
While the ill passengers aboard the Royal Caribbean ship haven’t 

been officially diagnosed yet, according to the Centers for Disease 

Control (CDC), the 577 passengers and 49 crew members who are 

sick to their stomachs, vomiting and experiencing diarrhea are like-

ly infected with norovirus.

—TIME M AG A Z I N E , 2014

The breakfast buffet truly was a thing of beauty. An all-you-can-

eat Eden, hand to God. We’re talking three times the size of any 

Sizzler I’d ever pulled up a plate at before. Three times, at least. 

Nothing but a temple of steam tables as far as the hungry eye 

could see . . . 

You got vats of scrambled eggs bubbling over in a yolky yellow 

bog. I half imagined I might pull out a perfectly preserved woolly 

mammoth with my serving tongs, like I was eating at the snack 

bar back at the La Brea Tar Pits. 

You got a whole hog’s worth of sausage links stacked over a doz-

en high. Reminded me of that chapel of bones they built in Rome 

me and Margie visited on our honeymoon. 

buffet of the damned
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And pyramids of pastries tastier than anything the Egyptians 

ever erected! 

This was gonna be a two-plate affair, I swear . . . 

Margie hadn’t even reached the turf portion of the surf-and-turf 

table and already there was an avalanche of popcorn shrimp top-

pling off her dish. 

Pace yourself, hon, I say. They don’t shut the buffet down till elev-

en . . . 

Our own little Billy was manning the waffle station like he’d 

been hired by the cruise line to whip up waffles for all the other 

passengers. Taking their orders and everything—You want choco-

late chips in yours, sir? How about bananas, ma’am? 

Sally swore up and down she’s on a diet—though this was the 

first I’d heard word of it. There were some boys onboard who’d 

caught her eye, so I’m thinking this was her way of prepping to put 

on that bikini I didn’t approve of. Not one bit. 

You gotta eat something, Sally, Margie says. At least take a bacon 

or two.

Sally’s been huffing and puffing ever since we boarded the boat, 

rolling her eyes every chance she gets, like she’s embarrassed to 

be sitting next to her parents. 

You believe that? Ashamed of her own flesh and blood!

I said I’m not hungry, Ma, our little girl gripes. Can I go to the 

pool now, please? 

You may not, missy, I cut into the conversation, putting my foot 

down on this disrespectful behavior once and for all. You’re gonna 

sit here with your parents till these plates are pecked clean and that’s 

that, you hear?
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The deckhands were gonna have to roll us Pendletons out once 

we were done with this buffet, ’cause you better believe we were 

all heading back for seconds. 

As a family. 

This was our dream vacation. A ten-day fantasy cruise through 

the Caribbean. Margie got us a great deal on a package tour 

through one of those travel websites she’s always sneaking a peek 

at late at night. Thanks to her penny-pinching, the Pendleton clan 

has traveled far and wide. You name it—African safaris, visits to the 

Great Wall of China, backpacking through the moors of Scotland. 

But never a tropical getaway on board a four-star luxury cruise 

liner, no sir.

Think it’s pretty safe to say I’ve never set foot on anything quite 

like the Argonautica before. Over nine hundred feet long. Four-

teen decks altogether. A regular floating palace. This ship’s just 

about got something for the whole family. Four pools. That’s one 

pool per Pendleton! Not to mention the fine dining. We could eat 

at a different restaurant every evening, if we wanted. How about 

a spa for the ladies? A mini-golf course for the kids. A Broadway 

musical revue. Karaoke. An arcade. Even a casino! 

It takes a crew of eight hundred to look after all three thousand 

passengers, treating each and every one of us like we were royalty. 

Kings and queens o’ the sea. 

You thirsty, sir? Here’s a frozen daiquiri right out of the blender.

Hungry, ma’am? How about a shrimp cocktail, chilled on ice.

You never even need to leave the comfort of your own deck 

chair. The waitstaff brings everything right to you on a silver plat-

ter with a smile. 
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Now how’s that for service?

Say you get seasick and have yourself a little accident. Don’t 

you worry over it one bit—’cause here comes auxiliary services 

swooping in to the rescue, swabbing up that spill faster than any 

hazmat unit ever will. Like it never even happened. 

Out of stomach, out of mind.

Margie’s the first to notice the passenger at the neighboring ta-

ble suddenly looking a little green around the gills. She elbows 

me to take a look-see—and sure enough, this poor fellow’s seem-

ing pretty queasy. Clutching his stomach. Moaning low. Sweating 

through his silk floral-print shirt, even within the cozy climate 

control. 

I chalked it up to seasickness. Three days out on the briny blue 

must’ve done a number on him. Happens to the best of us on-

board. But in less than a blink and a belch—hyuuuurch—this fel-

low buckles over and plasters his pancakes in a layer of gravy and 

reconstituted eggs Benedict. The ick of it just rushes right on over 

the table. Splashes up against the folks sitting across from him. 

Surf ’s up on the surf and turf . . . 

His wife starts sopping up his vomit with her sarong. She’s just 

sponging up as much of the stuff as she can, apologizing profuse-

ly to the other passengers at their table for the mess—while this 

foam-mouthed fellow picks himself up and proceeds to—hyuuul-

gh—puke on the people helping themselves to the creamed 

chipped beef right behind him. 

I’m asking you now—What’s cruise line etiquette in this kind of 

situation? 

Do you help your fellow man? Or do you turn a blind eye and 
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pretend it’s not happening? ’Cause with over a hundred diners wait-

ing in the buffet line, sure seemed like it was every vacationer for 

themselves. A stampede of panicked passengers charged straight 

for the dining hall’s exit, hollering their heads off. I watched the 

slower folks get shoved to the floor by the people behind them. 

Women and children first, my foot. Nobody stopped long enough 

to pick them up, no sir. Trampled right on over. 

Let’s head for the deck, kids, I say. How about some fun in the sun? 

One little particle. 

That’s all it takes. 

One infinitesimal fleck of feces finds its way into your food, the 

tiniest microbe making its way down your mouth—and that’s it, 

God bless, you’re done. Suddenly your stomach’s churning over 

like a dinghy caught in a rocky tsunami. 

The nausea. The vomiting. The diarrhea. 

You’re one of them now. A carrier. 

You’re infected. 

Now just how in the heck’s a fellow supposed to protect his fam-

ily against something like that? 

Now they’re saying nothing’s safe to touch onboard anymore. 

Elevator buttons.

Doorknobs.

Handrails.

No amount of hand sanitizer can stop it. Once the pathogen’s lip-

id envelope latches on to your skin, it’s only a matter of time before 

you start showing symptoms. We’re talking acute gastroenteritis, 

abdominal pain, lethargy, muscle aches, headaches, coughing, 

low-grade fever. The list goes on and on.
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Everybody stay together now, I say once we’ve made our way up to 

the sundeck. And don’t touch anything. 

Sweet Jesus, Petey, Margie cries. What’s happening here? What’s 

going on?

Don’t you fret, hon. Probably just a bad batch of seafood, I’m sure. 

Everything’s gonna be just fine. 

That’s when I smell it. Something acidic in the air. One whiff and 

my nostrils begin to burn. It smells like . . . 

 . . . bile. 

I peek at the pool and realize the water has fogged over in these 

milky pink clouds of regurgitated shrimp cocktail. Clusters of 

seagulls are pecking away at the puddles of puke accumulating 

along the promenade. There’s chowder everywhere.

I spot a lifeguard wobbling on his feet, shuffling our way. 

Oh, thank goodness, I say. I was beginning to worry we—

I cut myself off as soon as I noticed the froth around his mouth.

Oh, boy . . . 

Sally just starts screaming bloody murder. This bleached blonde 

must be the boy she’s been batting her eyelashes at! The front of 

his bare bronzed chest is spackled in lumpy chunks of last night’s 

lobster. He’s dry-heaving with every step. Sounds like a donkey 

with colic, hocking up pockets of trapped air from his lungs. 

Salllll . . . ly. Salllll . . . ly.

He’s rasping out my daughter’s name, my little angel, acting like 

he’s some kind of infected gentleman caller, reaching out his drip-

ping hand for her to take. 

And she’s reaching back! You believe that? The nerve of this 

girl!
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Well—you better believe I did what any father faced with a pan-

demicked suitor would do. I brought my flip-flopped foot right up 

and gave that Coppertoned kid a good kick in the ribs before he 

could lay one festering finger on my little girl. 

Hands off, mister! 

I must’ve underestimated my own strength, ’cause this lifeguard 

hits the handrail pretty good and—whoopsie—wouldn’t you know 

it, he’s upended himself, head over heels, heading right into the 

drink. 

Almost. 

I race to the rail just in time to see him splat against the mez-

zanine three decks below. Pops upon impact like a tick fattened 

up on too much blood. Most of it splashes over the elderly couple 

playing shuffleboard right beside his body. The woman pushes 

her paddle through the expanding pool of his oozing bodily fluids. 

Nudges that lifeguard’s jawbone along for a three-point score. 

All right, gang. I rally the troops before Sally can lean over and 

see what’s left of her leaking lifeguard. Let’s, uh—let’s all head back 

to our cabin now.

I’d say this was all getting out of hand about now. 

All heck’s breaking loose on the deck. I watched one contam-

inated passenger rush up to a waiter and release a stream of un-

identifiable shellfish straight into his face. It’s coming out of him in 

cascades. Just gushes of it. He’s spurting all over the whole prom-

enade, like a water sprinkler that’s accidentally been left on—click, 

click, click, click, click-click-click, click-click—click, click, click, click, 

click-click-click . . . 

I’ve never seen anything like it. And we’re not just talking about 
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the passengers anymore, no sir. Even the crew’s getting infected 

now. 

The waitstaff. Housecleaning. Guest services. The Broadway 

dancers. 

Nobody’s safe onboard. 

I’m sure you’re wondering, as I was—Pray tell, where is our trust-

ed captain during this whole hullabaloo? He’d gotten on the inter-

com, encouraging passengers to quarantine themselves to their 

cabins. 

The safest place for you is your stateroom, his disembodied voice 

crackled over the PA system, echoing throughout the whole ship. 

He announced his decision to turn the boat around and sail back 

the way we came, cutting our sunny sojourn short by six days. The 

plan was to dock in New Jersey—still a day or two away. 

We apologize for the inconvenience this outbreak of food poisoning 

has caused our guests . . . 

Outbreak, my behind. I don’t know what ivory porthole you’ve 

been peeking out of, pal, but we’re not talking some run-of-the-mill 

food poisoning here. This wasn’t just some case of E. coli. This 

was biblical. Revelations or what have you—And I saw seven angels 

having the seven last plagues; for in them is filled up the wrath of 

God. This is exactly what happens when man lets his opulence get 

the best of him.

Pestilence on the seven seas. 

Until we dock, our captain asked, please avoid contact with any 

passengers showing symptoms of illness. 

Easier said than done, sir. That’s over seven hundred contam-

inated passengers and counting. And those numbers were only 
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growing by the day. The hour. Another night at sea and—good 

morning, everybody onboard this ship would be infected. By the 

time we reached the Jersey shore, there wouldn’t be anyone left. 

Us Pendletons were fighting for our survival here.

What’re we gonna do, Petey? Margie asks. What’re we gonna do?!

Get back to the cabin, I say. We’re gonna batten down the hatches 

and sit tight till we reach landfall and the Centers for Disease Control 

can save us. Got that, kids?

Our cabin was located on deck seven. The residential floors 

were nothing but a maze of hallways clamoring with puking pas-

sengers. 

Don’t stop for anybody, you hear? I shouted over my shoulder to 

the rest of the fam. No matter who it is or how much they beg, you 

just keep running—okay? 

Wherever I stepped, there was a slight squish beneath my feet. 

I felt a wetness sop through my flip-flops, seeping in between 

my toes, like I was walking through the marshlands or the like. 

I looked down and noticed the nautical-themed carpeting was now 

covered in a splatter pattern of crab legs and fruit cocktail. The 

walls were dripping wet with what looked like fresh Jackson Pol-

lock paintings. 

Almost there! Just keep running, kids! Eyes on the prize now!

Room 237! Home at last . . . 

I swipe my key card. 

Nothing. The light doesn’t turn green. 

Come on, come on, come on . . . 

The card’s a bit slippery, slickened up with something or other, 

so it takes a couple swipes before—
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Open sez-a-me! 

The bolt mechanically unlatches with a hollow thwonk. I open 

the door for Margie. Ladies first. She’s looking pretty pale. Perspi-

ration’s pebbling her temples.

Margaret? You okay, hon?

Oh. You know. I’m not feeling so swift . . . 

She’s got it.

A little voice in the back of my head pipes up—Your wife’s caught 

it. Sounds like someone whispering into my ear—Margaret’s sick.

I push her. 

May the Lord have mercy on my soul, I shoved my own wife, the 

mother of my children, inside our cabin and slammed the door on 

her, sealing her in.

Petey . . . ? She calls out. Petey, what’s going on?

You just, uh—why don’t you just take a nap? Okay, hon? Me and 

the kids are gonna—we’re gonna head to the mezzanine and let you 

rest for a spell. Okay? 

There’s silence from the other side of the door. I lean in and 

press my ear to the paneling. 

Honey . . . ? I can hear her breathing. Her lungs sound wet. 

Protect the kids, she finally says, her voice seeping through. 

Whatever you do, Peter Pendleton, you promise me you’ll keep them 

safe. 

I look back to Billy and Sally. I will, Margaret.

Swear to me, Petey . . . Swear on your life!

I swear! God help me, I swear.

That’s when Sally screams right in my ear. I turn to discover an-

other passenger plowing down the hall, running right for us. The 

Nothing Untoward.indb   245 10/18/16   2:28 PM



ghost stories246

panic’s thick on his face. If I was a betting man, from the look in his 

eyes, I’d say he was making a beeline to the closest commode—

only it’s just dawning on him that he isn’t gonna make it. 

Run, I say. Run! 

It’s too late. This man’s pulling down his pants, pleading with us.

Ruuuuuun! 

Billy trips. I stop and pick him up by the scruff of his neck and 

throw him as hard as I can down the hall before he can get wet. 

Goooooo!

I’ve got no choice but to fall on this gastrointestinal grenade, 

using my body to absorb as much of the explosion as I can before 

it hits the kids. I can feel the warmth—anal napalm—as it seeps 

into my Hawaiian shirt. I know it’s only a matter of seconds before 

I’m done for. 

I strip down to my civvies and pray there aren’t any open cuts 

along my body. 

There! Down the hall! I spot a housecleaning cart. Tucked un-

der the dirty linen hamper is a rack of heavy-duty industrial clean-

ing agents. 

No time to waste. Gotta to act fast. 

I grab the first bottle of liquid bleach I can find. Popping the top 

with my teeth, I take a deep breath and pour that chlorine-based 

chemical solution all over. 

Take that, you dumb bug! Let’s see you survive this rinse!

It burns all right. Oh, boy—does it burn. I can feel the singe in 

my skin, like there’s too much chlorine in the pool. I can feel it in 

my lungs. It burns to even breathe. It’s a bit blurry around the 

edges of my eyes. 
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Then suddenly everything goes white. 

I’m flying a bit blind now. 

You okay, Dad? Little Billy asks, taking my hand and leading me 

down the hall.

I’m all right. I’m all right . . . Let’s just get your dad above deck, 

okay? I think some fresh air would do me some good right about 

now. 

Hard to tell if I’m wincing from the sun or if the bleach has eaten 

my retinas right out. Either which way, it takes a moment for my 

eyes to adjust to see what’s happening all around us. And when 

they do, I’m not so sure I ever want to see again.

We’re surrounded. 

The whole deck’s chock-full of a swarming horde, stumbling 

along the promenade. Mouths frothing with vomit. Some are go-

ing about their vacation like nothing’s changed. Slipping and slid-

ing over the shuffleboard court. Putt-Putting through the puddles.

There were some survivors. Not many. I could spot pockets of 

passengers fighting for their lives here and there. 

I watched one newlywed couple take each other’s hands and 

jump overboard. 

And the band played on, the brass section filtering even streams 

of vomit across the deck, puddles pooling up at their feet. 

I’m scared, Daddy, Sally says to me, our backs now pressed 

against the handrail as the multitude of stained vacationers starts 

to wander aimlessly our way.

Don’t be, I say, trying hard not to sound so scared myself. Come 

here. Both of you kids. Huddle up with your father for a second.

Sally and Billy each took a knee next to me. I wrapped my arms 
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around their shoulders for a little impromptu Pendleton pow-

wow—Who are we?

The Pendletons.

That’s right. And what do the Pendletons always do?

Stick together, no matter what.

Exactly, I say, choking up. A Pendleton never abandons their fam-

ily. We stick together. So listen up, you two. No matter what happens, 

I want you to know—I love you. Your mother loves you. We will be 

with you forever and ever. So just close your eyes and think about how 

much your parents love you and this will all be over soon. 

The seagulls are swarming over our heads as the sun sets right 

behind us. I take in a deep breath, getting a good lungful of that 

salty sea air. 

And right before we’re about to leap overboard . . . 

I’m reminded of our first night on this dream cruise. Me and 

Margaret had snuck off, leaving the kids in the arcade for some 

romantic one-on-one time. Just the two of us. Isn’t this just the life, 

Margaret? I ask in between sips of my daiquiri, taking in that love-

ly sunset, the entire horizon as pink as an undercooked slice of 

sirloin. 

Think I’ve died and gone straight to heaven, she says, nuzzling 

her head into the nape of my neck. I never wanna go home again.

Well—to heck with Hennepin County, then. This boat’s our new 

home now.

Oh, Petey . . . You’re such a kidder. 

I love you, Margaret Pendleton.

I love you, hon.

I open my eyes—and I’m brought back onboard the boat. 
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To brave little Billy. 

To my sweet Sally. 

I’m a Pendleton, all right—and a Pendleton never abandons his 

family. We can’t let this ship reach dry land. If we dock, this out-

break will spread—and spread fast. First, Jersey. New York’ll be 

next. Then the rest of America right behind it. How long before 

the whole globe’s brought to its knees before the porcelain alter? 

Somebody’s gotta keep the Argonautica from docking at all 

costs. Somebody’s gotta get to the bridge and take control of this 

ship before it’s too late.

Somebody’s gotta save the world.

Might as well be the Pendletons.
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