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a supposedly fun thing i’ll never do again
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Right now it’s Saturday 18 March, and I’m sitting in the extremely full coffee shop of the Fort Lauderdale Airport, killing   the four hours between when I had to be off the cruise ship and when my flight to Chicago leaves by trying to summon up a   kind of hypnotic sensuous collage of all the stuff I’ve seen and heard and done as a result of the journalistic assignment   just ended.


I have seen sucrose beaches and water a very bright blue. I have seen an all-red leisure suit with flared lapels. I have smelled   what suntan lotion smells like spread over 21000 pounds of hot flesh. I have been addressed as “Mon” in three different nations.   I have watched 500 upscale Americans dance the Electric Slide. I have seen sunsets that looked computer-enhanced and a tropical   moon that looked more like a sort of obscenely large and dangling lemon than like the good old stony U.S. moon I’m used to.


I have (very briefly) joined a Conga Line.


I’ve got to say I feel like there’s been a kind of Peter Principle in effect on this assignment. A certain swanky East-Coast   magazine approved of the results of sending me to a plain old simple State Fair last year to do a directionless essayish thing.   So now I get offered this tropical plum assignment w/ the exact same paucity of direction or angle. But this time there’s   this new feeling of pressure: total expenses for the State Fair were $27.00 excluding games of chance. This time Harper’s has shelled out over $3000 U.S. before seeing pithy sensuous description one. They keep saying—on the phone, Ship-to-Shore,   very patiently—not to fret about it. They are sort of disingenuous, I believe, these magazine people. They say all they want   is a sort of really big experiential postcard—go, plow the Caribbean in style, come back, say what you’ve seen.


I have seen a lot of really big white ships. I have seen schools of little fish with fins that glow. I have seen a toupee   on a thirteen-year-old boy. (The glowing fish liked to swarm between our hull and the cement of the pier whenever we docked.)   I have seen the north coast of Jamaica. I have seen and smelled all 145 cats inside the Ernest Hemingway Residence in Key   West FL. I now know the difference between straight Bingo and Prize-O, and what it is when a Bingo jackpot “snowballs.” I   have seen camcorders that practically required a dolly; I’ve seen fluorescent luggage and fluorescent sunglasses and fluorescent   pince-nez and over twenty different makes of rubber thong. I have heard steel drums and eaten conch fritters and watched a   woman in silver lamé projectile-vomit inside a glass elevator. I have pointed rhythmically at the ceiling to the 2:4 beat   of the exact same disco music I hated pointing at the ceiling to in 1977.


I have learned that there are actually intensities of blue beyond very, very bright blue. I have eaten more and classier food than I’ve ever eaten, and eaten this food during a week when I’ve also learned   the difference between “rolling” in heavy seas and “pitching” in heavy seas. I have heard a professional comedian tell folks,   without irony, “But seriously.” I have seen fuchsia pantsuits and menstrual-pink sportcoats and and maroon-and-purple warm-ups   and white loafers worn without socks. I have seen professional blackjack dealers so lovely they make you want to run over   to their table and spend every last nickel you’ve got playing blackjack. I have heard upscale adult U.S. citizens ask the   Guest Relations Desk whether snorkeling necessitates getting wet, whether the skeetshooting will be held outside, whether   the crew sleeps on board, and what time the Midnight Buffet is. I now know the precise mixological difference between a Slippery   Nipple and a Fuzzy Navel. I know what a Coco Loco is. I have in one week been the object of over 1500 professional smiles.   I have burned and peeled twice. I have shot skeet at sea. Is this enough? At the time it didn’t seem like enough. I have felt   the full clothy weight of a subtropical sky. I have jumped a dozen times at the shattering, flatulence-of-the-gods sound of   a cruise ship’s horn. I have absorbed the basics of mah-jongg, seen part of a two-day rubber of contract bridge, learned how   to secure a life jacket over a tuxedo, and lost at chess to a nine-year-old girl.


(Actually it was more like I shot at skeet at sea.)


I have dickered over trinkets with malnourished children. I now know every conceivable rationale and excuse for somebody spending   over $3000 to go on a Caribbean cruise. I have bitten my lip and declined Jamaican pot from an actual Jamaican.


I have seen, one time, from an upper deck’s rail, way below and off the right rear hull, what I believe to have been a hammerhead   shark’s distinctive fin, addled by the starboard turbine’s Niagaracal wake.


I have now heard—and am powerless to describe—reggae elevator music. I have learned what it is to become afraid of one’s own   toilet. I have acquired “sea legs” and would like now to lose them. I have tasted caviar and concurred with the little kid   sitting next to me that it is: blucky.


I now understand the term “Duty Free.”


I now know the maximum cruising speed of a cruise ship in knots.         1       I have had escargot, duck, Baked Alaska, salmon w/ fennel, a marzipan pelican, and an omelette made with what were alleged   to be trace amounts of Etruscan truffle. I have heard people in deck chairs say in all earnestness that it’s the humidity   rather than the heat. I have been—thoroughly, professionally, and as promised beforehand—pampered. I have, in dark moods,   viewed and logged every type of erythema, keratinosis, pre-melanomic lesion, liver spot, eczema, wart, papular cyst, potbelly,   femoral cellulite, varicosity, collagen and silicone enhancement, bad tint, hair transplants that have not taken—i.e. I have   seen nearly naked a lot of people I would prefer not to have seen nearly naked. I have felt as bleak as I’ve felt since puberty,   and have filled almost three Mead notebooks trying to figure out whether it was Them or Just Me. I have acquired and nurtured   a potentially lifelong grudge against the ship’s Hotel Manager—whose name was Mr. Dermatis and whom I now and henceforth christen   Mr. Dermatitis         2      —an almost reverent respect for my waiter, and a searing crush on the cabin steward for my part of Deck 10’s port hallway,   Petra, she of the dimples and broad candid brow, who always wore a nurse’s starched and rustling whites and smelled of the   cedary Norwegian disinfectant she swabbed bathrooms down with, and who cleaned my cabin within a cm of its life at least ten   times a day but could never be caught in the actual act of cleaning—a figure of magical and abiding charm, and well worth a postcard all her own.
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More specifically: From 11 to 18 March 1995 I, voluntarily and for pay, underwent a 7-Night Caribbean (7NC) Cruise on board   the m.v. Zenith,         3       a 47,255-ton ship owned by Celebrity Cruises Inc., one of the over twenty cruise lines that currently operate out of south   Florida.         4       The vessel and facilities were, from what I now understand of the industry’s standards, absolutely top-hole. The food was   superb, the service impeccable, the shore excursions and shipboard activities organized for maximal stimulation down to the   tiniest detail. The ship was so clean and so white it looked boiled. The Western Caribbean’s blue varied between baby-blanket   and fluorescent; likewise the sky. Temperatures were uterine. The very sun itself seemed preset for our comfort. The crew-to-passenger   ratio was 1.2 to 2. It was a Luxury Cruise.


With a few minor niche-adaptive variations, the 7NC Luxury Cruise is essentially generic. All of the Megalines offer the same   basic product. This product is not a service or a set of services. It’s not even so much a good time (though it quickly becomes   clear that one of the big jobs of the Cruise Director and his staff is to keep reassuring everybody that everybody’s having   a good time). It’s more like a feeling. But it’s also still a bona fide product—it’s supposed to be produced in you, this feeling: a blend of relaxation and stimulation, stressless indulgence and frantic tourism, that special mix   of servility and condescension that’s marketed under configurations of the verb “to pamper.” This verb positively studs the   Megalines’ various brochures: “… as you’ve never been pampered before,” “… to pamper yourself in our Jacuzzis and saunas,”   “Let us pamper you,” “Pamper yourself in the warm zephyrs of the Bahamas.”


The fact that contemporary adult Americans also tend to associate the word “pamper” with a certain other consumer product is not an accident, I don’t think, and the connotation is not lost on the mass-market Megalines and their   advertisers. And there’s good reason for them to iterate the word, and stress it.
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This one incident made the Chicago news. Some weeks before I underwent my own Luxury Cruise, a sixteen-year-old male did a   Brody off the upper deck of a Megaship—I think a Carnival or Crystal ship—a suicide. The news version was that it had been   an unhappy adolescent love thing, a shipboard romance gone bad, etc. I think part of it was something else, something there’s   no way a real news story could cover.


There is something about a mass-market Luxury Cruise that’s unbearably sad. Like most unbearably sad things, it seems incredibly   elusive and complex in its causes and simple in its effect: on board the Nadir—especially at night, when all the ship’s structured fun and reassurances and gaiety-noise ceased—I felt despair. The word’s   overused and banalified now, despair, but it’s a serious word, and I’m using it seriously. For me it denotes a simple admixture—a weird yearning for death combined   with a crushing sense of my own smallness and futility that presents as a fear of death. It’s maybe close to what people call   dread or angst. But it’s not these things, quite. It’s more like wanting to die in order to escape the unbearable feeling   of becoming aware that I’m small and weak and selfish and going without any doubt at all to die. It’s wanting to jump overboard.


I predict this’ll get cut by the editor, but I need to cover some background. I, who had never before this cruise actually   been on the ocean, have always associated the ocean with dread and death. As a little kid I used to memorize shark-fatality   data. Not just attacks. Fatalities. The Albert Kogler fatality off Baker’s Beach CA in 1959 (Great White). The U.S.S. Indianapolis smorgasbord off the Philippines in 1945 (many varieties, authorities think mostly Tigers and Blues)         5      ; the most-fatalities-attributed-to-a-single-shark series of incidents around Matawan/Spring Lake NJ in 1916 (Great White   again; this time they caught a carcharias in Raritan Bay NJ and found human parts in gastro (I know which parts, and whose)). In school I ended up writing three different papers on “The Castaway” section of Moby-Dick, the chapter where the cabin boy Pip falls overboard and is driven mad by the empty immensity of what he finds himself floating   in. And when I teach school now I always teach Crane’s horrific “The Open Boat,” and I get bent out of shape when the kids   find the story dull or jaunty-adventurish: I want them to feel the same marrow-level dread of the oceanic I’ve always felt,   the intuition of the sea as primordial nada, bottomless, depths inhabited by cackling tooth-studded things rising toward you at the rate a feather falls. Anyway, hence   the atavistic shark fetish, which I need to admit came back with a long-repressed vengeance on this Luxury Cruise,         6       and that I made such a fuss about the one (possible) dorsal fin I saw off starboard that my companions at supper’s Table   64 finally had to tell me, with all possible tact, to shut up about the fin already.


I don’t think it’s an accident that 7NC Luxury Cruises appeal mostly to older people. I don’t mean decrepitly old, but I mean   like age-50+ people, for whom their own mortality is something more than an abstraction. Most of the exposed bodies to be   seen all over the daytime Nadir were in various stages of disintegration. And the ocean itself (which I found to be salty as hell, like sore-throat-soothing-gargle-grade salty, its spray so corrosive that one temple-hinge of my glasses is probably going   to have to be replaced) turns out to be basically one enormous engine of decay. Seawater corrodes vessels with amazing speed—rusts   them, exfoliates paint, strips varnish, dulls shine, coats ships’ hulls with barnacles and kelp-clumps and a vague ubiquitous   nautical snot that seems like death incarnate. We saw some real horrors in port, local boats that looked dipped in a mixture   of acid and shit, scabbed with rust and goo, ravaged by what they float in.


Not so the Megalines’ ships. It’s not an accident they’re all so white and clean, for they’re clearly meant to represent the   Calvinist triumph of capital and industry over the primal decay-action of the sea. The Nadir seemed to have a whole battalion of wiry little Third World guys who went around the ship in navy-blue jumpsuits scanning   for decay to overcome. Writer Frank Conroy, who has an odd little essaymercial in the front of Celebrity Cruises’ 7NC brochure,   talks about how “It became a private challenge for me to try to find a piece of dull bright-work, a chipped rail, a stain   in the deck, a slack cable or anything that wasn’t perfectly shipshape. Eventually, toward the end of the trip, I found a   capstan         7       with a half-dollar-sized patch of rust on the side facing the sea. My delight in this tiny flaw was interrupted by the arrival,   even as I stood there, of a crewman with a roller and a bucket of white paint. I watched as he gave the entire capstan a fresh   coat of paint and walked away with a nod.”


Here’s the thing. A vacation is a respite from unpleasantness, and since consciousness of death and decay are unpleasant,   it may seem weird that Americans’ ultimate fantasy vacation involves being plunked down in an enormous primordial engine of   death and decay. But on a 7NC Luxury Cruise, we are skillfully enabled in the construction of various fantasies of triumph   over just this death and decay. One way to “triumph” is via the rigors of self-improvement; and the crew’s amphetaminic upkeep   of the Nadir is an unsubtle analogue to personal titivation: diet, exercise, megavitamin supplements, cosmetic surgery, Franklin Quest   time-management seminars, etc.


There’s another way out, too, w/r/t death. Not titivation but titillation. Not hard work but hard play. The 7NC’s constant   activities, parties, festivities, gaiety and song; the adrenaline, the excitement, the stimulation. It makes you feel vibrant,   alive. It makes your existence seem noncontingent.         8       The hard-play option promises not a transcendence of death-dread so much as just drowning it out: “Sharing a laugh with your   friends         9       in the lounge after dinner, you glance at your watch and mention that it’s almost showtime…. When the curtain comes down   after a standing ovation, the talk among your companions         10       turns to, ‘What next?’ Perhaps a visit to the casino or a little dancing in the disco? Maybe a quiet drink in the piano bar   or a starlit stroll around the deck? After discussing all your options, everyone agrees: ‘Let’s do it all!’”


Dante this isn’t, but Celebrity Cruises’ 7NC brochure is nevertheless an extremely powerful and ingenious piece of advertising.   The brochure is magazine-size, heavy and glossy, beautifully laid out, its text offset by art-quality photos of upscale couples’         11       tanned faces locked in a kind of rictus of pleasure. All the Megalines put out brochures, and they’re essentially interchangeable.   The middle part of the brochures detail the different packages and routes. Basic 7NC’s go to the Western Caribbean (Jamaica,   Grand Cayman, Cozumel) or the Eastern Caribbean (Puerto Rico, Virgins), or something called the Deep Carribean (Martinique,   Barbados, Mayreau). There are also 10- and 11-Night Ultimate Caribbean packages that hit pretty much every exotic coastline   between Miami and the Panama Canal. The brochures’ final sections’ boilerplate always details costs,         12       passport stuff, Customs regulations, caveats.


But it’s the first section of these brochures that really grabs you, the photos and italicized blurbs from Fodor’s Cruises and Berlitz, the dreamy mise en scènes and breathless prose. Celebrity’s brochure, in particular, is a real two-napkin drooler. It has little hypertextish offsets,   boxed in gold, that say stuff like INDULGENCE BECOMES EASY and RELAXATION BECOMES SECOND NATURE and STRESS BECOMES A FAINT   MEMORY. And these promises point to the third kind of death-and-dread-transcendence the Nadir offers, one that requires neither work nor play, the enticement that is a 7NC’s real carrot and stick.
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“Just standing at the ship’s rail looking out to sea has a profoundly soothing effect. As you drift along like a cloud on   water, the weight of everyday life is magically lifted away, and you seem to be floating on a sea of smiles. Not just among   your fellow guests but on the faces of the ship’s staff as well. As a steward cheerfully delivers your drinks, you mention   all of the smiles among the crew. He explains that every Celebrity staff member takes pleasure in making your cruise a completely   carefree experience and treating you as an honored guest.         13       Besides, he adds, there’s no place they’d rather be. Looking back out to sea, you couldn’t agree more.”


Celebrity’s 7NC brochure uses the 2nd-person pronoun throughout. This is extremely appropriate. Because in the brochure’s   scenarios the 7NC experience is being not described but evoked. The brochure’s real seduction is not an invitation to fantasize but rather a construction of the fantasy itself. This is   advertising, but with a queerly authoritarian twist. In regular adult-market ads, attractive people are shown having a near-illegally   good time in some scenario surrounding a product, and you are meant to fantasize that you can project yourself into the ad’s   perfect world via purchase of that product. In regular advertising, where your adult agency and freedom of choice have to   be flattered, the purchase is prerequisite to the fantasy; it’s the fantasy that’s being sold, not any literal projection   into the ad’s world. There’s no sense of any real kind of actual promise being made. This is what makes conventional adult   advertisements fundamentally coy.


Contrast this coyness with the force of the 7NC brochure’s ads: the near-imperative use of the second person, the specificity   of detail that extends even to what you will say (you will say “I couldn’t agree more” and “Let’s do it all!”). In the cruise brochure’s ads, you are excused from doing the work of constructing   the fantasy. The ads do it for you. The ads, therefore, don’t flatter your adult agency, or even ignore it—they supplant it.


And this authoritarian—near-parental—type of advertising makes a very special sort of promise, a diabolically seductive promise   that’s actually kind of honest, because it’s a promise that the Luxury Cruise itself is all about honoring. The promise is   not that you can experience great pleasure, but that you will. That they’ll make certain of it. That they’ll micromanage every iota of every pleasure-option so that not even the dreadful   corrosive action of your adult consciousness and agency and dread can fuck up your fun. Your troublesome capacities for choice,   error, regret, dissatisfaction, and despair will be removed from the equation. The ads promise that you will be able—finally,   for once—truly to relax and have a good time, because you will have no choice but to have a good time.         14      


I am now 33 years old, and it feels like much time has passed and is passing faster and faster every day. Day to day I have   to make all sorts of choices about what is good and important and fun, and then I have to live with the forfeiture of all   the other options those choices foreclose. And I’m starting to see how as time gains momentum my choices will narrow and their   foreclosures multiply exponentially until I arrive at some point on some branch of all life’s sumptuous branching complexity   at which I am finally locked in and stuck on one path and time speeds me through stages of stasis and atrophy and decay until   I go down for the third time, all struggle for naught, drowned by time. It is dreadful. But since it’s my own choices that’ll   lock me in, it seems unavoidable—if I want to be any kind of grownup, I have to make choices and regret foreclosures and try   to live with them.


Not so on the lush and spotless m.v. Nadir. On a 7NC Luxury Cruise, I pay for the privilege of handing over to trained professionals responsibility not just for my   experience but for my interpretation of that experience—i.e. my pleasure. My pleasure is for 7 nights and 6.5 days wisely and efficiently managed… just as promised   in the cruise line’s advertising—nay, just as somehow already accomplished in the ads, with their 2nd-person imperatives, which make them not promises but predictions. Aboard the Nadir, just as ringingly foretold in the brochure’s climactic p. 23, I get to do (in gold): “… something you haven’t done in a   long, long time: Absolutely Nothing.”


How long has it been since you did Absolutely Nothing? I know exactly how long it’s been for me. I know how long it’s been   since I had every need met choicelessly from someplace outside me, without my having to ask or even acknowledge that I needed.   And that time I was floating, too, and the fluid was salty, and warm but not too-, and if I was conscious at all I’m sure   I felt dreadless, and was having a really good time, and would have sent postcards to everyone wishing they were here.
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A 7NC’s pampering is a little uneven at first, but it starts at the airport, where you don’t have to go to Baggage Claim because   people from the Megaline get your suitcases for you and take them right to the ship.


A bunch of other Megalines besides Celebrity Cruises operate out of Fort Lauderdale,         15       and the flight down from O’Hare is full of festive-looking people dressed for cruising. It turns out the folks sitting next   to me on the plane are booked on the Nadir. They’re a retired couple from Chicago and this is their fourth Luxury Cruise in as many years. It is they who tell me about   the news reports of the kid jumping overboard, and also about a legendarily nasty outbreak of salmonella or E. coli or something on a Megaship in the late ’70s that gave rise to the C.D.C.’s Vessel Sanitation program of inspections, plus   about a supposed outbreak of Legionnaire’s disease vectored by the jacuzzi on a 7NC Megaship two years ago—it was possibly   one of Celebrity’s three cruise ships, the lady (kind of the spokesman for the couple) isn’t sure; it turns out she sort of   likes to toss off a horrific detail and then get all vague and blasé when a horrified listener tries to pump her for details.   The husband wears a fishing cap with a long bill and a T-shirt that says BIG DADDY.


7NC Luxury Cruises always start and finish on Saturday. Right now it’s Saturday 11 March, 1020h., and we are deplaning. Imagine   the day after the Berlin Wall came down if everybody in East Germany was plump and comfortable-looking and dressed in Caribbean   pastels, and you’ll have a pretty good idea what the Fort Lauderdale Airport terminal looks like today. Over near the back   wall, a number of brisk-looking older ladies in vaguely naval outfits hold up printed signs—HLND, CELEB, CUND CRN. What you’re   supposed to do (the Chicago lady from the plane is kind of talking me through it as BIG DADDY shoulders us a path through   the fray) what you’re supposed to do is find your particular Megaline’s brisk lady and sort of all coalesce around her as   she walks with printed sign held high to attract still more cruisers and leads the growing ectoplasm of Nadirites all out to buses that ferry us to the Piers and what we quixotically believe will be immediate and hassle-free boarding.
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