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ABANDON SHIP


Today
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If you’ve never gone to Señor Frog’s with a broken heart, I don’t recommend it. Drinking a frozen margarita out of a neon plastic tube is demoralizing enough on its own. You don’t want to do it while weeping.


You wouldn’t know it from the snot in my hair, but there was a time when I was not a crying-alone-in-a-Mexican-themed-chain-restaurant kind of girl.


I used to be fucking cool.


I had the kind of potential that grabbed the world by the throat. A level of talent that delighted people. Confidence you could bring down a room with.


And then my charmed life went sideways and my once-bright trajectory flatlined and my efforts to right myself somehow landed me further and further away from the person I wanted to be. I became this person instead:


The one with mascara dripping down her face in a Bahamian tourist trap that smells like nachos, sobbing over a boy she’s barely known for a week.


“Another margarita?” my waiter asks, appearing out of nowhere. He doesn’t acknowledge my hysteria, but his face plainly says, “You look like you need one.”


“No thank you, just the check,” I warble.


He runs my card and I wipe my face with a napkin and step outside the restaurant into a wall of humidity as stale and stifling as an overcrowded steam room at a not-very-clean gym.


I crave shade and air-conditioning, but I can’t bring myself to walk back to the cruise ship in the state I’m in. Even under the best of circumstances, walking toward a cruise ship—any cruise ship—is antithetical to my personality. But in the case of this particular cruise ship, it’s where he is.


Him, and his arresting face and dark tousled hair and dry wit and the terrible, insulting things that he thinks of me.


I know I have to go back eventually, but I still have an hour of freedom before departure, so I wander toward the city center.


“Miss lady!” a woman selling handwoven crafts out of a stall calls out at me. “Don’t be sad. No crying in paradise!”


“I’m fine,” I sniffle, despite the fact that I’m still ever so slightly weeping. I stop and pick up a straw hat embroidered with tiny conch shells from her cart. “How much is this?”


“Thirty dollars,” she says.


I only have twenty-five.


“Oh, okay,” I say. “Thanks anyway.”


I start to walk away, but she takes pity on me. “For you, sad girl, twenty.”


I thank her, hand her the cash, and shove the hat down so it covers my face.


By now I suspect I need to head back to the port. I reach for my phone to check the directions.


But my phone isn’t in my purse.


Belatedly, I remember I put it on the bedside table to charge this morning. I must have left it in the cabin in my fugue state of despair.


Well, whatever. I’ll just retrace my steps.


Unfortunately, I am not good at spatial awareness, and immediately get lost.


I walk into a cigar shop to ask for directions, and a man at the counter tells me to turn left, then right, then walk twenty minutes.


Twenty minutes?


“What time is it?” I ask him.


“Time for you to smoke a cigar,” he says affably.


“No, really—do you have the time?”


“Five twenty-one,” he says.


Oh no.


I thank him and dash out of the store.


“It’s okay,” I say out loud to myself. “Just find a taxi.”


But either there aren’t any taxis around or I’m too stressed to identify them.


I keep running, this time with the directions seared into my brain out of terror, and finally make it to the street alongside the beach, a straight shot to the pier. I can see the ship, glinting white in the distance.


It’s far away.


I am not someone who approaches strangers, but in my desperation I run over to a guy getting onto his motorbike and ask him if he knows where to get a taxi.


He gestures toward the port. “There’s a stand that way, by the cruise ships.”


Not helpful.


He must see my distress. He offers to drive me to the port on his bike.


Motorcycles scare me, his bike does not look big enough for two people, and he does not have a helmet.


I gratefully accept.


The bike lurches forward, and we zoom down the road toward the pier.










Felix
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What do you do when the woman you were inadvisably falling for on holiday shatters all your illusions about romance?


In my case, you rent a jet ski in the Bahamas and angrily zigzag back and forth across the bay at top speed, hoping that stirring up a violent wake will exorcise the pain.


It doesn’t, but apparently it is a good way to run out of petrol.


The jet ski lurches to a stop with such force I almost catapult into the sea. I jam down on the throttle, hoping the ignition will miraculously turn and let me chug back to shore.


It emits a sound like an elephant passing wind.


Right.


I’m only about a thousand feet from the beach, but this being late in the day, there’s no one else on the water to turn to for help. I’m going to have to wait for the clerk at the surf shop to notice I’m stalled out and rescue me, or float off to my death at sea.


I refuse to perish on a Sea-Doo personal watercraft. I take off my mandatory orange life vest and wave it above my head whilst blowing the whistle attached to my key for emergencies. After about six minutes of this, someone on shore finally sees me. A guy from the surf shop motors out in a skiff.


“So sorry!” he shouts cheerfully as he approaches. “This never happens! I’ll take you back and get you a new WaveRunner. Full refund.”


“That won’t be necessary,” I say. My zest for channeling my depression into water sport has abandoned me.


The man attaches the dead jet ski to a towline and drives toward the beach at approximately three miles per hour.


His speed is making me anxious. I only planned an hour for this excursion, and it’s been at least ninety minutes.


I grab my rucksack out of my rented locker and rummage inside for my phone to check the time.


It’s 5:09. The boat leaves at half five.


I panic jog out of the shop and in the direction of the port. Six streets in, I realize I don’t have my rucksack. I must have left it on the bench by the lockers in the shop.


Fucking hell.


I race back.


It’s not there.


“Did someone turn in a rucksack?” I ask the attendant. “I left it here a few minutes ago.”


She looks at me blankly.


“Sorry, no,” she says.


Which means I am in a foreign country with no money or proof of my identity save for a tasteful blue cruise line wristband embossed with my name.


And it’s now 5:16.


Making it back to the ship on time will be somewhere between tight and impossible.


It’s fine, I tell myself. Surely there must be a grace period when it comes to a vessel catering to elderly tourists addled with sunshine and rum. My passport is still on the ship. All I need to do is get back to the port and explain my predicament and I’ll be off to sea to complete this miserable voyage.


The trouble is that I arrive at the port just in time to see the Romance of the Sea gliding out of the quay.


I wave my arms madly. “Wait,” I call frantically. “Wait.”


Other tourists are watching me, some concerned, some snickering. “Look,” I hear a jocular American say to his wife. “A runner.”


I skip past the queue at the embarkation entrance and breathlessly corner one of the agents.


“I’m meant to be on that ship,” I say, my chest still heaving. “Can you radio and tell them to come back?”


He chuckles. “Once it departs, it doesn’t come back.”


“Surely they wouldn’t just leave a passenger stranded,” I say. “Please, there must be a tender, or—”


“Over there,” he says, pointing at a kiosk by the gates to the port. “That’s where you go when you miss the boat.”


Ah. There’s a protocol. Mildly reassuring.


I sprint toward it.


“Hello,” I say to the attendant. “I missed my ship. That gentleman”—I point to the dock agent—“suggested you might be able to help.”


The attendant gives me a sympathetic smile.


“What’s your name, sir?”


“Felix Segrave.”


He nods. “Yes, the ship alerted us that you hadn’t returned.”


“So they knew, and they left?”


“Ships are not permitted to depart past the scheduled time. By regulation.”


“Can I get a water taxi to catch up with them? I’ll pay, of course.”


“No, sir. Passengers who fail to embark must meet the ship at the next port of call.”


The next port of call is St. Martin, which is technically France. I’m fairly certain border control does not accept cruise ship wristbands as a form of ID.


“I’m sorry, but I don’t have my passport,” I say. “I must get back on that boat.”


The man shakes his head. “You’ll have to contact your embassy, in that case. I would be happy to provide you the phone number.”


“This is absurd,” I protest. “I can see the ship. It would take five minutes to get there by tender.”


The man gives me an apologetic shrug. “I’m sorry. It’s the policy.”


I am about to argue that surely a policy that stipulates leaving a passenger stranded in a foreign country with no money or identification is a very bad policy when I hear a sharp intake of breath behind me.


I turn around to see a beautiful face.


A beautiful, tear-stained face half-hidden beneath a conch-themed sun hat. But not so hidden that I can’t see the face is frozen in a rictus of loathing.


I gape at the woman who has arguably caused this whole misadventure.


“You,” she hisses.


“You,” I hiss back.
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THE LOVE BOAT


Six Days Ago


SAN JUAN, PUERTO RICO


[image: ]










Wonders of the Caribbean, Day 1



Welcome aboard the Romance of the Sea!


We are delighted to welcome you to set sail on the adventure of a lifetime! First, check in to your luxurious stateroom, where your private butler will ensure we anticipate your every need. Have lunch at our elegant Windswept Room, where a gourmet buffet will tantalize every palate. At 16:00, meet your crew and fellow passengers at a champagne reception on the Lido Deck featuring the tropical notes of our talented seven-piece Seahorse Band. In the evening, dine at our five-star restaurant, The Starboard Room, or sample the Japanese delicacies at Inagi or the Northern Italian cuisine of Liguria, our signature restaurants. (Reservations required.) And of course, don’t miss the electrifying musical revue, Idols of the Stage, at 21:00 in our state-of-the-art Cosmic Theater, featuring an all-star cast direct from the stages of Broadway!


We are honored to have you as our guest—and we hope you have a magnificent voyage!
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Hope
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Imagine being invited to join your best friend on an all-expenses-paid, ten-day tropical vacation. Picture visiting Caribbean islands, frolicking on white-sand beaches, enjoying luxury spa treatments, eating gourmet meals, sleeping in a sumptuous oceanside suite, and doing it all while your every whim is catered to by a personal staff.


Sounds dreamy, right?


Except there’s a catch.


This trip will take place on a cruise ship.


And, you see, I am not a cruise ship person.


I’m terrified of norovirus, buffets put me on edge, and I really, really hate water slides.


And yet, here I am, in a taxi pulling into a port lined with gleaming white ships the size of New York City avenues.


Don’t be negative, I coach myself. You are going to fill your creative well with sunshine and luxury and bonding time with your best friend. You’re going to stop thinking about Gabe. And then you are going to go home and mount your fucking comeback.


“What cruise line?” our taxi driver asks.


“Romance of the Sea,” Lauren, my best friend, says.


I cringe involuntarily, like I do every time she says the name of the boat out loud.


“Stop that,” she says. “The name is cute. And oh my stars, look! There she is!” She gestures at the boat towering above us, its side emblazoned with a crest of two dolphins facing each other in the shape of a heart.


“Adorable,” I say.


Lauren proceeds to whip out her phone and take a video of herself oohing and aahing over the ship—B-roll, I assume, for the fawning TikToks she’s contractually obligated to make in exchange for our passage.


I paste a smile on my face and try not to think of the Titanic.


The cab stops at a sign for passenger check-in and a porter swoops in to help with our bags before we’ve even gotten out of the car.


“Thank you so much,” I say, as he effortlessly lifts my beat-up suitcase and Lauren’s three enormous Louis Vuitton trunks onto a cart.


“What did you pack in there?” I ask Lauren under my breath. “Your couch?”


“Mostly caftans and ball gowns,” she says. “And, of course, camera equipment. Can’t go anywhere without my ring light!”


“Naturally,” I say.


“Is that an arch tone I detect, Miss Lanover? I thought we agreed you were going to impersonate a basic ass bitch and have fun drinking margs and rotting in the sun with your boobs out.”


“Sorry,” I say. “You’re right. I am hereby excited and bubbly.”


“I’m gonna hold you to that.”


We make our way through security and are greeted by a man with a European accent and mannerisms so gracious you’d think he was greeting members of the royal family rather than a social media influencer and her plus-one. He inspects our documents and tells us what a fabulous time we will have, and how happy he and the rest of the crew are to host us for what he hopes will be the first of many trips.


Unlikely.


We are then escorted to a seating area to await our turn to board the ship. I gaze out at a sea of silver.


Hair, that is.


“Everyone here is like minimum sixty years old,” I whisper to Lauren.


“Yes, darling. That’s the point.”


Lauren is here for a tactical reason. The Romance of the Sea has a new solo package for singles and she’s doing a sponsored series on it. “Think about it,” she explained to me when she pitched the idea of us going. “You’re trapped on a ship for two weeks with eligible men. It’s so smart. I’ll probably meet my husband.”


“Won’t that put you out of business?” I ask.


Attempting to meet a husband—a rich husband—is, after all, her entire career.


Lauren Rose Mathison, @LaurenLuvRose to her fans, got her start starring in Man of My Dreams, a reality TV dating show in which female contestants submit a list of criteria for their ideal husbands, and are then marooned on an island with “matches” handpicked by producers. The catch? None of the girls know who among the corresponding suitors is their supposed soul mate.


Lauren did not choose correctly, but she did become the breakout star of the first season, after attesting in her charming Texas accent that her soul mate must be “hung like a horse and rich as hell.” She parlayed her notoriety into influencer fame, posting tutorials on how to flirt and dress for maximum seductiveness and going on elaborate “missions” to find and fall in love with a wealthy bachelor. Her schemes have included taking lessons at luxury golf courses, moonlighting as a private jet flight attendant, attending crypto-currency conferences, and infiltrating a high-stakes poker ring.


Before you call Gloria Steinem to complain about the death of feminism, please note that Lauren’s schtick is tongue in cheek. Her videos have the breathless style of a reporter embedding herself into a high-stakes investigation and are performed with a wink.


“Oh stop,” Lauren says to me. “I do want a husband, and anyway, not everyone is old.” She subtly nods at a thirtyish Black couple in expensive-looking resort wear who radiate the glow of honeymoon bliss, and then at a pair of stylish white gay men who look about forty and have a toddler in a stroller.


“Token millennials,” I say. “The exception that proves the rule.”


“Oh look,” she says. “Incoming, ten o’clock.”


I follow her gaze to a group of four trim men in their fifties or sixties.


“No women with them, and they look moneyed,” Lauren says. “And that one in the blue sport coat is super handsome. Maybe you should go for him.”


“He’s dressed like Thurston Howell III.”


“Who?”


“The millionaire from Gilligan’s Island.”


“You say that like it’s bad. That’s our ideal target!”


“Speak for yourself. I’m here for the free shrimp cocktail.”


“At least set your sights on lobster, sweetheart. This is a luxury cruise. And maybe you’ll meet someone. A fling is just what you need to forget about Gabe.”


“I’m very over Gabe,” I lie.


“You’re very not,” she says. “You haven’t gone on a single date since the breakup, and that was eight months ago.”


Well, that’s what happens when you fall madly in love with someone who wants to name your future babies on the third date, and then he breaks up with you two weeks after you move in together because he “realized he’s not ready.”


This type of behavior does not make a girl eager to race back to Bumble.


How do you cauterize a wound that goes so deep? Is it really so unnatural to miss someone you thought would be the father of your children, even if he hurt you?


I am moving on. It’s just taking longer than Lauren would like.


The bigger problem is that ever since the breakup, I’ve felt flat. Uncreative. Unmotivated. Unsexual.


And my parents getting divorced is not helping.


But I’m ready to leave that behind. It’s time to shake off my depression over my failed relationship and flagging career.


This trip is about recentering myself, powering up, and reminding myself I’m the kind of person who knows how to go for broke.


“I concede a fling might be good for me,” I say. “But I’m not trying to canoodle with someone whose diapers I’ll have to change in ten years.”


“The kind of gentleman we’re going for will be able to afford a private nurse for that,” Lauren says. “And you’d be surprised at how well a seasoned man knows his way under the covers.”


“Um … Noted, I guess.”


Lauren scans the crowd for other potential suitors, identifying a well-heeled sexagenarian with twinkly blue eyes, a duo of middle-aged guys dressed in head-to-toe golf paraphernalia, and a strikingly handsome gentleman in stylish horn-rimmed glasses walking with an admittedly elegant cane.


And then she gasps.


“Oh my God, look,” she whispers, gesturing with her chin toward the check-in desk. I follow her gaze to a middle-aged couple with two very attractive young blond women.


“Uh-oh,” I say. “Competition?”


“Not them,” she says in a low voice. “Him.”


One of the girls steps aside, revealing a man who looks to be in his early thirties. He’s medium-tall and wiry, with a mop of dark, wavy brown hair. His white T-shirt sets off the muscles of his shoulders and reveals rather artful line-drawn tattoos on his forearms.


He glances over his shoulder and catches me blatantly staring at him. I all but fling my eyeballs out of my head looking away and blush so hard my face stings.


Before Lauren can mock me further, a woman in a pressed white crew uniform walks toward us, smiling.


“Miss Mathison and Miss Lanover,” she says. “It’s my pleasure to invite you to board. Follow me.” She gestures at the gangway, where a photographer is waiting by a step-and-repeat with the ship’s cheesy logo.


“Would you like a complimentary portrait?” he asks as we approach.


“Oh, no thank—” I start to say, but Lauren beams at him.


“We’d love one,” she says.


She strikes the practiced pose she knows sets off her best angle. I stand awkwardly a few inches away, hands shoved into the pockets of my vintage sailor shorts, waiting for this to be over.


Lauren grabs my arm and tugs me closer. “Tits up, chin to the side,” she coaches me. “And smile with your eyes.”


I attempt to obey her command as the flash goes off in my face, blinding me.


“Thank you!” Lauren chirps.


As we walk away, the family with the hot son steps forward to take our place.


“Try not to break the lens with the radiance of your poor disposition, Felix,” one of the sisters (I assume they are sisters given they are nearly identical) says.


The boy smiles at her pleasantly. “If you continue to antagonize me I will see to it that you drown.”


They both have British accents.


Oh, God.


Hot and British?


I’m the type of Brit Lit nerd who goes weak at the knees for an English accent.


Something inside me lights up for the first time in a very long time.


It takes me a moment to recognize it: attraction.


Lauren elbows me. “Told you.”










Felix
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I can’t believe I agreed to this, I think as I step onto the cruise ship that will be home for the next ten days. It has the vibe of a Las Vegas casino crossed with a very posh care home for the elderly.


“We’re on the penthouse level,” my younger sister, Pear, says as we all pile into the lift to the staterooms. “Thank you, parents.”


“If ever there was a time to splurge, it’s now,” Mum says. “Daddy and I will only have one fortieth anniversary.”


“And God knows if we’ll make it to fifty,” my father says.


“Stop killing us off, Charles,” Mum says fondly.


Mum and Dad are only sixty-eight, but Dad’s been threatening their imminent demise for at least the last decade.


The lift stops and we emerge onto a plushly carpeted corridor lined with gilded watercolor paintings of the sea.


“We’re this one,” my older sister, Prue, says to Pear, pointing at the second door on the left. The two of them elected to share a room as their respective romantic partners, Eliza and Matty, were “too busy” to join us on holiday.


Clever Eliza and Matty.


“Let’s all have a rest and meet for lunch at one, shall we?” Mum asks.


“See you then,” I say.


I walk farther down the hallway, searching for my room, when two women about my age emerge from around a corner ahead of me.


“Eleven fifty-one,” the taller of them—a willowy blonde with an exaggerated American twang—says. “Ah, here.”


The other girl—the one I accidentally made eye contact with at check-in—nods. She’s petite with a curvy figure, creamy white skin, a riotous mass of dark curls, and a sweet, heart-shaped face. I have a thing for curly hair and a thing for, well, curves. I duck into my room before they see me so I don’t get caught looking at her again.


I enter a suite so palatial it borders on pornographic. There’s a lounge opening onto an oceanfront terrace, a king-sized bedroom with a walk-in closet, and a huge marble bathroom. Everything is in tasteful shades of greige.


I’m accustomed to my parents’ taste for luxury vacations—we grew up on first-class flights to the Maldives and Kenyan safaris—but this might top them all.


Someone knocks at the door.


I open it to find a smiling man in a dark suit holding a silver tray of fresh fruit.


“Mr. Segrave,” he says warmly. “Welcome to the Romance of the Sea. I am Crisanto, and I’ll be looking after you on your voyage as your personal butler. May I come in?”


“Of course,” I say, moving aside. He sweeps in and places the fruit on my dining table.


“You are from London,” he says. “A long journey.”


“It was,” I agree. He must have memorized the guest profile I filled out online. Impressive.


“Where are you from?” I ask.


“The Philippines, sir.”


“Oh, please call me Felix,” I say. I’ve never been particularly comfortable with the trappings of my parents’ wealth. Making a butler address me as “sir” is more Little Lord Fauntleroy than I like.


“Very well, Mr. Felix,” Crisanto says. “May I show you around your suite?”


“Sure.”


He points out a phone where I can reach him and his colleagues twenty-four hours a day, then leads me to the minifridge and wet bar that’s been stocked with beer, champagne, and wine.


I can only imagine how quickly my two-years-ago self would have obliterated it.


“A liquor menu is here if you desire—I am happy to bring you whatever you like,” Crisanto says.


“No hard stuff, and actually, would you mind removing the wine?” I ask. “I’m more of a Coke Zero man.”


Caffeine and nicotine gum are the two vices I’ve replaced booze and cigarettes with since getting sober. I consume them both with inadvisable voracity. I should probably give them up, given I’m constantly abuzz and have TMJ from all the chewing, but I’m nervous to shake any of the habits upon which I built my sobriety.


It took me too long to get here to risk it, and I’ve put my family and friends through too much.


A chime rings—the doorbell.


“Ah,” says Crisanto, “that must be your room attendant. I’ll introduce you.”


He opens the door for a smiling young woman in a prim gray dress with a white apron.


“Mr. Felix, this is Belhina.”


“Nice to meet you,” I say.


“A pleasure,” she says.


“Belhina will clean your room twice a day and see that you’re comfortable,” says Crisanto.


“How do you prefer your pillows, Mr. Felix?” she asks. “I’ll bring you whatever you like—firm, goose down—”


“Oh, no worries,” I say. “The ones on the bed are just the thing. But thank you.”


“Very well, sir. But please let me know if you would like help unpacking your luggage.”


“Thank you so much.”


“We will leave you to get comfortable,” Crisanto says. “Don’t hesitate to let us know if there’s anything we can assist you with.”


“Will do, will do.”


They show themselves out and I throw myself down on the bed, which is among the more comfortable surfaces on which I’ve ever rested my body. I groan in pleasure, then wonder if the neighbors will hear me through the wall and think I’m having a wank.


Probably not. This ship is too grand for thin walls. It’s so hushed I can hear myself breathe.


I pull out my phone to check my messages—specifically to see if there’s anything from Sophie, my operations manager, concerning my pubs. Like, for instance, that they’ve burned down in the first eighteen hours without me.


There isn’t.


I’m a bit disappointed. I helicopter over my businesses, and fancy myself indispensable to their daily runnings. This is the first time I’ve left them unattended for more than two days in years.


I didn’t want to. My mother coerced me, saying this anniversary trip might be our last chance to holiday as a family before everyone pairs off and has kids of their own.


I owe her too much to disappoint her, but breaking my routine for two weeks is the most frightening thing I’ve done since entering detox.


I decide to shower before lunch. I’m taken aback by the showerhead, which does an obscene swivel jet maneuver I’m sure several of my ex-girlfriends would have been intimately fond of.


It certainly takes my mind off my pubs.


I slather myself in sun cream and head upstairs to the Lido Deck, where a crowd of waiters in white are serving a handful of guests who have already set themselves up by the pool. (All of them are quite bronze already—it seems the elderly don’t believe in SPF.)


I follow the signs to the restaurant, where I’m greeted by a buffet so epic its array of stations requires three rooms. I pass cheeses, a raw bar, salad, pasta à la minute, a lamb roast, and all manner of hot things I don’t pause to identify, dished out by men in white chef’s coats.


The restaurateur in me shudders at the idea of buffet food. All that labor and waste just to serve mediocre cuisine. But I force myself to withhold judgment. This is, at least, a very opulent spread.


“We’re over here,” one of my sisters calls. (They have the same voice, the way they have the same hair and figure and capacity for profiting from distressed debt.)


I notice they’re sitting a few tables away from the two girls I saw in the hallway.


As I pass them, I hear the curly-haired one mutter “I hate buffets” to her friend.


Clearly, the woman has good taste.










Hope
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“I can’t believe you’re complaining about too much food,” Lauren says to me as I side-eye the buffet. “You love food.”


“I like curated meals,” I say. “Not the opportunity to eat camembert, mashed potatoes, and Singapore noodles on one plate, with a side of E. coli.”


“Please. This place seems more sanitary than a doctor’s office.”


“That’s because you go to that sketchy place in the dirty thirties.”


“They do a fabulous Botox,” she says.


“Your forehead does look like it came off an eight-year-old.”


“Thank you! Anyway, go pillage the raw bar or something. You’re the worst when you’re hangry.”


I get up to survey the fare. I decide not to risk raw cruise ship oysters, but reason that steamed crab legs probably won’t compromise my intestinal tract.


I return to our table to find Lauren tearing into a steak—her primary food group.


“Look who just sat down,” she says in what passes for sotto voce if you have the loudest voice in the world, which she does. “Behind you.”


I glance over my shoulder to see the British family. I whirl my head back before I get caught looking, but not before clocking, with some disappointment, that the boy isn’t with them.


“Don’t worry,” Lauren says. “He’s at the salad bar.”


He passes by us, and his plate looks like it was assembled by a professional chef. I would never have thought to dress salmon, feta, and beets with cilantro. I might copy it for my next course.


“I wonder if he happened to have some culinary tweezers in his pocket,” I say.


“I wonder what else is in his pocket.” She gives me a lascivious wink.


“Please stop before someone hears you.”


“You know, the dad is handsome,” she says. “Do you think I should seduce him? Then I could set you up with the hot boy and you could get married and I’d be your stepmother.” She pauses. “I’d be very wicked.”


“No, you’d be a great bonus mom to a trio of devastated adult children. So wholesome.”


She goes on about the other potentially eligible men in the room, but I’m only half listening because I’m concentrating on extracting the meat from my crab legs, which are buttery and delicious. In my enthusiasm I use too much force and a shell goes flying.


I yelp, turn around, and see it has landed … directly in the British guy’s hair.


“Oh my God,” I cry, leaping up and dashing over to him. “I’m so sorry!”


Instinctively I reach to pick out the shards from his hair, then retract my hand because what am I doing?


He gives me a slightly crooked smile, removes them himself, and hands the whole mess back to me.


“Thanks,” he says, “but I actually prefer my food plated.”


His sisters are laughing uproariously.


“How brilliant of you,” one of them says to me. “He deserves it. He’s awfully vain about his hair.”


“Says the one who gets four-hundred-quid haircuts,” he shoots back.


“Can I get you a napkin?” I ask him.


He shakes his head. “You’re good. Don’t worry. Nothing that hasn’t happened before.”


“He’s a chef,” the other sister says. “You wouldn’t believe the things he gets all over himself.”


“Offal,” the other sister whispers theatrically. “That means organs.”


“I’m sure she knows what it means,” he says.


“I’m Pear, by the way,” she says. “Pear Segrave. And this is my sister, Prue, and our parents, Mary and Charles. And of course you’ve met Felix here.”


They all murmur pleasantries at once.


“Nice to meet you,” I say. “I’m Hope.”


Lauren has at this point come to join me, and adds, “And I’m Lauren. I’ll try to help Hopie here with her aim next time she attempts to eat a crustacean.”


Mary laughs. She’s plump and pretty, like her daughters, and has a lovely, warm laugh that makes me think of Christmas and hot apple cider.


It makes me long for my own mother, back when my mother was happy.


“We’ll be sure to sit far away in the dining room this evening,” Charles says.


“Where are you girls from?” Mary asks.


“New York,” I say.


“By way of Texas,” Lauren says.


“Um, not me. Vermont.”


“Where,” the one named Prue asks, “is Vermont?”


“Nowhere important,” Lauren says at the exact moment I say, “Just below the Canadian border, by Montreal.”


“I love Montreal,” Prue exclaims. “Have you had poutine? Felix does an excellent poutine at his pub. He makes the cheese curds himself.”


“Ugh,” Pear groans. “Don’t say curd. It’s a sickening word, isn’t it?”


“Where are you all from?” Lauren says, as she has the social graces that seem to have deserted me in my humiliation.


“London,” Prue says. “Though Mum and Dad have decamped off to Hampshire in their dotage. Horribly dull of them.”


“Well, we’ll leave you to your lunch,” I say. “Very nice to meet you, and Felix, I’m sorry again about—”


He shakes his head and gives me an affable smile. “It was my pleasure,” he says. “But avoid the scampi. No one wants to be pelted with prawn heads.”


“You got it,” I say.


Before I can be even more awkward, I turn around and return to my seat.


“I can’t believe I just did that,” I whisper.


“Actually, it was smart,” Lauren whispers back. “Now you’ve broken the ice with him and I won’t have to drag you by your armpits to introduce yourself.”


“Yeah, instead he’ll think of me as the socially inept girl who threw food in his hair.”


“Nah,” Lauren whispers. “I think he liked you. Did you see the way he smiled? Maybe I won’t have to break up the family to get you laid after all.”










Felix
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It would be an understatement to say I don’t care for musical theater. Inviting me to a show at the West End is the fastest way to get a “no” out of my mouth. So, of course, when Prue grabs my hand after supper and announces we’re on our way to a Broadway revue, I pry my fingers away.


Pear comes at me from the other side with a death grip on my bicep.


“You are coming, dear brother,” she says. “You are coming to everything.”


“Yes,” Prue says. “You are going to have fun on this trip, or we’ll make you walk the plank.”


“You wouldn’t like maritime jail, I’m sure,” I say. “Let me go.”


“Oh, I wouldn’t get caught. There are many unexplained deaths at sea. It’s the dark underbelly of the cruise ship world,” says Pear. “I read about it in The Guardian.”


“How tragic,” Prue singsongs. “Darling Felix drowned at sea, just like that. Who will take over his pubs?”


“We’ll sell them to Pizza Express,” Pear says decisively.


“Even you would not turn my life’s work into a chain restaurant,” I say.


“Oh, I would. Very good ROI.”


My sisters are experts in complicated investment-oriented things I read about with minimal comprehension in the Financial Times. They’re famous in the City of London for their genius aptitude for investing, not to mention their matching blond beauty. They are Dad’s pride and joy, while I’m his black sheep who eschewed university in order to “faff about in the pub.”


My two gastropubs are both raved about and profitable, but he’ll never forgive me for not wanting to raise hundreds of millions of dollars to “reinvigorate failing legacy brands,” or whatever it is that he and my sisters are so good at.


It doesn’t help that I agonized my family with my drinking, and the fallout, for two decades.


“Fine,” I say to my sisters. “I’ll withstand a few minutes of show tunes if it means I can end this abuse.”


“The show is an hour,” Prue trills. “You’re going to love it.”


We go into a large, dark theater with deep velvet couches arranged around cocktail tables. A waiter comes to take our order. The girls get Manhattans and I order a double espresso and pop a nicotine gum. I’ll need fortification to get through this.


The girl who threw crab in my hair at lunch—Hope—sits down with her friend on the sofa in front of us. Prue jabs me in the rib with her elbow.


“Look,” she whispers. “It’s the pretty crab girl.”


I edge away. “I’m going to be bruised tomorrow from all of your manhandling.”


“Go cry in the infirmary. Maybe there will be a fit nurse to bandage you up. A little shag would be good for you.”


“Please don’t talk to me about shagging.”


Pear is reading the program for the show and distracts Prue with some babble about Andrew Lloyd Webber.


I hear the American girls chatting in front of us. I lean in slightly. Eavesdropping is rude but I’m curious what two young, beautiful women are doing on a cruise for sixty-year-olds.


“Guess what?” the blond one says. “That handsome Swedish guy, Lucas, asked me to meet him for a drink in the Largo Lounge at eleven while you were in the bathroom.”


“Well done,” says Hope.


“Ooh, look,” the friend says, gesturing at the program. “They’re doing a medley from Chicago. Don’t you just die for Bob Fosse?”


“As discussed, at length, I do not love any musical theater and am here against my will.”


“Same,” I want to say. But that would reveal that I’m spying on them.


The theater darkens and a man in a crisp white uniform with ostentatious gold epaulets walks onstage in the glow of a spotlight and welcomes us to the show, which he assures us features the finest performers fresh off the stages of Broadway.


He’s not lying, as far as I can tell. The singers are spectacular, if you like that kind of thing, and the dancers so lithe and acrobatic that for a minute I forget that I hate this. I would have thought that the cast of a floating theater troupe would be made up of the desperate and talentless, but even I can tell these people are good. Not to mention attractive. I work out religiously, but their musculature makes me question the skill of my trainer.


I’m intrigued enough by the mechanics of the performance to make it through excerpts from Cabaret and Phantom of the Opera, but I draw the line at The Lion King.


“See you in the morning,” I whisper to Pear. Luckily, even she would not interrupt “I Just Can’t Wait to Be King,” so I slip out without protest.


As I reach the doors, I sense someone behind me.


I look over my shoulder.


It’s Hope.


We both step out of the theater and into the bright lights of the corridor.


She gives me a little wave, wincing against the glare.


As my eyes adjust I see what she’s wearing—a retro turquoise cocktail dress that is not obviously clingy but shows off her figure remarkably well. It’s prim and alluring at once—something like Joan from Mad Men would wear. (I harbor filthy thoughts about Joan from Mad Men.)


“Slipping out?” I ask.


“Couldn’t take it,” she says. Then she seems to feel bad about the bluntness of this statement because she adds, “Sorry. They’re very good, but I’m not a musical theater person.”


“None taken.” I lower my voice. “Can’t stand the stuff.”


“Sorry again about throwing crab in your hair,” she says. “I’ve never done that before.”


“It would be far more impressive if you had.”


“Oh, well I can try again tomorrow, if you want.”


“I do, actually. The shampoo on this boat is tip-top. Smells like the ocean, you know.”


I don’t know why I’m suddenly speaking like an Edwardian countess. Am I nervous?


She doesn’t seem to notice.


“I love that fake ocean smell,” she agrees. “So refreshing.”


I like her—she’s very dry for an American, and dry is my type. I’m almost about to ask if she’d like to take a stroll on the deck—get some air to shake off the show tunes—when her friend comes bounding out of the theater.


“Hopie!” she exclaims. “You escaped!”


“Headache,” Hope says. “I’m gonna call it an early night.”


Her friend looks at me. “She’s lying. Tell her to go back in.”


I raise my hands innocently. “I’d never force show tunes on anyone.”


Hope grins at me. “Have a good evening, Felix. If you go back in now, you can probably still catch the medley from Cats.”


As they disappear, I’m suddenly grateful to be on a cruise ship. Because in the absence of anywhere else for either of us to go, I know I’ll see Hope again.


And I want that quite badly.
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A SUPPOSEDLY FUN THING I’LL NEVER DO AGAIN
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Wonders of the Caribbean, Day 2



Enjoy your first day at sea!


Today the Romance of the Sea sails the aquamarine waters of the Caribbean. We invite you to enjoy the sweeping views of one of the world’s most beautiful seas from our Panorama Lounge, where our staff awaits to pamper you with drinks and gourmet snacks. Our bridge instructor Alan will be on hand for those in the mood for a tutorial, as will our photography guru Clemence, should you wish to improve your skills behind the lens. Or perhaps you prefer to bask in the sunshine on the Lido Deck with a fluffy towel and a cold drink, take in a game of pickleball, or enjoy the array of events that await to amuse, entertain, and enrich you. (You’ll find a detailed schedule on your personal in-room tablet.)


And don’t miss this evening’s electrifying performance, Dancing the Night Away, in the Cosmic Theater. But don’t stay up too late—for tomorrow we set out for our first adventure on land as we stop on the gorgeous shores of Antigua. (Remember to book your excursions at the Concierge Desk by 16:00.)


Have a wonderful day!
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Hope
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I’m having quite a nice dream about sunbathing on a beach with a rangy tattooed man with floppy brown hair when the blaring of my phone jolts me awake.


It’s a ringtone that cannot be ignored: the one I have assigned to my boss, Magda.


I yank off my sleep mask and look at my phone. It’s ten thirty, making it six thirty a.m. in New York. Either she’s up uncharacteristically early or, more likely given her party girl lifestyle, she hasn’t gone to bed yet.


I accept the call. “Hey, Magda,” I say with the extremely false cheer I, and all my colleagues, use to address her. “What’s up?”


“Hope, hi,” she says in her breathy voice. “Do you have the Conifer Games press release ready to go?”


“Um, yes,” I say. “It’s in your inbox. I sent it Friday before I left. For vacation.”


“Ah, right, you’re away. I don’t see it, can you resend?”


I scowl and shake my head while brightly chirping, “Sure, no problem.”


“And we’ll need the media list finalized by tomorrow. You have that, right?”


I freeze. At no point in the last two weeks of me rushing to get all the deliverables done for this project did she mention my being responsible for the media list.


Not that she’ll care. Forgetting last-minute deadlines is her specialty. As is foisting her work on other people.


“Oh,” I say, “I assumed that was done.”


“Never assume, Hope,” she says. “You should be all over this.”


“I’ll have Lana put one together,” I say. Lana, our publicity assistant, is very capable of the task. She actually wants to work in gaming PR, unlike, say, me.


I don’t want to work in any form of PR. But shilling iPhone games for app developers is right at the bottom of the list.


“Fine, just be sure to check it before you shoot it over to me,” Magda says. “Rockabye is a very important launch for the client.”


“Yep, of course,” I say.


“Great. Have a nice trip. Where are you? Greece?”


“Um, no. The Caribbean.”


“Lovely. Bye.”


She hangs up.


Lauren is glaring at me from her bed.


“Was that your boss?”


“Yep.”


“You have to be kidding me. She just gave you work on vacation?”


“Yep.”


“Can’t you say no?”


“Nope.” I need this job. I’m financially depleted from my breakup, and my résumé is a mess from bopping around from role to role for years. Magda can smell my desperation and liberally takes advantage of it. She “delegates” so much work to me that at this point I’m doing at least half her job.


“I’m going back to bed,” I say, jamming a pillow over my face to block out the aggressive glare of the sunlight reflecting off the ocean.


“No you’re not,” Lauren singsongs. “We have aquacise in half an hour.”


“Aquacise? Are you joking? Can’t we just sleep until noon and then lay out on deck chairs and read books?”


She comes over and pries the pillow off my face. I shout and turn over.


“Come on, up and at ’em, sunshine. I’ve already done a livestream and gone to breakfast. Met an oil man from Houston named Cliff. Bald with good glasses.”


One of Lauren’s lessons to her followers is to cultivate a taste for bald men.


“Well, go flirt with him. Have his babies. I don’t care, just let me sleep.”


“Hope, aquacise is an excellent opportunity to show off our bods. Look, I brought you a latte. Oat milk and two sugars, just the way you like it.”


I grudgingly accept the beverage.


“I hate exercise classes,” I say.


“Oh, come on. This is in a pool. It’s forty-five minutes. And we’ll look very alluring and find men to have affairs with.”


“Who am I going to have an affair with when you’ve already cornered every single man on the ship?” I ask.


“Not true. I saw you flirting with Felix last night.”


I admit it, I was flirting. That kind of energy hasn’t bubbled up in me in months. It felt good.


Especially because, if I’m not mistaken, he was flirting back.


This does nothing to increase my desire to wake up for pool aerobics.


But I know Lauren’s not going to relent, so I drag myself out of bed and onto the balcony to sit in the sun with my coffee while she changes. The bright light and stunning view of the ocean wake me up.


Cruises do have their upside.


Lauren sticks her head out the door. She’s wearing a white string bikini with bottoms that barely cover her spray-tanned ass.


“You’re wearing that to work out?” I ask.


“The point is to see and be seen, my dear innocent. Can’t do that in a Speedo. Unless you’re a man of course. With a nice package.”


I don’t have the energy to talk about men’s packages before lunch, so I refrain from commenting. I go inside and pull a black-and-white, polka-dot one-piece from my bag. It’s got a retro vibe and a ruched waist that flatters my figure. It’s not exactly sportswear, but it’s more appropriate than my other option—a crimson bikini that hoists up my boobs in such an aerodynamic way it borders on the obscene. I do not wear two-pieces—since puberty, I’ve had the kind of breasts that precede you in a room and give you back problems. Lauren, who is flat-chested, is obsessed with them and often sneaks up on me and pokes them when I’m not looking. It is she, in case you did not predict this, who sourced and purchased the bikini.


“You’re wearing that one?” she pouts when I emerge from the bathroom.


“Yes. If I try to exercise in the other one I’ll drown.”


“Good. Then some handsome man will try to save you.”


“And his elderly back will go out and we’ll both drown.”


“Come on, Miss Priss. We’ll be late.”


The Lido Deck is not nearly as deserted as I would have imagined at eight a.m. To Lauren’s delight, the group of four gentlemen we saw checking in are stationed near the pool, finishing breakfast. She waves at them—she made sure to introduce herself at the champagne reception yesterday—and you can almost feel the effort it takes them not to gawk at her body as they wave back. (I will spare you a description of Lauren’s physique. Let’s just say Peloton and Tracy Anderson have both done brand collaborations.)


She goes straight over to them and hands the tallest one her phone. “Todd! Hi! Would you mind taking a picture of us?”


I glare at her. She knows I hate being photographed. Especially in a bathing suit. Especially by a stranger.


“It would be my pleasure,” he says, looking delighted at this opportunity to stare at a gorgeous woman in a string bikini.


And me, I guess.


“Thank you so much. We want to document every minute of our trip. We’re having so much fun, aren’t you?”


“Time of my life,” Todd says. “And it’s only day two.”


Yep. Eight to go.


Have fun, I remind myself. Free. Vacation.
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