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			Prologue

			I still believe that if your aim is to change the world, journalism is a more immediate short-term weapon.

			—Tom Stoppard

			I heard a loud double knock at the door of our mini-suite on the Diamond Princess cruise ship.

			“Can you get that?” I shouted to my husband as I stepped out of the shower.

			Phil didn’t respond. I put on my robe and peered out but didn’t see him. It’s hard to lose someone in 354 square feet. I felt a breeze and realized he was on the balcony filming the chaos on the pier below. We were docked in Yokohama, the port for Tokyo. It was the evening of February 9, 2020. Four days earlier, the Japanese Ministry of Health had ordered us to quarantine in our cabins. The ship had been exposed to a virulent new pathogen, the same one that in just a few weeks had caused cases of a respiratory illness in China to balloon to forty thousand, with more than eight hundred deaths, well surpassing their 2002–2003 SARS epidemic statistics. In a bizarre coincidence, a man from Hong Kong, who had joined the cruise with us on January 20 and left on the 25th, had tested positive for the coronavirus after leaving the ship. Now, instead of enjoying the rest of our Asian vacation, we were among more than thirty-seven hundred passengers and crew who had just completed a dazzling cruise celebrating the Lunar New Year and awakened one morning to learn that we were marooned on a modern-day plague ship.

			As soon as we heard about the man from Hong Kong and realized we were at the mercy of the Japanese health authorities, I emailed a friend who had been an ABC news producer. “Guess where we are?” I wrote. By the next day, we were blindsided by a barrage of interview requests. Texts and emails were coming in so fast we barely had time to reply, let alone schedule appointments for audio, print, and television in time zones that circled the globe.

			This whole experience—which began with the announcement about the disembarked passenger on February 3, the evening before our scheduled departure—was our first taste of a media frenzy. Helicopters whirred around the ship. A red-carpet’s throng of reporters was kept at bay by a police cordon. Behind them was a phalanx of satellite vans. But who was giving them information about what was happening on the ship? The captain? The Japanese authorities? Princess PR? We just knew that every day, more and more of our fellow passengers were contracting this terrifying, yet-unnamed coronavirus that wasn’t a cold or the flu. Ten cases among the passengers were announced the morning of February 5, at the same time the quarantine was imposed. When our daughter, Ashley, heard this news, she jumped into the Twitterverse to gather more information. The next day another ten people were sent to local hospitals. She called her brothers: Josh in Oregon and Blake in Massachusetts. “They’re so vulnerable,” she sobbed. “That’s twenty-one total. We have to get them off that ship!”

			“Chill, Ash,” Blake told her. “You’d expect one infected person to have that many contacts.”

			“It’s flu season,” Josh said, “and you know Mom is a maniac about all of us getting flu shots.”

			When there were no new cases announced on February 7, Blake wrote a group email telling everyone to relax and that “Mom is probably using the time to plan her next cruise.” Of course, he didn’t know that we were sublimating our panic by telling our story to whoever would listen while simultaneously sending the kids upbeat emails and asking for pictures of our seven grandchildren to cheer us up.

			We were not strangers to the media. I’m a bestselling writer who’s been on many book tours. I’ve appeared on all the morning shows and done other national television for both novels and nonfiction. Phil is an award-winning documentary filmmaker who is far more comfortable on the other side of a camera, but he knows what producers want in terms of sound bites and succinct messaging. As boomers in our seventies, we fit into the grandparents-on-holiday niche; and while hardly influential enough to attract a wide social media following, we were—as they say—relatable, and at that point, the journalists wanted to know how it felt having our dream trip interrupted and how we were handling being cooped up involuntarily. They were especially interested in what the ship’s kitchen was giving us to eat.

			Ashley’s Twitter and Instagram friends thought we were lucky to be getting a “free cruise” out of Princess, which infuriated her because she felt we were in danger. We understood why she was so fearful. She had spent ten years in foster care before we adopted her at age twelve, and her emotional dependence on us was far more intense than that of the older boys.

			Everything changed on February 8 with the announcement of forty-one new passenger cases, a total of more than sixty in less than a week. Any vestige of denial on our part dissolved. Our health was at risk—and possibly our lives.
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			When I phoned Blake, he immediately asked, “How many new victims?” and when he heard the answer, his tone turned from light-hearted to serious. Blake has the classic engineer personality and a reputation for solving complex problems. He’s thoughtful, precise, executes plans flawlessly with as little emotion as possible—and always meets his objectives.

			“What can I do to help get you out of there?”

			I told him how the media was descending fast and furious and we couldn’t do both the organizing and the interviews. “And frankly I’m creeped out. How are more and more passengers getting sick when nobody has been out of their cabins? They aren’t telling us what’s really going on. We aren’t safe here. We have to find a way to get the hell out of this—this posh penitentiary.”

			“Why can’t you go ashore, where you won’t be around whatever is making everyone sick?”

			“It’s the Japanese Ministry of Health. They don’t want us contaminating the population.”

			“What about our State Department?”

			“We get daily messages from the consulate here in Tokyo. They say we’re safest ‘sheltering in place.’ I get it,” I said. I’d not only studied Japanese history in college, I’d lived in Japan as a child. “It’s an island mentality. They totally control who they let in—or out.”

			Blake said we should send everything to him and he’d organize it like a business campaign.

			“But you’re so busy—”

			“Hey, that’s my problem, not yours.”

			  

			Today was the second day of Blake’s media schedule, which started with a pre-dawn call that woke us from a deep sleep. “I’m sorry but you have to get up. You have someone FaceTiming in half an hour. Put Dad on speaker.”

			“I’m here,” Phil said in a hoarse voice.

			“Today it’s going to be morning to midnight,” Blake said, “but you get a break in the middle of the day. Everyone in the U.S. and Europe is sleeping when it’s two in the afternoon in Tokyo, so you can catch a nap then.”

			“If the disease doesn’t kill us, this will,” Phil chimed in.

			Blake’s voice deepened. “Hey, I’m trying to get you prime time in New York, London, and Tokyo. You have to look at the big picture. There are people from all over the world on that same ship. The only way we’re going to get you out of there is with international coverage. If the U.S. doesn’t rescue you first, maybe the Brits or the Aussies will come for their folks. We just need somebody to break the ice.”

			“I don’t see how—” I said, yawning.

			Blake sighed like a parent trying to get a toddler ready for preschool. “Listen,” he told us, “nothing happens unless the whole world is watching. That’s what we’re trying to do here. You have to make everyone see what’s really going down, what’s at stake, and that these are real people, not just statistics.” His voice was steely yet filled with compassion.

			“But how?” I asked.

			“Mom, don’t you realize what a powerful list of media you’ve already compiled? And we haven’t even touched the surface. We know people who know people. We’ll call in all our cards. People are dying from this disease. It’s a potential worldwide epidemic.”

			“I wouldn’t go that far,” Phil replied. “But we’ll do what we can.” I hung up the phone and lay back in bed. Phil rubbed my arm. “Blake’s right about putting pressure on Washington. It won’t look right if they come for the French and not for us.”

			“What about the crew? Who’s going to come for them? They’re much more at risk because they have to serve us. Let’s mention them to everyone today. How about…”

			Phil grabbed a notepad and scribbled a note. He handed it to me. I read it back. “Our mission is to liberate every single soul from this posh penitentiary.” I smiled. “I love it.”

			Blake was right about the day’s schedule. Between giving interviews and sending photos of the view from our balcony, we barely had time to eat, let alone take a nap. I had just grabbed a shower so I could look decent for the next round of interviews.

			Another knock. Dinnertime. I slipped on my surgical face mask and opened the door. As had become the routine, the corridor was filled with room-service carts. A server handed me two salads and cutlery wrapped in a napkin. I set the plates on the ledge of a suitcase placed upright in the entryway for this purpose. The person pushing the next cart passed me two unwrapped dinner rolls. I plopped these on top of the salads. My right foot kept the heavy door propped open while I wiped my dripping hair away from my face. “Phil!” I called again. Luckily, he heard me this time, because the next maneuver required four hands: The waiter wasn’t permitted to step inside our room, nor could we step out. I lunged for one main course platter, passed it to Phil, and accepted the other. I waited at the threshold for the dessert plates, then traded places with Phil, who reached for the Cokes.

			Just as we sat down to eat, Phil’s phone beeped with a text message. “Kenneth Stewart, Sky News, London. Wants to know if you have Skype working.” 

			“Not yet. I’m having to create a whole new account. Can’t he do FaceTime?”

			“You have Skype on your phone.”

			“It’s an old version because I always use the one on my desktop,” I said, feeling cornered.

			“You told Blake you’d reinstall it.”

			I slammed my glass on the table. “I’d like to see him or his brainiac Princeton friends figure out how to do live television interviews on a cruise ship halfway around the world with two iPhones and one iPad.”

			“Hey, it’s my fault,” Phil said to appease me. “I can’t believe this is the first trip when I’ve left my editing laptop and camera at home. I don’t know why, but I thought we were on vacation.”

			I took a bite of the salad while Phil checked his email. “Here’s a request from a local station in DC.”

			“For tonight?”

			“Really late, because it will be their morning. Blake said the more we do in the capital, the better.” I swallowed but choked and began coughing. “It’s someone your sister arranged.”

			“Phil, this is getting crazy.”

			“Getting?” He waved his phone. “I was talking to Blake while you were in the shower. He’s sent a draft of tomorrow’s press release—he’s keeping ‘posh penitentiary,’ but also wants you to use some fresh talking points in your interviews tonight.”

			“You mean today’s release—it’s early in the morning in Boston, right?” I rubbed my temples. If it was 6:30 p.m. in Japan, that would make it 4:30 a.m. in Boston. Blake had started writing a press release about us daily. “That means that we’re doing a morning show in London, right? Is it February eighth or ninth there?” I checked my watch. “Gotta get ready.”

			“You need to eat…” Phil said, but I’d already turned on the hair dryer.
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			Best Laid Plans

			The world is a book, and those who do not travel only read one page.

			—St. Augustine

			Phil and I had been planning a second trip to Japan for more than a year. When I was six, in the early 1950s, my father transplanted our family of three from suburban New York to Taiwan and later Japan because of his business dealings related to the Korean War. I hadn’t gone back till October 2017, when Phil and I crafted a trip that would be both a vacation and a peek into my past.

			“As long as we’re going that far, we should stay for at least a month,” I said to Phil, who is not quite as keen on travel as I am. To sweeten it, I suggested a two-week cruise around Japan on the Diamond Princess because I was researching my next novel, a murder mystery set on a cruise ship. “Let’s call it the Ultimate Sushi Tour.” I give every trip a name.

			“Sold,” Phil replied. Sushi is his favorite food.

			In the end, a month was not long enough and we tried to find a time to return. We wanted to see more of Tokyo and stay in some traditional inns, called ryokans, in the Japanese countryside.

			An email from Princess Cruises the following fall highlighted a 2020 Lunar New Year’s cruise from Japan that was stopping in Hong Kong for the celebrations. There was a sale on the fare and I knew from experience that the best deals are found the farther out you reserve.

			“Phil,” I said in a teasing voice. “I’m going to book another trip to Japan unless you say no.”

			“You had me at ‘Japan,’” he said. “We’ve been raving about the last trip for so long. Why don’t you see if anyone wants to go with us?”

			Several friends and family members had said they’d love to travel with us if we ever went back, so I sent a few emails. We heard right away from Jerry and Cathy Giambalvo, who live in Dallas. We’d first met them eight years earlier at a pre-cruise dinner in Venice. Our travel style is similar. We’re planners, list makers, and prefer independent excursions, which involve complex arrangements with guides and tours that are both cheaper and more bespoke than the large ones the ship sponsors. I’m an uber-organizer, and Jerry, retired from corporate human resources, is precise about costs and currency exchange; thus, our styles complement each other. He and Cathy have been on nineteen cruises and spent 197 days with Princess. She has a brilliant packing spreadsheet as well as both flair for what clothes to take and an eye for which boutique will have the perfect scarf or souvenir. After watching several YouTube videos of Hong Kong fireworks, they signed up.

			Vana Mendizabal and I have been friends since our children were in preschool together in Crystal River, the town on Florida’s Gulf Coast, where we’ve lived since the 1970s. She’s a retired school nurse, and her husband, Mario, is our long-time family physician. It turned out that Jerry, Mario, and I were all having milestone birthdays right before the trip, and Mario, who had always wanted to go to Japan, decided to take more than two weeks off from his practice, which he had never done. We’d taken a Baltic cruise with Vana and Mario several years earlier, as well as spent a long weekend in Cuba with them. Game for almost any experience, the Mendizabals were happy to leave the details to Jerry and me.

			Our group planned to spend the first five days in Tokyo, allowing us to adjust to the fourteen-hour time difference as well as tour the city before boarding the Diamond Princess. The other couples would head home the day after docking. Phil and I would end the trip with another five days at ryokans and two final nights in Tokyo. Or so we thought.

			  

			Email from Terry, January 9, 2020 

			Chinese researchers say they have identified a new virus behind an illness that has infected dozens of people across Asia, setting off fears in a region that was struck by a deadly epidemic 17 years ago. There is no evidence that the new virus is readily spread by humans, which would make it particularly dangerous, and it has not been tied to any deaths. But health officials in China and elsewhere are watching it carefully to ensure that the outbreak does not develop into something more severe.

			—New York Times 

			Five of our grandchildren, all age six or under, were visiting at Christmastime. We loved having them but keeping up with their shenanigans was exhausting, as was the cooking and general chaos. “I’m more than ready for a cruise,” I said, thinking of a month without any responsibilities.

			Where others our age have retired, we’ve decided to keep on chugging for as long as we can, which keeps us quite busy. Phil is the quintessential Renaissance man: He builds furniture and musical instruments, creates kinetic sculptures, and can fix anything. He maintains our home and cars, walks more than ten thousand steps a day, and still makes films for select long-time clients. (I, on the other hand, spend most of my time writing, glued to my computer.) Phil likes cruising because it’s the only time he reads more than an article here or there and takes videos and stills for his own satisfaction. What he most enjoys is that all he has to do is show up. I often ask him what he would prefer for excursions or restaurant reservations, but he would rather not make any decisions. “Just don’t forget to take me along” is his only request.

			When his friend Terry asked about the trip, Phil said he looked forward to seeing more of Tokyo and the fireworks in Hong Kong’s harbor. Retired from consulting for corporate owners, Terry has a second career curating internet content for an impressive roster of people in high places. Unfailingly modest, Terry almost whispers when he drops a name during one of his recollections of visits to various power enclaves—like the Hoover Institution or the all-male Bohemian Grove—where he hobnobbed with prominent business leaders, elected officials, and media executives. His early association with GOPAC, an organization founded in the late 1970s to develop the next generation of Republican officeholders, led to long-term and ongoing friendships in Washington.

			Terry’s health issues preclude travel and he asked if we’d share our itinerary—I’d named this trip “Seventy-five and Still Alive”—so he could “follow along” using his virtual-reality headset and Google maps.

			He called Phil after reading it. “I don’t want to burst your bubble,” he said, “but you’re not going to see the fireworks.”

			“We’re there on the twenty-fifth. That’s their Lunar New Year’s Eve.”

			“I double-checked several sites. The big celebration is on the twenty-sixth.” 

			When Phil broke the news, I said, “Maybe he’s wrong.”

			“Terry’s always right.”

			“At least in politics,” I replied, jokingly, because Terry skews as far right as we do left. Whatever our differences, we both respect Terry’s open yet analytical mind and his eclectic friends, some of whom Phil has met, who represent every side of an argument.

			Phil and I each receive distinct streams of daily emails from Terry and they are always right on the mark. Mine usually involve writing, publishing, storytelling, rare diseases, or psychology, and they speak to some of my quirky interests, like meteor showers.

			Phil’s are even more varied. Many years ago, Terry introduced Phil to agronomist and Nobel Peace Prize winner Norman Borlaug, who became the subject of one of our documentaries, which is why he receives the latest famine and hunger reports. Terry sends the latest TED Talks, political commentaries from the left and right, and hints on things that guys are supposed to know, like how to catch a frog with a flashlight. Terry’s selections don’t echo social media trends, and they are often targeted with exquisite accuracy. Leading up to our trip, for example, there was insightful information on Asian politics. Even though I began to think his curiosity about our trip was over the top, I never imagined that his inquisitiveness would eventually help save our lives.

			Just after New Year’s 2020, Terry started emailing us stories about an “unusual viral pneumonia outbreak” in China and how nearby Asian destinations had “stepped up their surveillance of travelers.” I barely paid attention. On January 9, Phil forwarded another one of Terry’s emails, a New York Times story datelined Hong Kong, January 8. “Terry seems to think we’d be interested in this,” he said. “Do you think it’s anything to worry about?”

			I scanned the article. “‘First known death from a new virus…central Chinese city of Wuhan…seven patients in severe condition…’” I read aloud. “It just sounds like a new strain of flu—many of which originate in Asia for some reason. And, anyway, it says, ‘There is no evidence that the virus can be spread between humans.’ They think it’s linked to a market that sells live fish, birds, and other animals, and thus far, none of the people—including medical workers—who came in contact with the patients have come down with it, and no additional cases have been found.”

			“Terry asked me if we’re considering postponing.”

			“Really? He’s such a worrywart. Remind him that we’re not going to China, let alone Wuhan, wherever that is.”

			“Hong Kong is China,” Phil reminded. “And he just sent another link about coronaviruses.”

			“The common cold is a coronavirus. Ask Terry whether he’s had his flu shot this year—that’s what he needs to be con-cerned about.”

			I’m not only a great believer in the flu vaccine, I bully my family and friends into getting their shots early every fall. In August 2016, I was hospitalized with influenza after we got home from a Princess cruise in Alaska we took with Josh, his wife, Giulia, and their toddler. In the ER they performed tests related to my heart and lungs but couldn’t find the culprit. 

			At my bedside, Phil called Dr. Ken Rand, a friend who specializes in infectious diseases. “Have they checked her for flu?” he asked.

			“It’s not flu season.”

			“Right, that just means she hasn’t had the flu shot yet.”

			I tried to signal Phil but broke into a painful coughing spasm. Finally, I got his attention. “The Aussies—” I croaked. “W-winter there.”

			Ken overheard me. “Did you spend any time with people from Australia?”

			“Yes, the last day we had lunch with some nice folks—one of them had a really bad cough.”

			“Ask for a flu test. Should only take a short while to rule it out.”

			Indeed, I had a particularly virulent strain of flu. It was a harsh reminder that when you travel, you are exposed to a variety of pathogens from whoever is in the restaurant or airport or on your plane or train—or cruise ship. The doctors couldn’t offer me much except supportive care with oxygen and IV fluids. Phil was prescribed Tamiflu prophylactically and he only got a bad cold.

			“Terry’s just sharing information.”

			“I know, and he’s a sweetheart. Why don’t you ease his mind? Tell him we’re only going to be in Hong Kong one day,” I said, “plus Jerry has hired a guide to pick us up and return us to the ship. She’ll know how to avoid the holiday crowds and the demonstrators, who are much more likely to be a problem.” 
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			Just in Case

			Fall down seven times; get up eight times.

			—Japanese Proverb

			Right after New Year’s Vana, Cathy, and I compared packing strategies. We expected everything from freezing temperatures in Japan to semi-tropical ones in Vietnam. “Take everything you think you’ll need,” I said. “It’s against my principles to travel light.” In the end, Vana had the most suitcases while I had the most diverse “just in case” supplies, including two face masks in case anyone on the plane was coughing. I had picked them up the last time we were in Japan.

			On January 14, Jerry, Cathy, Phil, and I took an early airport shuttle from the Houston hotel where we had all stayed overnight. (Vana and Mario were taking a different route and would meet us in Tokyo.) They had enough frequent-flier points to travel in business class on the way over; we had a few more so we scored first class both ways. When we arrived at the ANA check-in just before 8 a.m., a rope held us back. Next thing we knew, all the agents on that shift lined up in front of the counter. At the stroke of eight, a uniformed man welcomed us in both English and Japanese and then all the agents bowed simultaneously. Jerry whispered to Cathy, “This is going to be amazing.”

			Once checked in, the four of us were dispatched to United’s Polaris Lounge, available for upgraded passengers on ANA. There was both a sit-down restaurant and a buffet. Because we had plenty of time, we chose to be waited on. “Order whatever you want from the menu,” our server told us. “Everything is no charge, of course.”

			“Of course,” Phil echoed under his breath. I watched him begin to unwind.

			After breakfast, we settled into a cozy arrangement of four leather chairs back in the lounge and plugged our phones into the built-in charging stations.

			At the buffet, Jerry found some small pastries and a cup of coffee. I checked my watch. Since we still had an hour before boarding, I made a cup of tea and brought back a raspberry tart and two forks.

			“Happy Squab Day, honey,” I said, bending to kiss Phil’s cheek.

			He grinned. “Fifty-two!”

			Cathy looked up quizzically.

			“It’s our anniversary,” Phil said with his little winky-twitch that I adore.

			“Well, not really, but this is the one that counts,” I said. “In 1968, I was a writer-producer for a documentary film company in New York and we were hiring a director/cameraman. Phil wanted the most money, but I said he was going to be worth it.” Cathy and Jerry laughed. “The boss insisted we get together on a weekend before he was supposed to start, so we could go into production immediately. To sweeten the deal, I offered to make dinner, but there was a blizzard and he called to say he was stuck in Pennsylvania and hoped it ‘wouldn’t be a problem’ to reschedule.”

			Jerry raised his bushy eyebrows. “Oh, boy!”

			“Gay’s exact words were ‘Actually…it would.’ I risked my life to get there because the new job would be hell if she was pissed off. She made this fabulous meal: crab bisque, squabs, hearts-of-artichoke salad, and apricot chiffon pie.”

			“And he never went home—ever. We’ve never had a date.”

			“That’s amazing,” Cathy said.

			“Time to board,” Jerry announced.

			Three flight attendants bowed and showed us to our spacious seats in a cabin for only eight. We had chosen the single seats by the windows, with Phil in front of me. I handed him the package of disinfectant wipes. We have morphed into germaphobes when we travel, following the strict protocol our travel agent recommends for cruise cabins as well. “Sanitize! Sanitize!” she preaches and swears her methods will prevent everything from pink eye to Ebola. Thus far—except for my flu episode—we’ve avoided viral illnesses when traveling.

			Then the nonstop service began. The chief purser came by to tell us our flight to Narita airport would be just under fourteen hours. Krug Grande Cuvée Champagne was poured. Phil leaned into the aisle and saluted me. “I feel very lucky,” he said.

			The doors were slammed shut and we began the pushback. I tucked a pillow behind my head and closed my eyes. Everything had gone perfectly so far. After all, what could go wrong?

			  

			Email from Terry, January 15, 2020

			Japan has reported a novel coronavirus infection in a traveler from Wuhan, the second country to report a case outside of China, raising more questions about how easily the virus is spreading among people. 

			—Center for Infectious Disease Research and Policy, University of Minnesota

			“That was the most fantastic flight of my life,” Phil said as we deplaned on January 15.

			“How did you sleep?”

			“Better than at the hotel. Of course, all that premium sake didn’t hurt.” He grinned. “They brought me a different one to match every course. I wonder if they change the selections on the way back.”

			“Why don’t we just stay on the plane and skip the rest of the trip?” I asked. Phil did a double take. “I’m kidding, but I’m really looking forward to the return flight.”

			We caught up with Cathy and Jerry in the baggage area. Their business-class seats had been in the compartment right behind ours. “How did you like it?”

			“I’m never going that far again in a regular seat,” Cathy said.

			I had one tense moment as we rolled our luggage carts past the customs inspectors. The Japanese have strict drug laws and prohibit many prescription and over-the-counter medicines that Americans consider routine. Technically, I should have obtained a Yakkan Shomei, an import certificate, for a few of our meds. Luckily, we were just waved through and I exhaled.

			We had a seamless transfer to the Prince Gallery, where we met Vana and Mario. We had never stayed there, but it came highly recommended as one of the more reasonable five-star hotels in Tokyo. I wanted our friends to experience the view from a room in one of the soaring towers that pierce the skyline of the most populated metropolis on Earth. As a surprise, I’d told the concierge about our birthdays, feeling sure that management would put cards and treats in each room, and they did. This was an expensive and complex trip for all of us and I was determined everything would be perfect.

			The hotel’s lobby is on the thirty-sixth floor, but our three rooms along the same corridor were several floors below. We had not expected all the electronic wizardry. A pad beside the bed controlled not only the blinds and curtains but various lighting combinations, the temperature, and the signs for privacy and housekeeping. A tablet on the opposite nightstand allowed you to order room service, read newspapers in various languages, and look up information on the hotel and the city. As for the bathroom: Enclosed in a translucent glass box, it looked like you could watch someone taking a shower or luxuriating in the separate tub—but with the touch of a button, the wall magically turned opaque. Of course, it also featured a state-of-the-art toilet with a seat set at an ideal temperature and sprays in different positions and different strengths, not to mention a gentle blow-dry. One of the joys of Japan is finding these in every bathroom—from train stations to convenience stores to private homes to crowded temples—and each one is spotless.

			Waiting in each of our rooms was a rented portable high-speed Wi-Fi router, which works with mobile phones anywhere in the country—even on a ship if it’s near enough to land—and offers unlimited data (though not voice) access. Besides connecting us to our email accounts and texting, it allowed us to use mapping apps and other navigational and translation aids. Once we were quarantined, we were able to use the pocket router to bypass the ship’s maddeningly slow and congested service. Without it, we could never have reached out to the media for interviews and uploading videos and photographs.

			Phil turned on the device, and like automatons, we checked our email. Up popped several from Terry, including the most recent coronavirus news on Phil’s. “They have a case of the new virus in Japan,” he remarked.

			“How many?”

			“Just one.”

			“I bet there are thousands of flu cases.”

			“Now they’re saying it might be spread between people.”

			“It shouldn’t be a problem in Japan because almost everyone wears medical masks here anyway. Besides, they’re fanatics about cleanliness,” I said. “I don’t know what time it is at home, but I’m starving.”

			The hotel was housed in Tokyo Garden Terrace, a large complex with offices on the lower floors and residences on the higher floors of a second building. The lowest level was a convenient Metro station—another line was across the street—and the street level had dozens of restaurants, a grocery store, pharmacy, and shops. “It’s like a vertical cruise ship,” Phil commented as we looked for a place to have a light supper and begin adjusting to the drastic time difference. We settled on a casual restaurant that offered tempura and soba noodles. By the time we had almost finished our first meal in Japan, we all were drooping.

			Though it was only nine, we couldn’t wait to try out the bed, which was turned down and festooned with chocolates, slippers, and cotton Japanese pajamas. We popped some melatonin because it was only 8 a.m. the same day in Florida.

			  

			In our attempt to adjust to the time change, we had asked our tour guide, a man named Aki, to meet us at 9 a.m. One lesson learned about traveling is that if you are going to have a unique experience, you will do far better with someone who can navigate for you, because no matter how hard you try, you will miss an essential task. As independent as we like to be, we know not only when we are at a disadvantage but how to equalize it.

			That first day, Aki taught everyone how to buy Metro tickets and use them to both enter and leave the station. Our first stop was the Imperial gardens, where thousands of irises swayed along the margins of the Emperor’s palace. At Ozu Washi, a shop selling the famous traditional paper, which has been in the same location for 360 years, we tried our hands at making washi by scooping pulp onto a screen, then shaking it to spread the fibers evenly. After a typical salaryman’s lunch of miso soup and tonkatsu pork cutlets, we took the monorail to TeamLab Borderless, a cutting-edge digital light display museum that lived up to our high expectations.

			One of the highlights of our 2017 trip to Japan had been various sushi experiences, starting with a pre-dawn visit to Tsukiji, the largest fish market in the world, with master carvers slicing 500-pound tuna with sword-length blades and exacting buyers placing orders for more than four hundred species of seafood. The market has since moved to a more modern facility, but the area around the old market is still a foodie’s paradise and Jerry especially wanted to see the food stalls, so that’s where Aki took us the second day.

			Without Aki we would have been lost in the narrow lanes with shops selling kitchen equipment—especially the famed knives. When we passed Sushi Zanmai, Phil insisted we order a platter of three grades of tuna to compare and contrast.

			“It’s almost impossible to get this quality outside Japan,” Phil said, pointing to the fattiest, called otoro. “It’s melting in my mouth.”

			If Phil and Jerry had their way, we would have had sushi for every meal—yes, even breakfast. In fact, though we enjoyed all the sights Aki showed us—from Tokyo’s oldest Buddhist temple to the avant-garde artist Yayoi Kusama’s homage-to-herself museum in a stunning five-story metallic-clad building—the most anticipated experience for our group (Cathy being the lone hold-out) was dinner at an haute sushi establishment. The complicated reservation process required a Japanese-speaking intermediary. By emailing two months in advance with the concierge at the Prince Gallery, we had secured a reservation at Sushi Kokoro. I assured the concierge that we would be on time, which means fifteen minutes early to the Japanese, and that we knew not to make typical gaijin—foreigners’—mistakes. I had to sign a form promising to keep the reservation or pay the full price, with my credit card information as a guarantee.

			Our trip to Sushi Kokoro on Saturday, January 18, turned into an adventure, entailing not only a subway ride but a mistaken address, a thunderstorm, two separate taxis, and a serious risk of being late. Vana exclaimed at one point, “This is the worst thing I can imagine.”

			“Welcome, welcome,” Chef Tsutomu Oba said with a wide grin once we arrived, only ten minutes late.

			Chef Oba spoke wonderful English and not only announced each dish, he pointed out what he was doing at every step. His fluid fingers were as agile as those of an origami master. “Monkfish liver pâté.”

			Almost in unison, we each popped the whole piece, chewed, smiled, bowed and wowed. 

			“Grilled amberjack. Number one with wasabi; number two with soy sauce.”

			“Oishii desu,” several of us said in unison, using the Japanese term for “It’s delicious.” 

			Hot scallops in a seaweed wrap, squid with sea urchin and caviar, abalone—on and on the tastes flowed with peaks and ebbs. Three kids of tuna, sardines, fish roe, and then the chef paused and waited till he had our attention. “Fugu? It’s okay?”

			For some reason he stopped in front of my seat, waiting for me to respond. “Ah, pufferfish?” I asked. He nodded.

			“Is that blowfish?” Jerry asked.

			The chef nodded. “You try?” he asked only me.

			The truth was I had always wanted to taste this fish that people said was so delicious it was worth risking their lives. Blake had bragged about having had it several times. “A chef who serves fugu has to train for about ten years before he can get a license and then has to eat all the dishes he prepares for a final exam,” he said. I did a rapid risk assessment. Surely it was safe to eat fugu presented by this renowned chef.

			“I would love to try it,” I said, “because if I die tonight, I die completely happy.”

			Everyone laughed. He set a frothy dish in front of me. Jerry and Phil also assented. Mario and Vana held up their hands, declining. I admit my heartbeat quickened with a surge of adrenaline before I ingested the light, creamy delicacy, without a hint of anything fishy or briny. Subtle, sublime, and otherworldly—it was like nothing I had ever tasted before.

			“Fugu shirako,” the chef said.

			The chef’s wife, who had just poured more tea, whispered in my ear. “Fugu sperm.”

			“Oishii desu,” I said, truthfully.

			The next course—miso soup with little clams—was at my place. I decided to wait to tell Phil what we’d actually consumed until we were back in our hotel room. 

			“Sperm?” Phil laughed. “No wonder people are afraid of fugu.”

			“Well, it didn’t kill us, did it?” I said, assuming that we had just survived the most dangerous part of our trip.
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			The Zen of Cruising

			The fishermen know that the sea is dangerous and the storm terrible, but they have never found these dangers sufficient reason for remaining ashore.

			—Vincent Van Gogh

			We couldn’t wait to board the Diamond Princess. Our love of cruising surprises people who have tried it—usually in the Caribbean—and scorn the concept or others who also disparage timeshares or If It’s Tuesday, This Must Be Belgium bus tours. If we question anyone’s knee-jerk negativity, they often cite their tendency to seasickness, which may be a factor on small boats but less often affects people on modern, stabilized ships. Others are daunted by the idea of being confined on a vessel with thousands of other people without being able to leave at any moment. “It’s like Disney World and Las Vegas conceived a hideous baby and you can’t escape its howling and puking” was one acquaintance’s description. The most famous cruise curmudgeon was David Foster Wallace, who wrote the quintessential anti-cruise essay “A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again.”

			Our whole family loves boats, from canoes to ocean liners. Once, when sailing between Jamaica and the Cayman Islands, we were in a sixty-foot trimaran facing a rollercoaster of twenty-foot swells for several days on end. The passage was more wearying than sick-making since we’re all pretty good sailors. Still, the takeaway was that we just had to persevere. “There’s no remote control to turn this off,” Phil told Blake and Josh, then in their teens. “Sometimes you have to see it through minute by minute and hold tight—literally—until things calm down.” This is a metaphor that we still mention in difficult moments. “Rough passage” is a family password for making the best of a difficult situation. 

			The Mendizabals, Giambalvos, and Courters represent different subsets of typical cruisers. One works full-time, two are semi-retired, and three are retired. Mario is originally from Bolivia and Vana is from Canada. They travel at least once a year internationally and more frequently in this country to visit their five children, but Mario’s being a working physician limits how much they can be away. The Giambalvos, both retired from a major communications company, prefer cruises to other vacations. Princess offers the sweet spot of affordable luxury, and as frequent cruisers, Princess gives them a better deal than booking with other lines. Cathy and Jerry are more interested in the itinerary than fancy amenities and the cuisine meets Jerry’s high culinary standards. In recent years they’ve seen the world one port at a time, including many in the Mediterranean, South America, and the Baltics. Any attempt to fly to these countries and stay in hotels would be costly and exhausting. Some travelers may scoff at short port visits, yet they fail to realize how much time can be wasted getting from place to place, settling into new accommodations, and learning the lay of the land.

			Nothing makes me happier than being on a ship. I inhale sharp, salty air as if it has medicinal properties, which I call Vitamin Sea. I never sleep as well as I do on a ship in a rolling sea, mimicking the womb, soothing all aches, muffling every sound. Even though I live on the water, I cannot reproduce the effect unless I’m on a moving vessel. Apparently, it involves Delta waves, the slowest yet loudest brainwaves, which rumble in low frequency and penetrate like the beat of a drum. The undulating motion of a ship, even with modern stabilization, may heighten Delta waves and be the reason serial cruisers are addicted. Many people mention the silence of the sea, when, in fact, ships are quite noisy. Because of my severe hearing loss, I never trust my sense of sound. Phil, who has acute hearing, once said, “There’s some combo of engine vibration and sea swell that muffles our awareness of all the ‘noise’—which includes ambient noise and also the chatter in our heads.”

			“Like when you chant ‘om’ or some other mantra?”

			“Or relaxing music—whatever takes you away from your physical or mental aches and pains.”

			“Water music….” I said to Phil, who knew just what I meant.

			  

			Email from Terry, January 20, 2020

			Governments around the world have always struggled to stop the spread of disease, from the deadly swine flu which struck the globe in 2009, to ongoing attempts to rein in Ebola in West Africa. No health authority has ever tackled the challenge currently faced by China, however, as the country grapples with a new coronavirus just as hundreds of millions prepare to travel during the Lunar New Year period—the largest annual human migration on Earth…people from across the country will cram themselves into homebound trains, buses and planes for family reunions. Others will take advantage of the time off to holiday overseas. Last year, close to 7 million Chinese tourists traveled abroad for Lunar New Year….The holiday—the most important in the Chinese calendar—comes at the worst possible time for health authorities racing to contain the outbreak which has put the rest of Asia on alert.

			—CNN 

			On January 20, the six of us piled what then looked like an obscene amount of luggage into a hired van outside the Prince Gallery and set off on the forty-four-kilometer ride to Yokohama to board the Diamond Princess.

			Cathy was the most animated I’d seen in several days. “This is my favorite part of a cruise,” she said. “I love unpacking in a familiar stateroom.”

			Phil laughed. “It’s like moving into a summer cottage. Everything goes back into its place.”

			“I’ve brought everyone the latest and greatest in disinfecting wipes—they’re better than bleach,” I said. “They’re called SONO. They’re supposedly the only one that kills noroviruses as well as the 2009 H1N1 flu virus.”

			“Nobody cleans a cabin the way Cathy does,” Jerry boasted.

			“Vana’s a nurse,” I said. “Her house is fastidiously clean. I’m not fussy at home, but I turn into a regular Lady Macbeth as soon as I get on board a plane or boat. There are people bringing pathogens from all over the world for which we haven’t developed any immunities.”

			“Is anyone else worried about that new bug in China?” Vana spoke so softly I almost didn’t hear her.

			“Not really,” I said.

			“Did you read Terry’s latest email?” Phil asked me.

			“The one about how the Chinese are worried about wider transmission because many families travel over New Year’s?” I asked. “Apparently, it’s like our Thanksgiving,” I said. “Families go to a lot of trouble to be together.”

			“I worry about H1N1—the swine flu—coming back,” Vana said. “It killed a lot of people in Asia ten years ago.”

			“It’s covered in this year’s vaccine,” Mario said.

			“Did all of you get the high-dose senior shot?” I asked. Everyone nodded. “They should make it mandatory for winter cruising,” I said.

			“I noticed they didn’t ask us to fill out health questionnaires before we boarded our last cruise,” Phil said.

			“You know why?” Jerry asked, then answered his own question. “Because everyone lies.” He checked his phone. “Hey, this Wi-Fi device is working. I can see where we’re going on the map.”

			“How much longer?” his wife asked.

			“We’re on the outskirts of Yokohama.”

			“Then we have plenty of time to visit the CUPNOODLES factory,” I said. Everyone groaned. I had been lobbying for this stop because an acquaintance told me how much she enjoyed designing her own cup at the museum honoring the inventor of instant ramen. “You get to select your favorite stock and then add your choice of ingredients. There are more than five thousand possibilities.”

			“All I want to do is get on board and sail away,” Cathy said.

			“I’ll just be happy not to have to lug anything for at least two weeks,” Phil said. 

			I opened a copy of the English-language Japan Times that I had taken from a stack in the hotel’s lobby. There was a long article about the coronavirus. I knew that the word referred to a large group of viruses known to affect birds and mammals, including humans. “Corona” means “crown” in Latin and refers to the spiky projections on the surface of the organism that resemble a crown. Out of the hundreds of coronaviruses, only seven affect humans, and they mostly cause mild cold- or flu-like symptoms. In recent years several more virulent strains have appeared, including Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), which had popped up in Asia in 2002–2003, and Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS), originally called Camel Fever when it first appeared in 2012. Still, I wasn’t fazed by the news. Both SARS and MERS had been contained and did not spread worldwide. Also, not every coronavirus is deadly; that’s why there was no reason to assume this new strain was especially contagious or dangerous. The Japan Times article mentioned the virus was in four countries: China had 278 cases; there were two in Thailand and one each in Korea and Japan. Big deal. Every country has its share of other contagious diseases. I was more worried about the children my grandchildren went to school with whose parents were anti-vaxxers.

			I tucked the newspaper away. No point in alarming anyone. Before leaving home, Mario had mentioned the “new pneumonia” to Vana and she asked me whether we should cancel the trip. “It’s flu season, right?” I’d replied. “We know that our vaccinations won’t protect us from all the variations, and that’s not stopping us.”

			As we drove by the industrial outskirts of Yokohama, I Googled flu data. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), in 2019, there had been almost thirty-four thousand deaths in the U.S. alone, with an estimated half a million worldwide. The chances of coming in contact with any of the three hundred contagious people in the world who had this rare virus were statistically infinitesimal.

			As we arrived at Daikoku Pier, I was feeling a bit smug. Thanks to a prescription from Mario, we had brought some Tamiflu in case we caught a strain of flu that wasn’t covered by this year’s vaccine.

			Jerry spotted the Diamond Princess first. “There it is!” He checked his watch. “Perfect timing. We should be able to board right away because we’re Elite.” The more you travel with Princess, the higher you move on their loyalty scale, with Elite being the top tier in the Captain’s Circle.

			“We’ll be Elite after this trip, but we still get priority boarding with our Platinum cards,” I said.

			“I guess we’ll line up with the riff-raff,” Vana joked.

			“No worries,” Phil said. “Since we’re traveling as a group, we can board together.”

			To Phil and me, since we had sailed on the Diamond Princess in 2017, this moment was a homecoming. The others had never been on the ship, which is uniquely bilingual (Japanese and English). Of the 2666 passengers, 1281 were Japanese. The passengers and crew came from 56 countries and passengers included 428 Americans, a fair number of Chinese and other Asians, plus strong contingents from Australia, Canada, and Europe. These days, with some cruise ships accommodating as many as six thousand passengers, the Diamond is considered medium-sized, with 1337 guest cabins. Still, at 205 feet high—with eighteen decks—and 952 feet long, painted gleaming white with a royal blue sea witch logo, it seemed like a high rise tilted on its side. Princess, owned by the Carnival Corporation, is one of the more affordable cruise brands but its ships feel luxurious. Their newer and renovated ships are as glossy and classy as they come. The Diamond is a bit older and dowdier than some, but the food is superb and the crew runs a first-class operation. There is a wide choice of accommodations: windowless inside cabins can be as small as 160 square feet, while the most prestigious real estate is the suites, which range in size up to 1,329 square feet. The Grand Suite even has its own dining room. A two-week cruise can range in price from under $1,000 a person to over $6,000, depending on the size and location of the cabin, and the season.

			As we entered the bustling terminal, I said to Phil, “Look for Katherine.” I pointed to the section reserved for continuing passengers, who could be differentiated because they had lanyards with their cruise cards around their necks and weren’t rolling luggage or wearing overstuffed backpacks.

			“Who’s that?” Vana asked.

			“She’s an Aussie we met on a cruise in 2013,” Phil said. “She has an incredible, dry wit.”

			“Since she and her friend Marlene boarded in Singapore and have been on for two weeks already, they’ll have everything scoped out,” I said.

			“They’re spending a whole month on board?” Vana said.

			I laughed. “You make it sound like a prison sentence. We did it once for a Med cruise,” I said. “That’s where we met Jerry and Cathy.”

			When the Elite and Platinum guests were called, far more people than usual rushed to get in line. “Ow!” I said reflexively as someone elbowed past me to fill a gap in the line ahead.

			Phil’s eyebrows arched. “Really?” He backed off. “There’s no early bird special.”

			“They’re sure as hell not Japanese.” I turned to Vana. “If they were, they’d be bowing and trying to let everyone else have the honor of going first.”

			There was a lot more pushing and shoving as we moved to various stations to get our cruise cards and immigration completed. Sidestepping the eager crew photographers, we crossed the threshold into the atrium, where a string quartet was playing the “Spring” movement from Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. Cathy gave an exaggerated sigh.

			“Home,” I mouthed to Phil. He put his free arm around me and hugged me close.

			  

			Our sunset departure from Yokohama was picture perfect. The conic outline of Mount Fuji was wreathed in the same hot orange as one of Yayoi Kusama’s bulbous mosaic pumpkins—minus the polka dots—and faded to coral and then pink as the sky darkened. In the ship’s wake, the city lights blended into the starry night.

			All our mini-suites were midships—the most stable position on any ship—on Deck 9, also known as Dolphin Deck. Since the decks above and below contained only guest cabins, we wouldn’t be disturbed by scraping deck chairs or clatter from a casino or cocktail lounge. The Mendizabals were next door, and Edwin, the cabin steward for both our rooms, unlocked the door in the barrier between our balconies so we could share the outdoor space. Jerry and Cathy were ten cabins toward the aft, also on the starboard side of the ship, which we had picked strategically because we wanted to face land for most of the voyage.

			Phil and I are not too fussy about cabin size or position on the ship. We’ve weathered very rough seas without a touch of seasickness and actually like a bit of heaving and bucking. Our requirements include a balcony, a sofa, and desk space. Because Phil and I are crowd-adverse, we spend a good portion of our sea days in our cabin cocoon. We were even happier about our choice once we were quarantined, since being stuck in a more constricted space might have resulted in claustrophobia.

			Traveling Club Class gave us access to a dedicated dining room where we weren’t restricted to a particular mealtime, as well as various other perks and amenities. By the time the six of us met in the Santa Fe dining room for the first dinner on board, we had retired our city clothes for a brighter palette and had an extra glow as we anticipated a seamless holiday. Tokyo had taken a toll. We tried to keep up with Aki’s brisk pace as we walked many miles each day. We had run to catch trains and endured being squeezed in rush hour crowds. Ship life, on the other hand, was effortless. You could find precisely what you wanted to eat any time of the day or night. Your private bathroom was an elevator ride away. And a bed was available whenever you were in the mood to rest for a few minutes or hours.

			During dessert—where we all ordered our particular Princess favorites: crème brûlée and mint tea for me, cheesecake and an Irish coffee for Phil, and a flurry of chocolate delicacies for the others—we reiterated how we would interact for the rest of the cruise.

			“We agreed that we’re not going to be joined at the hip,” I began. “As much as we’d enjoy having meals together, some of us might prefer to eat more quickly at the buffet in the Horizon Court, have just a pizza on deck, or order room service. But what shall we do if we want to meet up?”

			“Why don’t we each call the other two and say what we’re doing, then we won’t have to wonder?” Jerry said. “Just leave messages by six.”

			Each couple had a cohesiveness that had made traveling together stress-free so far. While we came from disparate backgrounds, each marriage was respectful, with no petty bickering and only light-hearted banter. Even though we had traveled with each couple separately, I had worried a little before we left. Would our two sets of friends get along? I was relieved when they realized that, in many ways, they were more like each other than like us, especially in terms of spirituality and world view. So far, we had been a compatible group. I exhaled. Nobody needed me. I shut down the executive function switch in my brain and fired up the pleasure-seeking neurons.

			What next? I thought, not caring what that might be.
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