew. Happily, cruise lines take food for the crew very seriously. It’s the real deal—unlike, say, the food court at ye olde shopping mall. Sure, it has Mexican, Italian, and Chinese, but only via Taco Bell, Sbaro’s, and Panda, respectively. And those, of course, are hopelessly Americanized. Prior to international corporations, I doubt native Mexicans, Italians, or Chinese would have even recognized such foods as being ‘theirs’—especially after eating it. But I digress. 

Strangely, ships cater to American tastes below the waterline, despite a dearth of them aboard. The irony is complete when you realize that nearly 100% of said Americans are entertainers who won’t eat anything provided. Why? Because hot dogs and hamburgers do not lend themselves to attractive bodies. So why, then, do ships bother? Because hot dogs and hamburgers are cheap. Even better, both can sit under a heat lamp for hours and you’d never know it. Or at least a lad from Indonesia wouldn’t. Mystery solved. 

But every day on every ship of every cruise line in every sea is Asian day. Copious amounts of steamed white rice are always available for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, bowing to the preponderance of eastern Asian crew. I will never forget my first trip to the crew mess, on Carnival Fantasy. While I heaped a couple strip steaks on my plate—myself being nothing if not American—my colleagues opted for a mound of white rice topped by a ladleful of fish head soup. Thus was explained our radical disparity in weight and, perhaps, our temperament. 

Fortunately for me, I’m deeply interested in food and found different cuisines from different cultures a benefit. Many did not. Considering how hard we all worked, the desire for familiar, comforting food was understandable. Further, most crew came from rural environments with limited diversity and limited interest in it. Just as a small town lad from, say, Kansas may not be as interested in foie gras as a native of New York City, a small village lad from an island in the Philippines may not be interested in microwave burritos. And after working 80+ hours a week? Let the poor guy have what he wants, for cryin’ out loud!

But the real reason foreign crew members hesitate to integrate isn’t food: it’s food habits. 

Food is not allowed in crew cabins, though all crew types sooner or later sneak some in. Many keep a ready supply of dry goods, some of which are occasionally even allowed. Asians, for example, tend to hoard entire flats of instant noodles, and who’s going to know about a secreted hot plate, enabling a late night snack? But this maritime discipline restricting food was enacted for a good reason. Two, actually, because on some ships there are roaches. 

The real reason food is denied in crew cabins is because it invariably ends up in the toilets in a most nonbiological manner. Ship toilets are very, very sensitive. The crew? Not so much. 

When working on Royal Caribbean’s Majesty of the Seas, we had to contend with this latter issue to the extreme. Fish bones backed up the sewage system so often that the entire aft crew deck smelled like feces. Literally. What killed me was that disposing evidence of illicit nourishment was the only time many flushed the toilets at all! I still shudder at the seeing the overworked zombies brushing their teeth beside toilets filled to the brim, lids wide open. Equally confusing to me was why a crew member flushed a shoe. This resulted in backing up the waste systems for the entire ship, and none other than the hotel director himself was forced to search the cabins for the culprit. There’ll be more on that later, but I will add that he swore a lot that day. 

Despite all this, some of us aboard do have access to room service. That doesn’t mean the crew is happy to provide it, though. One night my order of several sandwiches—I was hosting a party—resulted in bread so deeply impressed by the thumbs of an enraged chef that I could all but see his fingerprints.




WHAT ARE CREW CABINS LIKE?

Crew Cabin Surprise







Getting your first roommate in college, for example, can be intimidating, as any life change can be. But getting a new cabin mate on a cruise ship is particularly so. Sharing your limited personal space with a complete stranger is not something common, after all—one-night stands excepted, I guess. But when that stranger is invariably from another nation, indeed probably from another hemisphere entirely, of a different color and different religion speaking a different language, you just don’t know what to expect. When approaching my first cabin as crew—when I was a waiter on Carnival Fantasy—I thought I was prepared for anything. This was an embarrassing failure of imagination.

B deck cabins were about twenty feet below the waterline. The corridors were taller than on the newer ships, but equally narrow. Poor lighting emphasized the lack of freshness and cast everything in a dismal, back-alley vibe. Thick veins of exposed pipes added to the feeling. None were steaming, but they throbbed. The entire scene could have been a set for the climactic showdown of a bad action movie. My cabin door was horrendously scratched, dented even, as if somehow utilized in a brutal dog-fight. Adding to that impression were the sounds coming through the door: the sharp crack of hand-to-hand combat and cries of pain.

For a crew cabin, the chamber was surprisingly roomy. This was due to the lack of a sink and a shower to be shared with the neighboring cabin. Such was common on newer ships, but on Fantasy such necessaries were down the hall—and horrendously filthy, but that’s neither here nor there. Inside were two narrow bunks and two wooden lockers, smudged with age and flaking laminate. A small desk was completely covered by a 13-inch television, the space beneath stuffed with a dorm-sized refrigerator. A single chair hosted a Nintendo. The air was stiflingly hot and stagnant: the vent being hidden behind a securely taped plastic bag that intentionally cut off air flow.

Access to the bunks was blocked by the man who dwelt here: my new roommate. His tiny body lay diagonally across the cabin as to fill it, legs splayed wide open, each foot propped atop its own case of dried noodles. His rear sat deep into a smashed third box, and his head rested on the feet of a huge teddy bear that occupied the lower bunk. The controls of his gaming console sat comfortably on his lap. Though the Nintendo was hooked up to the TV and the controller in his hands, the screen instead blasted a very loud, very obnoxious Asian martial arts movie.

And he was completely naked.

I had never met a man from Thailand before, certainly not one bare-ass naked and spread-eagled in front of me. Such things would become commonplace once I got used to ships, of course. 

‘Ben’, he called himself, because his real name was a whopping eighteen letters long. Upon waking he immediately mentioned his girlfriend was going to sleep with him every night. How two humans and a four-foot teddy bear could share a bunk so small was a marvel. My own head and feet both pressed against the walls, though I, too, had to snuggle with my luggage. But Ben and ‘Amy’ were quiet and courteous. The only noise they ever made, in fact, was their incessant watching of what appeared to be the same martial arts film over and over and over.

“When are you going to get a new movie?” I finally asked, exasperated.

“It’s not the same movie,” Ben replied. “It’s a forty-part Chinese movie I bought in Malaysia. Dubbed in Korean for Amy. Subtitled in Thai for me.”

“On a Japanese TV,” I added. “On an Finnish ship under Panama’s flag, serving Americans like me.”

“See?” Ben exclaimed. “You’re learning ships already!”




WHAT ARE OFFICER CABINS LIKE?

Crew Cabin Surprise







Moving up from waiter to manager in Carnival Cruise Lines was literal: the promotion raised me up six decks. No more living below the waterline. Why, if the ship was going down, it would take oodles more time for the water to reach deck four. This was the officer’s deck, baby, and I would no longer be subjected to the crew’s competing music after the dubiously labelled ‘quiet hours’ began at 10 p.m. Not that there was ever any question which music—hip hop vs. Bollywood—would win such contests. The latter’s strength relied entirely on sheer volume, whereas hip hop’s arsenal included volume and bulkhead-vibrating bass and repellant lyrics. But no longer would my four hours of nightly sleep involve my head pressed against a wall literally thumping with bass. No longer would I have to plug my ears over such lyrics as “Yo, yo, I hate cops and bitches, but cops and bitches want me.” Alas, the music moved distressingly far towards the other end of the spectrum. Now I listened to “Let your light shine through me, oh Lord, my shepherd.”

For my new cabin-mate, a jovial and talkative fellow from northern India, was a Reborn Christian. When Bogo wasn’t praying out loud—while showering, shaving, dressing, or really just breathing—he was preaching to the hapless souls within earshot. He had so many Bibles to give away that I had to relinquish my only shelf for the overflow. I would have preferred to gaze at a picture of my girlfriend before falling asleep, but the New Testament was what I got. It was OK, though. Bogo was a good guy. He was probably forty-something, with a graying Persian-style mustache and shaved head. A strange series of indentations marred the back of his skull, not unlike someone pressing their fingers into a wet ball of clay. How he shaved in those grooves I never found out. How he got the horrendous purple circles beneath his eyes I found out all too well. 

Oh, did I mention when I first met him he was bare-ass naked? Yeah. In fact, my first three cabins with Carnival all involved strange, foreign, naked men. Ship life. 

More trying than the continual reminders that I was going to hell—I failed to repent my sins daily—were the photos of his baby plastered all over the walls. They were horrible, but what could I say? Bogo had been denied leave to see the birth of his son—Carnival Cruise Lines giving no reason—so photos were all the poor guy had. I know he wanted to experience that magical, monumental moment of birth, but honestly, I didn’t. Couldn’t he have shown photos of a two-minute baby, carefully cleaned and warmly wrapped in a blanket with mom? Instead I was barraged with Junior’s first terrifying seconds in this world: discolored, slimy, and screaming. Bogo displayed no less than fifteen blown-up glossy photos by his bunk. They scared me so much I leapt into the top bunk like a child avoiding the monster under his bed.

More trying than even that, however, was that poor, poor Bogo was an insomniac. This I discovered in dramatic fashion. 

In the afternoon just two days before, I had left the charming Transylvanian town where I had vacationed—I carefully omitted any mention of this pagan location to Bogo—and drove four hours to Braşov. At midnight I drove five more hours to Bucharest, followed by a pre-dawn flight to Frankfurt. Then came the eleven hour flight to Chicago surrounded by screaming kids, followed by another five hours flight to New Orleans surrounded by Bourbon Street-bound revelers. Then came the final hour-plus taxi ride to Gulfport, Mississippi. 

Though utterly and completely exhausted when I arrived to the ship, I was immediately put to work for no less than fifteen hours straight. I was literally denied even a fifteen minute break. I knew that low-level management always got the worst of it, but ships are insane. My only time off the clock was the ten minutes allocated to leaving the Lido deck, changing my uniform, and getting to the dining room. I worked two dinner seatings and had to physically run to reach the midnight buffet in time.

Thus it was sometime around 3:30 a.m. when I finally got off work and shuffled to my cabin. I had not slept a wink in fifty hours and countless time zones. My eyes burned, my head pounded, and my muscles barely worked. Too tired to even undress, I pulled my heavy body onto the bunk for a glorious six hours of sleep before the next shift. Six! Being an officer was good, after all. Ecstasy was closing my eyes, soothing the itch, watching the redness melt lovingly into cool blackness. I drifted gratefully into slumber… until a voice commanded sharply, “Admit your sins and I will lead you in prayer!”




WHAT IS A SHIP’S GALLEY LIKE?

Your Waiter is a Thief







The shortage of necessary materials in a cruise ship dining room is a serious issue, but not for the reason one might think. Each waiter is assigned a specific amount of silverware and a single rack to hold it. Fanatically guarding your silver is a matter of course on Carnival ships, and every rack is profoundly labeled. Because names are extremely confusing on ships—courtesy of 60-some nationalities aboard—many draw pictures instead. As the only American waiter in the fleet, I drew the Stars & Stripes, which may or may not have been more intimidating than my colleague who covered his rack with superbly drawn, realistically creepy bats.

Anyone caught ‘borrowing’ from a waiter’s soiled rack during mealtime faced a severe reprimand. Anyone caught pinching clean silver risked decapitation. At the end of the first seating, waiters would rush their silver to the dishwasher and refuse to leave until the precious cargo was fully cleaned and accounted for. Those who simply hadn’t the time for such protection were forced to rely on the goodwill of the dishwashers to keep prying hands away. Needless to say, dishwashers enjoyed a healthy gratuity for ensuring this ‘goodwill’. We waiters did not begrudge them, as our less-than minimum wage was generous compared to a dishwasher’s salary.

At first, I was disgusted with Carnival’s apparent inability to supply their employees with necessary equipment. Every station was required to have X number of saucers, water glasses, wine glasses, silverware, side plates, coffee cups, etc. Yet there was simply never enough of any of these items. Absurdly, a nightly inventory was required and all items were displayed openly upon the tables for counting. Specialty items in particularly high demand were exposed for anyone to steal. Butter dishes were particularly special items, because the guests pinched them, too. So after all that hard work serving guests, waiters endured unpaid guard duty over their stations while waiting for the manager to OK their station. After being cleared and departing, thieving packs of waiters descended upon abandoned stations to gather what they needed for their own inspection. For, to pass the inventory, a waiter was required to steal from another who had already been designated as fully stocked. A nasty consequence of this was that waiters arrived at their stations an hour early—off the clock—to steal it back. Or as much as they could, anyway. The whole thing was bizarre, and completely inimical to the cruise line’s insatiable and unrealistic demands for superior service. 

And menus? When they were unlocked by a manager the resulting rush would crush less durable employees. The big guys were frequently paid off by the smaller to obtain the precious, understocked menus—paid off or bribed in some manner, which could just as easily include performing laundry services or sex services. While a waiter, I was one of the bigger guys—I’m a corn-fed Midwestern boy, after all—but all deals with my surrounding, pretty waitress neighbors merely involved rolling silverware. Sigh. 

Only after observing the restaurant staff did I begin to understand Carnival’s policy. The attitude of most waiters was one of extreme indifference towards property. Breakage was exceptionally high because no one cared about the cost. Carnival was a billion-dollar sweat-shop, so why should an over-worked, under-paid waiter care if he dropped a cup? But twenty broken cups a night on each of twenty ships added up in a hurry! By demanding that each station be equipped completely and enforcing it nightly, Carnival threw the responsibility right back onto the waiters. Breakage was thusly low. Frustration thusly high. 

Any waiter wanting to get tipped by all his guests—really his only money for the whole cruise—had to focus on preventing breakage. How else can you make happy twenty-six guests simultaneously demanding coffee when you only have ten cups and eight saucers? Despite your best efforts, preparation and/or bribery, pinching-on-the-go was mandatory. Yet even legitimate accidents did not guarantee replacement of necessary equipment. The system was brutal but effective; a metaphor for all things at sea. 




WHAT HAPPENS ON A CREW MEMBER’S FIRST DAY?

America Means Deodorant







What do you say to a group of thirty scared, exhausted, but excited people who have flown 5,000 to 10,000 miles from home to start a new life at sea? What words can simultaneously console both a macho Bulgarian man and a timid Indonesian woman? The trainer on Carnival Fantasy’s restaurant college, as it is called, was a small Indian man named Boota. He was kind, gentle, and engagingly handsome. His words, too, were kind and gentle, but below his soothing accent was the hardened steel of experience. Boota did not even address the overwhelming worries that clouded everyone’s mind, knowing how they varied so widely. He cut right through concerns—recognizing food, getting lost below decks, doing laundry, contacting home—and made us all focus on what brought us here in the first place. 

“Let me welcome you aboard,” said the brilliant trainer with a flash of his pretty eyes. “We are going to have a lot of fun, and we are going to do a lot of work. I guarantee this will be a new experience for all of you. It will not be easy. Let’s start with why you are here. You’re all here for the same reason: money. So to make money, you first need to learn about serving Americans.”

I realized what was about to happen. My gut seized in fear. I was going to hear about American behavior and expectations from a third party who had no interest or need to sugar-coat anything. We’ve all heard of the Ugly American. Was I going to discover that I ranked among them?

“It doesn’t matter what things were like back home,” Boota continued. “The majority of cruisers are American, so you need to learn what they like and what they don’t like. Americans are the easiest people to serve in the world. They’re not interested in fine service. They eat out all the time there, so being in the dining room is not a special occasion for them the way it is for most of us. So they don’t want a servant: they want a friend. They will ask personal questions about you and your family. They are not being rude, they are trying to make a personal connection. Americans like to talk and these are common conversation starters in their country. Even though it says on your name tag, they’ll ask where you’re from. They are not being lazy. Again, they are trying to start a conversation. Just don’t be upset if they don’t know where your country is. Most won’t.”

Switching gears, Boota began giving more concrete instruction. 

“This is an American corporation with American guests, which means American standards. That doesn’t mean you must eat hamburgers every day, but it does mean washing with soap and water every day. I’m from India, for example, and lots of Indians smell bad because they don’t use soap. That may be fine back home, but it can’t happen here. America means deodorant.

“And ships mean English. In guest areas always use English. Even if you are talking about cricket scores in your native language, Americans will assume you’re talking about them. Nobody knows why. I guess it’s their big sense of personal identity. 

“Now let me tell you a true story. A waiter from the Philippines once had a table of old ladies who refused to leave after lunch. He needed them out so he could set up his station for dinner. Finally they ordered more coffee, which was long gone. He had to brew more. It meant he was going to miss preparing for his dinner guests, which probably meant hard time for the second seating, too. He stormed away swearing in Tagalog, using very bad words. He assumed he was safe. But one of the ladies was married to a U.S. military man stationed in the Philippines. She understood every word and told the hotel director. The waiter was forced to apologize and was sent home the very next port, mid-cruise.

“Carnival has over sixty nationalities that get along very well. If we don’t, we get sent home. That means no money. If you fight with anybody because he’s different, you will be sent home. No money. Even if someone hits you and you don’t fight back, you are both going home. Carnival takes it that seriously. Revel in learning about the world, but don’t forget why we are here.

“Look around,” he said. “These strange foreigners are all here, just like you, for the money. And though it may not seem like it now, by the end of training these strange foreigners will feel like family.” 

He was right. When the four weeks were up and our group was being dispersed among the fleet, there was not a dry eye in the class.




DO CREW CELEBRATE U.S. HOLIDAYS?

Universal Holiday







Religious holidays are not observed on cruise ships because all enforce a policy of ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’. When 60+ nationalities from every corner of the globe cohabit in a very tight space, conversations regarding religion and politics can be troublesome. That said, we’re all there for the same reason—money—so such conversations are almost always as they should be: to learn. Your way of life is not threatened because you’re far from home. At sea, we’re all minorities. Private gatherings are tolerated to observe religious holidays, such as Christmas or Eid or Hanukkah or Holi or you-name-it. The idea of working on cruise ships justifiably leads to the conclusion that you’ll learn about other countries in this grand, diverse world of ours. The manner in which such education occurs, however, is not what most preconceive. Crew members rarely get off in ports, and certainly have only a few short, breathless hours to do so. We learn about the world because it’s all there below the waterline with us. My best friends on ships represented every religion, race, creed, and economic level. 

But what about the fact that most passengers are Americans? For sure, the Fourth of July is a much celebrated day on ships. That is entirely in deference to the passengers who expect such. I’ve spent many a wild American Independence Day in Mexico partying harder than even back home. Invariably I was in a tourist-heavy port at the time. When your local business lives or dies by the patrons who frequent it—especially tourists—it behooves one to go with the flow. For the record, my English friends celebrate July Fourth with the same joy as if they, too, were barbecuing in a backyard. Who doesn’t like fireworks? Thanksgiving—a personal favorite of mine—is all but ignored on ships, other than the galley straining to prepare copious amounts of turkey. But one American holiday is slowly spreading around the globe. Its origins are shrouded in the misty pagan past, but that is irrelevant to most revelers. What matters is that it’s damned fun—pun intended. 

Perhaps it’s the joy of anonymity behind a mask, perhaps it’s a love of ghosts and ghouls, but Halloween is heartily celebrated at sea. Halloween is the one glorious night where you are not only free, but encouraged, to embrace that which brings fear and loathing into the hearts and minds of common man. A cross-dressing man fits into that category as snugly as, say, Freddie Kruger or H.R. Giger’s Alien. But sometimes you gotta do what you gotta do. My favorite Halloween party on ships was far from the States, in the blue waters of the Mediterranean. 

Gathering a Halloween costume of any kind while sailing the Mediterranean is no small task, but was even more so on the Wind Surf. Though the world’s largest sailing ship, she was still small enough to fit into as many old world ports as you can imagine. Thus we were in port seven days a week, frequently in seven different nations. Cobbling together a unified costume from bits and pieces obtained in Morocco, Spain, France, Monaco, Malta, Tunisia, Italy, Croatia, and Greece is not easy—especially when none of those countries broadly celebrate the American holiday. Regardless, a Halloween crew party was announced, and nothing brings a shiver down my spine more than the thought of missing a crew party. 

But what to be, and how? There were no superstores loaded with costumes, nor seasonal businesses in strip malls. Solutions always present themselves, however, and in my case it was in the form of… well, getting into women’s pants. While I admit to constantly thinking about getting into women’s pants, that rarely means actually donning them. But this is just what was suggested one evening when brainstorming with a friend from the spa. 

“I have nothing to wear,” I lamented to Natalie, echoing women everywhere and from all times. Natalie noted this. “You sound just like my cabin mate,” she said. “Claudia whined about not having a dress for formal night, so I offered her one of mine.” I laughed, while she chortled in her wine. Natalie was six foot two inches tall. Claudia was most definitely not. “You would fit better into one of my dresses,” Natalie continued. An idea was born. 

So I borrowed a slim black dress from the Australian giantess and next port, Toulon, France, I found a wig shop. It was a real wig shop, that is not silly cheap stuff, but what was I to do? I opted for dirty blonde and shelled out the fifty Euros. Shoes were hopeless for my size twelve and a half feet—we weren’t in Vegas, after all—but accessories were encouragingly hurled upon me by the entire spa staff. After great deliberation by the spa girls doing my makeover, I was ordered to shave my goatee. I did. Then came the order to shave my chest. I did not. Soon enough, however, I was all dolled up and ready for the Halloween party on Wind Surf. 

When I arrived to the party arm in arm with Natalie, everything came to a screeching halt. Literally: the Italian DJ actually fumbled with his music, horrified. Italian men would rather be hurled into the bowels of hell than be seen without their machismo. The Asian crew stared, agog, while the usually uptight Brits gave me surprisingly ‘understanding’ nods. Read into that what you will. 

Because the Surf was so small, the party only involved a few dozen crew members. That doesn’t mean we weren’t loud enough to wake the dead—some of whom appeared to be joining our booze-swilling ranks. Most costumes were improvised. Natalie wrapped herself toga-like in a white sheet and played Greek goddess. Several spa girls borrowed grease-smeared boiler suits and with the help of lacy bras became… well… slutty engineers. They were very popular, as one could imagine. The Canadian dive instructor grabbed a gondolier outfit in Venice, while the nurse and her husband dressed as the Incredibles. The flamboyantly gay Indonesian photographer just pranced around in his underwear. Oh, he also wore skull makeup. By the end of the party, that was all he still wore. While there was much drinking, it was predominantly an excuse to dance, dance, and dance. As usual, the end of the party saw hook-ups between every race and color. By then I had lost track of how many hands—hairy and otherwise—tried to grope up my dress. Yes, it was quite a party, as crew parties always are.




WHAT DOES THE CREW DO FOR FUN?

Gold Medal for Outstanding Performance!







Olympic gold medalist Hope Solo has vindicated what I’ve been saying since I wrote Cruise Confidential. 

“There’s a lot of sex going on,” she stated to ESPN in July, 2012. "With a once-in-a-lifetime experience, you want to build memories, whether it's sexual, partying, or on the field. I've seen people having sex right out in the open. On the grass, between buildings, people are getting down and dirty."

She was talking about the Olympic Village, but if you inserted ‘crew cabins’ she would have been right on the money. Swimmer Ryan Lochte—another multiple gold medalist—backed Solo up, stating he believes "70 percent to 75 percent of Olympians” hook up behind the scenes. He added slyly, "Hey, sometimes you gotta do what you gotta do."

But these are Olympians, humans who do stuff daily the rest of us would find impossible, right? Enter your cruise ship waiters. They work every day, all day, for up to ten or more months straight. Sure, the time-clocks say only 80 hours a week, but we all know that doesn’t include time spent guarding your station from roving packs of waiters, hungry for your saucers and side plates. Many of us showed up an hour early before every shift, and nearly every day that means three shifts. All that’s on top of boat drill: both passenger’s and crew’s. Yet crew still find plenty of time to hook up, and not necessarily in their cabins, either. I’ve seen crew going at it on open decks. A particularly wild crew party on Carnival Fantasy comes to mind—as narrated in Cruise Confidential. 

At sea the reasons for this wild abandon are very much the same as in Olympic Village. Despite coming from every corner of the globe, everybody is there for the same reason. They’re all far from home, working hard at something nobody back home can possibly relate to. All are generally young, generally attractive, and generally can’t get on board unless proven squeaky clean. Many are looking to make memories, many are desperate to feel good for just a few minutes. Finally, many have never experienced freedom from parental—or village—scrutiny before. Anonymity after growing up with three generations in a three room home in a small town? Think about it. 

Oh, and ships provide free condoms. 

More than 100,000 condoms were distributed to athletes for the London Olympics, according to Yahoo contributor David C. Cutler. It took only one week for athletes at the Olympic Village at the 2000 Sydney Olympic Games to run out of the 70,000 condoms supplied. See? Similarities between Olympians and crew are rising. Funny how cruise lines won’t reveal just how many condoms they distribute. Those of us who lived below the waterline certainly know. 

Working on a cruise ship is a work-hard, play-hard lifestyle. For most of us, it’s only for a short period in our lives, when we’re young and adventurous. Why not make the most of it? You have a world-wide smorgasbord of bodies to choose from, probably for the only time in your life. That’s worth losing a little sleep over. And for those who still don’t believe that crew can party like Olympians and still function in the morning, I offer Hope’s parting words to ESPN:

"When we were done partying, we got out of our nice dresses, got back into our stadium coats and, at 7 a.m. with no sleep, went on the Today Show drunk."




IS IT REALLY THAT BAD?

Abandoned Diary of a Cruise Ship Worker







I stumbled onto this blog by ‘Crewbar Queen,’ begun on two separate sites several years ago. She obviously held a staff position, based on the ease of her entry into ships. She didn’t see it that way. Her words, filled with anxiety and confusion, moved me. All crew can relate to her every word. 

Below is her only post: 






“It’s Sunday and I joined the ship today. I am already exhausted. I look around as I type this, staring at the four walls of this closet size cabin with four beds in it. Soon my roommates will be off work so I am glad I was able to shower before they get back. One bathroom, four beds, one TV, one other Canadian, a Filipino Girl and a Romanian. I can't remember their names yet. The Romanian girl seemed stuck up as hell. In fact, so did most of the Romanian girls I met today.


“I wonder what I am doing here. From the second I stepped on board today, I have been pulled in every direction, fitted for an ugly red uniform, thrown into a boring three hour safety class which pretty much has me fearing a Titanic-like experience now, and I have been lost three times.


“I am starting work tomorrow. I will just stand alongside some girl who seems to struggle with the English language, and learn as I go. 2000 guests got off the ship today and another 2000 got on. I am feeling a little overwhelmed at the amount of knowledge I need to have. Everyone here seems so intense. The Safety Manager flipped out on me and this other Canadian girl when we were late for class today. He actually threatened to send us back home before we left port. I never realized I would need to know how many lifeboats a ship carries, or how to evacuate the passengers. Isn't there a captain and some sort of safety squad for that??


“I kind of miss home. I packed my life into cardboard boxes in less than a week and left every comfort zone I was sheltered by. The small voice inside of me that I normally ignore finally spoke loud enough to get me here, and now it's still trying to talk me through it. This is supposed to be a chance to see the world and an opportunity to grow.


“Later - My roommates are back and I am sitting in bed. The Romanian girl’s name is Alina. She hardly said two words to me when she got here, but she sure is full of conversation for this guy in her bed now. All I can hear is her giggling and his deep Caribbean accent. I guess he's her boyfriend. I didn't realize we could fit another body into this cabin. Wait...is she really....what the f@#$, they are screwing! 


“Does she not realize two other people are in this room? Does she seriously think this curtain that closes around each bunk is sound proof?? I open my curtain and look across at the bunk next to me where the Filipino girl, Carmella, is sitting. I look at her as if to say, "is this really happening?". She smiles obliviously and keeps staring at the TV, slurping her instant noodles. Clearly, this is something she is used to. I'm logging off for the night. I'm not to used to falling asleep to live porn, I think I'll pop in some of these ear plugs they gave us to drown out the sound of the engine and try to get some sleep.”






ENTRÉES




Items savory and serious, satisfying hunger for maritime knowledge.




Sinking,

Survival,

Sickness,

& Other Such Fun




The Truth About Falling Overboard







Like in any big city, on a cruise ship few stars can be seen at night. Even if sailing black waters with black sky far from mankind, the ships themselves blast so much light pollution that you can see nothing but black. It’s precisely how and why stars are not visible from the surface of the moon. 

I pondered this one night while at the stern rail. Aft, port, and starboard were all inky, impenetrable black. Far beyond the bow, I knew, the orange glow of oil refineries illuminated moments in the swamps of Louisiana. For we were nearing the mouth of the Mississippi River, the proximity of which was occasioned by navigational beacons of red and green popping through the broken surface of the sea.

“What happens if I fall overboard?” a man had asked me earlier. 

It was such a common question that my answer had become habit. “The ship will stop and a boat will pick you up.”

Such was the truth, if only half of it. I gazed into the wake of the ship and watched the brown water churn. The waves looked very small indeed from the top decks. If the hundred-plus foot fall did not kill the passenger, he would utterly disappear in the giant swells. Fortunately, it is unlikely modern azipod propellers would chop him into chum, because the propellers remain safely below the hull, rather than behind it. I almost wonder if such a fate would be better, though. Certainly quicker and less terrifying than being alone in the dark, desperately struggling to remain atop that delicate skin of surface above the gargantuan, unfathomable volume of unknown below you. Then you tire, sink, and become one with it. 

Safety training was very clear in the case of a man overboard: first throw a life-ring, then call the bridge. People assume the life-ring is simply a flotation device, but it is in fact much more. A person’s head will disappear from sight within seconds from the deck of a big ship. After throwing a life ring we were trained to grab someone, anyone, to physically point at the swimmer and not stop until he’s found, no matter how long it takes. That physical act of pointing is paramount, for even if aware of the swimmer, he’ll be lost in less than one minute at sea. But at night? And if no one sees you fall? 

Goodbye.

That very cruise someone had, in fact, gone overboard. Rumors of how and why among passengers and crew were rampant. The leading story among the former being that two honeymooners were arguing and there was a push. Crew thought differently. Another suicide, most agreed. For suicides are not so rare on cruise ships. More than a few folks intentionally spend their every last penny on a final week of wild abandon and, late on the final night, jump overboard. What better way to ensure no one will rescue you? How many people are looking aft of a ship at 3 a.m.? It is possible to survive such falls, but unlikely unless you’re a fighter.

Though statistically utterly insignificant, unexplained deaths on cruise ships do happen. Because most occur in international waters, reporting obligations and behavior are decidedly less than altruistic. Cruise lines invariably fudge reporting, because people read headlines, not articles. Whether it’s a suicide or not matters little to critics, who pounce upon any hint of cruise line recklessness. Even if it is a suicide, days can pass before verification from land-based authorities, even with the presence of a note. By then, sensational headlines would have already blown things wildly out of proportion. 

But any premature death is a tragedy. This much is true. All should be investigated and ships aren’t transparent enough. That is also true. But do we need to be worried about dying on a ship? That’s the question to ask. According to David Peikin of CLIA (Cruise Lines International Association), between 2003 and 2012 there were 59 fatalities resulting from ships’ operations. That’s out of 239 million passengers who sailed, and not including natural causes or falling overboard. 

59 out of 239,000,000.

Hmm…. 

Between 2003 and 2008, 108 people died from cattle-induced injuries across the United States, according to the CDC (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention). America’s population is a tad higher than the statistic quoted—240M vs. 300M or so—but that still makes cows twice as likely to kill you than anything on a cruise ship. Further, that cow statistic is for only a five year period, whereas the cruise article is citing eight years. Even more surprising is that driving accidentally into a cow on the road is not part of this statistic. Thus, pure cow malevolence is twice as likely to kill you as being on a cruise. Am I being flippant? Of course. But humor is a great way to dispel fear, especially irrational fear.

On that dark cruise outside the swamps of Louisiana, nobody knew for certain what happened, what caused the mysterious death. An investigation was eventually resolved somewhere on land, as was always the case. The only fact the crew knew for sure was that the man was never found until he washed up on the Gulf Coast several days later. 

I focused on a floating piece of flotsam and watched it disappear into the night. I counted off the moment. It was lost to the blackness within fifteen seconds. 




The Truth About Cruise Ship Doctors




Few things bring out fear, prejudice, and ethnocentrism more completely than medical care on cruise ships. We’re all subject to a bit of this. After all, when ill, who doesn’t prefer mom’s chicken soup over an injection, regardless of how credentialed the medical professional may be? Alas, mom’s not on the cruise, so we have to rely on the ship’s medical staff. 

But is he/she credentialed? Yes. 

Is he/she what you are used to at home? No. 

Does it matter? Probably not. 

First, the scare tactics: an oft-cited paper by Consumer Affairs in 2002 found medical facilities on ships lacking. They were quite harsh without actually providing much data. For example, they claimed a survey conducted by the American Medical Association found 27% of ship doctors and nurses did not have ‘advanced training’ in treating heart attacks. They did not define ‘advanced training,’ so even a gastroenterologist serving a stint at sea could easily be considered unqualified. Yet these ‘severely lacking’ individuals, as the article literally labelled them, have a success rate that puts U.S. hospitals to shame. Indeed, losing merely .000004% of such patients are odds I’ll take any day! Those are numbers cited in that very same article. The language was damning. The numbers were not.

Cruise ship doctors rarely see passengers for anything beyond dehydration or tummy ache. The overwhelming majority of medical issues you’ll have on a cruise will be what you brought with you: heart attacks being most common. Time is the most important issue in treating heart attack, not size of the facility. 

Still not convinced? Consider: “living on a cruise ship provides a better quality of life and is cost effective for elderly people who need help to live independently”, says a study published in the Journal of the American Geriatrics Society (2004). Many elderly, high-risk folks hop from ship to ship to ship, more than satisfied with ship facilities and personnel. 

I’ve met many a cruise ship nurse and doctor. More than a few are American surgeons and nurse practitioners who have taken tours as ship medical personnel for a change of pace. But most ship doctors are not licensed in the U.S. That doesn’t mean they haven’t been licensed professionals for a great many years back home. That home may be from Europe, for example, or Africa. This is where ethnocentrism rears its ugly head. Whispers of witch doctors. I’ve read online complaints—usually from my fellow Americans—of “some African doctor identifying my wife’s ailment as caused by her sins and prescribing a bath in the blood of Jesus Christ.” I find this as plausible as reports of Elvis sightings. 

Ultimately, cruise lines are not required to provide medical care at all. You are placing yourself under the perceived protection of a corporation; corporations that intentionally pay taxes in one country, register ships in another, hire employees from many, take passengers from yet more, then sail where there are no laws at all. If you have an underlying medical condition or concern, it behooves you to take responsibility for your own care by research and preparation. As ships often mention, their medical facilities are the equivalent of a small town. If a medical emergency occurs that is beyond the abilities of the ship, you will be helicoptered off to the nearest hospital. If that’s not in the U.S., so be it. If you are that terrified of the rest of the world’s standards, then don’t leave home. 




The Truth About Galley Tours




*Warning: profanity implied within—we’re talkin’ about sailors here!




New York Stock Exchange on a Sunday night. 

Bourbon Street on a Monday morning. 

Cruise ship kitchen on a galley tour. 

All are silent, empty sights unable to convey the absolute bedlam and pandemonium perpetrated there daily. The echoes have died, the detritus of maelstrom removed: ticker tape swept, bottles recycled, grills scraped. 

I understand the desire to join a galley tour. I, too, am a foodie and interested in the functioning of the facility. But a galley tour does nothing, absolutely nothing, to convey the reality of a cruise ship galley under fire. For cruise ship galleys are not about equipment, nor layout, nor routine. They are not about the useless statistics guides boast of—zillions of dishes served in mere minutes, and the like. Cruise ship galleys are about the workers sweating and swearing and stealing within. 

Swearing and stealing? That never happened at the chef’s table inside the kitchen, you say. Yeah, and I’m sure your teenage kids behave exactly the same after you leave them alone at the house for the weekend. 

Galley tours are organized groups pulsing through shiny stainless steel corridors like blood pumping through a healthy heart; meal times are a violent cardiac arrest, with bodies straining against blockage. As time ticks by the heart palpitates and everyone and everything pushes harder, louder, more erratically. But bodies pooling by the front line have nowhere to go. Pressure rises and things turn ugly. Eventually, at every meal something will rupture and waiters must scamper and run every which way, like internal bleeding. 

Too graphic a metaphor, you think? Hardly. It’s a jungle in there. Cruise ship waiters squabble over hash browns like hyenas fighting for scraps stolen from a lion’s kill. It’s survival of the fittest, and it’s all for you, dear cruiser. 

I will never, ever forget the first time I was assigned to pick up the hot food at breakfast in the dining room on Carnival Conquest. I had been given sixteen orders simultaneously. So had everyone else. Simultaneously. 

“Hi, chef,” I began, reading aloud my order to the frenetic Indian chef with black skin, “I need, uh, six orders of eggs over-easy, two with pancakes, one with bacon, one with pancakes and bacon, two with sausage and bacon, and one with pancakes, sausage, bacon, and hash browns. I need two orders of eggs over-hard with pancakes and sausage, and…”

“New boy, out of my way,” interrupted another waiter. He elbowed me aside and bellowed, “SIX OVER-HARD, PANCAKES, BACON, BROWNS! Let’s go!”

“Hey, Filipino,” an Indian waiter chided. “Leave the guy alone. Chef, ignore him and the American. Help a fellow Indian. Give me four scrambled, two with browns, four with….”

“Rasclat,” someone shouted, “Get your hands off my pancakes!”

“Hey!” everyone cried as a Bulgarian butt in. 

“Those are my hash browns, you bastard! I need four scrambled, two with bacon, one with sausage, and one with browns. Get on it, chef!”

“F@*# you! Chef, are those my hash browns?”

“Kiss my ass, Euro-boy,” the chef finally retorted. “Colonize someone else!”

“Hey, why are you giving him my eggs?” I whined. “America never colonized anybody.”

“You bomb everybody,” snapped someone in the bristling crowd of waiter. “Take my oil but not my eggs!”

“What blood clot took my over-easies? Chef, lay those eggs faster!”

“Do I look like a chicken to you?” the chef retorted. “You know any black chickens, motherf@*#er?”

“Get your f@*#ing jelly off my tray, a$#hole!”

“How you say chicken in your white-monkey language?” needled a second Indian chef, backing up his colleague. 

“F@*# you!”

“No, f@*# you!”

“F@*# you both. Were are my sausages? Not the f@*#ing links, the f@*#ing patties, blood clot!”

At that point everyone dropped civility and the language turned truly ugly. 

The kicker? Breakfast in the dining room involved only about 10% of the waiters aboard. Enjoy the tour, ‘cause you sure as hell don’t wanna be in there during a real dinner!




The Truth About Art Auctions




There is much to enjoy in an art auction aboard a cruise ship. The auction process can be quite entertaining for those who participate, and art itself can bring stimulation into even the most dreary life. Yet there is much to fear. I have been a professional artist, art historian, and art dealer, and can assure you that being fleeced by an art dealer is by no means restricted to ships. First I will discuss some tips about the art world in general, then specifically about art sales on cruise ships.

The easiest way to catch a lying salesperson, be it in gallery or auction, is when talking about limited editions. Watch for lines like ‘the lower the number, the more valuable the work’, or ‘the first numbers are crisper because the plates are fresher’ or ‘artist’s proofs are worth more.’ These are common lies art dealers tell to increase the price.

First of all, every work of a limited edition from any reputable atelier (workshop) is certified before it leaves, and if it’s not as perfect as all the others then no reputable artist would sign it. 

Second, and far more revealing, is how the process works: hand-made lithographs—made on metal plates nowadays but traditionally on a stone—have a different plate for each color and use semi-transparent inks for blending. Hand-made serigraphs, in the same manner, use a different screen. That’s a lot of plates, which means a lot of human error. So to get an edition of 100, you start with 200 runs of the first color plate, then throw out the mistakes (smudging, etc.). Now you have 193 left, for example, and run on top of those the second color plate. Throw out the mistakes that don’t align right, etc. and move on down the line of color plates until done. By the end you’ll have your 100, and probably a few left over. 

Those remaining works—identical to the 100 in every way—are labeled AP (artist proof) or PP (printer’s proof) or whatever else they care to call it. 

Thomas Kinkade, for example, made up dozens of such tags to give the illusion of exclusivity. The irony in his case was that much of his artwork wasn’t produced by hand and was in all ways merely a poster. 

The point is that there is no ‘first print pulled’ or ‘artist color check’ or any of that crap. All were assembled simultaneously. It’s physically impossible to do otherwise. Thus, limited editions all have an identical tangible value. Until they begin to sell out, of course. Art is very much about supply and demand. 

Ultimately, the real value of art is simply what someone wants to pay for it. That’s why Picasso paintings sell for $100M. He’s the most famous artist in history and he’s not making any more paintings. Simple as that. 

Beware the sales tool pushing art as an investment. That’s pure gambling. The biggest gains are always from the biggest risks. Is that a game you really want to play? How many people really wanted to shell out tens of thousands of dollars for a Jackson Pollock splatter painting back when the average house cost $14,500? As luck—and a surprise encounter with a horny, eccentric zillionaire art buyer and a dramatic, early demise—would have it, such a painting would now be worth millions. Yet most who bought Pollock’s works did so because they enjoyed his art for one reason or another, and that’s the only reason to buy art. Because you like it. 

Buying art is like buying a car. The more you know about it, the less you can be had by a salesman. In Venice I went to an art dealer in Piazza San Marco selling Picassos. They were limited editions complete with certificates of authenticity for a few thousand euros, which I knew was about 1/80th the going price for what I was looking at. After scrutinizing the work a moment, I realized they were limited edition machine lithographs of an original Picasso limited edition hand-press etching. In other words, they Xeroxed the expensive Picasso and sold the copies in small batches. The certificate of authenticity was from the local company churning out the Xeroxes. 

So what about art auctions at sea? I have a lot to say about art auctioneers, dishing on them—us—heavily in my book Ship for Brains. 

Because of international waters, are they inherently less trustworthy than galleries on land? No. Losing a contract with the cruise line is a killing blow for a gallery, so they won’t blatantly scam people—at least they didn’t in my day. But that doesn’t mean individual art auctioneers weren’t liars. Many were in my days and I doubt it’s changed much. 

One auctioneer, for example, promised a private lunch with the world-famous artist Peter Max with every purchase of a limited edition. Ludicrous he said it. Ludicrous people bought it. Eventually word of such antics forced the art gallery to videotape every auction and scrutinize every auctioneer for lies. Labor intensive, to be sure, but credibility is everything in the art world.

The most common question from American buyers was always: why is it so expensive? If you can’t tell the difference in quality between a $15 poster and a $1500 lithograph from Marcel Mouly, or are disdainful of any such difference, then collecting art isn’t for you. Some may take offense at such a statement, but collecting art simply isn’t for everyone. Art auctions sell quality art. Well, there’s some crap, too: they are selling to the general public, after all, which means high end and low. But art auctions provide an opportunity to learn the difference between that Star Wars poster still on your wall and a lithograph from a French atelier that worked with Picasso. It’s OK to have both. I do. 

And, just for the record, in college I learned to create lithographs, serigraphs, copper-plate etchings, and linoleum cuts to earn my degree as art historian. It’s freakin’ hard.

The most common misconception from American buyers was always: how can it be original if there is more than one? This concept is unique to us from the States. Maybe it comes from our inherent need for individuality, I don’t know. I do know it’s wrong. The vast majority of Americans are not educated about art: didn’t take classes in school (high school or college), don’t have it at home (or know anyone who does), don’t go to art museums, and don’t spend time discussing its relevance (modern or historical). We are an extremely art-illiterate society. That’s OK. Yet those very same people insist that to be an original work means there is only one, such as a painting. That’s not OK. Admitting ignorance is the first step to overcoming it. 

Anything that is made by hand by an artist is an original work of art. It’s a craft. 

Art auctions on ships provide an introduction into a vastly complicated world. Can you learn all there is to know about wine—domestic, import, vintages, varietals, not to mention taste, bouquet, procedures, etal.—in a short presentation? Or when buying a car? Understand that auctions cater to the masses of unsophisticated buyers. It’s their business, it’s your opportunity. If you are serious about collecting art, do your homework. Are your best interests in mind when you’re educated by a salesman? I think not. If you’re worried about a good price, buy it outside the auction so you can haggle down instead of bidding up. Why, oh why do people forget that the whole darn point of an auction is to get the prices higher? 

If you are there for the excitement of an auction, great! Have fun. It’s not rigged, you’re just in their house and playing into their strengths, not yours. Auctions get people excited and they act impulsively. Most complainers aren’t scammed: they’re embarrassed. And, really, when any salesman gives you free booze, be careful!




The Truth About Corrupt Security




Is cruise ship security corrupt? So many things about the industry are, why not the guards? Do they let drugs aboard in the luggage of passengers, of crew? Do they turn a blind eye to certain illegal activities which are, of course, not illegal in international waters? I have indeed seen cruise ship security being paid off…




2 a.m. 

I nervously enter the crew cabin way down on B Deck. Victorio, a serious-looking Filipino, motions me to sit. Both bunks already hold two or three men, all of whom dropped their conversation at the sight of me. The bathroom door lay open to reveal several more men, also regarding me. They are surprised to see me, but say nothing. The floor of both tiny chambers is fully occupied by coolers, which I have to somehow tiptoe over. Unsure of myself, I wiggle in beside the others. I do not belong here. 

Victorio asks, “You bring it?”

A flash of nerves jolts me. Shaking my head, I defend, “I just found out an hour ago. I’ll bring it tomorrow.”

Victorio regards me solemnly for a moment. The cabin remains silent, but for the surge of waves outside the bulkhead. 

“If you didn’t bring it,” Victorio asks, “Why you come here?”

I glance around, noting all the eyes staring at me, waiting. 

Slowly Victorio stands. He is large for a Filipino man, but still smaller than my corn fed American self. He approaches, saying softly, “We do things different than you Americans….” 

I cringe as he towers over me. He holds something behind his back, I don’t know what. His cohorts press me from the sides. What was I thinking, coming here so late, with nothing to offer?

Suddenly Victorio grins. 

“In the Philippines, birthday means we buy the drinks, not get gifts.”

His hands move, revealing what he’d been holding. A plastic cup filled with scotch. 

“So have a drink,” Victorio orders. Then, to get the party in full swing, he bellows, “We have an American, boys!”

Cheers come for diversity. Drinks come to my hand. Nearby bristles two bottles of Johnny Walker Blue Label scotch, two Black Labels, three bottles of Chivas Regal, and two coolers icing Coronas. Victorio predicts that by 5 a.m. all will be empty. We feast on traditional Filipino foods—or close as could be made aboard. My favorite are strips of cold beef marinated in lime juice and exotic seasonings. I sense they are pleased I enjoy a taste unique to their homeland. 

By 3:30 a.m. the party is really rocking—as much as possible with no women present, anyway—when someone brings out a small, black torture device. Terror seizes my soul. It is a karaoke machine, complete with microphone and two large speakers—so large, in fact, Victorio has to sleep with one in his bunk. Cheers resound in eardrum-crumpling waves. 

“You can’t turn that on,” I protest. “It’s 3:30 a.m.!”

“We got it covered,” Victorio assures me.

For some sinister reason, karaoke is a great joy for Filipinos, with a particular passion for rock ballads. Invoking Bon Jovi prompts hands over hearts. One waiter, Jeffry, is so talented that he entertains guests in the dining room. His crystalline voice cuts through the chatter every time. His cover of Michael Bolton is barely distinguishable from the real thing. And Jon Secada? They must surely be twins. But this night Jeffry does not want to sing. He wants me to sing. I demur. They press. 

“Who wants to hear Brian sing Elvis?” Jeffry cries. 

The cabin reverberates with a roar of approval.

Spontaneity—or more likely, alcohol—encourages me. I finish off my scotch and say, “Filipino party: Filipino music. Bring it.”

“I thought you liked singing Elvis,” he said. 

“Oh, I’ll sing it like Elvis all right.”

The television features a surging tropical beach while Filipino lyrics pass by staggeringly fast. Certainly too fast for one who can’t read Tagalog. I had hoped their native language didn’t use Roman characters so I could wiggle out of it. No such luck. Soon my best Elvis voice sings a sappy love ballad to twenty drunken Filipino men—and the entire B Deck of Carnival Conquest. 

“Tinapon ng lalaki ang bola sa pader… something… something fried banana sandwich… thank ya, thank ya vury much…. Say, what did I just say?” 

“You just tried to say ‘the boy threw the ball at the wall’.”

“How romantic. A hunk’a-hunk’a burnin’ love I’m not.”

A pounding at the door. Silence falls. Victorio reluctantly opens the doors, revealing an insanely muscled security officer. Two more men flank this largest Asian man ever. He frowns angrily, flexes his muscles. 

“You’re in BIG trouble,” he booms. “You paid me to leave you alone… on the condition I sing, too! I don’t get off until four!”




The Truth About Contagious Illness




You need to know two things to understand the norovirus issue that plagues us every year—pardon the pun. Surprisingly, neither covers how to avoid getting it, though the second point is absolutely the single most important overlooked fact in understanding the issue. 

First: norovirus is not just a ship problem. 

In fact, it’s barely on ships at all, compared to how many land-based institutions are struck every year right in your own city. Norovirus is common throughout all of North America and Europe, being most prevalent in schools, hospitals, nursing homes, and children’s day care facilities. It strikes every year. 

Norovirus on land is so regular, in fact, it no longer incites headlines. Those are now reserved for the unusual, the exotic, such as “PLAGUE SHIP!” An illness transmitted from your children isn’t nearly as alarming as “RATS SPREAD DISEASE!”. But you get a cold or flu from your kids all the time. That headline wouldn’t sell many newspapers. 

Yet the land numbers are far, far greater than the sea numbers. 

There were 2,630 confirmed reports of norovirus in autumn 2012 in the United Kingdom, for example. Yet for every reported case there are likely to be a further 288 unreported sufferers, according to the Health Protection Agency (HPA). Recent figures from the HPA show that more than 750,000 people could be affected by the 2012 outbreak of norovirus in the U.K. alone. It’s so bad, in fact, that they’re closing hospital wards and denying visitors access to the buildings. Take Birmingham City Hospital, for instance, which closed three wards due to norovirus infection, or Doncaster and Bassetlaw Hospitals, which actually tweeted, “Please don’t visit hospital until at least two days after last symptoms of vomiting or diarrhea. Stay home, rest, and take fluids.” 

But nobody thinks about infected hospitals down the street. They think of cruise ships. They think of sensational headlines. Take the media frenzy surrounding the P&O liner Oriana, dubbed ‘a plague ship.’ 

“It’s a living nightmare.”

“Scores of passengers laid low by virus.”

“People were falling like flies, yet the crew were trying to insist everything was fine.” 

Oh, the drama! 

The sick have vomiting and diarrhea a few days, tops, and possibly stomach cramps. If that’s your definition of ‘a living nightmare’, you suffer from a serious lack of real life. You’ll note the hospital referred to above even told sufferers to stay home and chill out. Subjective perceptions of severity aside—I know it sucks, but you’re not dying or victim of any cruise line skullduggery—let’s look at real numbers. More importantly, what’s behind them. It’s not what you think at all.

An outbreak, according to the U.S. Center for Disease Control, is 3% or higher of reported passengers and crew being sick. Please note the inclusion of ‘crew’. When one crew member is sick, all of his/her cabin mates—whether sick or not—are automatically quarantined and counted as sick. Thus, the number of infected crew is artificially inflated by double or more from the very beginning.

But the inflation of numbers snowballs immediately. Remaining crew members shoulder the additional workload—with no increase in pay, of course. Indeed, if a crew member is out sick for only a couple of days, their tips are not redistributed to the hapless individuals who had to pick up the slack on top of their already overwhelming work load. For, as a rule all crew members are already overworked and nearly all live in a state of near-exhaustion. It is not surprising, then, that many crew members jump on the bandwagon and call in sick just to get a paid, glorious eight hours of sleep—something which they probably haven’t had in ten months. 

Thus comes the second, and most important, aspect of the plague ship phenomenon. An official outbreak of norovirus on a cruise ship could very realistically involve only 1% of the people aboard. In fact, it’s more than likely; it’s almost assured. I don’t know about you, but I don’t think 1% of the population being sick during cold and flu season to be the definition of ‘a living nightmare.’ 




The Truth About Ship Collisions




Working midnight buffet, I sensed something was wrong. Ketchup bottles slid to port. All of them, in unison. Any sharp turn was amplified up here on deck 14, sure, but Conquest kept listing further… further…. 

Silverware bundles tumbled off tables. Then plates. The ship keeled more. Waiters were ordered to the dish room to manually hold up stacks of plates and saucers. Glasses were deemed safe in their washing racks. But it was too late. Sharp crashes cried entire stacks of plates were gone… one… three… a cascade. 

And Conquest kept listing. 

Simultaneously two dozen ketchup bottles exploded on the tiles. Plates in hundreds shattered everywhere. I tripped over a plastic pitcher crushed open on the floor. In a blink the cream it held streaked fifty feet across the deck. Soon I had to hold something to avoid falling myself. 

Then she righted. The chaos audibly lessened, but only for a moment. Conquest righted abruptly: too abruptly. Experienced crew members knew what that meant and abandoned efforts of protecting property in favor of protecting themselves. I gripped the buffet as the floor tried to dump me starboard. The cream, still very much alive, flashed a shocking white lightning bolt zigzagging into the dark. Watching the fluid move so violently made me realize there was something much greater to worry about. 

A waiter was stationed by the pool. I had assigned him there just minutes ago!

I scrambled over the slanting deck to the stern with great difficulty; to the pizza station, the grill, the pool. A gaping, empty hole was all that remained of the pool, for all the water had already surged out to sweep across the restaurant. Knocking tables and chairs aside, the churning mass eased in volume as it drained en masse to the deck below. Left were unsecured tables piled high in a corner, entangled and dripping, legs worked together like the roots of a mangrove. Perched atop and soaked to the skin was a smiling Indonesian waiter. 

A close call, but everyone was all right. 

What had happened? 

Conquest had nearly collided with an errant barge while entering the busy mouth of the Mississippi River. A late-night sinking in the vast, black wastes of the ocean, a la Titanic, it was not. But was sinking ten miles from the unlit, swampy, forested bayou really any better? Because the water was not one degree above freezing did not mean a better chance at survival, it meant you’d linger… terrified… struggling… until exhaustion took you down, down to the dark depths.

This, on a modern cruise ship equipped with the latest technology and every conceivable manner of communication. Should you be worried about ships hitting each other? 

No. How many big ship to ship collisions have their been in the last century? In the modern cruising era, only the Andrea Doria was so doomed—and that was in 1956. In a foggy night near Nantucket she was struck broadside by the MS Stockholm. The Andrea Doria listed so badly that half her lifeboats were unusable. Despite this, her modern ship design was so efficient she remained afloat for eleven hours, allowing all survivors to be safely evacuated. That’s less miracle and more engineering. 

Miraculous was Linda Morgan. The teenager was sleeping in her cabin with her half-sister when the ships struck. The blow somehow lifted her into the bow of the Stockholm and deposited her safely behind a bulkhead… even as the ships scraped along each other through the fog. Later, she was found wandering around asking for her mother in her native Spanish, much to the astonishment of the Swedish-speaking crew. Alas, her sister in the next bunk was not so lucky, nor were 45 others directly struck by the collision. 

But nowadays ships have even more safety features, including zillions of inflatable life rafts that deploy automatically. Listing won’t stop them from deploying in multitudes. They don’t need balance, they don’t need electronics, and they don’t need manpower. They only need physics. They can’t go wrong. Neither can you, if you stay calm. So enjoy your cruise!




The Truth About Safety Training




Survival training is an amusing label for watching a few videos on watertight doors and garbage separation, followed by quizzes on how many kilojoules of energy each survivor on a life raft was allocated per day. 

Still, the films are far from boring. These are shockers reminiscent of what one sees on graduation day of driving class. ‘Blood Flows Red on the Highway’ becomes ‘Blood Flows Red on the High Seas.’ There were simulations of sinking ships and drowning people more intense than even James Cameron’s Titanic. Even better, fires burned the unwary, crowds trampled the weak, and pirates attacked everybody. My personal favorite was the watertight door slicing a cow’s leg in two. That was cool. 

After the gore fest we were led up to the open deck on the bow of Majesty of the Seas, which was brutally exposed to the tropical heat of May in Key West. A bright orange life raft waited upon the humming deck. Steps led up to a platform before its opening. Atop it waited a Dutch officer.

“Working at sea and serving our guests is a wonderful privilege,” he said in a crisp accent, “and this privilege is earned by keeping their safety first and foremost on our minds. Here, you are not a cabin steward or a waiter or a singer or a cook: you are crew who safeguard the lives of our guests. That means lowering lifeboats and directing panicked people, it means man overboard training. It may even mean fighting pirates.”

Aha! Mild-mannered art dealer by day, pirate-smashing crime fighter by night. I always wanted to be a superhero. I’m cool with tights. 

“Each of you will be certified as ‘personnel nominated to assist passengers in emergency situations’ according to the training objectives of the International Maritime Organization, Resolution A770. This includes basic first aid, survival craft basics, fire fighting skills, and human relationships training.”

It all sounded so dreadfully serious. All I wanted to do was jump into the big bright thing that looked just like one of those inflatable bouncy ball things you see at parks and events and stuff. Nobody else seemed to make that connection. Excepting only myself and one Jamaican lady, the crew was entirely Asian. Few, if any, were tall enough to reach my shoulder. Perhaps the inflatable bouncy ball things weren’t so common in, like, Papua New Guinea. 

“Now,” the Dutchman ordered curtly, “everyone into the raft!”

More and more bodies disappeared into the raft, like the old clowns-fitting-in-the-funny car gag. The officer kept me outside, however. At first I thought this horribly unfair, because I wanted to play, too. It did, however, allow me to review the life raft in some detail. It was a shockingly large thing, considering how it compressed so snugly into keg-sized canisters. The base was two thick black rubber tubes bent into octagonal shape, the top a highly visible orange tent.

Grunts and complaints and waves of heat rose from inside. I peeked over the shoulder of the officer, who glanced down emotionlessly at the squirming mass of flesh below him. Suddenly I wasn’t so eager to join in the fun.

“Tomorrow this raft could save your life!” he shouted. “Imagine this raft rocking at sea for unending hours under the hot sun.” 

“It is under the hot sun!” someone shouted back. 

Unperturbed, the officer continued, “This raft holds twenty-four crew and guests. There are currently only twenty-three crew inside. How does it feel?” 

Angry mutterings and cynical jokes answered. 

“That is correct,” he agreed solemnly. “It is difficult to fit you all in.”

I was motioned to approach. I stared with trepidation at the inside. Bodies were like sardines in a can. Those people crammed at the sides were neatly arranged, but the middle was a mosh pit. There were no bouncy balls to be seen whatsoever. 

“I said this is for crew and guests,” the Dutchman emphasized. “Now, what is the difference between each of you and the average American?”

Alarm bells went off in my mind when the officer placed his foot on my behind. “About one hundred pounds!” 

I was launched into the air. 

Through the whistling wind I heard someone cry, “Ahh! Big Mac attack!” 

I landed atop the bodies with a crunch. This did not endear me to the crew. Groans rose as I crushed entwined legs and smashed into bodies. The hapless men writhed and squirmed to get out of my way. Laughter from those safe at the edges turned to hollers as the shock waves of my inglorious entry radiated outward, with elbows elbowing and knees kneeing. When all the hubbub died down, I wriggled into an awkward position atop four Indonesian and Filipino men and propped my back against the Jamaican woman. 

“Now listen up,” the Dutch officer continued. “As you can see, survival is about everyone. There is no room for anyone to focus solely on himself. You are all crew and obey, but can you imagine this raft filled with complaining guests? They are scared and do not know what to do, they may be separated from loved ones, and they certainly are not comfortable. Imagine this filled with Americans and not Indonesians!”

“Or da rats with ESP!” cried the Jamaican behind me. 

The officer blinked slowly as the odd statement was processed. Finally, no doubt due to uncontrollable curiosity, the man asked, “Excuse me?”

The bold Jamaican shook her head with emphasis. A few braids smacked me in the face. 

“Rats always leave da sinking ship first,” she proclaimed. “I know for fact two ships in da south Carib sank and da rats left first. For fact! Now how dey know what’s up? Dey gots da ESP, mon, and dey get in da raft!”

Things went downhill from there. 




The Truth About Life Raft Survival




If your ship sinks and you’re stranded, without food or water, with only an open boat and your own resources, can you stay alive?

Sure!

This was proven in rather dramatic fashion by Alain Bombard, who believed people could survive such trials. Of course, nobody else believed it, so it was up to him to prove it. Thus on October 19, 1953 the Frenchman voluntarily set off from the Canary Islands, alone. He intended to cross the entire Atlantic Ocean, from Europe to the West Indies, in an open-topped 15 foot rubber boat. Not a scrap of food. Not a drop of water. Just his clothes and an unshakable faith in his own theory. Oh, and an inflatable cushion. 

Bombard believed that shipwreck survivors died drinking seawater simply because they waited too long to do so. From the time he set off, he drank 1.5 pints (.71 liters) of seawater every day. He supplemented this with water squeezed from fish caught with a makeshift harpoon. 

Gross? Most definitely. But not as bad as the raw plankton he swallowed. He would trail a cloth through the sea to capture the microscopic organisms, figuring if they could keep a whale alive, then he’d have no problem. Unlike a whale, which can gobble zillions of the stuff with one big mouthful, he struggled to get one or two teaspoons of it a day. After twenty days of this self-induced torture, he broke out in a painful rash. 

But he wasn’t dead. 

Not that the sea didn’t try. A storm within days of setting out nearly wrecked his little rubber boat. His sail ripped and the spare was blown away entirely. More distressing still was what else it blew away: his inflatable cushion. Knowing he could live without food and water, but not without a comfortable posterior, Bombard secured his craft with a sea anchor and jumped overboard after it. 

Mistake. 

While he was diving, he discovered to his horror that the sea anchor was not working. This parachute-like device was tied to the boat and left to drag in the ocean, thus keeping the craft nearby. Without it, the current was sweeping the boat hopelessly out of reach. Luckily the sea anchor fixed itself—it had been caught in its own mooring line—and he was able to haul himself back aboard. Strangely, whether he retrieved the cushion or not was never revealed. 

Weeks passed, but Alain Bombard did not die. He survived off of seawater, plankton, and whatever raw fish he could catch at the surface. On day 53—that’s right, 53—he hailed a passing ship to ask his position. Sadly, he had another 600 miles to go before reaching his intended destination. He seriously considered giving up, for had he not already vindicated his supposition that man could survive on sea water? Indecision wracked the poor man. 

After mulling it over, Alain decided to split the difference. He had a meal on the ship, then, joie de vivre revived, voluntarily returned to his little rubber boat. One wonders if he was able to procure another seat cushion. 

On Christmas Eve he reached Barbados, having sailed more than 2,750 miles (4425 kilometers) in 65 days. He lost 56 pounds (25 kilograms) and was supremely grumpy, but was otherwise fine. And that was in an open boat with nothing. 

If your cruise ship goes down and you’re in a life raft, it has a roof. That makes a huge difference. Also, life rafts are equipped with emergency rations of food and water, and even fishing kits. Most importantly of all, however, is that modern life rafts have radio transponders. You won’t have to wait months. Probably not even days. 

The moral of the story? If your ship goes down, don’t panic. Be awesome. You absolutely have it in you. 

It’s just gonna taste super gross. 




The Truth About Hiring Crew




My Romanian girlfriend Bianca and I were sitting in the office of Ovidiu, the Romanian recruiting agent for Carnival Cruise Lines. He was a slender man with a handsome face, a very handsome wardrobe, and an extremely handsome office. His suite comprised the entire second floor of a brick building, featuring numerous windows looking into a lush interior court. Light filtered in through an angled glass skylight and past his mezzanine entrance, making it look like a bridge over a jungle. 

“Americans can’t handle ships,” he said.

“So I hear,” I replied, giving Bianca an amused look. She sat in the chair beside mine, looking relaxed but serious.

“What is it you think I can do for you?” Ovidiu asked. “I am a recruiter for Romanians, not Americans. There are no American recruiters, of course.”

“So I hear,” I repeated. “Why is that?”

“Because none apply,” he replied thoughtfully, leaning back. “Why would you want to? The work is very hard, and the money is very small.”

Bianca raised an eyebrow, and Ovidiu hastily added, “For an American.”

“I’m not thinking big,” I said. “It’s just a waiter job. I’ve been in restaurants for a decade.”

“Not on ships, you haven’t,” he pointed out. “Do you know computers?”

“He knows computers,” Bianca interrupted, before I could protest.

“Other than doctors, who are supernumeraries anyway, and entertainers, who have their own agencies, the only position I can even think of for an American would involve computers.”

“I just want to be a waiter, man,” I repeated.

Ovidiu leaned forward skeptically. “Why?”

“My reasons are irrelevant.”

“No, they’re not,” Ovidiu insisted. “Why would they bother with someone who will just quit? They’ll want to know your story before they even think of meeting you. And believe me, they’ll need to meet you.”

“I want to be with Bianca,” I explained. “If we have the same job, we can be together. That simple.”

“I see,” he said, nodding. “Well, in my ten years at Carnival, I’ve never seen even one American. I would not even talk to you, but Bianca is a good employee and a friend. Again, what is it you think I can do for you?”

“You can think Romanian-style,” Bianca answered for me. “Not American-style.”

Ovidiu thought for a moment, frowning. “No, that won’t work. The bribes are to convince me, and you don’t need to worry about that. Really, Bianca, I would sign him on if I could. I can’t.” 

He opened a drawer from his desk and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. We declined his offer, so he casually lit one for himself. He leaned towards me, elbows on the desk and asked, “You want to know why Bianca doesn’t need to bribe me?”

“Suddenly I’m not so sure,” I replied wryly. 

“Bianca is the only one who almost beat me. Almost, of course.”

I looked at Bianca, but she said nothing. Her delicate wiggle of satisfaction was corroboration enough.

“As agent to cruise ships, my job is to screen people. If I like them, and there is a job opening, I find the right place for them. Bianca applied for the restaurants. That’s the highest paid job, so everybody applies for it first. It is also the toughest, so I don’t let them by easily.” 

He paused, grinned, and offered Bianca a cigarette again. This time she accepted, leaning forward to accept the light with a creak of leather skirt.

“She said she worked at a certain restaurant. I called the owner and he said, ‘oh, of course, she has worked here for years!’ That, of course, only meant she could lie and bribe. Romanian-style. Turns out, she only volunteered there for a summer.”

Bianca shrugged, explaining, “I needed to learn restaurants.”

“I knew she was lying, but couldn’t catch her. She was too smart. She had asked all of her waitress friends penetrating questions and listened close. I asked her this and that, and of her experiences here and there. She had an answer for all of it. The performance was amazing.”

Bianca laughed, and added, “Until Ovidiu pulled his bloody secret weapon from the filing cabinet!” 

Reflecting upon what I knew of Romanians thus far, I presumed this meant a large knife.

“A linen napkin,” Ovidiu clarified. “I told her ‘You said you know half a dozen napkin folds. Show me.’ She wilted before my very eyes, like a Gypsy had spit in her ice cream. I told her to relax, go have a cigarette, then come back. I had her paperwork done by then.”

“All that to be a waiter?” I asked. “It’s not rocket science.”

Ovidiu leaned back again. He casually blew his smoke into the air, then looked me in the eye. 

“You have no idea what you’re getting into, do you?”




The Truth About Tips




Do you ever wonder if you are merely cheap or actually a horrible person? Tipping is highly variable from culture to culture, and even gratuity-savvy passengers are lost at sea on cruise ships. What tips are expected, what’s appropriate, what’s… ‘normal’? 

Confusion surrounding this issue was intentionally created by the cruise lines themselves. The open secret is that the majority of staff is paid hardly anything at all. Cruise lines hide this behind gratuities. Especially with the rise to prominence of Carnival Cruise Lines—catering to overwhelmingly American and, thusly, gratuity-expectant guests—cruise lines realized they can get a whole lot more staff for a whole lot less money. This wage model was adopted by nearly every major cruise line, in many ways fueling the explosive growth of the industry throughout the 80’s and 90’s. Prior to that, cruising was exceptional and reserved for the well-to-do. Now it’s a common vacation open to anyone budget-minded. 

When I was a waiter on Carnival, my monthly salary was around fifty bucks (US $50). That’s for working 12-15 hours a day, seven days a week. Tips kept me alive. True, tips added up to less than the U.S.’s average minimum wage, but that’s a completely different subject. 

Ah, but how much to tip? Even tip-savvy passengers had no basis from which to quantify their appreciation. In America, 15% gratuity is standard for acceptable service, 20% for good service. But on ships, individual meals were not broken down so numerically. So what’s 20%? 

Carnival eventually created automatic gratuities for passengers to opt in on for the whole cruise. Waiters knew any passenger who opted out of this service, whatever their reason, invariably skimped on tips. We hated those people. They almost never tipped enough. Especially in my case, because I was a terrible waiter. 

Over time, some services became auto-tipped and others not. Yet every crew member was clamoring for tips, even those without any reason whatsoever for getting any (read: maitre d's). And what about room stewards, who had no inferred costs for their services? Well-intentioned passengers were confused all over again. 

Cruise lines used this confusion to their advantage. A great example of this comes from P&O Cruise Lines. Prior to 2012, their managing director Carol Marlow was promoting P&O's value-for-money by pointing out that unlike some of its competitors, their company did not automatically add tips. Then, in April 2012, P&O began requiring auto-tips of £3.10 per person, per day. To explain the complete reversal, Marlow said, “Tipping has always been an integral part of the cruise experience but sometimes our passengers tell us they've been confused over whether or when to leave a cash tip for their waiters and cabin stewards. Our new tipping policy aims to remove this confusion in much the same way as most restaurants these days add a suggested gratuity to the bill.” In other words, they flopped because the passengers were annoyed with their shallow efforts to appear a ‘better deal’. 

Nowadays, the majority of cruise lines ‘take care’ of their staff with mandatory tipping. Good! If and when a cruise line offers pre-paid gratuities—and you have a soul—do it. Concerns about the line failing to properly distribute the money are rising, but that’s step two. Step one is getting the cash out of the hands of us passengers. We all know how good ships are at that! 

The best thing, of course, would be for cruise lines to remove tipping entirely. Basic wages should be enhanced to reflect that and the cost built into the basic price of a cruise. Crew could rely on a regular, guaranteed income. We’ve all had to slave away for absolutely no money at one time or another due to bad service completely outside our own arena. Plus it’s easier on guests because tips are a hidden cost. 




The Truth About Germs




Some people go to great lengths to ‘protect’ themselves from cruise-borne germs. I’m not talking about the obsessive-compulsive disorder folks who have a legitimate obsession. I’m talking about the sheltered, paranoid freaks who no longer enjoy the benefit of healthy immune systems because they have utterly destroyed every bacterium on their persons with anti-bacterial gels, creams, and probably suppositories. Many a cruise guest enters his/her cabin and promptly wipes down every conceivable well-used surface with disinfectant wipes: light switches, door knobs, faucets, and telephone. Some go so far as to place the TV remote control in a quart-sized Ziploc bag. 

I don’t blame you, gentle reader. Take a few precautions to feel better. But rest assured, the ship crew has already done this. Every home port, room stewards disinfect every high touch item in the cabin, especially in the bathroom. That bathroom has about 400 times less bacteria than your office desk. But go ahead and wipe down that toilet seat again. Better yet, bring those disposable paper seats. Right?

Remember: cruise ships clean everything above and beyond what’s required by land businesses. They’re required to. Indeed, as a waiter I bleached restaurant and kitchen stuff daily until my fingers literally split open. Yes, we waiters bleach those menus, salt and pepper shakers, even backs of the chairs. Stewards bleach those elevator buttons and rails. If there does happen to be a virus outbreak on board, we double wash all plates, double wash all glasses, double wash all silver. Feel safer? 

You shouldn’t. Bwah-ha-ha! 

Why do I taunt you thus? Because you, gentle germophobe, brought loads of bacteria with you. Take your toothbrush, for example. You put it in your mouth twice a day—or at least should. Yet your mouth contains billions of bacteria. According to WebMD, scientists have identified more than 700 different types of microbes in the average human mouth. Every ER doctor knows that bites from human mouths are vastly more prone to infection than those from animals.

But it’s not just your own nastiness on your toothbrush. If you don’t cap that wet toothbrush, you are potentially contaminating it by merely flushing the toilet—paper seat and all. Researchers discovered flushing the toilet sends a spray of bacteria and virus contaminated water droplets into the air. These float around a bathroom for at least two hours after each flush before landing on surfaces—like your toothbrush [University of Arizona Department of Soil, Water and Environmental Science]. 

What about the toiletries you brought with you? Ladies, how often do you disinfect every tube, handle, and applicator in your make-up bag? Guys, you bleachin’ handles on those razors? 

Fret not. You need bacteria to stay healthy. Why do you think babies put everything in their mouths? They’re building up their immune systems! The paranoia of all-things-filthy is predominantly a First World trait. We are relentlessly barraged by advertising for cleaning products. It’s gone overboard. Why, even Healthline’s website spread the alarm that washed laundry left unattended in a machine, even a few minutes, is like “the fertile crescent for germs.” 

That’s right, even cleaning things isn’t enough! Wrap yourself in cellophane right now or you’re doomed! 

All joking aside, if you have a compromised immune system, please to take extra precautions. But sensible precautions suffice for most of us. I worked on ships four years and never got sick once, and much of that was when malnourished and utterly sleep-deprived. I survived countless norovirus outbreaks without incident. Am I made of sterner stuff? Most certainly not. Just ask my ex-wife. No, I just made sure I washed my hands properly. Note the emphasis.

For the real culprits are our own bad habits. For cryin’ out loud, wash your hands after using the toilet and before you eat. You’d be shocked how few people actually do that. According to research conducted for the American Society for Microbiology in 2005, even among those who claim to always wash their hands after using the bathroom, they actually only do so 83% of the time. Before eating or handling food it’s only 77%, and the number drops alarmingly from there. After petting a dog or cat it’s as low as 42%, and after coughing or sneezing only 32%. After touching money? Only 21%. What blows my mind is that after changing a diaper the number is only 73%! You’d think people would get that one right. Again, those are numbers from those who think they wash their hands all the time. 

Even if you do wash your hands, do you do it properly? You’ve seen TV shows where the surgeon scrubs and scrubs and scrubs all the way up to his elbow. You don’t need to go that far, but you need to use that soap for enough time to let it do its work. On Conquest, the captain even had to publicly humiliate himself by singing “Happy Birthday” to himself on the PA system to drive home how long you should soap those hands. The CDC even says hum it twice. 

The best thing, of course, is sterilization from the inside out: down some shots of booze. Helps with a great many issues. 




The Truth About Toilets




The Carnival Triumph safely returned to port after an ordeal at sea. I’m happy to say that, during the intense media coverage on CNN, BBC, and other networks—which I was reluctantly a part of—passengers unanimously praised the tireless hard work and positive attitude of the crew. There were loads of horror stories about poor sanitation on the crippled ship. Why, surely it must have been hundreds! In fact, there were only a handful of people who actually reported such issues, but sensationalist reporting is hot as ever. 

Alas, the really nasty stuff is not specific to disaster. Allow me to share a particularly gross ship I worked on for months…

Gross things are common on cruise ships. No, not the gastronomic atrocities occurring nonstop at the buffets—horrifying as that may be to quantify—but what lies below the waterline. No, not the slimy, oil-tainted waters of the bilge, either. I’m talking about what life is like on the crew decks. 

When Carnival Triumph made the news in early 2013, it was because a fire left it without propulsion, little running water, less electricity, and bereft of sanitation. One passenger reported “sewage running down the walls and floors” and said travelers were being asked to defecate in bags and urinate in showers because toilets weren’t functioning. This was understandably shocking, considering how rarely passengers endure such privations. The crew deal with it every day. It should be noted they bring it on themselves. 

Crew are generally denied food in their cabins because it invariably ends up in the toilets in a most nonbiological manner. Hiding evidence of a smuggled, late night snack is always the same: flush it. After all, there are no portholes twenty feet below the sea. But ship toilets are very, very sensitive. The crew? Not so much. 

Oddly enough, this disposing of contraband was the only time many flushed the toilets at all. This can be partly explained by the wide variety of nationalities that compose the crew. Hygiene standards vary radically from nation to nation, but can be all but absent in some developing nations. Such is the resource pool from which the cruise industry hires its labor. 

When first indoctrinated into crew, on day one, everyone is educated on what is required for first-world hygienic standards. They are ordered to wash daily and to use deodorant, whether they ‘need’ it or not. Many even comply. But when working a minimum of eighty hours a week without a day off for ten months straight, focus flags. 

When working on Royal Caribbean’s Majesty of the Seas, fish bones backed up the sewage system so often that the entire aft crew deck smelled like feces. Literally. And this was where the crew kitchen and dining room were located! Imagine, if you will, standing inside an overflowing pit latrine—old school, mind you, not a modern port-a-potty with chemical air fresheners. Now imagine, if you dare, eating a roast beef sandwich inside it. I was pretty thin in those days….

On Majesty of the Seas, crewmen—for they were invariably men—lived in tiny, shared cabins along the main corridor leading to the crew mess. Tucked between were communal showers and toilets. Everything was crowded, everything stank. And it was stiflingly hot. Because the cooling system was also spotty, all doors were always open. Three times a day, on the way to every meal, I passed dozens of overworked zombies brushing their teeth beside toilets filled to the brim, lids wide open. A perfect appetizer for a enjoying a meal in a latrine. 

I learned about such things in dramatic fashion upon signing onto Majesty as a junior officer. After returning to my cabin, I discovered a man wearing officers’ whites bent over my desk, examining the contents. While there was no pretext of privacy on a cruise ship, having my own cabin had given me delusions of it. 

Upon hearing me enter, the man shoved the drawer shut and irritably snapped, “Cabin inspection. I have reports that you routinely order room service. This is highly improper and will not continue. We have a cockroach problem in the stern deck, and I will not have it spread into this section of the ship.”

I didn’t have time to explain that I had just arrived because he brushed me aside to search my shower. Because cabin inspections were conducted by each department head and, since I was a department head, I suddenly realized the man searching my toilet was the most powerful officer beside the captain himself! He dropped the toilet lid with a slam, trying to hide his disdain behind a professional countenance. His grimace worked through.

“No fish bones,” I said cheerily. He glared at me and replied, “I am seeking a shoe.”

“Um… shoes?” I asked, confused. 

He corrected me sharply, “A shoe! The entire sewage system is backed up ship-wide because a crewman flushed a shoe down the toilet this morning.”




DESSERTS




Sweet nothings to leave you feeling happy.




Cuisine,

Conchs,

Birds,

& Embarrassments




HOW DOES CUISINE COMPARE TO THE PAST?

Titanic Dining







1912, North Atlantic Ocean

1952, Trianon Palace Hotel, Versailles

2012, Lake Las Vegas




What do these three locations have in common? A sunken unsinkable ship. Duh. 

We’ve all heard of the ill-fated R.M.S. Titanic. We all know she was built for the super-rich, having the most elegant designs, the newest technologies, the oldest wines, and Europe’s finest chefs. We’ve all seen the movie—unless you’re a heartless communist. (Just kidding). Many of us know the immortal names associated with Titanic, such as Captain E.J. Smith or passengers John Jacob Astor and—everybody’s favorite—Unsinkable Molly Brown. But few of us know that we can still enjoy a taste of Titanic. Yes, even us mere mortals on a budget. 

Titanic was an Olympic-class ocean liner featuring only the finest luxuries and opulence. The rich wood-paneled B Deck Café Parisian and D Deck Dining Saloon were focal points, offering the finest cuisine for the First Class passengers prepared by the Emeril Lagasses and Gordon Ramseys of the day. Of the 3,547 passengers on the maiden voyage, 416 First Class passengers paid the equivalent of US$124,000 to experience the finest, most elegant, most luxurious, most whatever—choose your own superlative—dining experience the world had to offer. Sadly, the diners went down with the ship. Happily, the recipes did not. 

In 1952 the father and son chefs of the Trianon Palace Hotel in Versailles recreated items from the doomed liner’s famed menu. Their grandson listened on as they discussed the planning, preparation, and service to the guests at the Trianon. 

"I have never forgotten," recalls the now third-generation Chef E. Bernard. "I have always remembered tales of the Titanic Dinner prepared by my father and grandfather in Versailles... and I have dreamed of following in their footsteps by offering such a unique dining experience here, too."

Chef E. Bernard's vision has now become reality. "Diner du Titanic" (to dine on the Titanic) is a weekly offering at his lakeside Bernard's Bistro Restaurant Lake Las Vegas. The desert wastes mere miles from where 119 nuclear bombs were set off may seem an odd—if not impossible—location to rekindle oceanic glory. Never underestimate Vegas, baby. 

Starting at seven bells shipboard time (7 p.m. for others), those booking passage at Lake Las Vegas will be given a White Star Line "Boarding Pass" and offered an unhurried evening of sumptuous epicurean dining. Music of the day will be played on piano, violin and guitar–recreating the same make-up of musicians that played aboard the Titanic. Various special decorative touches will help complete this bygone shipboard ambience and elegant dining experience.

The first menu of the Titanic dining series offered dishes drawn from the actual First Class menu on the ship's maiden voyage. While the menu varies from week to week, each meal is based on actual dishes either served aboard Titanic or those prepared by world-class chefs for the White Star Line sister-ships, the R.M.S. Olympic and R.M.S. Britannic.

For the full experience, I recommend first taking the Titanic tour at the nearby Luxor casino in Las Vegas, where you can see actual artifacts plucked from the ocean’s depths. You’ll be immersed in the moment far more than you thought possible. Why, they even give you a boarding pass from an actual passenger of the ill-fated cruise. Only at the end, after being awed and astonished by the luxury, then crushed by the tragedy, will you discover whether or not ‘you’ survived. 

For those intimidated by a lavish five-course meal, Chef Bernard offers an elegant three-course alternative. Each seating begins with a glass of champagne, followed by the European-style gourmet dinner courses, and finally ends hours later with fabulous pastries prepared from the actual pastry recipes of the Titanic's First Class dining room. 

The full meal costs only $65 per person, or $45 for the lighter fare. Better yet, there is no chance whatsoever in hell of encountering an iceberg—not even in Las Vegas. Nor is anybody firing off nuclear weapons anymore, either. You simply can’t go wrong. Unless you are sidetracked by the roulette wheel, of course. 

By the way, a First Class menu from the Titanic’s last lunch was auctioned in 2012 for $117,320. Kept by a prominent San Francisco banker named Washington Dodge—after being found in the purse of his wife, who survived the tragedy—it was dated April 14th, 1912 and featured several courses, such as eggs Argenteuil, consomme fermier and chicken à la Maryland. 




WHAT’S YOUR MOST EMBARRASSING CREW MOMENT?

Be Careful What You Wish For







My last cruise as a waiter on Carnival Conquest was one to remember. My section was filled with twenty coeds just graduated from college: all 22, brainy, and beautiful. These women wanted to party and indulge in every aspect of the Fun Ships they could. This meant lethal flirting with their hapless waiter. I was in heaven. 

At the end of the first dinner, my ladies remained long after. They asked a flurry of questions, ‘Are you single?’ ‘Can you party with guests?’ ‘Show us your cabin!’ The question that got me in trouble, however, was unexpected. 

‘Why don’t you dance during dinner like the other waiters?’ 

“I’m management next cruise,” I explained. “They don’t want me looking like a fool in front of staff I’ll be in charge of.”

“A convenient lie,” they chastised.

“Convenient? Oh, yes,” I agreed. “But not a lie.”

“No fair!” they cried. “We want you to dance for us!”

“Only if you dance for me,” I retorted. 

The gauntlet thrown, all twenty rose and I was surrounded by spinning, whirling, and gyrating bodies. I looked on helplessly, realizing I was surely to be out-done by these women. “Come on! Join us!” 

Realizing they wouldn’t take no for an answer, I jokingly countered, “I won’t do dinner dances, but I’ll do one better. My last day as a waiter, I’ll do a striptease.”

Their applause indicated my jest was not taken as such. 

Serving the graduates was not work, but pleasure. They displayed patience for all things barring wine service. We laughed and flirted shamelessly. All week they had tried to kiss me in the dining room. The kiss became a game for us all, a silly little prize that both sides refused to relinquish. The challenge was spearheaded by a pretty lass named Jessica. 

The final night came, then reluctantly drew to a close. The party was over, and I would miss serving these very fun ladies. Yet they remained to finish their wine. Neighboring stations emptied, leaving us a solitary island of gaiety. 

“Last night!,” Jessica called. “Where’s our strip tease?”

All twenty cheered and began chanting, “Strip! Strip! Strip!”

“I can’t,” I replied lamely, fishing for an excuse, “I would need a stage. And there’s no music.”

“Regina!” they cried to my neighboring waitress. Though busy readying for the morning, one table had been forgotten and was completely empty. Only then did I realize it had not been forgotten at all—it had been reserved. Regina yanked the table cloth free to reveal an ideal stage. 

“But there’s still no music,” I observed gratefully. Smirking, Regina signaled a hostess and suddenly “I’m Too Sexy” blared through the restaurant at tremendous volume. 

I had been set up, but good. 

Sometimes you gotta do what you gotta do. 

I leapt onto the table and began a bad dance, whipping off my bow tie and flinging it around my head. With surely the most awkward moves ever witnessed, I flung off my vest and began unbuttoning my shirt. Cheers roared from the graduates. Applause echoed from waiters. Hostesses leered. Chanting to the beat rose from everywhere. 

Then the maitre d' entered the room. 

I stopped mid-swing, stunned. But the coeds were just getting started. They rushed from their seats to yank me off the table. Hands tore at my chest. Buttons popped out, flying in all directions. My shirt was half ripped off before I could stop it. I had heard that women got far wilder then men at strip clubs, but this was ridiculous. Why, I even felt my belt slipped free! Quickly I gripped my pants before they were yanked down. 

I began bellowing, not unlike some elephant seal under attack. Alas, there was no denying the authority of dozens of red-tipped fingernails. Here I was living my fantasy since puberty, yet was fighting like mad! 

One would think the action would stop with the approach of the maitre d'. One would be wrong. He just grinned and let it flow, reserving the moment for future blackmail. 




DO PASSENGERS EVER MISBEHAVE?

When Passengers Attack!







People can be annoying. When on vacation—especially on a cruise ship far from home—they can be even more annoying. What happens at sea, stays at sea. Perhaps some people figure anonymity makes rude behavior okay. Perhaps some people are just so relaxed, or so centered on their hard-earned focus on self, they let little things slide. Perhaps some people are just assholes.

I vote the latter. 

Sometimes guests misbehaving is small. The most annoying thing I recall from my four years working on cruise ships was quite small. I think that’s why it grated me so much: sometimes a surprise, light strike hurts worse than a heavy blow. Just ask any man who’s been hit below the belt! 

As an auctioneer, I had arranged the surface of my desk with all manner of flyers, pamphlets, and books. I got it all ship-shape, as they say, arranging stacks to perfection. The task took only about five minutes but made me feel comfortable and organized, ready for action. The first lady that walked up plunked her gargantuan bag right atop the desk with so much force that books tumbled to the floor and papers scattered into every corner of the corridor. She wanted directions to the gangway. 

How rude! 

Some guest misbehavior is just opportunistic. Again as an art auctioneer, I was targeted for freebies. A power cord taped to the deck had come partially loose near the wall. A little old Asian lady made a bee-line for the far side of the thirty-foot wide corridor and ‘tripped’. That is, she had a misstep, because she only pretended to trip. I saw her through the entire pantomime. She made a fuss. I apologized. After fixing the loose cord, I thought the matter closed. 

That night—at 11 p.m., I might add—I was called into the hotel director’s office. There waited the little old Asian lady and her daughter. They had declared their intent to sue the cruise line for being racist. The hotel director had pointed out how absurd that was, considering 60 nationalities worked together on that very ship, so she instead intended to sue me personally. 

Using her daughter to translate—despite having spoken clear English to me earlier—she claimed that had she been white, I would have treated her better after her ‘fall’. Via daughter-translator, she called me a racist to my face. I usually laugh off verbal barbs, but that time I was not amused. I went off on her—much to the chagrin of the hotel director—yelling that I had even dated an Asian woman. 

All charges were dropped. 

But some guest misbehavior is so egregious that it spawns nothing short of hatred. As a waiter, one particular family was so over-the-top gluttonous and selfish that my poor assistant literally had an emotional breakdown in the dining room. It was the most awful thing I’d ever seen in my life. The whole ordeal is narrated fully in my first book, Cruise Confidential.

Whatever the reason for guest misbehavior, it’s usually best to not let it bring you down, whether cruising as passenger or crew. Because, when official policy is stirred, the finger of blame rarely points where it should. Take the sinking of Costa Concordia, for example, off the coast of Italy. While this tragedy was entirely and utterly the fault of the idiotic and indefensibly cowardly Captain Schettino, Carnival Cruise Lines officially blamed passengers for all the internal damages to the Costa Concordia. 

Aggrieved passengers, relatives of the deceased, and crew-members filed a lawsuit against the company. Carnival Cruise Lines refuted everything, filing court documents that state: "travelers' negligent or careless behavior were between the causes, if not the only cause, of the alleged injuries and damages." That’s right: the drowning of 32 innocent victims was used to justify an insurance claim so a billion dollar corporation could save some money. 




WHAT’S THE WEIRDEST THING YOU’VE SEEN AT SEA?

Gross Anatomy: G-rated







The anatomy of a conch is a curious and unnerving thing.

“Yeah, mon,” said the Bahamian in the conch shack by the sea. “Take da skin and eyes right off, den trow dem in da water. Dey live by demselves for two more days.”

My friend Laureen leaned over the counter to get a better look. In Donny’s hands was a large conch shell and a knife. 

“No, uh, gills or organs or anything?” I asked. “Just the skin? Living?”

Donny demonstrated. Experienced fingers pulled from the shell a floppy, purplish alien-slug-thing. Using his knife, he expertly cut something slimy off of something else slimy—conch skin and eyes from conch body, presumably—then tossed it over his shoulder. Through the open rear of the shack it flew, to plop back into the Caribbean Sea.

Donny was a thick man of middle years. The majority of his hair was going grey, and the majority of his teeth were going away. He and his wife, Monique, were proprietors of The Burning Spot, one of a long row of conch shacks lining a pier nestled beneath the huge bridge leading to Paradise Island. 

The Burning Spot was the size of a garden shed, though the entire back was open to the sea. From the ceiling dangled all sorts of oddities mixed in with daily use items. Funky ornaments made of seashells swung in the breeze, bumping into grill brushes and spatter guards. The front wall of the shack folded into a counter, over which Laureen and I draped ourselves, beside a pile of conch shells strung together and heaped several feet high. As we watched Donny continue to intimately manipulate the conch, I pressed into the stack of conch shells.

“Gaaaaah!” I suddenly bellowed, stumbling backwards. 

Laureen teased me with a voice usually reserved for small children, “Was it all slimy and icky, Bri Bri?”

“I-I just got tentacled!” I protested. “These things are still alive!” 

Donny and Monique laughed hysterically. Monique even buried her face into his broad shoulder, overcome with mirth.

“If their skin can stay alive for two days,” Laureen observed, poking me. “Whatcha think a whole one can do?” 

I muttered, “I thought they were just shells. For decoration.”

“Decoration’s over dere, mon,” Donny said, gesturing above him with his dripping knife. In the sheltered corner hung an old and tired pom pom, heavy and limp, some strands stuck to a cast iron pan. There was obviously a story there, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear it. Watching Donny laugh maniacally holding a sharp knife in one hand, and a slain alien in the other, brought to mind all sorts of B-rated horror movie imagery.

“Donny catch dem every mornin’,” Monique said. 

“Cheerleaders?” I quipped, eyeing the pom pom dubiously. 

Monique laughed heartily, revealing huge, brilliant teeth. 

“He wish! He jump right off da back here sunup. Dey come to da pier every day, like da ships.”

Donny’s continuing work freaked me out. From the bodies of the conchs he pulled weird, half toothpick-sized slivers of what looked like gelatin. Each such find brought delight, and he promptly popped them in his mouth. He loved ‘em. I didn’t have the stomach to ask if they were conch anatomy or parasites. 

Yet despite the grisly performance, the results were worthy. We took our bowls of chilled conch salad to a crooked wooden table in front of the shack, and readily devoured the contents. The minutes-fresh meat was firm and bright. Mixed in were chopped tomatoes, onions, and peppers, the whole doused in copious amounts of freshly squeezed lime juice, then a pinch of salt and pepper. 

The conch salad was delicious. 




WHAT’S THE WEIRDEST THING YOU’VE SEEN IN LOST & FOUND?

Gross Anatomy: PG-13







Lost and found issues happen all the time, to all of us, probably because as humans we have minds as tight as a sea sponge. Of course, you can always blame the cabin steward. Not for stealing, of course—that would be rude—but for leaving doors open while cleaning on embarkation day. It’s not unheard of for someone to walk into the wrong cabin. Clothing will be put in the wrong closet and whatnot—and that’s before they hit the drink specials on the Lido deck! Many times tip envelopes from the previous cruise will have been left on a cabinet. I’m happy to report that the only people who handle these more honestly than the crew are the passengers themselves. But I’m not talking about such mundane mysteries, oh no. 

Though I’ve held several positions on cruise ships over the years, purser was not one of them. Lost & found is their purview and not something they are encouraged to discuss. They do a remarkably good job of that, too… especially when it counts. I knew a hotel director once who intentionally left his Rolex on a random deck just to check if lost items were flowing in the proper direction. He chose an hour when only crew were on board, of course—he’s not stupid. While he expressed no outwardly visible sign of relief at finding his watch waiting in the lost & found, I secretly wonder if that’s because several of us happened to be watching. 

But as good as stewards are at depositing found items, and as good as pursers are at securing them, neither can resist sharing some of the more… colorful… items. 

Some lost items are just too curious a mystery to not discuss. Like how could someone leave their false teeth beneath the bed? You’d think they would be missed. Less surprising, but still curious, was the huge Bowie knife left on a bed. How that even got aboard is a marvel. Or why was a lonely .22 caliber rifle cartridge in the bathroom sink? Same could be said for the bag of marijuana and accompanying pipe. Some abandoned items are less interesting and just plain rude, such as the used Depends found on a Holland American ship. 

I sense that some items are lost because their owners secretly wanted to abandon them. Take the woman’s thong found on Sensation, for example. Nothing unusual about that, other than that it was stuffed inside a sock and hidden beneath the shelves in the closet. And let us not forget the abandoned string bikini built for a woman of extraordinary proportions: she must have surely been 300+ pounds. I think everybody’s glad she lost that, lest she actually wear it in public. 

But the good stuff? That happened on Wind Surf. 

Wind Surf is very small by modern cruise ship standards—only 14,700 tons—but is in fact the world’s largest sailing vessel. With less than 200 crew aboard and no home port—we hopped from nation to nation in a way none of the big ships do—we all knew each other intimately. So small was Surf, in fact, that everybody wore multiple hats. Thus when helping out the front desk I became privy to the most wonderful lost & found item ever: a ten-inch long, glossy black dildo. 

Juana, a petite young Filipina from a small village on a small island, had never seen anything like it. In fact, she didn’t even know what it was. When its function was carefully explained to her by the flamboyantly gay French hotel director, her face turned beet red. He shared with me a sly grin, obviously enjoying himself immensely. 

“What do we do with it?” Juana asked breathlessly. 

“Nothing,” the hotel director replied. “It stays in lost & found until it’s claimed.”

“Claimed…?” she asked. “You mean someone would actually call the cruise line and ask for it back?”

“Not likely,” he agreed. “But protocol is protocol. Wait four weeks, then you can get rid of it.”

The next month poor Juana was teased mercilessly. The innocent query of ‘Did anyone claim it yet?’ would bring about ferocious flushing of her pretty cheeks. She was just too cute to not tease. While discussions of the item were frequent, requests to see it were not… with one notable exception. 

Yo Yo, the little Indonesian photographer—astoundingly younger and smaller than even Juana—was mesmerized. He lingered around the purser’s desk at all hours of day and night, hoping to sneak a peek at the mysterious treasure. Though exceptionally shy, his wonder overcame all. Noting that he was the ship’s photographer, I asked him why he didn’t take a picture of it. He blushed as badly as Juana. 

Eventually the allotted four weeks elapsed. Everybody wanted to know what Juana planned to do with the object of such endless conjecture. Upon asking her, I was a bit disappointed when she murmured it had ‘disappeared’. I figured that was simply her way of dismissing an embarrassment. That is, until Yo Yo walked by and gave her a nod and a slight smile. Rather than meet his gaze, she looked down at her hands. She tried to cover her wrist absently. 

“New watch?” I said, noting her subconscious reaction. Then I teased, “Or did that come from the lost & found, too?”

Juana snatched her hand away immediately and blushed furiously. Only later did I realize why the watch looked familiar: it was Yo Yo’s! Methinks Wind Surf was home to some behind-the-scenes bartering.




WHAT’S THE MOST AMAZING THING YOU’VE SEEN AT SEA?

The Bird Whisperer







I’m talking about a man of a different sort entirely. A bird whisperer. The Bird Man of Conquest. I prefer the latter name because it evokes the cramped, sparse living conditions of Alcatraz. That’s closer to a crew’s experience than, say, comfy suburbanites with enough expendable income for professional pet counseling. I’m not judging, but rather reminding that American attitudes towards animals are puzzling to the majority of the world. American pets are part of the family, receiving the same affection and accommodations as our children. Certainly my cats do! 

But many people around the world coexist with animals in a way I can scarcely conceive. I saw some of it on Conquest. 

We were docked in Montego Bay. The sun shot through the clouds in bold shafts and the air was heavy with moisture. Those of us in the Lido restaurant denied shore leave were consoled by the nearby presence of damp green tree tops, mottled with shadows, yet lively with colorful birds hopping to and fro. It was a quiet afternoon of dazzling beauty. Apparently we were not the only ones dazzled. A solitary bird, perhaps lured by the scent of food, had flown into the restaurant. 

He was a small, gaily colored little bird. The poor guy fluttered about, unable to find the exit, confused by the overhanging mezzanine that refused to act like a jungle canopy. He zig-zagged through the dining room, zipping this way and that, growing more and more agitated by the minute. We gleefully kept the doors open and tried to herd him towards freedom. There was much laughter, but we were ultimately unsuccessful. 

After a while, now flapping in pure desperation, the bird disappeared deeper into the galley. Suddenly we realized the little burst of joy that gave us a much-needed break in an otherwise rigid, exhausting routine had probably done so at the expense of his life. It was a sad moment. 

“I’ll get him,” said a waiter confidently. He was from Indonesia. His name was Bambang. 

“If he couldn’t figure out how to escape through all these open double doors,” I said doubtfully, “How can you expect to herd him through the small doors of the galley and the corridors?”

Bambang just smiled and asked, “May I go after him?”

Like I would say no. But then again, this could easily have been an excuse to sneak a cigarette while on duty. I’ve had waiters literally claim their mothers’ death just to get an extra smoke. After Bambang disappeared into the galley, I shrugged and figured I’d not see him again that afternoon. 

Nary five minutes passed and out from the galley came Bambang. We clustered around him, but he gave us a silent head-shake to keep us at bay. For perched upon his finger, tiny chest heaving, was the bird!

Bambang strode to the nearest exterior doors, whispering softly to his new companion. He even caressed it with gentle strokes of the back of his fingers. Once outside, the bird flew off to its native Jamaica.

“I’m from a small village in the jungle,” Bambang explained simply before returning to soiled plates and silverware. 

I was awestruck. Not just from his talent, but from the realization of how vastly different his home was than mine. Could I have made the transition Bambang had? Before ships he had not only been one with nature, but likely lived entirely defined by its caprice. How utterly different his life must have been before these tight metal walls, recycled air, and artificial light. I was reminded that each crew member, regardless of duties or labels, was indeed an individual treasure. And it gave me hope that I could maybe, just maybe, hope to someday control my cats.




ARE ANY CRUISE SHIPS HAUNTED?

Eternal Stowaways







“I saw a ghost.”

“Mm hmm,” I replied. 

“Really, mate!” Rick insisted. 

I looked up from my magazine, waiting casually for the flood of profanity sure to follow. I need not wait long. 

“A bloody, f@*#ing goddamn ghost!” he continued. 

His brow furrowed deeply and he stared at the galley deck. I was about to mock him, but chose instead to bite my tongue. Rick was shaking his head slowly back and forth, eyes staring at the floor… staring at nothing. With all those curls piled so high on his head, he reminded me of a fuzzy cat watching a tennis match on television. He was truly distraught. It was very late—I was only in the galley because my evening art auction ran exceptionally late—but I sensed he was too agitated to retire. 

“You’re serious?” I said. 

It wasn’t really a question. Of course he was serious. Rick was serious about everything that didn’t matter. Had this been an issue of business, safety, or protocol—not that the latter matters too much—Rick would have been flighty and distant, if not downright disdainful. But things that implied secrets, cover-ups, conspiracies, and knowledge beyond the ken of man? Oh, Rick was serious about those, all right.

“I’m not biting,” I replied, returning to my magazine. 

“I really did,” Rick mumbled quietly. 

Quietly? Rick was never quiet. Even when he was performing a massage—he was the spa manager—he wouldn’t shut up. Made a babbler like me seem mute. Now I was paying attention. Rick continued to stare at the floor, back and forth, back and forth. 

“I saw it last night, too,” Rick continued. “But I wasn’t sure. I’d been hearing stories from Natalie for weeks, but blew them off. She drinks too much…”—he ignored my snort of derision—“…but then Claudia said she saw something, too. And now I have.” 

“In the spa?” I asked, now intrigued. The spa was deep in the bowels of Wind Surf, down near the waterline, back near the marina. At night it was a very quiet, very lonely place. Strange that such a small ship utilizing every cubic inch had locations that felt… well, abandoned. Everything was clean and tidy, of course, but I’d always felt that hallway to be somehow… different. 

“I’ve noticed things moving behind the desk a lot,” Rick said. “Hard to tell when bloody f@*#in’ staplers move on their own when you have four employees, though. But you know the melon slices we keep in the urn of drinking water? I heard a gurgle or something and looked up in their direction. In the blink of an eye—in the blink of a bloody eye—they vanished! Then—splat! Right in front of me, right in the middle of the desk, the melons reappeared. Soaked all my paperwork and everything. Bloody f@*#in’ weird, if you ask me. But even that wasn’t enough to convince me the spa was haunted. Not ’til now.

“I was doing paperwork. It was about midnight. A bloody f@*#in’ guest walked right past me. I saw her clearly as she passed. Middle-aged, long brown hair, and a T-shirt that made her look chunky. I told her we’re closed for the night, but she just walked through the spa and into Natalie’s massage room. I followed right behind her, calling out. I was angry, actually, because I’ve had a bad time with stupid passengers complaining all bloody f@*#in’ day. I was going to give this lady a piece of my mind. When I got to Natalie’s room I flipped the light switch on… and nobody was there!”

Rick was clearly shaken. While he and I had had some pretty knock-down, drag-out fights about whether or not UFO’s were parked in the center of the Earth—coming and going through the holes at the north and south poles, Rick insisted—I sensed he was genuinely scared. This, from a former Australian special forces operative who’d been in the middle of genocidal atrocities in East Timor. 

In fact, Wind Surf had more resident ghosts than merely in the spa. The cruise director and shore excursion manager both swore they’d seen an apparition floating in the hallway outside the purser’s office, mid-ship. The specter was a shadowy, yet overt, outline of a man from the waist-up. Both knew instinctively it was male, though no features could be seen on the hazy head. Both had offices with doors open to the haunted hall. Several times while doing paperwork in their respective offices on different occasions—though always late at night—they had sensed someone approaching their office. Looking up and out into the hall, they’d be shocked to see only half a man. Once spotted, the unbidden guest always faded back into the dark. 

Not so with the purser, however. The Filipina had run to her office to retrieve copy paper for a busy purser’s desk. It was in the middle of the afternoon, sunlight streaming through her office window to flood the hall. Arms laden with said reams, she rushed out of the office and ran smack-dab into the phantom.

She shrieked, at first thinking she had accidentally run into a crewman. But it wasn’t a crewman—or at least none from the present. A caucasian man of average height regarded her skeptically… then vanished in a blink. The whole scenario happened so fast that, when pressed by the others, she couldn’t answer if she had seen his legs or not. 

“But he seemed quite real, quite solid,” she stated resolutely. “I looked into his eyes. I saw surprise and something else… a sense of hopelessness. Though it was sunny in the hall, it felt very gloomy, very sad.”




DOES THE CRUISE HAVE TO END?

Cruise for Eternity







When you, dear passenger, step off the gangway for the last time, you are filled with a despondency that is barely tempered by the memories of good times. Why, oh why, you lament, does the cruise have to end? Ah, but it doesn’t have to end! Now you can book a cruise that is the last you’ll ever need to arrange. For you, the cruise will never, ever end. Indeed, it’s for eternity. Cool, eh? Not really. You’ll be dead. 

My Final Cruise specializes in arranging details for those who have ‘moved on’ into the sea from cruise ships. Their website is most interesting reading. 

Now, you will not be trussed in an old sail—the final stitch poked through your nose to ensure that you are, in fact, dead—and dumped overboard, where your body will sink slowly the long, long way down to the muddy ocean floor, there to be picked apart by large white crabs and other such detritus eaters. Nope, none of that good stuff. You’re not a pirate, sorry to say. You’ll be cremated long before any of that. My Final Cruise offers a selection of biodegradable urns, which is required by the International Maritime Organization. Prices range from $149 to $324 apiece, depending on your preferred style. After the ashes have been dropped overboard – which must be done outside of the 12-nautical mile limit – these special urns guarantee that the ashes will be dispersed in an environmentally friendly fashion, and that none of the ashes will wash up on the shore. Don’t want to traumatize any swimmers, now. 

The company sells receptacles pre-approved by the necessary bodies—pardon the pun—so you don’t violate the strict oceanic policies regarding what can and cannot go overboard. The ‘scallop shell’ urn comes in three colors and costs $324.95. For cheap people such as myself, the simple ‘locker’ comes in six shades and costs an easy-on-the-funeral-budget $149.95. Of course, you have to book an actual cruise, so that’s gonna run up the final cost. You’ll probably save a lot on flowers, though, assuming you don’t buy any on board. Most cruise lines will allow such crematory activity, but must be notified beforehand. This is not something you want to pop on the captain during a champagne meet and greet. My Final Cruise can book the entire cruise for you, via an affiliate cruise agent, so you don’t have to mess with such pesky details. They can also arrange commemorative touches onboard, like a post-ceremony repast. Thus all you have to worry about is packing extra formal wear. The time of the ceremony depends on where the ship is—gotta be outside 12 nautical miles and, thusly, in international waters—and weather conditions. Under ideal circumstances, they say, it takes about seven minutes for the urn to sink.

The exact location where your ashes will be dropped is recorded in the site's database of funereal sites at sea. Via Google Earth, anybody can, uh, appreciate the location. The choice is yours whether to post a public obituary or just a simple ‘X marks the spot’. As of 2012, the site only has two marked locations, one between South Carolina and Bermuda and another just north of Saint Martin. In fact, neither marker represents a real burial at sea site yet; they are merely samples. But the company hopes to be seeing lots of dead people in their world map soon. Don’t we all. 

Because of the waveblazing manner of their business, My Final Cruise has had to feel their way around a little bit. They had to brainstorm worst-case scenarios—wouldn’t that be fun?—to build a solid reputation in a sensitive new industry. 

“We don’t want deaths being staged as part of a stag party or something,” explains Abbie Sturdley of My Final Cruise. The company requires customers to provide them a death certificate, even though only the Bermuda Maritime Administration actually requires one. Strudley says attempts to partner with cruise lines, which they initially pushed for, were unsuccessful. “Because it’s a sad occasion, lines don’t really want to associate with it,” she says. Still, as global environmental agencies tighten policies, she hopes that lines will start referring potential ash spreaders to My Final Cruise. I guess hope springs eternal!
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Author’s Note




Thank you for your interest in some of my snippets gleaned from four years at sea, on ships from half-a-dozen cruise lines. I lived both above and below the waterline—meaning as both officer and crew alike. 

I created Cruise a la Carte to answer the most common questions I’ve been asked over the years. 

Perhaps the most common question is rarely asked: is any of this stuff even true? Those who have lived ship life know the reality is much more risqué than I have ever depicted. Sailors earn their hard-drinking reputation.




If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on Goodreads. A line or two is incredibly helpful. Thank you.

Click here to review!
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