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    Chapter One




    


    Rachel




    “What’s with the face?”


    Rachel’s mom, Dorothy Ackerman, had every right to ask. Rachel was in a petulant snit, and it showed. She regressed instantly in her mother’s company and resented the reflexive drag backward in time. Side by side, the two women inched forward in the VIP check-in line to board the Queen of the Seas, a Paradise Cruise ship, bound for balmy Bermuda. Rachel had been calling it the Queen of the Damned to her friends for a week.


    The departure port was in Red Hook, Brooklyn, a short taxi ride for Dorothy from her home in Brooklyn Heights but a three-subway transfer and mile-long hike for Rachel from Williamsburg. She spent the travel time fretting about being trapped on a ship for four days and three nights with the only woman who could push her buttons, even some she didn’t know she had (yet). So, by the time Rachel arrived at the port, she was overheated and irritable, ready for a fight.


    “You packed for a month.” Rachel pointed to Dorothy’s massive silver hard-shell suitcase. Rachel had brought only a backpack stuffed with a bikini (embarrassingly small; she’d had it since high school), a sweater, a few pairs of shorts, jeans, three T-shirts, toiletries, and underwear.


    Dorothy fanned herself with her wide-brimmed hat—the topper on her white-and-navy nautical ensemble. “Hot flash,” she said. The couple in front of them turned to look. Their gaze lingered. Dorothy was a stunning woman who drew attention wherever she went. Rachel felt the usual cocktail of awe, inferiority, and embarrassment about being her daughter.


    “You have your passport, right?” asked Dorothy.


    “Oh, shit,” said Rachel.


    “I knew it! I was going to remind you, but then I thought you’d jump down my throat. God damn it, Rachel! You only needed to bring one thing, one tiny thing.”


    “You mean this?” asked Rachel, grinning maliciously, holding up her passport. Now Dorothy would feel embarrassed. Rachel couldn’t resist messing with her mother. “Would you have gone without me?”


    “I paid for it.”


    Of course, Dorothy would have left her daughter behind. Even on her 25th birthday. Even on Mother’s Day.


    Dorothy gestured forward and said, “Move.”


    It was their turn to check in. They approached the counter. The stewardess of the Sea (Damned), a middle-aged brunette with green mermaid eye shadow, asked for their cruise contracts, passports, and embarkation papers. Rachel took in her jaunty neckerchief and frosted lips. Don’t judge, she thought. She probably thinks you look like a homeless person.


    And she’d be correct. Rachel’s lack of housing was why she agreed to go on the cruise. She had nowhere else to go. She’d been couch surfing in Williamsburg since April. The building she’d called home for three years was condemned by the city. A toxic black mold was crawling through the plumbing. Some of the residents defied the order to vacate. Rachel admired their courage, however boneheaded. She’d live with disorder and surface filth, but not spores in the pipes.


    When Dorothy called Rachel to invite her on the cruise, she said, “Your father would have loved it.” Ethan had adored ocean voyages. Cruising had been her parents’ thing. “Just say yes,” Dorothy said. “I’ve been blocked. I need a change of scenery.”


    Frankly, Rachel couldn’t care less if her mother was blocked, or lonely, or bored. She was still holding a grudge about Loving Ethan, Dorothy’s 300-page widow weep. Rachel had been mentioned only five times. In all fairness, Rachel had asked to be left out of it, and Dorothy had obliged. But it bugged Rachel nonetheless. It was too easy for her mother to write around her. Dorothy and Ethan’s marriage was an exclusive club. Rachel was just an electron orbiting their tight nucleus.


    The check-in lady looked at the passport. “Are you Dorothy Ackerman, the author?” she asked, her brown eyes as big as chestnuts.

    “A reader! God bless you,” said Dorothy, convincingly humble.


    “I love your books!”


    “Thank you so much.”


    The first line of Dorothy’s first novel was also Rachel’s first memory. She was a baby on her mother’s lap, gazing into Dorothy’s seductive, catlike face and sending up an earnest gurgle of adoration. Dorothy looked down at her and said, “Still waiting for the unconditional love to kick in.”


    The memory might not be real, but she’d internalized the scene and visualized it so clearly, it might as well be. Dorothy reinforced that story and so many others at her parents’ frequent dinner parties at the townhouse she grew up in, where Dorothy still lived. Ethan was the cook. He’d emerged from the kitchen to refill wineglasses and laugh along with their guests at his wife’s bad mommy anecdotes. Her sardonic novels about flawed characters who said and felt the things others would never admit to were best-sellers. In Dorothy’s fiction, pregnancy was a “hostile takeover.” Breast-feeding was “soul sucking.” Childcare was “epic tedium.” Her 1989 novel, Elbow Deep in Diapers, opened with the line, “Motherhood stinks.” The main character’s story—she quit a high-powered job to raise her daughter, hated the decision, decided to fight convention, society, and a judgmental family and return to work—was controversial and relatable. Its success coincided with what became known as the Mommy Wars, waged between women who found fulfillment as stay-at-home caretakers and those who were disillusioned with waste disposal and got satisfaction in an office.


    The check-in woman must have fallen into the “Motherhood, don’t believe the hype” camp. She beamed at Dorothy while shuffling paperwork. Dorothy’s chin went up an inch, and her body got stiff. Rachel had noticed the fame wall go up since she was a teenager, her mom’s sudden frostiness when confronted with a fan. Dorothy craved attention but then seemed annoyed when she got it. Whenever Rachel noticed a similar dynamic in her own behavior—played out regularly in her romantic life—she was ashamed of herself.


    The woman stamped her mom’s passport and handed Dorothy a boarding pass and a red lei.


    The agent next checked Rachel’s papers. “Oh, it’s your birthday in a few days. Twenty-five years old, a biggie. Happy birthday! You get a green one.” She handed her a boarding pass and a lei.


    “Thanks,” said Rachel. Her first birthday had occurred on Mother’s Day itself. Dorothy co-opted it and celebrated herself for having given birth as much as Rachel for having been born. Rachel’s birthday parties became joint celebrations. The event started with an hour of kid-friendly fun—bowling and cake, magician and cake. Then the children were sent away so the adults could have their fun all night long. Every seven years, when Rachel’s birthday coincided with Mother’s Day, Ethan took Dorothy on a long weekend cruise—much like this one—to acknowledge his wife’s maternal sacrifice. Rachel was deemed too young to go along at 7. At 14, accompanying her overly affectionate parents on a romantic getaway was her personal version of hell. She refused to go. At 21, she was in college, not that they invited her.


    “Why does Rachel get a green lei?” asked Dorothy.


    “They’re color coded,” said the check-in woman, leaning forward, whispering the secret. “It’s a game for the guests to figure out. A conversation starter.”


    “Color coded for age?” said Dorothy. “I’m not walking around broadcasting how old I am.” She was 55.


    “It’s all in good fun, Mrs. Ackerman,” said the agent with practiced bonhomie. “Of course, you don’t have to wear it.”


    “What color for people in their 30s?”


    “Purple, but I’m not . . .”


    “I adore purple.”


    “You’re in your 30s with a 25-year-old daughter,” said Rachel. “So you had me when you were 5?”


    “I could have been 14,” said Dorothy, “but that’s not the point.” She smiled, eyebrows raised, at her fan. The woman dutifully handed over a purple lei. “Thank you ever so much. Put on your lei, Rachel. Don’t be rude.”


    Rachel did as she was told. It might as well have been a noose. What had she gotten herself into? Four days with Mom, no filters? In the two years since Ethan died, she’d rarely seen Dorothy. First Dorothy had been in seclusion, and then “crazy busy” on the marriage postmortem memoir. Rachel wouldn’t have turned to her mom for comfort anyway. Ethan had been the family balm. Without his soothing influence, Dorothy became an exaggerated version of herself, more unyielding and sharper than ever.


    Why am I here? Rachel asked herself.


    She had her reasons. Shameful to admit, Rachel needed help. She was among the millions of overqualified, underemployed millennials with bachelor’s degrees, high self-esteem, and dismal prospects. Only one in four members of the graduating class of 2010 was currently employed. Finding an entry-level job in any creative field was as feasible as flapping one’s arms and flying to the moon. Many of Rachel’s friends took money from their parents and spent their days pickling—you could put anything in a jar with vinegar, sugar, and salt—silk-screening T-shirts with cynical slogans, tumblring, Instagramming, working in food trucks. Eventually, the economy had to recover. Real jobs would materialize. Meanwhile, there was beer to microbrew in the basement.


    Rachel considered herself lucky for her parents’ benign neglect. They hadn’t told her she could “be anything.” Their instruction, usually to get her out of their hair, was to “do something.” She was often left to her own devices and managed to entertain and support herself. She still did. Unlike her roommates in Williamsburg, she’d never taken an allowance, even back in high school. By New York City standards, the Ackermans weren’t rich. Dorothy’s book advances and Ethan’s earnings playing French horn in the Broadway pits gave them a comfortable life but not an extravagant one. They were surprisingly frugal about clothes, cars, restaurants, and vacations, splurging occasionally on each other. They paid for Rachel’s education and necessities. If Rachel wanted money for the extras—movies, coffee, clothes—she had to work for it. She had been working at one job or another since age 15.


    Which brought her to this low point. Rachel’s ulterior motive for coming on this cruise was to ask for her old room back. It was a bitter humiliation, but with her housing crisis, her low funds, and her last temp job over, she had no choice. Rachel needed a chance to catch her breath. She’d been sprinting since graduation, taking any part-time or short-term work she could get. She’d applied to a dozen nonprofit environmental foundations and had been waiting to hear forever.


    In the past, Dorothy had bristled if Rachel showed any sign of weakness. If her only daughter couldn’t pull her weight, it would be a bad reflection on Dorothy’s parenting. Dorothy had been savagely critical of some of Rachel’s high school classmates who’d returned home after college. Could she really hit up her mom?


    Dorothy gave her suitcase to a porter to deliver to her stateroom. Rachel carried her backpack. They headed for the gangplank and walked into the belly of the ship. A photographer snapped their photo.


    “Did you smile?” asked Dorothy.


    “Oh, yes. With teeth.”


    In an uneasy silence, they followed the flow of people to the shopping and snacking level, with dozens of gift shops and clothing stores, a handful of cafés, ice cream shops, bars, and restaurants. People milled around awed by the sight of a full-scale suburban shopping pavilion.


    Dorothy, veteran cruiser, said, “Tacky, right?”


    “But incredible,” said Rachel.


    They stood in the crowd, stationary figures in the blur of excited commotion. Rachel wondered, What now? The other families filled seats at the cafés or bars, enjoying themselves and toasting their voyage. The idea of pulling up a chair and sitting down for a beverage with her mom was flatly absurd. She scanned her memory for a single instance of having a drink or meal out and alone with her mother—just the two of them—and came up empty. It seemed impossible that it’d never happened. But due to Dorothy’s schedule, Ethan’s doting presence, Rachel being scooted away to schools, activities, and camp, the occasion had never presented itself or was purposefully avoided. Sure, they’d eaten at home together, often just the two of them. Ethan missed a lot of family dinners because he worked nights. But eating takeout in front of the TV wasn’t sitting across from each other at a restaurant.


    With four days at sea, they’d surely have to eat alone together, no distractions or buffers. What would they talk about? Their romantic lives? If Dorothy had a boyfriend, Rachel would rather die than hear about him. She’d kept her romantic life to herself since the day in eighth grade when Dorothy had burst into Rachel’s room, catching Eric Lebowitz on her bed with his pants down. Poor Eric’s penis receded all the way into his gall bladder when Dorothy roared, “Zip up and get out!” Since then, Rachel conducted her romantic life like a spy. Even her friends were on a need-to-know basis. She’d talked to her dad about her relationships, though. He had always asked. In the years before he died, she sought him out for romantic advice. During one of their last conversations, he said, “You can talk to your mother, too, Rach. She’d like that.”


    Rachel pointed at one of the pavilion’s bars. “We could get a drin . . .”


    “I’m going to make sure the luggage got to the room,” said Dorothy.


    “OK.” Mutely, Rachel followed her mom to the glass elevators. They transported guests from the mall to the hotel a few levels up. Their staterooms were on the 12th floor, the highest level. Rachel hadn’t visualized the living quarters. She had a vague idea that they’d share a two-bedroom suite. Turned out, they had separate staterooms next door each other.


    “There’s a wall between us,” said Rachel.


    “Don’t start,” said Dorothy. “Trust me, you do not want to see me first thing in the morning.”


    They went into their separate quarters. Rachel pressed her ear to the fiberglass barrier. She could hear Dorothy rattling around next door. She preferred privacy, too, but felt rejected nonetheless. Was it going to be like this all weekend? Rachel would be a wreck by the end of it.


    She loved the room, though. A bunk bed pulled down out of the wall, leaving enough space for a desk, dresser, couch, and coffee table, a “head” with a shower stall, and a small balcony with a chair. She stepped outside, and leaned over the railing. Twelve stories below, beetle-size people walked up the gangplank. They traveled in small groups. Couples, families, friends. From a distance, they appeared happy and excited to be with their companions.


    Stay positive, thought Rachel. Bermuda in May was supposed to be lovely. Mid-70s, blue skies. Perfect for golfers. The hearty could snorkel. Rachel would do whatever Dorothy wanted, be it sundeck yoga or a poker tournament. She’d strive for polite and amicable. That way, when Rachel dropped the bomb—“I’m broke, homeless, and alone”—Dorothy might be more sympathetic than disappointed. Rachel was prepared to list the jobs she’d held over the years—personal assistant, chauffeur, waitress, short-order cook, closet organizer, SAT tutor, lifeguard—to prove she’d been trying.
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