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			For Miles, who has the moves

		

	
		
			
				The first chord of Tristan, known simply as “the Tristan chord,” remains the most famous single chord in the history of music. It contains within itself not one but two dissonances, thus creating within the listener a double desire, agonizing in its intensity, for resolution. The chord to which it then moves resolves one of these dissonances but not the other, thus providing resolution-but-not-resolution.

				—Bryan magee, Wagner and philosophy
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				A pretty boy in his underwear

				If there’s a better reason to jump for joy

				Who cares

				—The magnetic Fields

			

		

	
		
			
				BOY TALK
 CRUISE SCHEDULE 
2023
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				Miami to Bahamas

				Thursday to Monday

				Quiz Show

				Full Band Concert

				Corey West Solo Show

				Nightly Theme Parties on the Lido Deck

				Have Fun, Talkers!!!!!

			

		

	
		
			
				Day One

				Thursday
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					Sunrise / Sunset:
 7:10 a.M. / 6:38 p.M.

					High / Low:
 83°F / 72°F

					Today’s Hi-Lites:
 Sail-Away Party, 4:30 p.m.—Lido 9 Aft
 Quiz Show, 7 p.m.—3, 4, 5 Aft

					Deck Party:
 Game Night, 10 p.m.—Lido 9 Aft

					Daily Deal:
 Ladies’ Spa Experience—11 Fwd
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			Thursday, 8:25 a.m.

			Deck 9

			The pool deck of the American Fantasy never smelled worse than it did first thing in the morning on turnaround days. Elsewhere on the ship, there was occasionally a faint sewage smell in bathrooms and staircases, but on debarkation mornings, the pool deck stank of spilled beer and regret, with those light whiffs of sewage and black ship exhaust floating on top like whipped cream on a sundae. Sarah watched as the ship’s cleaning crew attacked the red, white, and blue confetti stuck to the ground, wheeling their buckets of soapy water inch by inch. Abandoned glassware and beer cans sat in sad clusters around the perimeter, overlooking the scene.

			Sarah didn’t usually do back-to-backs, but her recently ex-girlfriend had gotten custody of their cat, so there was nothing to hurry home for anyway. An empty one-bedroom apartment in Queens was less appealing than one with a pretty girl in it. Lexie would keep the plants alive no matter how long Sarah was away, she wasn’t a monster; she’d just fallen in love with a twenty-three-year-old dog walker named Plum and they were going to be very, very happy together. Sarah was staying at sea for as long as possible. She felt like one of the men who sang sea shanties on TikTok, a millennial lost in the wrong century.

			Turnaround day was impressive: The crew corralled two thousand people and their luggage off the ship, cleaned every room, restocked the vast stores of food and alcohol, refueled the whale-size fuel tanks, mended anything broken, and then opened the doors to let two thousand different people and their oversize suitcases aboard, all within the span of half a day. Sarah and her production team had to worry about their changeover too, but their charges were the entertainers, the talent. Getting a few hungover sixty-year-olds and their guitar techs back onto dry land and welcoming a new group aboard was easy. She didn’t have to wheel anything heavy down a ramp; Sarah just had to make sure no one she was responsible for jumped. It was hard to fall off a cruise ship by accident.

			During her tenure at JackRabbit Productions, Sarah had started with the easy cruises: Broadway, some wellness and vaguely cultish spiritual leaders (though not environmentally conscious spiritual leaders, a narrow field). By the time Sarah worked her first heavy-lift cruises (reggae, EDM, heavy metal, comedy, all the ones with the highest contraband rates), she was on track to be in charge. No one could do it forever. It was kind of like when Westley becomes the Dread Pirate Roberts in The Princess Bride—Sarah was aware that someday she would pass the metaphorical keys to the ship to someone else, as they had been passed to her. Maybe that was true for all jobs in one way or another.

			It was just past eight in the morning, and her team was striking the things they no longer needed. There was still music blasting on the speakers, as if the ship could not stand a moment of silence—she could hear Lynyrd Skynyrd’s “Sweet Home Alabama” playing for probably the seven hundredth time in the last four days. Sarah would be glad when the changeover was complete, and the soundtrack shifted to the top hits of the ’80s and ’90s. Sarah’s walkie-talkie buzzed.

			“Yeah?” she said, squinting into the light. “Okay, send him up.”

			Sarah’s good assistant was going to a wedding in Cleveland and had already disembarked. For the next five days, she would have Tyler instead. He’d only been at JackRabbit for a few months and looked straight out of juvenile detention, with a giant koi fish tattoo on his neck, though Sarah knew that he wasn’t out of juvenile detention at all and was, in fact, her boss’s nephew and had recently dropped out of the part of NYU where you could major in basket-weaving if you wanted to. Sarah kept her eye on the door that led to the elevator banks, and a few minutes later, Tyler emerged, his wide jeans skimming the floor, where they would no doubt collect errant pieces of confetti. He nodded at her, and Sarah nodded back.

			“Okay,” she said. “Welcome, welcome. Did you read the packet?”

			Tyler made a face that was clearly supposed to suggest that he had read the packet on Boy Talk but in fact made perfectly clear that he had not.

			“Here are the basics,” Sarah said, already annoyed. “These guys have sold millions of records. Millions. More records than artists today even imagine selling. Their fans love them, and we are here to support that love.”

			“Do they even sing?” Tyler asked, scoffing, as if the most impressive thing he’d ever done wasn’t taking his father’s sports car for slow, supervised joyrides around a gated community.

			Sarah took a deep breath and ticked off the members of the band on her fingers. “It’s Shawn and Keith Fiore; they’re brothers. Shawn’s the de facto leader, I’d say, you’ll see what I mean. Intense. Keith is the nicest one. Corey West, who you’ll probably recognize from TV, et cetera. Scotty Sanchez and Terrence Campbell. Scotty is the life of the party, a sweetheart; Terrence is kind of a weirdo. There are pictures of them in your packet and on your clipboard. You should know what they look like.” She paused. “With me so far?”

			Tyler nodded, his eyes glassy. There was no hope that this boy was going to retain any useful information. Sarah saw the next few days stretching ahead of her, carrying the entire ship on her back like Atlas. Boy bands had never been her thing either, and she had just turned thirty, which made her ancient compared to Tyler but a decade younger than the low end of Boy Talk’s fan base, not counting the twentysomethings who were there with their mothers. Suddenly, someone in their twenties sounded so young. Tyler looked like an actual baby, even with the neck tattoo. Lexie’s new girlfriend was only seven years younger than she was, but still, it felt vaguely scandalous for anyone Sarah knew to have a girlfriend who had been born in the year 2000. It sounded both impossible and illegal. Thank god the cruise would be filled with middle-aged women—Sarah didn’t think she could take a ship full of Plums right now, women with no memory of taking a quiz that wasn’t on BuzzFeed, for whom 9/11 was a historical fact rather than something they actually remembered.

			“It’s very straightforward. Bobby—he’s their manager—and Shawn and their team communicate well, and everyone else shows up and is super professional. This is our fifth time working together. They’re all cruise pros now.” As was she. Sarah knew what they liked, what they needed. The Serenity Suites were already stocked with enough Diet Coke, Dr Pepper, and Red Bull for a herd of elephants. Sarah wasn’t sure some of the guys consumed anything else the entire four days. She was good at her job, and the job did not include judgment. Sarah became Cruise Sarah (efficient, problem-solving, cheerful) for at least fifteen hours a day. It would be even easier now that Lexie wouldn’t be sending photos of Mr. Whiskers every night before bed, his giant gray body stretched across Sarah’s pillow. Mr. Whiskers was Plum’s problem now. Sarah hoped he bit Plum’s toes every morning with his tiny little razor blade teeth.

			“Okay,” Tyler said. He scratched his fish tattoo. “Cool.” His mouth stayed slightly open, like he too was a giant koi, trying to breathe on land.

			“The guests will mostly be Talkers—that’s what they call themselves. Not all the guests will self-identify that way, but most of them will. They’re not all moms, but they have mom vibes—drunk, horny moms on vacation.” At the word horny, Tyler’s eyebrows flickered with surprise, like he’d just heard his elementary school teacher say a naughty word. Great. Now she was babysitting on top of all her other jobs.

			Middle-aged women were the ideal cruisers because even when they got drunk, they didn’t start fights, and they rarely complained. There would be some heterosexual husbands and some gay men, maybe a hundred total out of the two thousand cruisers. The women were diverse in many ways—race, political views, ability, income bracket—but they were almost all women. More lesbians than Sarah had initially anticipated, which was nice and made sense once she’d thought about it. These were the guys who had launched a million sexual awakenings, and even if they had awakened something other than heterosexuality, they had still been present, like distant guardian angels of puberty. Beautiful teenage boys often looked like middle-aged lesbians anyway.

			“Didn’t Corey, like…” Tyler said. “Get into trouble?” He gestured with his hand, sort of like he was pretending to jerk off. He had a stack of jangly bracelets, big chunky silver things that were going to make noise and annoy her all weekend, she could just tell.

			“It doesn’t matter,” Sarah said. “Not to us. Anyone could get wasted and crash their car and make out with a nineteen-year-old.” She gave Tyler a look. “You hear me? It doesn’t matter to us.” Her phone buzzed. “Hey, Bobby,” Sarah said, chewing on a thumbnail. “Everybody ready? You coming all at once? I can set up whatever you need. The Serenity Suites are ready to go.” It wasn’t unlike trying to take five cats to the veterinarian, with lots of yowling and maybe a little blood drawn. She didn’t envy Bobby his morning’s task.

			“Sure, yeah, we’re ready for ya,” Sarah said. She looked at Tyler, who was staring out at the water. He’d probably never been on a ship before. They still had to cling the elevators with photos, put down the rubber-mat photo floors on Deck 3, hang the vinyl banners from Deck 6 to Deck 4, finish the stage on the lido deck, move the Quiz Show props backstage at the theater. There was so much to do.

			“I’m coming down to the gangway now,” Sarah said. It was game time. The kid would follow her, and if he didn’t, they were still at the dock, and she could send him back onto dry land and do everything herself.
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			Thursday, 9 a.m.

			American Fantasy Cruise Terminal

			Keith and Shawn Fiore stood in an otherwise empty stretch of metal hallways that led from the terminal to the gangway that in turn led onto the American Fantasy. A professional from the cruise line in a tight royal blue nylon uniform—Tonya, Ohio—held them at bay until Sarah from JackRabbit appeared on the other side, ready to welcome them aboard. Through the plexiglass windows, they could see forklifts hoist pallets of suitcases into the ship’s underbelly.

			Tonya smiled a familiar smile—lips closed, eyes wide—one that said I know you, even though she didn’t, not really. The brothers were used to this look, as well as its cousin, Do I know you? It was what Dr. Robert, his therapist, described as “the business of being Keith Fiore,” and it was what they had spent a decent percentage of their time talking about over the years. Usually, the answer was meditation or breathing, something just to get Keith out of his head and back into his body, but for the next few days, there would be no escape. Keith looked at his brother, and Shawn looked at his phone, texting quickly with his thumb. Tonya clutched her walkie-talkie close to her ear and paced with purpose to the end of the gangway and back.

			“Just one minute,” she said, and the walkie-talkie crackled back as if in agreement.

			The Fiore brothers looked most alike when they were wearing their Ray-Bans and baseball hats, which is also when they looked the most like other white men. Not quite six feet, with brown hair and brown eyes. Keith’s cheeks were soft, the way Shawn’s would have been if he hadn’t bought himself a facelift for his fifty-fifth birthday. There was a tiny dot of dried blood on Keith’s neck where he had nicked himself shaving, and he fingered the spot gently.

			“It’s gonna be good, brother,” Shawn said, and clapped Keith on the shoulder. “I’ve got a great feeling about this one.”

			“Yeah? Yeah.” Keith nodded. “Talked to Scotty this morning. Always good to have some Scotty time.” Keith did love Scotty, but he could have seen Scotty somewhere on the mainland. Keith had not wanted to come. He had not wanted to come at all. It had taken all year to psych himself up for it again, and he felt the panic in his stomach begin to bubble. “You gonna come up to Jersey for a few days when we’re done? Be nice to have you home.”

			“If I can, man. But seriously, this is gonna be the best one yet. We’re up two hundred passengers over last time.” Shawn wiggled his butt. It was like he could see Keith’s worry and was trying to deflate it with his ass. Keith nodded—he was used to this kind of brush-off, but that didn’t make it easier to hear. It was hard to get Shawn to do anything that didn’t directly correspond with an agenda.

			Keith didn’t know how you could make a full ship fuller, but Shawn had figured out a way. He always did. There was the world outside Boy Talk and the world inside Boy Talk, and sometimes the worlds seemed like they had hardly anything in common. Were most people thinking about Boy Talk on any given day in the last thirty years? Of course not. But the people who did think about Boy Talk thought of them as often as they thought of their own family members. Keith couldn’t really explain—it sounded like a hallucination—how much the Talkers did for them, the way they bought tickets and posted videos and edited photos and made T-shirts and tagged them on social media and how they continued to show up, year after year, like nothing had ever changed. Like he hadn’t changed. This year, so many people had tried to book tickets that the entire website had shuddered and died, and Shawn had immediately taken to Instagram Live, where he spent two full hours talking to fans via the comments as they waited to book their cabins.

			There had been a hiatus. That’s what they called it, the decade and a half in between Corey breaking up the band and them getting back together. It had meant that Keith was present for most of Madison’s childhood, a lot of good that had done. Shawn got divorced and then remarried. He owned six Papa Fiore’s pizzerias, each of them filled with Boy Talk memorabilia. Scotty put most of his money into nightclubs and came out of the closet. Terrence grew a ponytail and got hired by the Travel Channel to host a show about aliens. Keith had stayed as frugal as his wife and daughter would let him; he turned off lights in empty rooms. He’d made a solo record that even the Talkers had only pretended to like. Keith found it was hard to get Shawn on the phone because he was so busy, but that had always been true. There were certain things that time just didn’t fix, like wanting your brother to ask you how you were doing. Keith had gone to AA meetings and to therapy, where he’d spent the last few years learning how to accept his life as it was rather than whatever it might have been, that the band was both good and bad and so was everything else. He’d gotten off the internet, where he had, in the old days, occasionally looked at the photos that fans sent him, which from time to time were of parts of their bodies without clothes on. He’d invested in childhood friends’ business ventures that sometimes stayed afloat. He sometimes stayed afloat.

			Then there was Corey—Corey West had taken off from whatever tenuous platform they had all been standing on and rocketed upward, out of boy band jail and into the Respectable Famous Person category, which in turn made the ground beneath the rest of them crack, sending them tumbling toward the Earth. Indie movies, superhero movies, a cop show, albums that grown-ups listened to without shame. He’d swaggered in and out of trouble the way only a person with charisma to burn could. A flattering mug shot was as good as being on the cover of People magazine. It somehow made the rest of them seem less famous, the more famous Corey got. No one thought he would ever come back because they represented the squarest part of him, but who remembered gravity on the way up? Corey had come back needing Boy Talk’s sheen of goodness; he’d needed the Talkers’ forgiveness before he could earn anyone else’s. Shawn had loved that so much—saving Corey, beautiful little Corey, his favorite punching bag turned party foil. And now that Corey was back, Keith couldn’t be the one to ruin it for everyone else.

			They’d gotten back together in 2009. Scotty and Terrence hadn’t needed convincing. They both had mortgages and too many cars, and Terrence had an expensive ex-wife. Corey had been a dick, but he’d always been a dick, and there was no better way for him to get back to where he thought he should be. They were all happy enough to dust off their synchronized moves once they got over the initial embarrassment, the are we really doing this shit again feeling. Keith hadn’t wanted to do it, but everyone else seemed like they really did, and Shawn definitely really wanted to do it, and so how could Keith stand in the way? Shawn had pushed—this was for him, it was for Scotty, c’mon, Keith. It was for their mother, still alive then and always wanting her boys onstage together. Shawn had used every screw he had to turn, and after all, Keith thought he’d probably forget his own name before he forgot those hand motions. Point to the left, point to the right, pelvic thrust, pelvic thrust. It wasn’t a comeback—“Don’t call it a comeback,” they said in interviews—because they weren’t returning to the same place they’d left, not even close. It was a new start and a gentler one. And then, despite his initial reluctance, it turned out that Keith actually liked the band better this way, a part-time job. They ran on dad time now, annual cruises and one-off shows for rich people who’d fly them all to Dubai or Silicon Valley for a thirty-minute set. No tour buses, no new records, just giving the people what they wanted often enough to pay all the bills. What was a band, anyway? It wasn’t a family, even though Shawn was his actual brother. It wasn’t even friendship, really. It was a job. It was a relief not to have to carry everything on his own, to have other shoulders to help share the weight.

			The cruise was the most exhausting thing they did. There were certain parts of Keith that had loved the pandemic, though he never would have said so in public, or even in private. He’d barely admitted it to himself, how glad he’d been that even Shawn couldn’t strong-arm the rest of them into doing shows! He loved the actual performing, which was as intoxicating as ever. That’s why people became drug addicts—drugs were easier to get than a theater full of people. Cruises cut out the travel, but they also cut out the escape. They were in the middle of the ocean with thousands of people who knew every word they’d ever sung. All the words they’d spoken, too, and every photo ever taken of them. No one looked at him and saw a has-been or a bloated version of his teenage self or someone who had peaked too early or a moron. They just loved him. If it wasn’t so excruciating, it would have been wonderful.

			In AA, they talked about helping people to help yourself, and that’s what it was—as long as Keith was on the ship, he was making people happy, and that made him feel good. Well, not personally good. There was a movie once about a teenage boy who lived with his mother, and they sucked the life force out of other people to survive, and when Keith saw it, he thought, Yeah. That’s what it feels like. It was like donating blood, the cruise, only instead of blood, it was energy, high fives, selfies, hugs, pelvic thrusts. When he left, he often didn’t get out of bed for a week. Steffani said it was just a hangover, but it wasn’t, at least not the kind she meant. They made five times as much money on the ship as they did at one regular show. Even if Keith didn’t need the money desperately—the royalties were still decent, and he’d made some good real estate decisions as a teenager, go figure—Scotty always did. Terrence had before he’d gotten this alien show; maybe he still did. It was hard to say no to that. Impossible, even.

			The walkie-talkie crackled again, and then Sarah appeared at the other end of the gangway, dressed as usual all in black, in jeans and Doc Martens, as if they were about to sail off into a Norwegian fjord instead of doing a lazy loop around the Bahamas.

			“Thanks, Tonya,” she said. “Hi, guys. Good to see you again.”
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			Thursday, 12:45 p.m.

			American Fantasy Cruise Terminal

			Annie briefly worried that she was at the wrong cruise terminal because all the bags waiting on the curb were so big, the size that someone might need if they were flying overseas for six months, or maybe forever. But no—the Talkers were unmistakable. The concrete sidewalk was filled with women in bedazzled Boy Talk denim jackets, in custom-printed Boy Talk T-shirts, carrying Boy Talk tote bags sewn together from vintage Boy Talk bedsheets. Several women around her had cases of Diet Coke strapped to the top of their suitcases and held elaborate costumes—a disco ball helmet?—tucked under their arms. Annie’s anxiety poked her in the ribs. This wasn’t for her.

			That Annie was here at all was her sister’s fault. That Annie was here alone, which was worse by a large margin, was also her sister’s fault. The cruise was supposed to be Katherine’s forty-fifth birthday present to herself, a sister vacation that was also the culmination of an entire life’s fandom. Annie had been reluctant, and look now! She was right to have been; she should have been more so! Because now Katherine was in Tucson with a broken leg, and Annie was going on the cruise by herself. They had both been fans at the beginning, but Katherine, five years younger than Annie and more in the hero-worship age bracket, had been rabid and still was. She knew all their songs, even the new ones. She had a Boy Talk bumper sticker on her minivan; she had a Boy Talk cell phone case bought off some equally deranged person on Etsy. When Boy Talk got back together in 2009, they announced it on Good Morning America, and Katherine had called Annie on the phone, breathless, imploring her sister to turn on the television, which she did in time to watch the five of them sit there, inexplicably dressed like businessmen from the 1950s in three-piece suits and fedoras, perched awkwardly on stools in a brightly lit studio. Katherine had cried! Annie had listened through the phone’s receiver as her sister gulped and squeaked and thought, This can’t be healthy. On television, the guys looked handsome and fit and like they were cosplaying as grown-ups, though of course they were grown-ups. If Katherine still felt the pulse of her nine-year-old self, Annie’s relationship to herself as a teenager was more like a distant cousin, only on speaking terms at weddings and funerals.

			The cruise organizers had done their best—it was months after the cancellation deadline. They’d refunded Katherine’s half and given Annie a roommate. That was the most they could do. Katherine begged Annie to go—it was the next best thing. “Please,” she’d said on FaceTime from her hospital room. “Please. If you can touch Keith Fiore, it will be worth it.” Keith was Katherine’s favorite, in this life and the next, ad infinitum. She said this as if Annie didn’t know. “You are not dead,” Annie had said to her sister. “Don’t make it sound like I’m going on some quest to avenge you.” Katherine had cried genuine tears. Annie was not planning on touching anyone.

			So here Annie was, sweating in the direct Miami sunshine alone. Her armpits were damp, her neck was damp, everything was damp. It had been a bad year for both sisters. A broken leg looked more dramatic, maybe, got more sympathy nods, but divorce lasted longer. Like a good little sister, Katherine had said all the rights things to Annie—that Chris sucked and she wasn’t going to miss having him as a brother-in-law, but that Claudia was a perfect niece and that therefore the marriage had been worth it. The split hadn’t been dramatic—everyone said it was better for Claudia that way. It was all bad for Annie, but at least it was over. There was a lump of something in her stomach—dread, fear, shame? All the recent hits. Annie closed her eyes for a few seconds and repeated the mantra she had been working on in her meditation app—Feelings are always in motion. This too will pass. She was also getting used to the things that wouldn’t pass—being an aging woman, being a divorced woman, being a woman whose child had grown up and left the nest. When Annie was young, she’d often wanted to push the fast-forward button—there were so many things she’d wanted to get to—but now she didn’t see anything ahead. There was nothing between here and the end, only time.

			Annie pushed her small rolling suitcase across the gleaming black slaughterhouse floors of the Cruise Terminal and followed the stanchions from check-in point to check-in point. Each cruise employee (Steve, Des Moines! Natasha, Bulgaria! Cindy, San Diego!) smiled and wished her well. There were wall-size photos of the American Fantasy hanging in the terminal hall, and everyone paused to have their picture taken. There were little speech bubbles to hold, like at wedding photo booths, that said things like What’s your fantasy? and Boy talk is my American fantasy. That one seemed to be the most popular. Annie posed by herself, standing in front of the giant photo of the ship, and gave an awkward thumbs-up, because she didn’t actually know what her fantasy was, aside from turning invisible and pretending none of this was happening, and she couldn’t think of what else to do with her hands. There were more halls and an escalator, every space crowded with women weighed down by luggage and pillows, like drop-off day at adult sleepaway camp, and Annie was so distracted looking at everyone else that she was surprised to find herself suddenly crossing over the small metal gangway to board the actual ship.

			“Oh!” she heard herself say, as if she’d found herself there by accident.

			Ships seemed inherently tragic, didn’t they? The Titanic, the Lusitania, the ship that Tristan and Isolde were on? Bad things happened on giant boats. Annie wasn’t phobic, but she was wary. Cruises in particular had never appealed to her for all the usual reasons: bacterial diseases, an air of elderly American laziness, buffets in a pandemic world. She’d sold a lot of advertising pages to cruise lines over the years, and even though the photographs were lovely, Annie had never been convinced. Cruises were for people who wanted to travel, but mostly they wanted the comforts of home. To Annie, it felt like a challenge to be dropped into the middle of the ocean inside an experience she wasn’t sure she wanted to have. If everything in her life had been going just terrifically, she would have taken the loss and stayed home.

			There were positives! She was a fifty-year-old woman and no longer felt self-conscious about going places on her own. Annie wished that her sister were there more than anything she had wished for in decades, but it wasn’t a ballroom dancing competition—she would be fine without a partner. Even if she’d been iffy—if she was iffy—about the whole idea, being alone wasn’t the problem. She and Katherine had booked the cruise right after the divorce, an act that had felt like adolescent insolence, in a good way. You want to be young again? I’ll show you young again. Wasn’t that what divorces were about, wanting to rewind the clock? That was part of Katherine’s goal, certainly, to bring Annie back to a more carefree moment in her life. Annie wasn’t sure she believed it was possible, but she’d been willing to humor her little sister.

			Their story wasn’t unique—that was the point of fandoms, wasn’t it, that there were thousands of millions of people just like you? Annie and Katherine had talked about Boy Talk at the kitchen table, babbling over pancakes and bacon. Their parents had teased them about the posters lining the walls in their room. Katherine was a Keith girl. Annie was on the old side—Old! A teenager!—for Boy Talk, and so she liked Shawn. Brothers for sisters! Katherine went on and on about the double wedding, which she acted out with Barbie dolls. Annie had a poster tacked to the ceiling above her bed, Shawn in acid-washed denim and a black leather jacket, scowling like it was a prison mug shot. Oh, she had loved that scowl. There was a Boy Talk member for every kind of girl, that was the whole point. Shawn was the oldest, the one most likely to pelvic thrust at any given moment. Scotty was sporty, the tomboy’s choice. Terrence was aloof and mysterious, the boy band Marlon Brando. Corey was the little one with the high voice, the top pick for the youngest Talkers. He’d grown into a bad boy, the type with motorcycles and a rap sheet, but he’d been just a baby at the beginning. Keith was the dreamboat who could hit the big notes. Annie couldn’t explain calculus or physics or the difference between Celsius and Fahrenheit, but this taxonomy she knew. It didn’t matter if she hadn’t thought about any of it in decades; it was all still there, calcified into place like the fossil of a coelacanth.

			Time was cruel to young love, though. When Annie went to Barnard, her roommate had spied a Boy Talk sticker on her Caboodles and laughed uproariously—“That’s a joke, right?”—to which the only answer had been yes. Annie had been filled with hot shame and that was it, even in her own headphones; Boy Talk suddenly felt embarrassing, a relic from childhood, like a one-eyed teddy bear. She’d severed the relationship on the spot, as if Boy Talk had been a clingy high school boyfriend. That was the thing about long-distance crushes, of course—they didn’t notice when you stopped doing your part. Annie had been awful to Katherine about it when she went home to visit, scoffing at the pictures on their walls, trying to pass the shame like a hot potato, but Katherine, steadfast, refused the gift.

			

			—

			The staff at Opera Weekly all cared about music, of course. Everyone had their favorite divas, their favorite arias, their favorite recordings. There was a Maria Callas camp, a Renée Fleming camp, a Jessye Norman camp. YouTube clips of favorite performances were texted around, often as punch lines to office jokes or to underline a feeling—someone has a cold? Here’s “O soave fanciulla” from La bohème. The understanding at the magazine was that there was a certain level of taste. Jazz, okay. Sondheim, sure. A late-’80s boy band? The whole office lost their minds. It was mortifying. Annie hadn’t known much about opera when she’d started at the magazine other than thinking that it was a sign of maturity, like watching foreign films or doing the New York Times crossword puzzle. Part of an erudite life. That was what she’d been building all this time, after all—one didn’t choose to raise children in New York City to have them listen to Kidz Bop.

			The young staff (particularly on the editorial side, snobs, all of them) clearly thought they’d discovered something revealing and that the idea of a divorced fifty-year-old woman having any kind of sexual desire or passion was high comedy. Even on her side, marketing and sales, everyone had found it hilarious. Ha ha, Annie thought. Ha ha. That wasn’t even what it was! Not really. She’d been a virgin, she’d been a kid. It had nothing to do with sex. Annie wasn’t like Katherine, who still listened to Boy Talk, whose children knew the words to all their hit songs. Annie expected to hide in her room on the boat, to finish the six-hundred-page novel she’d started reading on the plane down from New York, a book about women falling in love with dragons. What made more sense? Dragons or a middle-aged boy band? It was hard to say.

			The magazine had run an interview with a neuroscientist some years ago, a guy who studied the effects of music on the brain, and it had shown that the music one loved in one’s youth imprinted on the brain, literally making its own dopamine pathways, which was why people were always dancing in grocery store aisles. They weren’t just happy; they were actually high on their own brains. Maybe that was why the opera had fewer fans than musical theater—almost no one started listening to opera when they were twelve. Everyone Annie knew would have agreed that music was integral to life and offered a transcendent release from one’s otherwise terrestrial existence. They just wouldn’t have assumed that Boy Talk counted. She wasn’t sure.

			

			—

			Annie walked into what felt like the lobby of a hotel, with a curving staircase leading up, up, up to higher floors. Enormous larger-than-life-size banners of each of the guys hung from balconies a few stories up, each member’s face at least three feet long. Their waistbands—big belt buckles, fingers hooked in their pockets—were affixed to the balcony one story up, which meant that everyone on the main level of the atrium was surrounded by five giant-sized pairs of dark jeans and leather pants. On one side of the room, tucked into the staircase, was a bar with most stools already filled with women sitting hip to hip, their suitcases pulled tight behind them like so many bodyguards. Three glass elevators on the other side of the atrium were decorated with more properly human-scale decals of Boy Talk affixed to the outside of the cars, all five men staring down at everyone as they went up and down, up and down. Corey looked photoshopped in, taller than everyone else, but all of the photos looked digitally manhandled, like none of the men had actually been in the same room at the same time. Annie felt slightly wobbly and then remembered there was no ground under her feet.

			There was an empty DJ booth on a small platform at the base of the elevators, overlooking a giant Boy Talk decal in the middle of the floor. That photo was of the guys as the world knew them best—teenagers mugging for the camera, piled onto each other’s laps like puppies. Annie watched as one woman gently lowered herself onto the floor on top of the decal and took a selfie, her hair spread out behind her like a mermaid’s.

			The wall behind the bar was a repeating picture of George Washington, done Andy Warhol–style, in vibrant colors. The bar itself was hard plastic made to look like slabs of wood—Annie unfolded the ship map she’d been handed and used her pointer finger to search for her location—the Cherry Tree Bar. She pulled her suitcase behind her, excusing herself every thirty seconds when she banged into someone’s legs. Annie counted three men in shirts that read I married a talker and wondered if they’d all married the same one. The built-in pseudo polygamy of thousands of women so devoted to only five men seemed like a natural match for actual polygamy—these women were used to sharing. Her husband—her ex-husband—wouldn’t have come on this cruise for all the money in the world. If they’d still been married, Annie didn’t think she would have either. She tugged the hem of her shirt down where it was riding up and pushed farther into the fray.

			Her cabin was on Deck 2, one floor below the lobby. The air in the hallways smelled like a cleaning solution, bleach-adjacent. Annie looked up and down the length of the ship, and there were half a dozen American Fantasy employees vacuuming in either direction. Some doors had already been kitted out—there had been significant chatter in the Facebook group about door decorations and giveaways, and it reminded Annie of setting up for Halloween trick-or-treaters in her apartment building. She walked past a door that had a photo of Terrence in full ghost-hunter regalia and ransom-style letters that spelled out This room is haunted, We need you, terrence. Annie paused, took a photo, and texted it to her sister. Katherine replied instantly, a string of ghost emojis. There was a door that read This talker just beat cancer with a smiling selfie of a middle-aged woman with her cheek pressed against Shawn’s. More than half the doors she passed had at least one picture of Shawn’s naked torso. Annie counted off—2254, 2256—until she found her room, 2258. The door was open.

			“Hello?” Annie poked her head in and then knocked.

			The room was small but not as much of a sardine tin as Annie had feared. There were two twin beds with a narrow space in between them, a small desk, and a slim plasticky couch. The cabin felt like a modest floating dorm room. A petite sturdy woman was stretching a plush Boy Talk blanket over the bed on the right-hand side, and for a moment, Annie thought it might be another one of the countless American Fantasy employees.

			“Annie?” the woman said. She let the blanket flutter down to the mattress. “I’m Maira. Do you mind that I took that bed?” Maira had blue and purple streaks in her hair and a flowery shirt to match. She was, like most of the women Annie had elbowed past making her way through the throngs at the bar, somewhere on the vast spectrum of middle age that stretched from forty to sixty. The purple made her look young, but she had a knee brace on under her shorts and a certain perimenopausal dullness in her cheeks that Annie recognized from the mirror. There was no discernable difference between the beds, and Annie shook her head. Even if she had minded, she never would have said so. Annie wheeled her suitcase to her side of the room and hoisted it onto the bed.

			“So, you’ve done this before,” Annie said. She knew that Maira had—they’d discussed it in their pre-cruise text exchanges, which had been friendly but brief and in which they had stuck to the most germane questions—if their cabin would be buying the booze package, and the most important question of all—which guy was yours. Maira was a Shawn girl. It was the sort of thing Annie had never been asked before in any kind of serious way and certainly not as an adult. Even over text, it had been clear that Maira was asking a real question. Annie was a Shawn girl too, she’d said, with a shrug emoji. It was a small embarrassment to admit it, and Annie wanted to add a caveat—but not really, not, like, now—but anything she said would have been condescending, and Annie wanted to follow the laws and protocols of the land.

			“Oh yeah, every time, I wouldn’t miss it,” Maira said. “I already saw Shawn. Wanna see?” Maira held her phone in front of Annie, displaying a selfie identical to the one she’d seen on their neighbor’s door.

			“God, so they’re really just like, walking around? Is that safe?” Annie had pictured the cruise more like a safari than a petting zoo—the attractions kept at a distance. Pressing flesh was something that Annie had not previously considered. Katherine would have run out the door, binoculars stuck to her face, giddy, but it made Annie want not to leave the safety of her room.

			Maira frowned. “Shawn loves the Talkers. He’s always saying it. He told me, ‘Good to see you!’ He knows me—he knows all of us in a way. You’ll see—he hosts parties at night, after the theme nights, at like three a.m. You can’t bring your phone.”

			“Okay,” Annie said. Katherine had not mentioned anything happening in the middle of the night, which meant that there were people here who were even more intense—maybe even considerably more intense—than her sister. Annie closed her eyes for a second to let herself be sad that Katherine wasn’t there. Annie was used to being pulled along in Katherine’s friendly wake. Without her sister’s persistent encouragement, the likelihood of Annie hiding in her room increased a thousandfold.

			Looking at her suitcase open on the bed, Annie realized that she hadn’t brought the right things at all—these were the clothes of a person on a regular cruise, of a person sitting poolside and playing shuffleboard. She had drastically underestimated the cosplay aspect of this experience. It made sense—who was here but moms, and who were moms but people who had long ago surrendered their cool, the people who planned the Halloween costumes and the Christmas decorations? Annie briefly considered turning around and running back down the jangly metallic gangway, back through the maze of the terminal, back into Miami proper and the airport and home. She didn’t belong here. Not on her own, not at all.

			Maira checked her watch. “The sail-away party isn’t for two hours, but I bet people are already marking their spots on the deck. I have the perfect place, you’ll see.” Maira crossed her arms. “Have you met them before?”

			“Who, Boy Talk? No.” Annie laughed, as if this were an easily accessible task, open to anyone. “I don’t even know if I’d want to, honestly. Doesn’t it seem kind of weird? Like, for them to be people? I don’t think I need them to be people.”

			Maira rolled her eyes. “Okay,” she said. “We’ll see how you feel when they come out. I’ve met them all like twenty times, and I still lose my shit. I used to work for Scotty—did I tell you that? I know them all. You want to meet them, you’ll see.”

			Annie pulled her laptop out of her bag and set it down on the small desk, where it was already fighting for space with a curling iron and a power strip. “I’m just going to check my email and put on my auto-reply. I’ve heard the service gets spotty once we set out.” Maira nodded approvingly and then sat on her bed, took out her phone, and began to scroll, a long fingernail tapping lightly against the phone’s screen as she flicked.

			It was a Thursday—there shouldn’t have been anything pressing, and the magazine had known for months that she was going away—so Annie was surprised to see an email from her boss pop up. She leaned in.

			Dear Annie, it read. We know the timing of this is awkward, but we also thought that you having a few days to absorb this info might be useful (and in such a joyous environment!). Annie felt her stomach clench. Along with the business manager and our managing editor, we have decided that upon your return, we are going to slightly rearrange the marketing team. Exciting changes afoot! You will be working directly with Kayla, who has done such a terrific job during her internship that we’ve decided to bring her on full-time. You two would both be working with the marketing team (each other), and though Kayla’s title would technically make her your boss (you’ve seen her TikToks!), that’s really a matter of semantics. Annie skimmed the rest of the email, mostly to make sure that it wasn’t a badly worded joke, then slowly lowered the laptop screen until it was closed and blinked at herself in the mirror. Not a joke.

			“You okay?” Maira asked.

			“I think—I…Well. Well, no. I just got demoted, and my new boss is our intern.” Kayla was practically minutes older than Annie’s daughter. She had a sixty-four-ounce water bottle and an app on her phone that told her when to drink it. To Annie’s knowledge, Kayla had never even been to the opera. When Annie started at Opera Weekly, Kayla had been in the fifth grade. Surely there’d been a mistake. Annie had spent more than a decade building relationships with people at all kinds of companies—luxury brands who advertised in the magazine, companies that wanted their logo on a backdrop behind the divas at award shows, at showcases, at fundraising luncheons. She would call Geoff. She picked up the phone and pressed the button next to his name.

			It rang three times before Geoff answered. He took a deep breath, and Annie giggled involuntarily, her nerves escaping through her throat.

			“Hey, Geoff,” Annie started. “Um.” She hadn’t really thought through what she would say to him.

			“Annie,” Geoff began, his voice friendly. “Ship to shore! Got my email? You know what the numbers are like. This is the sound of dinosaurs collapsing into the tar pit. We’re the brachiosauruses, you and me. Brachiosauri?”

			Geoff was ten years her senior, so close to retirement that he could almost kiss it. He wasn’t a bad guy, and Annie almost felt like apologizing, hearing him say what was clearly the truth, but then she remembered that he had just made her subservient to her idiot baby of an intern, and she got mad. “Yeah, well,” Annie said, “this feels bad, Geoff. Kayla’s never even done a request for proposal on her own.” It was as harsh a thing as she’d ever said to him. RFPs were her bread and butter—Annie could do them in her sleep.

			She could hear his chair roll around on the floor. The younger people all worked from home as much as they could, from their beds, as far as Annie could tell, but Geoff was always in the office. Annie could picture every inch of it—the photos of him and his wife, Deborah, in front of the pyramids, in front of the Eiffel Tower, in front of Big Ben, like all they did was go on vacation and find something huge to stand in front of. Deborah had given Annie a wide berth since her divorce, though of course Deborah had written to say how sorry she was, that she’d always liked Chris. What a terminally stupid thing to say. Annie didn’t need to know who liked Chris! She needed to know who had always thought that he wasn’t good enough for her. Deborah didn’t get it. She and Geoff were going to be married until he dropped dead, and then she would just go to the opera and the ballet with her friends instead until she died too.

			“I know,” Geoff said. “I feel bad too. But they love those TikToks.” They were the board. They didn’t have TikTok accounts, but their grandchildren did. There had been a #MeToo debacle and a DEI debacle, and the board was scared, Annie got it. They were trying not to drop into the tar pits themselves. Across the room, Maira shifted her seat on the bed, which made a squeaking sound. Annie caught her eye in the mirror and tried to jerk her mouth into a smile, which didn’t quite work.

			Geoff was still talking, but Annie was distracted and had missed the first part of his sentence. “…try to have fun, okay? Are you on the boat already?”

			Annie swallowed. “Yup.” It didn’t really feel like they were on the water, but she had crossed a bridge, and she could see the Cruise Terminal out the small window between the two beds.

			“Listen, think it over. We’ll talk next week. Have fun, okay? Buh-bye, okay? Buh-bye.” Geoff hung up, and so Annie did too.

			For a few seconds, the room was quiet.

			“Well, we got the drink package, right?” Maira asked. It had seemed expensive—fifty dollars a day for all the booze you could drink. Annie had imagined it being something out of a mid-century movie musical, waiters in nautical outfits, elegant dancers gliding across marbled floors. Surely she’d want a glass of champagne here and there. Annie nodded. “Then let’s go,” Maira said. “Won’t fix it, but it might make it feel better for a minute or two. Plus, the guys? Come on.”

			“Okay,” Annie said. She felt suddenly very grateful to this stranger, a woman with a plan. “That sounds like a good idea to me.”
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			Thursday, 2 p.m.

			Deck 7

			The Sanctuary and Serenity Suites took up half of Deck 7, the other half of which was only accessible from the aft elevators, with a security guard stationed at either door, just in case a guest somehow found themselves there by accident, or by assiduously exploring every available inch of the ship in search of more personal contact with members of the band. American Fantasy employees, three JackRabbit employees, and the band’s management were the only ones with keys, which meant that the entire space was more or less impenetrable from the outside. Penetrations almost always took place when a Serenity Suites resident invited a guest to join them, and that hadn’t happened since before Terrence’s second marriage.

			Sarah was unpacking the welcome lunch in the hospitality suite. She loved the Sanctuary because it was quiet—the artists, like everyone else, slept like babies on cruise ships and would often nap for hours in the middle of the day—but also because it had the best art on the ship. She didn’t know how American Cruise Corporation could afford to license all the art they did, but American Fantasy had them all: Edward Hopper’s lonely people staring out of the walls of the theater, Jackson Pollock splatters on the lido deck, Andy Warhol behind the bar on Deck 3, Keith Haring– and Jean-Michel Basquiat–themed carpets in the casino, John Singer Sargent portraits in the Amelia Earhart dining room with Peter Max clouds floating overhead. There had briefly been an Alexander Calder–style mobile in the center of the atrium between Deck 3 and Deck 6, but it quickly proved too dangerous during rough seas and had to be removed. The Sanctuary was her favorite, though, filled with Georgia O’Keeffe reproductions—all four walls surrounding the pool were lacquered white with pale pink flowers painted on top, their petals and pistils three feet high. As Sarah liked to say to new hires, who were visibly jarred upon their first viewing of the Sanctuary, it was like having a Honey, I Shrunk the Kids moment with a wall of the world’s largest vaginas.

			“Hey, Sarah,” Bobby said as he walked through the open doorway. He opened his arms for a hug. Bobby was the softest of the Boys’ entourage, a short Black man with a domed Buddha stomach and an easy smile.

			“So good to see you,” Sarah said. “Everybody settling in? Gave you your favorite room.”

			“I see that, I see that.” Bobby looked over his shoulder. “Listen, before everyone else comes in, I had a question—”

			“Shoot,” Sarah said.

			“On the list of rooms, there’s a Jonathan something? Who is that? One of your people? I thought by now I knew everyone at JackRabbit.”

			“No, that came through Shawn a few weeks ago. It’s one of his guests. Jonathan Schenk, I think? He’s from Florida—I needed all his info to book the room. You weren’t cc’d on that, huh? I honestly didn’t notice. Everything okay?”

			Bobby nodded. “Sure.”

			“Who’s ready for some fucking Whac-A-Mole!” Scotty called from the hallway. That was what they called it when one member of the band popped out of their room, driving the rest into hiding. It was one of their little jokes, that no one except Shawn really wanted to be here and that they would all rather be hiding in their rooms. Scotty had gotten blonder in his middle age—his hair stuck up in artful peaks, a sun-kissed mountain range. Half of his teenage press photos featured him twirling a basketball, and in the other half he was balancing a soccer ball on his knee. In middle age, he was still carefully tan and dense with muscle. Sarah didn’t know if Scotty knew all the parts of speech or how to do long division, but he could probably name all the muscles in his body. There were different kinds of intelligence in the world. No one minded being with Scotty—all the other guys had various levels of prickliness with each other, things Sarah had had to learn when scheduling their travel and room placement, but Scotty was universally liked.

			“Bobbito!” Scotty said, loading up a small plate with grapes and tightly rolled pieces of prosciutto. They fist-bumped.

			“Everyone else coming?” Bobby asked.

			Scotty rolled his eyes. “Sure.”

			Sarah clapped her hands together. “I’m on it.”

			

			—

			The first suite was Shawn’s. Sarah gave a polite knock and put her ear close to the door for a moment before moving on down the hallway to Keith’s room. He popped out of his room quickly, like he’d been waiting to be summoned.

			“How are you doing, Keith?” Sarah asked. She had seen photos of every angle of every stage of Keith’s face, and she just had to take it for granted that things were different in the ’80s, in a good way, more forgiving of actual human variety. He’d had a truly horrible haircut, sort of like an atom bomb’s mushroom cloud, and teeth that only an orthodontist could love. With his veneers and his close-cropped hair, Keith now looked like the longest-standing employee at a nice restaurant—somewhere the servers had to wear ties. He wore glasses most of the time that he wasn’t onstage, and his hair had a light stippling of gray at the temples. He didn’t seem to be fighting as hard as the rest of the guys to remain forever unchanged. Sarah liked Keith best.

			“Oh, I’m all right,” Keith said, kicking the toe of his sneaker against the carpet. “Happy to be here,” which didn’t seem remotely true, but she appreciated his effort. He was chewing gum, which Sarah knew was either nicotine gum or regular gum that would shortly be replaced by nicotine gum. His was the only room where she had placed an ashtray. There wasn’t supposed to be any smoking on the ship except in the designated areas, but Sarah had seen how many people came up to Keith every time he was on the smoking deck and how many people went there specifically just to find him, which seemed like a breach of conduct, and she trusted him not to set his cabin on fire.

			Sarah knocked on the next door, and after a moment, Terrence pulled it open. “Oh, hey, sorry,” he said, rubbing his cheeks. “We were napping.” He propped the door behind him, giving a clear view of his wife, Kelsey, pulling on her jeans. She was Sarah’s age, easily twenty years younger than her husband. They were newlyweds and had sex whenever and wherever possible, including in unused rooms on the ship. Last year, before they were married, Sarah had interrupted them on top of the air hockey table while she was walking through the arcade to get to one of the interior staircases. There were other cruises for that—no doubt Terrence would have enjoyed a swingers cruise more than his own. Not Sarah—on the production end, those were the worst, because you had to bring aboard your own cleaning crew because the regular housekeeping staff refused to deal with that many condoms, that much semen, all those sheets. If Scotty was the most liked, Terrence was the opposite. Sarah couldn’t help but agree.

			“Okay, we’ve got three,” Sarah said. She clicked the button on her walkie-talkie. “Anyone seen Shawn?”

			“He texted me and said he’d be right back,” Terrence said. He rolled his eyes. “Anyway, we’ll meet you in the greenroom. Kelsey’s just finishing getting dressed.”

			Sarah nodded and watched Terrence close the door, knowing he would be coming out again no sooner than twenty minutes later. She turned around to face Keith, who was waiting next to her.

			“You go in,” she said. “I’ll round up your brother. Or not. But have something to eat, chill out, whatever you want.”

			“Thanks, Sarah,” Keith said. He paused there for a moment, looking at the floor. Keith was the only member of the band who got seasick, and so he wore a patch behind his ear, a little white dot that sent anti-nausea medication into his bloodstream. Lots of people wore them, but on Keith, it struck Sarah as extra tender and proof to the thousands of Talkers that he was a real person, not just a breathing cardboard cutout of a childhood fantasy. “See you in there.” He turned around and walked slowly down the hall. Sarah watched to make sure he didn’t vanish back into his room.
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			Thursday, 2:20 p.m.

			Deck 7

			When Shawn finally barreled in, his sunglasses were still on, and the armpits of his shirt were dark with sweat. Keith watched everyone else rearrange themselves to make room for his brother. Bobby was leaning against the wall, one hand holding a plate of crudités that he rested lightly against his chest. Shawn made his way across the room and opened his arms for a hug, and Bobby moved his plate out of the way, clapping one hand around Shawn’s wide back.

			The cruise was the one time they would all be in the same room all year. In the old days, it was solid months at a time, more on the road than off, an endless kaleidoscope of tour bus bunks and interchangeable hotel rooms. Now they could all go months without speaking to each other, let alone seeing one another face-to-face. Keith saw his brother when he came back to Jersey, and he’d see Scotty if Keith was in LA for longer than a day or two, but otherwise, they were all like high school friends, scattered to the winds and in touch mostly via text on each other’s birthdays. Keith didn’t know how much Corey talked to the other guys—maybe he only talked to Shawn. Keith certainly never heard from him. Nobody liked to Zoom, and so they hardly ever did that either.

			Shawn and Bobby let go of each other, and when they did, Keith noticed the man standing behind Shawn’s shoulder.

			“Yes, yes,” Shawn said, rubbing his hands together. “I’ve been waiting to introduce you. Bobby, guys, this is Jonathan. Jonathan, this is Bobby and the guys.”

			The man was tall and burly, younger than they were, probably, but too old to be called young. He had dark brown hair pulled back into a bun and a beard that covered the half zipper on his fleece. Shawn had always collected people—it was his gift, both in the band and out, corralling people into his life from all different places. He’d probably met him at the airport.

			“What’s up, man?” Bobby said, extending a hand. “Nice to meet you.”

			Jonathan smiled. “Cosmic,” he said. “I knew you were going to say that.” Jonathan grabbed Bobby’s hand with both of his own and just held it for a moment instead of doing the more arduous work of an actual handshake. He reminded Keith of Father Michael from St. Joseph’s, one of the Fiore family’s favorite priests, whose gaze had always felt both glittering and dangerous. “I’ve been so looking forward to this. Shawn has told me so much about you.” He spun around the room and held everyone else’s hands too, like he was running for president of all hippies.

			Shawn grabbed a Red Bull out of a bucket full of them and handed Jonathan a bottle of water. Jonathan did a strange prance in place, his feet landing toe-first, then heel.

			“I have to move after flights, get my qi going again,” Jonathan said in explanation. He crossed his arms over his chest and swiveled from side to side in a stretch. He was talking to all of them now, smiling and winking. Maybe he was running for president. Shawn had waded into the political waters once before, and half the Talkers got so mad that Keith didn’t think his brother would do it again, but you never knew what Shawn was going to do. His next idea was always his best.

			Shawn nodded. “Jonathan’s my new coach,” he said. He slid his baseball hat off his head and then put it back on. Shawn did that when he was nervous. He’d had his hairline redone, and it was thicker now, the black pinpricks having grown into actual hair.

			“Oh, yeah?” Bobby said. The room was quiet—everyone had been waiting for Shawn, and so now everyone was listening but pretending not to.

			“Executive coach, holistic adviser,” Jonathan said. “People call it different things.” He nodded, as if agreeing with himself.

			“Cool,” Bobby said. He raised an eyebrow at Keith, who shook his head in return.

			“No, really, man, I think this is going to be great. Jonathan and I have been having really deep conversations about what it means to be a leader, what it means to have a team. About our legacy. It’s real alpha stuff.” Shawn put his hat back on and smoothed the sides of his head with his hands.

			“There’s always an alpha wolf,” Jonathan said. “Sometimes creatives forget that. I’ve helped a lot of artists find their inner wolf.” He held a business card in between two of his fingers. Keith watched as Bobby took it carefully, like it might be electric. Wolf Management + Production, it said, with Jonathan’s name and numbers underneath in embossed black type.

			“I just think, with everything…” Shawn said. This meant Corey getting into trouble. “It’s a good time for new ideas.” Keith’s stomach churned. Boy Talk was not known for their new ideas. It was both the best and worst thing about them, their predictability.

			“I’m just here to support,” Jonathan said. “To help you all make the best decisions possible and to make sure all the aspects of the organization are functioning the way they should. We’re gonna kick some tires, have some conversations. Maybe howl at the moon.” He smiled. “It’ll be fun.”

			Shawn was nodding, which made everything Jonathan was saying feel worse. Keith felt sick. It was unfair for Shawn to spring this on them like this. To spring it on him. They’d been together all morning, and Shawn hadn’t said a word. He wondered what else Shawn wasn’t telling him, who Shawn was calling instead. And anyway, Bobby was the one who kicked tires, who forced them to all get on the phone, who bought the plane tickets and negotiated the deals. The room was silent now. Everyone was waiting for Bobby to respond.

			“Sure,” Bobby said. “Of course.”

			Shawn exhaled. “Okay, party people,” he said, turning to face the rest of the group. “Let’s get this shit started.”

			Scotty groaned. Terrence cupped his hand around his wife’s bottom. Bobby nodded his head, and Keith offered him up a small smile. It wasn’t the energy that Shawn wanted, Keith knew, and so he clapped his hands, too. He was a good little brother, always had been, ready to cheer.
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			Thursday, 2:29 p.m.

			Deck 3

			The team in the terminal radioed to say Corey West was there, ready to board, and so Sarah walkied her team on Deck 3 and had them set up some stanchions—everyone was on the ship, 2,172 guests and 1,535 staff, and the idea of letting Corey West just walk through the hordes on his own would not fly. Terrence could probably get away with it, but not Corey. The sail-away party would start at 4:30, and an hour later, the horns would honk and the black smoke would bellow and the American Fantasy would finally be on the move. Corey was cutting it close, as usual.

			Sarah had help—the guys had security, all enormous and dopey puppy dogs with intimidating game faces—plus a handful of the JackRabbit guys, not that that idiot Tyler would do any good. Sarah was pretty sure that Scotty had slept with one of the security guys, but that was none of her business. Lars was a freckly redhead with a body like a gladiator, and she understood. She didn’t need the beefcakes for this, though—it was broad daylight, and no one had had the time to get wasted. Sarah went alone to greet Corey.

			“Send him over,” Sarah said. She stood on the deck and watched as a Cruise Terminal employee, blushing, hurried to keep pace with Corey West as he strode up the metal walkway. Sarah was surprised to think of him that way—first name, last name—even as he was walking toward her. Professionalism would have kept her from admitting it, but Corey was different than the other guys, even to Sarah. They dressed terribly, Boy Talk, like suburban dads or Miami club douches, depending on the time of day, and it was refreshing to see a middle-aged man who knew how to put clothing on his body. Corey West was tall, with long legs in a pair of faded blue jeans, and he looked good. More to the point, he knew that he looked good. It wasn’t fair that someone who had done as many drugs as Corey West had no doubt done could make it to fifty looking this handsome. For about thirty seconds, Sarah was the only one on board who could see Corey, and she felt a tiny surge of adrenaline. It wasn’t brain surgery, what she did, or hostage negotiation, but this moment wasn’t nothing. Sometimes Sarah thought about all the logistics that had to fall into place to make this weekend happen—any of the trips they organized—and it felt like getting a man to the moon. At least astronauts always wanted to go.

			The screams—high-pitched and sharp, like an ambulance—began the second Corey’s foot hit the deck. Sarah ducked at first, unsure what was happening, but Corey looked up and smiled. A crowd had gathered on either side of the roped-off corridor. Talkers in matching T-shirts; Talkers with cameras held aloft, selfie-ready; Talkers with frozen, wide eyes, unable to believe what they were seeing. The luck! The timing! They were stuck on a ship together—he wasn’t running onto a waiting airplane or out a back door; he was joining them for four entire days and nights, but that didn’t stop the screaming. Sarah watched as Corey turned to wave, his Louis Vuitton duffel in one hand and his cell phone in the other. He was wearing sunglasses too, most of the guys did, a thin layer of self-protection, one small screen between them and the fans, like a cat’s extra eyelid. There would be women on board who didn’t love him the way they used to, because they’d believed him when he said he was getting sober, or because they thought the woman he’d been seen with was too young for him, or because they’d had enough of his shenanigans, but those women were not standing on Deck 3.

			Sarah stuck out her hand. “Hi, Corey—Sarah, from JackRabbit.” They’d met half a dozen times before, on this exact ship, but Sarah knew better than to expect him to remember her name. She’d been an assistant when they first met, and Corey hadn’t looked her straight in the eye until the third cruise. Speaking of assistants, where was Tyler? He was supposed to be behind her, but she’d lost him somewhere en route. “If you need anything, it’s me. Let’s get you to your room.”

			Corey stuck out a pinkie from the hand holding the phone, and Sarah shook it with two fingers as they moved quickly toward the closest elevator bank. She had one waiting for her and closed the door behind them. The screams stopped, and they were alone.

			“How was your flight?” Sarah asked.

			“Fine,” Corey said, and then offered a small puff of air, as if already exhausted. Sarah excused a lot of behavior like this from the acts—they were performing, and it was tiring. Sarah understood. She didn’t want to make them feel like they had to be on any more than they actually had to be. That was fair enough.

			“Well, glad you made it,” Sarah said. “Shawn and Bobby can go over pretty much everything with you, and in your room there’s a list of numbers to call for food, drinks, anything you might need. My number’s on there too. Here we are.” The elevator slowed and then stopped on Deck 7, and Sarah held out her hand, indicating for Corey to exit first.

			“After you,” he said, pointing with his long arm toward the door, and so Sarah walked out before he did, which was good, because there were a few Talkers waiting outside the Sanctuary door, their bodies visibly vibrating with excitement, and one stone-faced security guard who was issuing them back toward the staircase.

			“Oh, it’s fine,” Corey said. He approached the women, who each held out something for him to sign—a baseball hat’s brim, a piece of paper, an arm. “I can’t sign your arm,” he said to the last one, a small brunette who looked like she might burst into tears.

			“I’m so glad you’re here,” the woman said, the words choking out of her throat, and then she did burst into tears. Corey spread his arms and gave her a quick hug, and by the time he was done, the Sanctuary door was open, and he hurried inside, Sarah behind him, blocking the way.

			“Sorry about that,” Sarah said once the door was shut behind them. “The guards are supposed to make sure no one lingers. That shouldn’t happen every time you open that door, we’ll make sure. They must have just gotten there.” She expected Corey to be pissed off—this was part of the deal that the American Fantasy offered bands: privacy, space, safety. Instead, he turned and looked at her with the first genuine smile he’d given her and said, “They don’t give a shit, do they?”

			The company had talked about this. Bobby and Sarah had talked about this. It had been discussed repeatedly, all up and down the food chain. The Talkers were probably talking about it too, and the gossip accounts and the Daily Mail. The official line was that there was no official line. Corey had posted an apology on his Instagram, and everyone else had been instructed not to comment. The insurers were probably the most worried, but it wasn’t like Corey was driving the boat. Sarah honestly didn’t think it was such a big deal—if anything, expecting perfection from human beings was more of a stretch. Marriage was a tool of the patriarchy.

			“No,” Sarah said. “I don’t think they do.”

			“Ha!” Corey said. “It’s the fucking twilight zone. I love it.”

			Sarah watched as Corey brightened, as if a tiny light bulb had been switched on inside his body. If the Talkers had seen him then, they would have burst into flame.

			There was a knock on the door, and Sarah pulled it open. Tyler stood on the other side, panting. He held up his key card as if it were a police badge. “Sorry,” he said. “I missed the elevator, so I just ran up the stairs.”

			“Let’s go,” Sarah said, and waved to Corey as she zipped back to the other side of the door and pulled it shut behind her. As soon as the door closed, she gave Tyler a gentle flick on the arm. “Next time, keep up.”
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			Thursday, 4:29 p.m.

			Deck 9

			There were, it seemed to Annie, too many people on the boat. At least if the whole thing toppled over now, everyone could swim the ten feet back to shore. It would make the local news, but it wouldn’t be a mass tragedy. Annie shuddered. If she was waiting for a subway and it arrived looking this crowded, she would let it pass and wait for the next one. The women on the lido deck were standing shoulder to shoulder, everyone in full sun. The DJ (“DJ Pancake!” he shouted every two or three songs, perhaps to remind the assembled that they were listening to the work of a human and not a playlist) kept up a steady stream of songs that everyone knew the words to: Madonna, Prince, Bon Jovi—the kind of soundtrack they played at baseball stadiums to keep people awake. Annie and Maira had come up early and grabbed two barstools at one of the tiki bars, but the space between them and the small metal stage had filled with Talkers, so many sweating bodies already burning in the sun.

			All around the deck, homemade vinyl banners had been affixed to the metal guardrails—clearly hung by Talkers themselves. Was that allowed, to just decorate a ship? It seemed like it shouldn’t be. One read Hola from Spain! and had cutouts of the guys’ faces superimposed on a Spanish flag, and the one next to it said Talkers! Jennifer needs a kidney—are you a match? Annie had to read it several times to make sure she understood that a woman was literally looking for a kidney donor on a cruise ship, but there it was. Maira saw her take it in and said, “Oh, yeah. Last year, there was a match, so now people know it works.” She shrugged.

			There were small roped-off sections for Talkers in wheelchairs, which Annie felt surprised by at first, and then felt ashamed at her surprise. Shame was the blanket feeling, overriding everything else temporarily. The shame of what she was doing, which had been couched in some form of giddy humor, of irony, of sisterly hijinks, now seemed naked and obvious. She was divorced, she was fifty, she was a hormonal mess on a ship of middle-aged women still lusting after their childhood crushes, she was working for a child who didn’t know the difference between a soprano and a mezzo, a child who probably thought Swatch watches would pay as much money as Rolex on an ad spend. Her sister wasn’t there to make it seem like a fun group activity. Alone, Annie felt deranged, like she was on an ice floe, floating away from civilization on purpose. It was a colossal mistake. She was stuck here now when she should be back in New York, doing things that made sense, like lying on the couch in her sweatpants, crying into her cat’s furry stomach.

			“So this teenager is my boss now,” Annie said. “I can only imagine what that’s going to feel like. What kind of added value is she going to suggest, a group trip to Sephora to sample skin care products? Oh god, she probably would, and they’d love it. It’s going to be like that Robert De Niro movie—did you see that?” Annie could tell that Maira could only hear every fifth word, but Annie found that she couldn’t quite stop talking anyway. “It was actually a pretty decent movie.”

			Maira was being a very good sport and going back to the bar to get them more drinks whenever they were through. Annie had learned some basic facts about her roommate so far: Maira was from New Jersey, like Boy Talk, and her cousin had gone to the same middle school as Terrence and Scotty. She worked part-time as a receptionist at an orthodontist’s office and had helped Scotty with his various endeavors remotely, a job she had clearly relished more than making children’s dentist appointments. She was married to a man named Gerry, she had three kids who were all grown up, and she had seen Boy Talk every time they’d ever been on tour and been on every cruise, the kind of habit that could certainly have paid for an extremely luxurious month in the south of France. She had a loud, brassy voice and an easy laugh, and if she was at all unhappy about rooming with a stranger, she didn’t show it. Annie was grateful for that.

			Maira came back with two tall, curvy glasses of something called a Sexy Sunrise, which was not the sort of thing Annie usually drank, or ever even really considered in her life before, but it seemed that Sexy Sunrises were necessary. They were sweet and slushy and alcoholic, offering a slippery slope into oblivion. Annie had made it all the way to the bottom of the glass when DJ Pancake abruptly shut off the music, and a giant countdown began to flash on the jumbotron behind the stage. Women stood in the shallow pool just beneath the balcony, cheered, and held their drinks over their heads as if in offering. It reminded Annie of the final scene in Dialogue of the Carmelites, where the nuns get decapitated one by one but are in such a frenzy they don’t even seem upset about it, so rabid is their devotion.

			“You can get the next ones,” Maira said, then, when she realized what was happening, added “Oh shit!” Maira set down her drink and quickly patted her pockets to find her phone, which she switched on, recording a video. The numbers flashed on the screen—10, 9, 8, and the crowd was screaming so loud that Annie cupped her hands over her ears. The woman next to Annie began to cry, and nothing had happened yet. When the clock hit 0, everyone screamed even louder. Annie watched as Boy Talk appeared on the balcony just beneath the video screen. She’d meant to take out her phone to film a video for Katherine, but now it was too late—Boy Talk was already there. The sound was truly deafening. She’d packed earplugs, but they were back in the room.

			The men stood in a row, shoulder to shoulder—Shawn in sunglasses and a baseball hat, Scotty in short-shorts and clean white sneakers, Terrence chewing gum and doing finger guns at the crowd, Keith waving with both hands, his T-shirt riding up a tiny bit and revealing a slim band of skin. There was something about that little strip of pale belly that seemed too intimate to Annie, and so she turned her head and didn’t see as Corey West joined them on the balcony with his arms crossed over his chest. The crowd lost their minds, the volume increased so much that the guys all had to laugh. The men looked excited to be there, even standing in the hot, direct sun. They were still handsome and fit—more so than most of the men Annie knew, at least on the outside.

			“Are we mad at Corey? As a group, I mean?” Annie shouted into Maira’s ear. It was impossible to discern if anyone cared about Corey’s very public indiscretions.

			“Honestly, no,” Maira said. “I mean, there’s a lot of talk about it in the Facebook groups, of course, but I think for the people who are here, no. Honestly, he could run someone over, and the Talkers would say That guy came out of nowhere.” The crowd cheered again, as if in agreement.

			DJ Pancake handed Shawn a microphone, and his voice, so familiar to her still, boomed, “Who’s ready for the best weekend of their lives?” That’s when Annie burst into tears. The tears bubbled up like a fountain and streamed down Annie’s cheeks. It wasn’t demure crying, the kind that could be dabbed away with the corner of a handkerchief. These came from somewhere deep, an internal cave system that Annie had never spelunked into, at least not in several decades. Maira put a hand on her shoulder. “I told you,” Maira said. Annie wanted to argue, to say no, it was the sun in her eyes and the Sexy Sunrise and having a millennial boss—No! A Gen Z boss!—and going on her first vacation alone in her entire life. She was crying for all those reasons, but seeing these men in person, it was the straw and she was the camel’s back. Maybe it hadn’t been a mistake after all.

			She had known that they would be there. That was the first question anyone asked when Annie begrudgingly told people where she was going—“Are they really going to be there?”—but in the moment, she was still surprised. These men had woken up wherever they had woken up, they had ridden in airplanes and taxicabs and they crossed the trip-trap little bridge to this floating island where they were the only men in the world who mattered, and now Annie discovered that she too could not quite believe it despite having paid for the experience, like she’d fallen through the looking-glass into a world she hadn’t quite known existed. Is this what Katherine’s life was like in Tucson, still full of childish wonder? Katherine was a pediatric speech pathologist and spent her day readjusting small children’s mouths. It couldn’t be like this.

			Annie turned to the women standing around her. Comparison was deadly, every woman who’d survived middle school knew that—but Annie couldn’t help it. It was a sea of bodies, and she was in the middle of it, a single drop of water. Some of the women were thin and some were heavy, but they were all three-dimensional, complete with cellulite dimples and waggly upper arms and soft bellies, bellies that had done the work of carrying children, of living full, complicated lives. Just like Boy Talk had left their mysterious adult selves behind on the mainland, so had these women—husbands, children, jobs, problems—and now they were transformed into whatever had come before. Their original forms. Annie’s body was healthy. She went to the YMCA and rode a stationary bike; she walked around Central Park. Not one person on this ship would make her feel like her body should look any different than it did, and that made her feel weightless and beautiful. They were all weightless and beautiful. The company should have printed that on the brochures. Maybe the cruise lines would hire her, and she’d suggest it. Know your demographic, that was the most important rule of marketing.

			Annie squinted at the five men. Terrence looked strange, now slightly grizzled and sinewy, but the other four had somehow retained the core of their charm, even as they’d gone from soft-cheeked teenage boys to whatever this was. She suddenly had so many questions for her sister, information that Katherine would be spilling over with—what the hell had these guys been doing since she stopped paying attention? When had Shawn started to look like this, and were those really his teeth? Were they all married? Did they have families? Annie had been expecting them all to look the same as the last time she saw them, whenever that was. It was actually such a feminine way to go through the world—people commenting on your looks, strangers pawing at you, people projecting their sexual fantasies on you while you were just trying to do your job.

			A Boy Talk song started to play and the men jogged down a staircase and then reappeared on the stage at the center of the deck, only ten feet from Annie’s stool. The men split off, each of them pointing their eyes and hands toward a different section of the crowd. Keith was closest to the tiki bar, and he waved at them—at her, sure, she supposed, but at all of them, as a group, as a synecdoche, as the representatives of every girl who had ever loved Boy Talk in the history of the world. Keith Fiore smiled more widely than she’d ever seen him smile in his life, and Annie couldn’t help it, she smiled back as if he was looking straight at her, like she was smiling at a child staring out the window of a departing school bus. It was an involuntary reaction, exactly the way she’d felt when she took Claudia to Disney World when she was seven—when Mickey Mouse waved, it hadn’t felt like some twentysomething Floridian actor in a furry suit was waving at them, it had been goddamn Mickey Mouse, and she and Claudia had both squealed with delight. Katherine would have been jumping up and down, hysterical. Annie was surrounded by Katherines. Annie felt like a chaperone, mostly, except for the tears, which had stopped. Keith jogged over to the other side of the stage, and suddenly it was Shawn and Scotty, their arms thrown over each other’s shoulders, and everyone screamed more—it wasn’t just seeing Boy Talk or hearing their voices, this crowd wanted to touch them, and Annie saw the poster over her childhood bed, and this man standing in front of her, and it felt impossible that they were the same, a mathematical improbability, but a good one.

			The ship’s horn blared, and clouds of black smoke billowed from the exhaust pipe behind the screen. The American Fantasy was moving away from the dock. The men weren’t singing, though each of them now held a microphone—a song played over the speakers, and they were singing along without holding the mics to their mouths, off and on, clapping their hands, pointing to the crowd. It reminded Annie of dancers at a bar mitzvah—it was their job to pump up the crowd and to be the objects of lusty screams. Scotty came close to the edge of the stage and unbuttoned his shirt, revealing a totally hairless torso that looked like an aging Ken doll, all smooth tan bumps. Annie covered her eyes with her hands—it was too much to take in. Maira was singing along, but Annie didn’t know the words, or she didn’t at first, but after about a minute, she had most of them. Maira was swiveling her hips to the beat, and Annie let her chin nod along. The song was about dancing, or about dancing as a metaphor for sex, and the guys were dancing, and the women on the deck were dancing, everyone in their safe, separate areas, all of them propelling the ship away from Miami and into the ocean, where they could finally be alone together.
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			Thursday, 6:57 p.m.

			Deck 7

			Keith had gone back to his room after the sail-away party—they had a little while to chill before the Quiz Show, and the rule on the ship was to take a rest whenever the opportunity presented itself. He’d forgotten to put on sunscreen, a rookie mistake, and his ears and neck had gone bright pink in the hour they’d been on the deck. Keith was tired, and he was hot, and they were only getting started. The Talkers weren’t complaining, though, so he shouldn’t either. “Talker Stalkers” was what Scotty called them when he was in a bitchy mood—Steffani too. Keith hated when they said that. The women were crammed together like fish in a tin, and they were paying to do it. They were paying for Keith’s entire life; he didn’t want to call them names. The Talkers were his people, and they were having fun. Keith just wished he was having as much fun as they were. He finished one cigarette and lit the next with it, end to end. One of the women had looked him straight in the eye and shouted, “Show me your tits!” which didn’t even make sense, because he didn’t have tits, unless what she meant was that he had put on weight, which was true. It hadn’t sounded like an insult, or at least it didn’t seem like the woman had meant it as an insult, but there they were. Welcome to the cruise.

			Steffani thought the Talkers were freaks and told him so whenever she had the chance, but Keith knew better. Boy Talk was Tinkerbell, and the Talkers were clapping until their hands hurt, the only thing keeping them flying through the air. Without them, he was just a guy who had barely gotten his GED. Good-looking, maybe. Talented, maybe. Those things were subjective, and both seemed to decrease with age. Rich, in comparison to the people he grew up with, sure, even though Shawn was always telling him that he wasn’t letting his money work for him. When Keith let himself think about what his life would have been like without the group, it was too depressing, even for him, the blackest cloud imaginable, both because he knew he wouldn’t have had any of the success alone and also that the group could have thrived without him just as easily. The Keith girls could have been Jack girls, or Trevor girls, whoever girls. It was a weird way to think about your own life, that it didn’t have that much to do with you, but even if it was just dumb luck, Keith loved to sing the songs the Talkers wanted to hear. The kinds of musicians who would laugh at that had probably never had a hit song. It was like plugging the entire room into an electric socket. Him too. When it worked, there was no feeling like it. Keith tried not to think about what he wanted because it just made things more complicated. Not at home, not with the guys. If he didn’t want anything outside of what he had, everything was fine. He wasn’t going to be the one to ruin a good thing.

			Keith checked his phone. Service was supposed to be terrible at sea, but the Boy Talk route was so short—Miami, Bahamas, Miami, a small loop in the shape of a deflating balloon—that his cell phone worked pretty well the whole time. He called Steffani and she didn’t pick up. He called Madison and she didn’t pick up. He knew better than to leave messages. They’d both text him later on, that was their way; like mother, like daughter. When Madison was small, she had loved Boy Talk—the old pictures, the songs, the dances. Steffani had always poked fun, but now Madison was worse. She made TikTok videos of herself pretending to throw up with Boy Talk playing in the background. Madison had hundreds of thousands of followers, more than Boy Talk did on their official account. Keith slid his phone back into his pocket.

			The cabins in the Serenity Suite were nice—cream-colored walls and carpets, with a bedroom and a sitting room and a decent-size balcony. At home, Keith slept in the guest room. They still called it the guest room, even though he slept in it every night, and when they had actual guests, they stayed in the small cottage behind the pool. Steffani didn’t want a divorce, that’s what she said. Keith had always liked Steffani’s bluntness—even as kids, she’d told him exactly what she wanted and what he should do. Dr. Robert said it wasn’t uncommon, that appeal. Steffani also said that she never wanted to have sex with him again, which Keith thought probably wasn’t true, because it was the one thing they did together that would make her stop complaining about what he was doing. Every few months, Steffani would come down to the guest room in the middle of the night and pull his boxers down and ride him for a little while and then tell him to lick her until she came, but she always went back to her own bedroom—their bedroom—afterward. That was what Keith liked the most about having sex with his wife, more than the orgasm, that it meant that even Steffani hadn’t necessarily made up her mind. Maybe when Madison left for college, Steffani would actually want a divorce. Some of their friends had done that. Then the dads were booted off to shitty apartments, and the kids probably only saw them on holidays. Keith didn’t want to get a divorce, not really, not most of the time. He wanted to sleep next to his wife in the bed that she put sixteen pillows on every morning and threw onto the floor every night. She was beautiful and tough and loyal as hell, and just like the band, he didn’t think he would ever be the one to quit. Steffani didn’t believe in therapy, and she’d been raised Catholic, and so they were in a gray zone, that’s what they called it. Being on the ship wasn’t easy, but at least it wasn’t gray.

			The guys were supposed to report to the greenroom at seven so they could all be whisked together to the theater for the Quiz Show, which they did mostly so everyone would actually get there on time. After the sail-away party, at which they did nothing but smile and wave, the Quiz Show was the easiest. No singing, just trivia they knew or didn’t know, it didn’t matter. Shawn was competitive and always wanted to win, but if the Talkers who got picked to play were happy, Keith was happy. There was no fighting onstage, not ever. Everyone smiled the whole time, ear-to-ear cheesy grins. The JackRabbit people called it “touchable,” meaning it made the Talkers feel like they were touching the band, even though they weren’t. It was weird to feel so grateful for the Talkers and to also want them as far away as humanly possible. Shawn didn’t feel that way. Shawn spent hours every single day responding to messages from strangers. He left comments on Talkers’ Instagram accounts. He would pay for everyone’s lunch at Papa Fiore’s if there were enough Talkers there. If Keith walked into a restaurant and saw fifty Talkers, he would turn around and hurry back to his car.

			Keith pulled the door open and stepped into the hallway, colliding with Corey West.

			“Hey there,” Corey said. They had all been cute kids, more or less, most of them with fucked-up teeth, but around forty was when the guys had started to change. Maybe Steffani was right about his forehead—for years she’d been trying to bring him to her Botox doctor for some his-and-hers injections, as if that were romantic. Dr. Robert said that Keith put too much pressure on himself to stay the same, that everyone changed, but he wasn’t looking at Corey. Keith knew the truth—fat Elvis made people feel things, and it wasn’t oh good, the passage of time comes for us all. Corey’s skin was tight and poreless, his cheekbones were sharp. His hair was shorter than usual, but it was still thick and dark brown. He’d hooked his sunglasses onto the neck of his white T-shirt. His face didn’t look like it was made of molded plastic like Scotty’s did or frozen like Shawn’s forehead. Corey just looked better than the rest of them. He’d gotten veneers like Shawn, like all of them except Terrence, but Corey’s had been necessary after he’d chipped a bunch of his teeth in “an accident in Brazil.”

			“Hi,” Keith said. He pointed toward the greenroom. “Shall we?”

			Corey put his hands in prayer position. “Thank you.” He gestured for Keith to walk in front, but Keith shook his head and let Corey go first. People—not just the Talkers—liked to believe that the guys were together all the time, hanging out at each other’s houses like teenagers, but of course that wasn’t true. They all had kids, except for Scotty, and spouses or exes and pets and friends, and only Keith and Terrence were still in Jersey full-time. Shawn’s rambling, supersized house was in Orange County, and Scotty lived in West Hollywood, which might as well have been two hundred miles apart. Corey went back and forth between Manhattan and Silverlake, or at least Keith thought so. He had a wife (though they were separated) and an ex-wife and a baby with each, two little girls who were beautiful like their parents and would be too young to understand anything for a long, long time. Keith saw his brother the most, but even that was usually on FaceTime. Shawn often called at six in the morning, when it was still the middle of the night in California, because he didn’t sleep much and he hated wasting time. Sometimes he woke Keith up, already in midsentence.

			Even so, after this many years, even though Corey had to be different in a thousand ways, all Keith could see were the ways in which Corey was the same. The way his body moved when he walked, the way his feet rolled slightly out to the side, the way his shoulders always pitched slightly to the left. Keith remembered more things that he’d done with Corey than with any of the friends he’d made as an adult. It was the days spent on groaning, smelly tour buses and in messy hotel rooms that he could still see the most clearly, the guys locked in to protect them from the hordes outside. They had been pretty well looked after for famous children, which meant that they had usually been alone with each other, a nearly decade-long sleepover, and Corey had been their collective little brother. So he’d gotten farted on the most and teased for not knowing what a blow job was, so what? So Shawn had hit him a few times. So Scotty had too. He was still the most talented one, despite everything, and no self-sabotage could take that away. Keith didn’t know where to put everything he felt about Corey—being around him made Keith feel sad and jealous and angry all at once, and that made talking hard, like there were six people living inside his body and each of them fighting over who got to control his mouth.

			“How’s your cabin?” Keith asked. They wouldn’t have been friends now or at any point in the last decades—Keith couldn’t imagine where their lives would have overlapped if not at the beginning. Keith took a breath and reminded himself of something Dr. Robert told him—if Corey didn’t need them at all, he wouldn’t be there. Corey wasn’t in charge of how Keith felt about himself. That was what they’d been working on, and sometimes Keith even believed it, but standing right in front of Corey, it was harder to remember. By coming on the cruise, Keith was helping Scotty pay his rent, he was helping Terrence not bleed to death from his divorce, he was helping Shawn build pizzerias, he was helping Corey pay publicists and acting coaches and paparazzi to show up outside the gym. They were all worth more money together, that was the truth. Whether the money was worth it, Keith was still trying to figure that out.

			“We have to get a nicer boat,” Corey started. “I always forget what a fucking dump this is. It’s like a Marriott on the ocean.”

			“Talk to Bobby, who knows,” Keith said. His cheeks felt hot. They rounded the corner to the common room with the pool. He wanted to push Corey off the ship and watch him vanish into the foam, but then he felt bad for feeling that way too.

			“Here we are,” Corey said. “Thanks, Mom.” He winked at Keith and then fist-bumped Scotty, who was hovering in the greenroom doorway, half a chicken wing sticking out of his mouth. Corey slid by him without looking back.

			“You look tired,” Scotty said, pulling the chicken wing out from between his teeth. “See your brother?”

			Keith shook his head. “Thanks. And no.”

			Scotty shrugged. “I have a great cream for your eye bags, if you want some.”

			Keith touched his face. “Sure, I guess so.”

			Scotty nodded quickly, excited now, and scurried back to his room, waving the chicken bones. “Be right back!” There was always something about Keith for someone to fix.
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			Thursday, 7:43 p.m.

			Deck 3

			Backstage at the Broadway Theater was the same as at most landlocked theaters, only smaller. The stage had a proscenium and a full, heavy curtain and all the ropes and levers and lights that one might possibly need. Sarah had done theater tech in high school, and so a part of her did still thrill at being backstage in a proper theater as opposed to a sticky-floored rock club. The Quiz Show was the heaviest lift for the production team because it was always first and involved props and audience participation. Sarah and her team picked people in advance—a couple of first-time cruisers, some all-timers, some old, some young. Diversity was important because otherwise people complained. The women would be called up one at a time once they brought the guys out. Everyone was waiting backstage, huddled together stage left, though Shawn and Scotty had found enough floor space to have a brief push-up competition, which Shawn would win because he always won. Sarah herself could do a decent number of push-ups, and she’d been forced to count off against Shawn more than once, her arms rubbery and sore for days. She was pretty sure that’s why they kept her around.

			Tyler hovered behind Sarah’s shoulder, texting on his phone. He giggled, and Sarah glared at him, but it was unsatisfying to glare at someone who wasn’t looking at you.

			“Tyler,” Sarah said, thinking of a task as it came out of her mouth. “Go make sure all the props are ready on the other side of the theater.” She pointed, and he hurried to tuck his phone back in his pocket and follow her finger.

			A woman who did the weather at a local station in Miami was hosting, which meant she had to battle Shawn for control of the quiz. “Sending the weather girl out,” Sarah said into her headset and then nodded at said weather girl, who looked terrified in her white denim flares. She strode out onto the stage, and the Talkers screamed. There was so much screaming at the beginning, though it did dissipate over the course of the cruise. It was never entirely gone, of course, that would have been a disaster, but at a certain point, most Talkers came around to the fact that these men were going to be there the next day, and the day after, and that maybe they didn’t have to lose their voices. At this point, the guests had only seen the guys at the sail-away party, which wasn’t much, about an hour of smiling and waving. This was the first time the guys would speak into microphones, actually utter complete sentences—fresh sentences, candid sentences, things that the Talkers could hold on to forever, things that had just been said straight to them. Sarah waited until the crowd quieted down, and the weather girl turned to her from the stage, expectant. She had a stack of note cards in her hand with everything she needed to say, but she and the Talkers held their breath, waiting for what came next. No one was there for a weather girl.

			The guys got introduced in the same order every time. In their youth, there might have been more jockeying, more bruised egos, but nowadays, the lineup was clear, and they all seemed pretty clearheaded about it. Terrence was the least popular, objectively the strangest, with his ponytail and long, skinny legs. Scotty was the second least popular, not only because he was gay, though Sarah could have offered a treatise on how Scotty’s forced concealment of his sexuality as a youth and young man forced him to retreat, which in turn led to his lack of popularity, but just because she had studied queer theory in college didn’t mean that it was up to her. That was when things got trickier. Keith was third, Corey was fourth, then Shawn went last, which made sense, because Shawn immediately took over hosting duties from whatever poor sap had been roped into doing it.

			Sarah nodded at the weather girl, who glanced down at her first note card and began to introduce Terrence. He pulled his ponytail tight and slapped his hands together. Sarah hated Terrence. One of the best things about the Boy Talk ship was its lack of men. As the person in charge of the safety and well-keeping of nearly three thousand women, a lack of men objectively made her job easier. Terrence was, for Sarah’s money, the creepiest dude on the ship, which was good, because everyone knew who he was, and his wife was there, so the odds of him getting into trouble were small.

			“May the best boys win,” he said, winked, and headed onto the stage.

			Sarah beckoned to Scotty, who hopped up from the floor and high-fived her with a dirty palm. Keith shifted from foot to foot, waiting for his turn. Corey was on his phone with one earbud in, and Sarah heard him say, “Listen, listen, I have to go.” He tipped his face down as whoever he was talking to said goodbye, giving himself a temporary double chin. Even that looked good on him. Shawn did two more push-ups and slowly stood up, clapping Sarah and Corey on the shoulders and giving a tight squeeze. A sulfuric smell wafted through the air, and Scotty shrugged, apologetic.

			“Go on, Scotty,” Sarah said. He trotted out, waving with both hands. The crowd roared politely and then quieted quickly, ready for more. Shawn reached over and plucked some fluff off Keith’s T-shirt. He was always picking. “Go on, Keith,” Sarah said. Keith smiled at her and walked out. The Talkers screamed louder, which made Sarah happy—they loved him too.

			Sarah turned to Corey. “Ready?”

			He jogged in place like a boxer. “Born ready.”

			“Go on, Corey,” Sarah said. She had lists in her head of what each man liked and disliked, the questions they hated, the ways in which they did or did not want to be perceived by the fans. Corey liked green tea and fresh fruit and vodka in his cabin. He used the ship gym at dawn, before any of the Talkers were awake, curling his body on the sit-up machine like a slightly dangerous, hunky shrimp. Corey licked his lips and sauntered onto the stage, and Sarah could hear it—everyone in the crowd was on their feet.

			Shawn crossed his arms over his chest, then pointed toward the sound. “You don’t get that when you’re a movie star. You don’t get that. You can’t hear people watch your movies. You don’t get to see their faces. I’d bet you a million dollars, when he jerks off, that is what he’s thinking about.” Shawn rolled his eyes. “Sorry. I was there when he lost his virginity, you know? That shit imprints on you.”

			“It’s okay,” Sarah said, though what did that mean? That was gross. Not that she could really judge. She had once told Shawn, on the last night of a previous cruise, that his wife had been her first childhood crush and was how she discovered that she was attracted to women, to which he’d replied, grinning, “Me too!” His wife, Stacy Cooper, had played an old-timey pioneer girl on a long-running television show, and Sarah could close her eyes and picture little Stacy and her pet dog running away across the prairie, her blond hair streaming behind her, her white bloomers and dirty leather boots visible as she held up the bottom of her calico dress. Shawn and Stacy had met again as divorced adults at an ’80s fan convention in Hartford, Connecticut, which sounded dingy but also made sense. Who else could understand what it felt like to have strangers project their love onto you? Even Sarah was guilty of it and had blushed when she met Stacy for the first time, thinking about those bloomers.

			The screams had settled down, which meant it was time for Shawn. He saluted Sarah and then marched to the entrance, hand still at his forehead, his eyes hidden by dark sunglasses. Shawn vanished onto the front of the stage, and the screams got loud again, so loud that Sarah knew he had already pulled up his shirt to show the crowd his abdominal muscles. From where she was standing, Sarah could only see the weather girl, eyes wide, clearly understanding how little control she had over the whole enterprise. In that way, maybe it was just like reporting the weather.

			Sarah’s walkie-talkie crackled. DJ Pancake was having trouble with his setup on the lido deck—they were missing some important cord.

			“Tyler,” Sarah said into her walkie. “Go help Pancake.” His response crackled back, and then Sarah took a few steps closer to the stage and peered past the curtain. The fans who’d been chosen were giddy, dancing and mugging for the guys and each other. It was working, it was all working. Sarah turned around to walk away and saw the bearded guy, Jonathan, hovering by the door back out to the front of the house. His hair was in a ponytail, his beard too, like a father who’d been playing dress-up with a young child and had just submitted to their will. He was staring into his phone intently, tapping away with his thumbs. Sarah had encountered men like that before—hippie on the outside, cold, hard businessman on the inside. It meant big things, or bad things, depending on one’s point of view on capitalism. Jonathan looked up at Tyler as the kid hurried past him, raising an eyebrow. Tyler hoisted up his enormous pants slightly as he crossed the threshold of the theater, like Cinderella running out of the ball. There was nothing good about this boy, nothing.

			“Pancake,” Sarah said into her walkie-talkie. “Help is coming your way.” Would it be one minute or two before Tyler called for backup? She could only wait to find out.
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			Thursday, 8:09 p.m.

			Deck 10

			The buffet was on the aft tip of the lido deck, which meant that Annie and Maira could eat quickly and then get into their spots for the party, which were the same spots they’d had for the sail-away, two stools facing outward under the faux thatched roof of the tiki bar, near the stage. Annie hadn’t been to the main restaurant on the ship yet, but Maira said that was better for breakfast and lunch, that it took too long for dinner, when they could be doing something else. Annie loved Maira’s confident control of the entire cruise universe—it reminded her of the friend she’d made the first week of high school, Jennifer Barren, who’d told her which cliques sat at which tables, which teachers would hover over your shoulder to look down your shirt, which bathrooms had the most privacy for when you had to poop at school. Jennifer had been a teenage bulimic and probably an alcoholic too, now that Annie thought about it, but she’d seemed as wise as a twenty-five-year-old woman when they were fourteen. Jennifer had taught her to French inhale, to roll a joint, though Annie had never been good at either of those, and weed always made her throw up. By sophomore year, Jennifer had gotten scooped up into the true stoner crew, leaving Annie to tech theater and the newspaper. They always said hello in the halls, but it was never the same.

			The buffet was endless, three consecutive rooms of different hot bar stations—roast beef and potatoes, lasagna and meatballs, lo mein, tacos, hamburgers—and then an equally long string of desserts, including three different flavors of Jell-O cubes dotted with raisins. As far as Annie knew, the only people who ate Jell-O were small children and adults preparing for a colonoscopy. She took a picture and sent it to Claudia, who had loved Jell-O when she was little, and then to Katherine, who responded with a string of crying-face emoji. Annie and Maira both picked up trays and wandered, eyes glassy with possibility, surrounded by crowds of Talkers doing the same, what high school might have looked like had there only ever been one clique.

			The late-night deck parties were why people came on the cruise, as Annie understood it. This was what Katherine had told her, as it was what littered the Facebook group year-round, and was in no small part the reason Katherine had wanted to come—so many videos of the guys in funny outfits, all of them looking a little bit drunk, dancing with the dark sky above them. They had done Disco Night, Prom Night, Pop Night, Rock Night, Sports Night, Hippie Night, ’80s Night, Naughty ’90s Night, Millennium Night. Claudia had taken one look and asked, “How have they not been canceled yet? That is a full Native American costume,” pointing to a video of Scotty in a headdress and war paint. “That is not okay.” But the Talkers didn’t seem to believe in cancellation. The ship was in international waters, in a bubble of space and time. It was a zone free of embarrassment and shame, except for her own. It was Annie’s problem, clearly, her discomfort—with the Jell-O, with the faces staring out from all the T-shirts, with the bedazzled homemade everything. She was the odd one out. Katherine might have fit in just fine—Katherine would have made friends! Katherine would have thrown her arms around strangers’ necks and swayed back and forth.

			Maira pointed her chin toward a table by the window and they sat down. The tables and chairs were made of smooth molded plastic, like fast-food restaurants in the 1980s. The view out the window was of the ocean, but otherwise, it felt like lunch at the mall. The Ginger Rogers/Fred Astaire cruise fantasies that Annie had been harboring popped in the air like so many children’s birthday party balloons. Annie regarded their meals—for Maira, a bowl of orange Jell-O and two slices of pepperoni pizza, and for herself, a bowl of pesto pasta and a chocolate chip cookie—and then Maira whipped her phone across the table to show Annie photos of cruises past.

			“Wow,” Annie said. Maira’s Jell-O wiggled along with the ship’s movement. There was picture after picture of people in wigs and fake mustaches, so many elaborate things crafted out of cardboard and glue. Group costumes that required extra suitcases. Suddenly, the fleet of steamer trunks she’d seen at the curb in Miami made sense.

			Maira waved a hand. “But I don’t do much.” The theme was Game Night—not to be confused with the Quiz Show. Each night had its own set of instructions. Annie had already seen several pairs of dice walking around and a few sexy Monopoly men. “I have T-shirts. You’ll see.”

			Outside, the water crested gently, with small white caps. They seemed to be moving slowly, which made sense—the boat didn’t go very far, and it had whole days at sea. Annie imagined the boat sailing in slow circles, or maybe a pattern to entertain the officers—a figure eight or a portrait of Snoopy.

			“So, what do you do for work?” Maira asked. “I mean, I know you were talking to your boss, and it seems like things are changing, but what’s your job?”

			“I work at an opera magazine. Marketing and sales, though it’s a small staff, so really I’ve done just about every job in the place.” Annie took a bite of pasta. She thought about all the catered lunches she’d arranged over the years, all the tiny sandwiches, all the Pellegrino. Geoff would have died on the spot if she’d ever brought in Jell-O. Kayla had probably never heard of Jell-O, or if she had, she would have thought that she’d discovered it. Annie imagined a video of Renée Fleming singing an aria through the center of a Jell-O bundt mold. People would probably love it. Sales would triple for both opera tickets and Jell-O itself.

			“Like opera opera?” Maira asked. “Bugs Bunny in the Viking helmet?”

			“Yep, that kind of opera,” Annie said. Even when someone thought they didn’t know anything about opera, they knew Wagner, the blond pigtails, the warrior princesses. Their readership had an average annual income of $300,000, but you didn’t need to be rich to know the basics. Sometimes Annie wondered if anyone who got the magazine actually read it, or if they just flipped through and then left it on their coffee table for other people to see.

			“I bet Scotty likes opera. I know he likes musicals. Corey too.” Maira wobbled a cube of Jell-O onto a spoon.

			A group of women in matching T-shirts (Checkmate, Shawn, with Shawn’s head photoshopped on a chess piece) walked by carrying trays of food, and Annie watched as one of them saw Maira, made a face, then elbowed her friend to make sure that she saw Maira too. The little herd moved on into the second room, but Annie could still see them through the clear glass door that kept in the air-conditioning, and they were all taking turns to get up and stare.

			“Don’t worry about them,” Maira said. “We used to be friends. There is a lot of love in this community, but there is also a lot of jealousy, and drama. Fandom, am I right?” She rolled her eyes and put the Jell-O in her mouth.

			“Okay,” Annie said. “I didn’t think their shirts were good. Vaguely threatening, no?” It felt cruel to say out loud, but Annie was thinking it—those women didn’t look like they even played chess.

			“Oh yeah,” Maira said, nodding. “They’re idiots.” She waved her fork in the air like a magic wand. “But who cares? Let’s go get a drink.”

			The parties were supposed to start at 10 p.m., but it depended on how late the guys were to the evening entertainment and how much of a break they took in between. They’d done two Quiz Shows back-to-back, performing for half the ship each time. In the tiki bar, half the stools were covered with purses or towels or the ubiquitous ID badges that every cruiser wore. In front of Annie, two uniformed American Fantasy employees dragged what looked like a volleyball net across the surface of the shallow swimming pool. A woman wearing a dress printed with photos of Keith’s shirtless torso on it leaned out of their way but kept dancing.

			Nearby, a blonde dressed as the maid from Clue said, “I hear Corey’s actually already divorced.” Everyone was talking about the guys all the time—sharing their insider knowledge or relaying what they’d read on some fan page. A lot of chatter was about Corey West’s legal troubles but not all of it. Annie hadn’t yet formed an opinion, other than that Corey West had a lot of work to do on himself, like most middle-aged men. “I think Corey has a drinking problem,” a bowl of Chex Mix said, “but I also heard that he has an open marriage, so maybe it’s not such a big deal. We can’t judge.” A foosball player in a wheelchair said to her husband, “Scotty’s selling vitamins on Instagram now.” Annie had seen those ads too, in the days leading up to the cruise, her algorithm clearly having cottoned on to her travel plans, and at first she’d been shocked, seeing Scotty’s face there, so clearly lit by a ring-light and filmed by his own phone. She hadn’t seen his adult face ever, not really.

			It was as if everyone on the ship had taken an oath to only talk about the ship, or the guys, as if the rest of their lives had vanished—their jobs, their other interests, their daily to-do lists. Maybe this was what orgies were like—Annie wouldn’t know. Her phone beeped with a text—Claudia had sent a photo of herself watering the plants in Annie’s apartment. She was overwatering the succulents, but they would survive. Could Annie still think of it as Claudia’s apartment too? When did that happen, that her child’s home was somewhere else? Annie didn’t think it had happened yet, or at least she hoped not. She gave the picture a heart and put the phone back in her pocket.

			“I think I’m going to get another drink. You want one?” Annie asked Maira, who nodded. Annie spun around on her stool and inched her way toward the bar, where she ordered two more Sexy Sunrises.

			It was so much nicer on the deck at night, cool and clear. Annie was an early bird by nature, and she couldn’t remember the last time she had been up and out, waiting for something to begin after ten at night. There was a breeze, and all around her, costumes fluttered. The crowd thickened by the minute, and now there was a dense wall of women between the barstools under the thatched roof and the large speakers next to the stage. Annie smiled at the women who moved aside to let her squeeze back in, annoyed but obeying the laws of the land. She’d never been surrounded by women like this, never in her life. She’d never been in a sorority or gone to an all-women school. Even the Women’s March had had significantly more men than this. Two women dressed as playing cards were standing in the shallow end of the pool with their feet submerged up to their ankles, and in between them there was a man in flip-flops and a tank top with a comically large red Solo cup on his head. Human Beer Pong. Annie had never played beer pong, and this man certainly hadn’t in at least twenty years, but he had nice-looking arms, thin and muscled.

			Annie watched as Mr. Beer Pong kissed each of the playing cards on the cheek and handed them bottles of beer from a bucket at his feet. He looked approximately her age; it was hard to tell in the dark. The man put his hand on one of the playing card’s lower backs, and together they swayed back and forth in time to Kenny Rogers’s “The Gambler.” He didn’t look like someone’s husband, and he didn’t look gay. What a concept, to be a straight man alone on a cruise like this! Annie felt a small laugh tumble out. She hadn’t had sex with anyone after Chris—honestly, she hadn’t even wanted to. Annie hadn’t had sex with Chris in two years! It wasn’t that she wanted to sleep with Mr. Beer Pong—she didn’t—but for the first time all year, Annie thought, Maybe. She was a woman sitting at a bar, looking across at a man. It didn’t matter that he wasn’t her type and that he was dressed as a binge-drinking game played by college students. It was a possibility. Annie felt like a small door somewhere inside her was creaking open on rusted hinges.

			It was all there suddenly—her first kiss with George Bellingham in the middle school bus parking lot. The first time Jamie Johnson felt her up in his parents’ basement and how quickly he yanked his hand out of her shirt when his mother opened the door. When a boy had licked her neck at a party during the first week of college, a stranger! Her first orgasm, Jake Hutchison. Oh, she had loved him. Not him him—she’d hardly known him, really—but Jake had been so handsome, just the most handsome person she’d ever seen naked, and he’d done that for her. It was almost too much to bear, even then, like some sort of Make-A-Wish program, despite the fact that he’d quickly ditched her for a girl with pierced nipples. Annie thought about her first real boyfriend, Clarence Brown, who had been so kind to her, he’d made her a crossword puzzle from scratch, he’d written her songs on his ukulele. She tried to remember the reasons she’d broken up with Clarence—he was a hacky-sacking hippie and lived in a co-op on campus, he loved the Grateful Dead and smoked pot out of a tiny glass one-hitter every night before he went to sleep. He had seemed too messy for her then, but maybe she could have used the messiness, incorporated it into her system. She could have married Clarence, and maybe she should have. She’d waited to get married, and look what good that had done. Annie didn’t want to think about her husband, and so she didn’t. He wasn’t anywhere near these memories. These were first—these were just for her. Boy Talk had been there too, though. Lurking in those early feelings, putting words to what she wanted to feel. Words she wanted someone to sing to her.

			DJ Pancake was already deep in his set, and even before the Kenny Rogers, Annie had heard other songs that had game in the title: Chris Isaak’s “Wicked Game,” Backstreet Boys’ “Quit Playing Games (With My Heart).” Talkers could be counted on to sing along to songs by other boy bands, it seemed, and for a second, Annie wondered whether these women were the type to go on other boy band cruises too, if they split their affection. Claudia had had a passing interest in One Direction when she was in middle school, and Annie had been delighted to relive the joy of having a favorite, of learning tiny facts about people you would never meet. Annie wondered if her predilection for Boy Talk had been living dormant in her body, the way chicken pox stayed quiet for decades and then bloomed into shingles. Annie didn’t feel like she was blooming, exactly, but she did feel the way she’d felt when she and Chris and Claudia were on vacation in France, several decades after her most recent French class, finding certain vocabulary words swimming back to her from some deep folds in her brain.

			Maira tapped Annie on the arm and pointed. Above them, on the balcony, a thick-bodied middle-aged Black man in a baseball hat gave someone a fist bump and then walked down the stairs.

			“That’s their manager, Bobby,” Maira said. “I could introduce you later. I have his email address too. BabyBobby@gmail.com, ha! Can you believe it?” She set her drink down and cupped her hands around her mouth. “Bobby! Bobby!” He looked over to where they were sitting and gave a point and a nod. Maira flushed with satisfaction. “Last year, I saw him at the airport afterward. He was so tired, he said.”

			“I bet,” Annie said. She was already tired, and so grateful for her stool. Most women were standing, and Annie’s calves and feet hurt just looking at them.

			The music cut off, and Shawn’s voice came through the speakers. “All right, all right. It’s game time!”

			The Talkers roared.

			Boy Talk appeared one at a time in the same spot on the balcony, each guy in turn blown up on the screen above his own head. Terrence was dressed in a giant yellow onesie—a Pokémon. Pikachu! Annie rescued its name from the depths. Annie remembered one staging of Puccini’s Turandot where the emperor had been lowered from the ceiling. This was like that, but furrier. Scotty came out next in a similar suit but bluish-green. “Snorlax!” a younger Talker shouted from over Annie’s shoulder. Keith and Corey came out together, dressed in matching white pants and T-shirts with giant red R’s on their chests, Keith in a purple wig and Corey in a pink one.

			“Who are they?” Annie asked.

			“They’re the bad guys!” Maira shouted. She knew everything and was willing to share her knowledge. Maira’s purple and blue streaks twinkled in the lights from the tiki bar, and Annie was glad that women her age had started dyeing their hair funky colors again instead of just coloring the grays, and she was about to say so when Annie realized that she was already drunk, and so she probably shouldn’t say everything that crossed her mind.

			Keith moved into the center of the balcony, posing and laughing. Whose job was it to come up with their costumes? Shawn jumped in behind Keith and Corey dressed as a shirtless Ash Ketchum, a child. Shawn flexed, and at the foot of the stairs, two women dressed like sexy Ash Ketchums, their costumes even skimpier than Shawn’s, jumped up and down, and then Shawn rushed down the stairs to greet them and pulled them onto the small stage with him. DJ Pancake played Madonna’s “Like a Prayer,” and all three Ashes jumped up and down, mouthing the words. Shawn’s showmanship was unmatched. The boys at her high school who had had big personalities had always seemed too scary, too popular for her to have a crush on, but Shawn was far enough away that she could pretend.

			Keith seemed to be enjoying his purple wig, which was long and fluffy like a guitar player in a different kind of ’80s band. Keith twirled the edges in his fingers and flipped the long part back and forth over his shoulder. He was laughing with Scotty and with Shawn. It was funny to think about them as adult men who had actual relationships with each other, relationships that existed in private and not printed on the side of a lunch box. Most of the guys had cups in their hand—the idea, according to Katherine, was that the guys were all somewhere on the tipsy-to-wasted continuum at these parties, but Annie didn’t buy it, not looking at them. They were working, and on these nights, their job was to look like they were having the best time they’d ever had so the women would think that they were having the best time they’d ever had. After all, it was what Shawn had promised them.

			Keith turned toward Annie—toward her section—and waved. Without even meaning to, Annie waved back. She was surrounded by other people who were waving back, of course, everyone was waving and screaming, their hands in the air, but still, she was embarrassed. It felt like too much, like stalkerish behavior, even though they were literally all waving back, the entire audience, they could not leave unless they jumped off the ship and started to swim back toward Florida. Keith, of course, wasn’t actually paying attention to her. He was dancing goofily to Madonna, pointing his fingers in the air like a real middle-aged dad. He had never been a good dancer—that was ammunition for sisterly arguments for years, that Shawn was a better dancer than Keith, and it was obviously still true. He was rocking his hips side to side, almost like bouncing a baby to sleep. Keith pointed kindly at a woman’s homemade sign and smiled. He seemed like a nice man. Annie took out her phone and snapped a few pictures for Katherine.

			So often, the word nostalgia felt coated in bile—a nostalgia act. Annie understood and she didn’t. Nostalgia was for the Smurfs, for erasers that smelled like strawberries. Maybe that was what the costumes were about, the goofy T-shirts, but inside her head, which is where she heard the music, it had touched some lever so deep that it couldn’t be reversed, as much as she’d chosen to ignore it. Maybe that was nostalgia after all, that the music was a direct vein to her own childhood, the least complicated part of her life. What had the research shown? A shortcut to happiness. Music made plants grow faster; it made cows give more milk. They meant Mozart and Puccini, sure, but why couldn’t it also mean this?

			There were so many people crammed into such a tight space. Shawn twirled around, hooking his arm around his brother’s waist, and then they spun in circles, laughing, a square dance for two. All around Annie, women were dancing and singing, and for a second, she closed her eyes and thought, No one else will ever understand this, except of course everyone standing beside her, who all understood it perfectly. This was why people turned to religion or watched the Super Bowl at a sports bar instead of alone in their living room. It felt good to be a part of something where your passion was celebrated instead of mocked. They were all in this together, the men and the women, a symbiotic organism. Annie was tired, but she knew that there was no going to bed, not yet.
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			Friday, 2:35 a.m.

			Deck 5

			Shawn’s after-hours parties weren’t on the official schedule, but they were reliable, and Keith knew that if he didn’t show up to at least the first couple of nights, his brother would be pissed, and when Shawn got pissed, he got mean. It wasn’t worth it. Even when they were kids, it had been too much. Shawn had spent half of elementary school sitting in the principal’s office. Not Keith. He’d been well behaved at school and with their parents. Dr. Robert used the word codependent, and the way Keith understood it was this: Shawn took all the anger so Keith didn’t have to. Keith could sing because Shawn couldn’t. They had shared a room for their whole lives, and it was like they could only put things on one side or the other. Shawn’s side of the room got this; Keith’s side got that. They were both limping unless they were together.

			There were a lot of rooms on the American Fantasy that weren’t in use for some or all of the cruise—the casino was only open when they were in international waters, only one of the possible dining rooms was open, and the John Travolta Disco on the starboard side of Deck 5 was closed all weekend except when Shawn took it over from about 2 to 5 a.m. for the first three nights of the cruise. He’d done it every year so far. Keith was tired but sat in the back of a booth, nodding his head sleepily to the music. At least he could finally sit down. He wanted to smoke, but it wasn’t allowed, not here, not even for him. The best part of Shawn’s parties was that there were no phones, which meant no selfies. They were a part of his life, especially on the cruise, but in this room, Keith was allowed to be slightly more human.

			The disco was dark, with only a few roving red lights illuminating the deep pleather banquettes. The dance floor was dense with bodies but not nearly as crowded as the lido deck. It took a day to adjust to one’s cruise lifestyle—for the first few cruises, Keith had gotten horrible hemorrhoids from all the standing, but now that he knew that he had to exercise and take breaks, it didn’t happen so much. He drank water all day long. He stretched. Steffani would have laughed at him, doing stretching exercises on an app on his phone in his cabin. One of the therapists he followed on Instagram said that the reason you were attracted to someone in the first place was the same thing that would drive you away. Keith didn’t know if that was true, but it was definitely true that Steffani had been mean to him in the start in a way that felt refreshing. Teasing! No one knew how to tease famous teenagers. They hadn’t gone to real school; they’d never really learned how to flirt like normal people. Everyone was in love with them all the time, except for the people who thought they sucked. Steffani rolled her eyes at his bad jokes, and it made his blood pressure spike in a way that had felt like love. In recent years, when Keith complained that he thought she didn’t actually like him very much, she said, “Well, okay.” It wasn’t a denial. Steffani wasn’t the kind of person to put on a show.

			This was the VIP section of the Boy Talk cruise: some of the guys’ friends or family members who’d come along; the Miami weather girl and other D-list celebrities, of which there were occasionally a few; all the Talkers who were all-time cruisers; women whom Terrence thought were cute and had a bodyguard slip a wristband to; all the men with waxed eyebrows on the ship who knew Scotty in some fuzzy way; a few women in tiny dresses who looked too young to be Talkers; a handful of fans who spent so much money on Boy Talk that Keith felt guilty every time he looked at them.

			Bobby didn’t usually come, but he was there tonight, standing by the bar, scowling into a short glass of whiskey. Looking around, Keith understood why he was there—Shawn’s weird new coach, Jonathan, was dancing around the perimeter of the Talkers, moving his feet to some internal rhythm that had nothing to do with the music playing, his enormous beard swaying back and forth. At least with Bobby, Keith understood the appeal—Bobby was solid, reliable, devoted. This guy wasn’t Shawn’s usual type.

			Terrence and his wife had already gone to bed, and Corey wouldn’t come to this, not in a million years, not since the time when he might have gone home with some Talkers. They all had, even sometimes without realizing that was going on, like when a woman asked for an autograph after giving a blow job. Keith was glad that Corey thought he was above these parties—it meant that Shawn would actually pay more attention to Keith, in theory, if the glittering object was taken away. It was easier to compete with Corey when he wasn’t there. Scotty was still going and delivered two more drinks to the table, his furry jumpsuit abandoned in a terrifying pile in the corner of the booth. Keith wasn’t sober sober. He wasn’t even California sober, which Scotty said was just smoking weed. It was true that he drank on the cruise but not until they were offstage. Not that they were ever truly offstage while they were on the boat.

			“Why didn’t David come?” Keith asked. David was the manager of a gym in Los Angeles and not yet thirty, with a sweet smile and enormous biceps. He was the latest in a string of nearly identical boyfriends and had been on the last two cruises.

			Scotty took a sip of his drink and set it down on the table in front of them. “We broke up,” he said. “C’est la vie.”

			“I’m sorry,” Keith said. He patted Scotty on the back and gave him a brief nuzzle on the shoulder. “What happened?”

			Scotty waved a hand. “Nothing. Everything. You know how it goes. He wanted a dog.”

			“Uh-huh.” Dogs were the pathway to houses, to weddings, to children. Scotty had never wanted any of that. Keith got it—while the rest of them were having sex with every girl they could, girls they met in hotel lobbies and backstage meet and greets, girls who appeared everywhere they went, Scotty had been going on chaste dates with famous girls to give the teen magazines something to write about. He hadn’t kissed a boy until he was twenty-two and didn’t have an actual boyfriend until he was twenty-five. There was so much lost time, even now.

			“How about you? How’s Stef?” Scotty asked. Scotty was the one in the group whom Steffani actually liked. Sometimes Keith thought about how much happier Steffani might be to be married to Scotty—they liked the same TV shows and liked going to the spa and liked talking shit. If they never had sex, it wouldn’t be that much less than Keith and Steffani.

			“She’s good,” Keith said, because he couldn’t say what he was thinking. Maybe she would have been happier if they’d had more children, or maybe they would have been happier for a little bit longer. Maybe she would have been happier if she’d gone back to work, or if they’d traveled more, or if he’d been a different person. Somehow the more miserable they got, the better Steffani looked, like all their suffering only showed on his face. She’d had a breast lift, her chest now high and tight like Honeycrisp apples, though he rarely saw her naked. She’d had her eyebrows tattooed on and had lasered off the fairy tattoo she’d gotten when she was sixteen. She wanted to redo their kitchen with money from the cruise. There was too much to tell, and none of it felt like his to say. They hardly ever even fought anymore—that seemed like the most damning thing of all.

			“Tell her I say hi,” Scotty said, and clinked his glass against Keith’s. Some of his drink spilled onto the floor, and Scotty shrugged. “So, what do you think of that guy?” He pointed his chin toward Jonathan, who was swaying side to side near the door with his eyes closed, stroking his beard, as if what was playing was something other than “I Want to Sex You Up” by Color Me Badd.

			“I don’t know,” Keith said. “He seems harmless, but I don’t know.”

			“The vibes are not good,” Scotty said. “He looks like he probably has good drugs, though.” Scotty gestured to the dance floor. “Can you believe this shit?”

			It looked like last call at a karaoke bar at a convention center—people were getting sloppy. Everyone but Shawn, who was still pogoing up and down on the light-up dance floor. If he struggled to find the boundaries of his person and his persona, Keith had never seen it. He could be mean in real life, he snapped at people, which he would never do in front of the Talkers, but the energy was always the same. Full throttle. Shawn’s security guard, a former college football player, was parked by the entrance, ready as always. There were a few clumps of Talkers dancing, and Keith watched as their eyes kept darting over to Shawn. As long as he was up, so were they. The women didn’t even look tired—they had clicked into some deeper source of energy, one that Keith thought he actually understood. They gave it to each other, back and forth, like a game of hot potato. Steffani called it “feeding the beast,” when Keith needed it, the ego boost, but here on the ship, the beast was feasting at all hours. Most of the time, Keith was embarrassed about the beast, but on the cruise, there was no need. It made everyone happy—a bonus, not a deficit. He pushed himself up to stand and jogged over to the women, his hands pumping along to the beat of the song. They screamed and opened up their circle wide enough for him to enter, and then he was surrounded by them, their rapturous faces, and for a little while, he wasn’t even tired anymore either. Shawn smiled as wide as the ocean, and Keith pretended it didn’t make him happy to see it.
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			Friday, 2:46 a.m.

			Deck 4

			Sarah rubbed her eyes. The JackRabbit crew had taken over the upper level of the Sacagawea restaurant for their after-hours bar and mess, not to be confused with the actual American Fantasy crew bar several floors belowdecks. Most of the JackRabbit staff was dressed exactly like her, in Carhartt pants and big heavy boots. To their credit, the men (the staff was almost all men) were moving heavy shit around all day, and no one needed to lose a toenail. There was an ice bucket of Budweisers for the drinkers and an ice bucket of sparkling waters for the recovering alcoholics, and the room clicked with the metallic chorus of a dozen cans being opened at once.

			“Listen,” Sarah said. She was standing on a stool at one end of the room, shouting. There was no mic, which was classic for people who did nothing but put on music shows. “I know it’s late, but I just wanted to say great job today. Everyone is super pumped.” The assembled offered up a weak woo. “Ha ha,” Sarah said. “Just remember, for most of these guests, this is the biggest trip they’ve planned all year, and they’ve been looking forward to and planning it for months, and you are the ones who get to give it to them.”

			“Cheeseball!” Tyler called out.

			“Nice,” Sarah said, and gave him a look, not that he cared. “Anyway, see Team One on the third floor at nine a.m. to set up for the photo line. Get some sleep!”

			Groans went up around the room, but laughter, too. The world was divided between people who actually gave a shit about their work and people who tried to work as little as possible. If she had even three of the hard workers, everything would be fine. Most of them were like Tyler, though—lazy, like everything was beneath him, and he was just barely willing to do the job he’d been hired to do. Sarah gave a wave and headed back to her room. The narrow hallway swayed slightly. The red, white, and blue waves of the carpet were busy enough to distract the eye when the ship was keening or pitching, but Sarah felt it all the same.

			When Sarah told some of her friends about how much she liked Boy Talk, how hardworking she found them, her friends would roll their eyes. “Oh yes,” they would say. “How hard to be middle-aged rich white guys. Boo-hoo.” Boy Talk did make millions, sure, or at least they had thirty years ago, but they probably didn’t anymore. Who knew what their royalty checks looked like? That wasn’t any of Sarah’s business. They hadn’t written the songs on the albums that had actually sold well, but she was sure they still got nice checks every time their hit songs were used in an orange juice commercial or played at a baseball stadium. For the cruise, they would pocket between one and two million dollars, which they would then have to split five ways. It was a lot, more than most people made, but it wasn’t astronomical. Not billionaire money like some of the pop girlies were making nowadays. Yes, they were rich dudes who had been famous since they were teenagers. Regardless, they all still had hopes and dreams and lives with their own peaks and valleys, and if you paid enough money, you could get on a boat and watch them perform for you, like a Russian cat circus.

			But also—this was important to her—Boy Talk were the hardest-working people on the boat. They stood on that tiny stage all night long. They sang the songs, they told the jokes, they did the dances people remembered. Except for Terrence, who was famously Libertarian, they never said a word about politics in public, rather than risk losing half their audience because of their stance on vaccines or genocide or whatever. They’d already gotten clean from whatever ailed them, more or less. Scotty and Shawn had gotten new noses; they all seemed to have miraculously grown more hair. Scotty and Terrence and Shawn still couldn’t sing, but they fucking showed up and did it anyway. Keith and Corey sang their fucking hearts out to make up for the other ones. They were famous, and that was all some people needed in order to feel like they were successful, but Sarah knew better. Fame and money operated separately, as did fame and respect. Serial killers were famous—it didn’t mean you wanted to be one. Sarah respected the hell out of their effort and dedication, and the Talkers did too. It wasn’t the key to achieving success, but it would have been impossible to hold on to their success without it. Keith and Shawn Fiore could have been coal miners, and they would have given it their all. That was what Sarah admired—people who worked as hard as she did. She knocked her key card against her door, and it whirred open. She pitched forward onto her small bed and fell asleep with her clothes on.

		

	
		
			
				Day Two

				Friday

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Sunrise / Sunset:
 7:11 a.M. / 6:37 p.M.

					High / Low:
 84°f / 70°f

					Today’s Hi-Lites:

					Photo Opportunity, 
10 a.m.—Marilyn Monroe Lounge, 5 Aft

					Boy Talk Concert, 
7 p.m.—Broadway Theater, 3, 4, 5 Fwd

					Deck Party:
 MTV Night, 10:30 p.m.—Lido 9 Aft
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			Friday, 9:48 a.m.

			Deck 5

			No one liked Photo Day. Maybe the crew did, because they just had to sit around in shifts making sure the Talkers were orderly and the guys were safe, but the guys all dreaded it, that was for sure. Photo Day was death warmed over. It was Weekend at Bernie’s. It was what they had to do, and so they did it, but no one enjoyed it, not for a second. Keith had learned a few things over the years: to wear comfortable shoes, to have his sunglasses on hand for when his eyes got too tired to hide it, to have sanitizer nearby, and to take breaks, even if it meant the day lasted longer. Every year it was a miracle that Corey agreed to do it, to do something he hated purely for other people’s pleasure. Even when he was fifteen, Corey had complained about being touched by so many people.

			During Photo Day, every single person on the cruise could come and get their photo taken with the entire group. Boy Talk stood in a line, spaced out like a gap-toothed fence, and groups of ten fans would file in, flank each guy, pose for the camera, and then move on. It sounded so easy, a moving sidewalk of women, click, walk, click, walk. In reality, though, each person who came through the line hugged each member of Boy Talk or shook their hands and said hello or asked a question that they’d been rehearsing for the hours that they’d been waiting, or for the last thirty years, and so by the time it was all done, the guys had been standing for six hours and had physically touched every guest on the ship and taken in several hours’ worth of word vomit. The last two years, Keith and Scotty had worn masks, which offended some of the Talkers, but come on. They were there, weren’t they? Keith had almost not gotten on the plane, thinking about the waves of perfume and anxiety coming off the Talkers—and all the hands, hands, hands, hands, hands—but then he thought about Shawn telling him that he was letting everyone down, and that was worse.

			The lounge was empty for now, except for a few production guys with rolls of electrical tape on their belts who were setting up the backdrop and some blocking markers on the carpet. The room was supposed to look like a Hollywood speakeasy, whatever that meant. It reminded Keith of the basements he’d hung out in before the band got together, the fancy rec rooms that some of his friends’ fathers had poured their money into. Sometimes Keith thought about those houses, the places he would have spent his teenage years if they hadn’t been on the road all the time. The easy trouble he would have made, the local fun he could have had. Boy Talk had given him everything, and it had taken everything, too. Shawn had already turned eighteen and was ready to be done with New Jersey. Like most things in his life, it hadn’t been up to Keith.

			Shawn at least put on the performance of someone who was enjoying himself during Photo Day. He cracked jokes and gave hard high fives. The rest of them were reduced to their physical forms and whatever they contained. Terrence would snap at people when he started getting tired, Scotty might make an off-color joke. Corey barely spoke or smiled, his disdain for the whole scene oozing out of his pores. Keith envied the women. They had to wait in line, sure, he’d seen them stretched across the hallways all the way to the end of the casino, three-quarters of the length of the ship, but when they were done, they could leave! They could go to the bar or the pool or back to bed and he would still be there, frozen, smiling, his back aching even with a sticky patch on it to try to relax his muscles into submission.

			Someone with a walkie-talkie strapped to their shoulder handed Keith a cup of coffee, which he gratefully accepted. He was sitting on one of the comfortable sofas, watching as Bobby and Shawn talked on the foot-high stage on the other side of the room. Jonathan was cross-legged on the floor just to their left with his eyes closed, and Keith could see Bobby keep turning to check if Jonathan was still there, like he might be a figment of his imagination. There had been a Kabbalah guru some years ago who turned into an issue, but mostly Shawn’s strays went away on their own. Keith himself hadn’t gotten much of a sense of Jonathan yet—he was probably focused on Corey. People usually were.

			Keith couldn’t hear what they were saying, but Shawn was gesturing with his hands and pointing at things. Scotty was on his back on the floor doing some stretches, his knees pulled into his chest. Corey and Terrence hadn’t shown up yet. The crowd outside the lounge was so loud that it sounded like a second ocean. Sometimes Keith wondered what would happen if they just threw open the doors and let the Talkers at them, like a Walmart on Black Friday. What would they do to him? Would they rip his body apart? At some point they would have to stop, when they drew blood and realized that he wasn’t actually any different than anyone else.

			The coffee was too sweet, and Keith drank it anyway. Shawn jogged over and gave him a high five.

			“Sup, sup, sup,” Shawn said, and humped the air. “We’re gonna crush it. Or it’s gonna crush us. Either way, gonna get crushed.” Shawn’s tolerance for Talker-induced pain was limitless, and sometimes Keith felt like the more he hated a particular thing, the more Shawn enjoyed it, like they were on a seesaw.

			“I already feel it,” Scotty called up from the floor.

			Shawn leapt over Scotty’s body and started humping the air over his face.

			“We get it,” Scotty said. “You’ve got fluid hips for an old man.”

			“Age is just a state of mind,” Shawn said. He smiled, and his teeth gleamed. Keith envied his brother so much for the ease with which he moved through the world. Shawn was five years older than Keith, and sometimes Keith wondered if it had happened in those first five years, that someone had whispered a secret into Shawn’s ear, something that would have helped him have an easier time. It wasn’t true, of course—Shawn would have told Keith right away if there was some magic bullet. He would never have kept it to himself. It just wasn’t his way.
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			Friday, 10:26 a.m.

			Deck 5

			Maira knew how it all worked, thank god, and she helped Annie by doing some sort of prisoner swap to get her into Maira’s own photo group. As far as Annie could tell, the Talkers planned everything on the ship except for the actual concerts. They made their own costumes, they made their own souvenir bracelets and ChapStick holders and hair clips and ID card holders, and they traded them with or sold them to each other all weekend long. They also, crucially, organized themselves into groups of ten using countless spreadsheets and Facebook Messenger so that everyone knew who they were going to stand next to for the photo and wouldn’t have to scramble on the blessed day. Maira had asked who Annie wanted to stand next to, and Annie (Shawn?) had said “Anyone,” which made it easier. So many people were not willing to compromise.

			Now that they were in the room, Annie understood. Talkers were giving out prizes—bottles of wine or fancy hand cream, a Boy Talk T-shirt, sometimes actual money—to people willing to fill the Terrence and Scotty spots. What an indignity, to give your entire life to something and to always be the last choice. Annie hoped it didn’t feel that way on the inside. Maybe Terrence and Scotty didn’t know, but how could they not? If Annie’s eyes and ears, so new to this climate, could observe it so readily, then surely it was obvious to those on the inside.

			Several women seemed to have already begun their Sexy Sunrise journeys for the day. Maira held aloft an orange flag, the kind tour guides use to shepherd clumps of people through busy city streets. This was what Annie had always imagined cruise life to be—following a herd of fellow tourists though the ruins of Pompeii, everyone in a khaki sun hat, everyone taking pictures. It was just the same, only the classical antiquities were still alive, still breathing, still thrusting.

			Soon other women began to come to them—“I’m a Scotty,” one woman said, presenting herself. “I’m a Corey,” said a positively giddy redhead wearing a shirt with Corey’s face on it, and then she pointed to a glum-looking man trailing behind her. “And he’s a Terrence.” Maira, of course, was standing next to Shawn. There was no point to organizing a group if you weren’t going to get what you wanted.

			“Let’s get on line,” Maira said when they had seven out of ten. “The rest will find us. I’m writing to them on Messenger.” Maira had told Annie that they were in the ADA section of the line, a much shorter line that was whisked into the room faster than the rest, because she was blind in one eye and then winked at Annie with what she assumed was the good eye. Maira waved her phone with the hand not holding the flag. The group shuffled over to the end of the line and got comfortable. Every now and then someone from JackRabbit would walk the length of the line and announce, “Groups of ten! Groups of ten! Only complete groups!” as if the Talkers needed reminding. It was comforting, having someone else be in charge.

			The line moved forward, past the window, into a tight bottleneck, and then all Annie could see were Talkers. An ocean of women. The hall was hot, and Annie started to sweat. Some women had portable fans and passed them around. These women had thought of everything. When Claudia had gone to summer camp, there had been a printed list—six pairs of underwear, four pairs of shorts, a canteen, a sleeping bag, bug spray, etc. Annie thought about how long the packing list for the cruise would be if done properly. She felt the sweat dripping down her neck and between her breasts. Annie was wearing her dressy black sweatpants and a clean cream-colored T-shirt, and she worried the sweat would soon begin to show. It wasn’t going to be a big sweat, that’s how she thought of them, the waves of heat that took over her whole body and left her dripping, but it also wasn’t nothing. So much of being a woman was learning to live with new physical realities.

			Annie often thought that men—specifically Chris, her ex-husband, but other men too—would be fundamentally improved as human beings if they had to spend a single year living in a female body. If Geoff had been a woman, he never would have demoted her! It might not have been true, but it felt true. What did a twenty-three-year-old know that she didn’t? Annie knew more now than she ever had—she knew things in her bones. She also knew that she didn’t know everything! Did Kayla know that? That Google didn’t have all the answers? Kayla also didn’t know how much her own body would change. The bleeding, the clots, the cramps. She might know some of those, sure, and the pressure, the external gaze, the judgment. That all arrived at puberty, if not sooner. But the changes! To think—to be a man, all you had to do was survive puberty. Annie’s body had changed at twelve, then again when she was pregnant, then again after Claudia was born, and then again more recently, into whatever she was now, a woman in her final form. That wasn’t counting the weight gain and weight loss of her twenties and forties, the widening of her feet! Feet! Men had no fucking clue. The heat also made her angry. One of the women standing next to Annie handed her a small purple fan, and the relief she felt was so gratifying that Annie let out a moan. She couldn’t believe a twenty-three-year-old was going to tell her what to do.

			“I know, right?” the woman said. “This line is crazy. They need to figure this out better.” She snapped her gum. “I’m in your group. Keith.”

			Annie looked at the woman—and all the women surrounding her. They were done up, with hair freshly straightened or curled and mascara and eyeliner and lipstick. The woman who had handed her the fan was wearing a peach-colored sundress, tight across the chest, with spaghetti straps. Annie had been thinking about this all wrong. It wasn’t meeting Boy Talk, it wasn’t an opportunity for conversation. It was about the photograph, about saying Yes, I’ve met them twenty times, or whatever Maira had said. These were pictures that would last forever, pictures of the moment that everyone had been waiting for, when the noise and the screams and the crowds all fell away, when the distance fell away, and those five men were standing right next to you with no barrier or boundaries except the ones inside their skin.

			“I feel nervous,” Annie said. “Is that normal?”

			The woman waved a hand. “Oh, yeah. My first cruise, I barfed. I mean, I was kind of seasick, but mostly it was just nerves. It’s so crazy that they do it. Most people don’t on cruises this size. I went on a Bon Jovi cruise with my husband, and he didn’t do it, not with everyone. You had to pay extra. Of course, all these crazy bitches would pay more anyway. So I don’t know. Who are you standing with?”

			“Scotty,” Annie said. She hadn’t thought about Scotty at all—she hadn’t considered the actual moment when he was in front of her, that she would have to open her mouth and speak. What did she think about Scotty Sanchez, as a person? He was gay, the gay one, which seemed like it must have been hard, as a closeted teenager in the 1980s. Now he was selling vitamins and face creams in what seemed like a multilevel marketing scheme, which was either sad or predatory if not both. At least in her corner of the marketing world, she was just trying to sell people nice things, not trying to bury them in debt. Scotty wasn’t married, Annie didn’t think. She didn’t know what she could say to him—something about the weather. Katherine would have known—maybe he had a dog or a favorite basketball team. Of course, Annie wouldn’t need to say anything at all.

			“I stood next to Scotty once,” she said. “He’s so nice.” This was what they all said. They couldn’t all be nice, the men, could they? That seemed statistically unlikely. What did nice mean in this context, anyway? They were men at work.

			Annie hadn’t told anyone other than Maira about what had happened at the magazine. What had happened? She hadn’t been fired. She’d been put on an ice floe, that’s what it felt like. The kids called it “quiet quitting,” when they just stopped doing their jobs. Maybe this was the opposite—a soft firing. All around her, Talkers were putting on lipstick in small compact mirrors and their front-facing cameras. Annie had brought some of her ancient makeup—a tube of lipstick and a small jar of foundation that she’d had for a solid decade—but she hadn’t thought to put any on before she’d left her cabin. This would be like running into Boy Talk while she walked to the grocery store—come as you are. She wondered if they were done up too, in their concert clothes with makeup on, or if they would be like her, tired and just out of bed, dressed in whatever they happened to step into. The line lurched forward a few feet, and they all took a step, thousands of brides waiting to walk down the aisle.

			Maira lowered her flag and said, “Okay, let’s get in order, girls.” On board this ship, they were always girls. Being a woman came with so many responsibilities, and this temporary demotion felt like having a very pleasant lobotomy. There was no mental load aboard the American Fantasy, an American fantasy all its own.

			Every so often, the door swung open, and a security guard stepped aside to let a group of Talkers pass over the threshold. One group of women wearing captain hats and matching T-shirts that said Ship happens let out a collective gasp when the door opened, and then it was Annie’s turn to walk in.

			Her eyes went to Shawn first. He was laughing, his perfect-toothed smile wide and bright. Annie watched as Shawn elbowed Corey in the stomach, and Corey pretended to double over and then hooked Shawn in a loving headlock. The Talkers loved any proof that the guys were having fun, even if they were also behaving in ways for which the women would have scolded their children. Keith was wearing sunglasses even though they were indoors. Shawn and Keith and Scotty all looked small. Living in New York, Annie was used to seeing actors on the street, and this was the same—looking at people who you were used to seeing ten feet high or on a stage and realizing that they were not ten feet high but just ordinary human-size. Not just human-size but actually, truly human. It shouldn’t have been a revelation, but it was.

			Now women buzzed around them like honeybees looking for a flower, hugging and scooching down the line. Scotty couldn’t have stood more than five foot six in his chunky sneakers. Terrence was lankier than he’d been as a teenager and wore long baggy shorts that made his calves look like toothpicks. Corey West was tall and broad, and next to the others, he looked like some kind of action hero. It seemed like an error in putting together a boy band, having one so much bigger, but then Annie remembered that when Corey had joined the band, he had been a child, a head shorter than everyone else. No one ever really knew what the future held.

			The next group of fans filed onto the stage, guided by a bodyguard with the widest neck Annie had ever seen. Even with Corey a few inches taller than the rest, it was something else to see them all lined up in a neat row, like suspects at a police station. Annie felt her heart rate increase. She wasn’t sweating anymore, she wasn’t hot, she wasn’t excited, exactly. It was the click-click-click of a wooden roller coaster climbing to its first drop. Dread. It was one thing to be here—to admit to herself that this one group of men still mattered to her for whatever combination of reasons. Still, it was something else to actually meet them. Annie was comfortable with Boy Talk existing as an idea, a sort of inner party trick, like knitting or knowing something by heart. This was what she had known by heart for so many years, and hearts were meant to be kept inside.

			The room smelled like a hundred different perfumes, thick and floral. Annie inched closer and closer to the side of the small stage. She was going to do what she’d been told and say thank you. No one would remember a word she said, Annie reminded herself. She was a blur inside of a blur. It would be like she’d never been there at all. It was something that happened more and more—sometimes when Annie was walking down the sidewalk, she would have to leap out of the way of some young person stomping along. There used to be dances, Annie remembered them so clearly, where she and the other person would jump in and out of each other’s way, trying to keep moving, and then they would both laugh. An improvised ballet right there on 57th Street, just the nonsexual flirtation between two random bodies, the beauty of city life. Nowadays people mostly just stared at their phones and plowed right into each other. There was no poetry in that.

			Unreasonably, Annie realized that her fear was that they would recognize her as she recognized them. She was afraid that they would have been able to see out of the plastic cassette tapes and the glossy photos that covered her bedroom walls. It was science fiction, what she was imagining. Annie was an adult woman standing in a line of adult women waiting to say hello to five middle-aged men. She tried to think of all the circumstances in which she’d met five men in their fifties—literally every board meeting she’d ever gone to (men in suits), fundraising events for the magazine (men in sports jackets), opera openings (men in tuxedos), Chris’s endless softball games (men in cleats and sweatpants), summer barbecues (men in cargo shorts). These men were just men. They had prostate exams and paid alimony. They worried about losing their hair. They had grieved parents. They wore reading glasses and farted in bed. Annie tried to breathe normally and found it impossible.

			“Okay,” a redheaded security guard said, stepping aside and offering his meaty arm as a rail. The stage was only about eight inches off the ground, and Annie bravely stepped up all on her own.

			Up close, Terrence was almost reptilian. Everything about him was long—his dark brown hair, clearly dyed, his thin aquiline nose, his face. He shifted from foot to foot, not quite grimacing but certainly not smiling, either. He looked like he had been waiting a very, very long time for a bus.

			“Hiiii,” Annie found herself saying. Terrence opened his arms and before she even knew what was happening, he had tapped them lightly around her shoulders and then taken them back, the gentlest cobra strike. As soon as she was released, Terrence turned toward the woman coming up behind her.

			Shawn was next, beaming in his sunglasses. His teeth were enormous and the color of a sheet of printer paper. Annie had never seen teeth so white in her entire life.

			“Hey there,” Shawn said. He hugged her with both arms, the way you’d hug someone you actually knew. He smelled like cologne and sweat, not unlike a boy at a middle school dance.

			“Oh, me?” Annie said.

			“Yeah, you!” Shawn said. He smiled again, and Annie still felt like he must be talking to someone else.

			“Okay! Thank you!” Annie said, her heart beating faster. The stage was small, with just barely enough room for the fifteen people who would be standing on it—and in front of her was the next gauntlet, Corey West.

			“Corey West,” Annie said, because they felt like the only two words she knew that were appropriate. He was so tall and so good-looking. She forgot every tabloid headline she’d ever read. This was why there were so many handsome serial killers—who could stay mad at a face like this? “I remember when you were little,” she said, which sounded so creepy, though of course she meant when he was young, when he was a child, though they were exactly the same age. “Our birthdays are only a month apart. Same year.” She couldn’t stop herself! The words just came out, and right when she’d decided she didn’t know any words anymore. She’d forgotten feminism; she’d forgotten her pride. They had both floated up and out the window and vanished into the ocean air.

			“Well, happy birthday,” Corey West said. He offered a one-armed hug, side to side, like a gruff father who never cried. “Libra? Or Virgo?” He was a Libra, she knew that. Everyone in the room knew it. There was a song on their first album where the boys sang out their astrological signs.

			“Virgo,” Annie said.

			Corey made a little clicking sound with his tongue, a tsk, too bad noise. “Ah, well.”

			“Thank you,” Annie said but didn’t move. The woman behind her bumped into her and then squealed Corey’s name, which Annie was way past, now that they’d had a moment. This was what everyone on the boat had been recounting to each other, these exact moments when words had been exchanged. Annie got it now, how these few words became little chunks of gold, something precious that you wanted to share. Annie let herself look forward a whole twelve inches to where Keith Fiore was standing, waiting for her.

			It wasn’t hyperbolic or a fantasy or a joke. Keith Fiore was standing a foot away, his hands clasped in front of his crotch, looking at her expectantly. He looked tired, and Annie stepped forward. Behind her, the woman and Corey were laughing loudly—he was good at this—and so she and Keith just looked at each other silently as she slowly got closer and closer, until they were embracing. His hands hovered over her back—that was classic sexual harassment training—but he also stayed close longer than the others had.

			When Annie pulled back, Keith rubbed his eyes. He’d taken his sunglasses off and hooked them onto the neck of his shirt, and up close, she could really see him.

			“Are you okay?” Annie asked before she’d considered it. It was a real question, not a cruise question. She hadn’t meant to. It was just that up close, Keith looked pained, like a marathoner rounding the twentieth mile. Not just tired but like he was actually suffering. She would have asked anyone, any stranger on the boat.

			He shrugged, an implicit no, and then shook his head, changing direction midshake, as if even his neck and head couldn’t agree. The whites of Keith’s eyes were streaked with red. “I don’t know. Are you okay?”

			Annie let out a laugh. “It’s hard to say, isn’t it.”

			Keith’s face flooded with worry. Deep lines appeared between his eyebrows and crisscrossed over his forehead, creating an entirely novel look, one that had never been featured in a glossy teen magazine. “Are you having fun, though? You having a good time?” he asked.

			“I think I am,” Annie said. There wasn’t time to qualify or complicate the thought, so she didn’t. The woman behind her bumped into her again, more purposeful this time. A security guard on the far side of the stage said, “Okay, ladies, let’s keep it moving,” as if they were children dawdling on the way to school. She nodded at Keith and then stepped forward toward Scotty, who did double surfer hand signals at her.

			“Party time!” Scotty said, and Annie wondered if Scotty was on drugs, because it was most certainly not party time, not for anyone, not even for the women who’d been drinking the entire time they were waiting for this moment. Scotty held up his hand for a high five.

			Annie met Scotty’s warm palm with her own and then slid to his far side, where she waited for all the other women to get into position, and then she smiled for the camera. There were a few quick flashes, and then it was done. Annie accepted the hand of the second security guard as he invited her to step off the stage and move out of the way. She looked back at Keith, but he was already talking to the women in the next group. The rest of her group hustled down the step and then pushed open the door back into the hallway, where they were faced with a thousand Talkers with increasingly desperate looks on their faces, women who would be waiting for hours to have their turn.
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			Friday, 2:17 p.m.

			Deck 7

			Sarah’s cabin was small, but at least she didn’t have to share. The guys would be busy for several more hours, and as long as she poked her head in every so often and checked in with her team, she was doing her job. Resting was important. She climbed into her bed with her clothes on and set her walkie-talkie on the bedside table. Sarah closed her eyes. Maybe when she got home, she’d adopt her own cat. Or maybe she’d meet a new girl, and the girl would have a dog, and they could take it for walks together. She liked the idea of having someone—even just the dog, come to think of it—waiting by the door when she got home. Mr. Whiskers had been Lexie’s before they got together, and so Sarah had always felt more like a stepmother anyway.

			“Set my alarm for half an hour,” Sarah said, and closed her eyes. All she could picture was Lexie’s Instagram, and Plum’s. She’d found it, of course. It wasn’t hard. Lexie had started tagging Plum in pictures before Lexie and Sarah were even broken up. Plum worked as a barista too; that was how they had met in the first place. It was cliché, but then again, so was stalking your ex’s new partner on the internet. Plum was great-looking—tall and thin with dark eyebrows and a nose piercing. Plum looked tough, which was how Sarah had sometimes felt when she was younger. Thirty didn’t feel old, but it did feel old to have nothing. It was a classic millennial story. Graduate from college into total economic collapse and somehow do what your parents did? Get married, buy a house, have decent health insurance, buy a car, play bridge with your friends on Saturday nights? Impossible, unfathomable, not even aspirational. It all felt like fiction, someone being able to have a normal job and pay for everything. The only way Sarah could imagine buying an apartment was to do it with ten other people and live in a glorified dormitory, which she didn’t want to do. Until now, Sarah had always had a roommate. She was in more debt than she could ever comprehend paying back. Now she didn’t even have a girlfriend to think about marrying. Her parents were never getting grandchildren, not at this rate. The idea of having a baby was so laughably far away, not that she and Lexie had ever even talked about it. Human biology seemed like a cruel joke—by the time anyone actually felt ready to have a baby, it was already too late.

			Sarah’s walkie crackled. “Keith’s MIA, Sarah. Help, please?” It was Tyler, who was on door duty in the Marilyn Monroe Lounge. It was the easiest job in the world, just standing in one place and opening a door. All Sarah had wanted was a little nap, a tiny rest, but no. She had to do everything herself.

			“Be right there,” Sarah said, and sat up.
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			Friday, 2:20 p.m.

			Deck 5

			Keith told Scotty he needed to pee, and even sweet Scotty looked annoyed. There were breaks every ninety minutes—bathroom, smoke, stretch, whatever you had to do—and every second of a break made the day longer, but Keith couldn’t wait and just followed a group of women as they filed off the stage. Bobby was sitting in front by the photographer, his head turned away, and Shawn was already hugging whoever was coming in, so they didn’t notice right away. Keith saw Corey turn to look at him and scowl, but he kept going, even though his heart was beating too fast, in a way that happened from time to time. Panic attacks. In the moment it always felt like a problem with his heart or like his body was going to spontaneously combust. A few of the Talkers gasped as Keith walked out with them, but they seemed to understand he had somewhere to be and didn’t stop him for selfies. One of the young JackRabbit guys called out, “Um!” as Keith went by, but he hustled down the hall toward the bathroom and the staircase and the gift shop, and no one stopped him.

			The bathroom was a single stall, and Keith ducked in and locked the door. He bent over the sink and splashed some water on his face. There was a small stool—bolted to the wall, like everything else on the ship—and Keith sat down and tried to breathe. He was breathing; he had to remind himself of that. In, out, in out. It took a few minutes, but eventually his chest began to feel less rattly, and he was again mostly confident that he wasn’t going to die.

			The Talkers always said the same things, or the same categories of things—they said, “Oh my god, I can’t believe it”; they said, “Thank you”; they said, “You were always my favorite”; they said, “They sang ‘Sunshine’ at my wedding.” Sometimes they showed him their Boy Talk tattoos: his face, his signature, the logo, a copy of one of the band’s tattoos. Sometimes they cried. Sometimes they were too in shock to speak—Keith liked those best. They never asked him how he was, not really, not in any way that wasn’t a polite human reflex. He was a three-dimensional cardboard cutout. He didn’t have feelings. It was the same as when they went on talk shows to do promo for whatever record or tickets they needed to sell. The hosts—good-looking robots with well-tailored suits—only asked questions they already knew the answers to. It wasn’t real. None of it was real. Keith Fiore sat where he was supposed to sit. He told the anecdotes that he was supposed to tell. He shut up and let Shawn get the big laughs. Shawn was the naughty one. Corey was the cute one. Keith had been the lead singer, but then Corey’s voice changed, and he got abs, and so other things changed, too. Everyone had their roles to play. For a lot of years, even Keith had believed it.

			The answer was no, obviously, he wasn’t okay. Keith wasn’t sure he had ever been okay or that he even knew what okay would feel like. He had felt okay as a child, when he played soccer, or when he was in The Music Man in the fifth grade. Trouble with a capital T, that was what this was, but you couldn’t take it apart and look at it like an old car. The attention was addictive, so much more than what he got at home, even as a kid. It was all rolled up into one thing, the group and the guys and the fame and the Talkers and wives and children and this stupid ship. They didn’t talk about it, because what would happen if they did? It was like marriage counseling. You didn’t want to move those rocks because you could never move them back. And so, it was like this—day to day. That was all that mattered, getting through this day to get to the next one. Shawn wasn’t okay. Shawn was a fucking bully and always had been. It was just that most of the time, he was on Keith’s side, more or less. Scotty wasn’t okay. Scotty was an idiot. He was kind, though, and maybe that was enough. Corey was better than okay, even if he was an asshole, and the tabloids were going to be on his dick for a little while. It would pass, like everything else. Shawn would make sure of it. Terrence was in love, and that was better than the rest of them put together, even if he believed in alien abduction and voted for fascists. They were all going to be so pissed at him—Keith was sure they already were.

			Someone knocked on the door, a dull thump. “One minute!” Keith said, as if there was a line of men waiting, like at a ball game.

			“It’s me, Sarah.” She knocked again, this time with shave and a haircut, two bits. A friendly sound.

			Keith looked at himself in the mirror. He looked terrible, worse than yesterday, worse than this morning. There were dark circles under his eyes, big half-moons, like he’d been punched in both eyes and hadn’t noticed. Keith splashed more water on his face, like that would help, and then opened the door, still dripping.

			“Whoa,” Sarah said. The hallway was full of Talkers, and so Sarah stepped inside and pushed the door closed behind her, leaning against it. “What’s wrong?”

			That was two people within ten minutes asking him real questions. Questions about his feelings. Keith wasn’t a crier—his antidepressants made crying hard, even when he was watching a movie about a dog dying or whatever, things that had been made in a lab just to pull tears out of human eyeballs—but just like that, Keith was weeping. He hiccupped once and then felt the tears streaming down his face.

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Sarah said. She stepped closer to him—checking, as well as she could, for permission—and then opened her arms. Keith had been touching people all day, and if someone had asked him if he wanted a hug, he would have laughed. But that touching was different—the Talkers weren’t touching him; they were touching the idea of him that was somehow housed in the same flesh as the actual him. Keith stepped into Sarah’s arms and rested his head on her shoulder. She was his height, her big, heavy boots making up the difference in inches. Steffani was little, small and sinewy from decades of diets and Pilates, and even though she was strong as hell, Keith always felt too big for her, especially as his waistline expanded and hers shrank. He wrapped his arms around Sarah’s back, and they just stood there for a minute until Keith stopped crying.

			Sarah pulled away but kept her arms on his shoulders, straight out, like middle schoolers slow-dancing. “What’s going on?”

			They’d never stood this close before, and Keith felt self-conscious. He didn’t want her to think he was hitting on her, not that this would be a good way to do that. She was gay, he was married, they were both at work! But Keith had lived through decades of women behaving so badly—at the grocery store checkout, at the airport security line, at Madison’s school. The women didn’t even think what they were doing was rude, and they probably didn’t think it was flirting, either. Flirting required two players, like a Ping-Pong game. What happened to him was more like affectionate catcalling. He was an object. That wasn’t what Sarah was doing. Sarah was doing the opposite, and it scared him more than the women who shouted “Is that sexy Keith Fiore?!” at him while he was picking up Steffani’s dry cleaning. The worst part was that some days, it helped.

			“I hate Photo Day,” Keith said. He gently moved her hands and leaned against the lip of the sink.

			“I know,” Sarah said. “Everyone does.” Her walkie-talkie clicked, and she pushed a button and held it to her ear. Keith could hear his own name coming out of the tiny speaker. “I got him,” she said, smiling sadly at Keith. “Just give us a minute.”

			“Thanks,” Keith said. “I just needed a break. Shawn is going to be so mad—they all will. Are they?”

			“Eh, they’ll be fine. Shawn’s probably taking selfies with everyone twice. They’re all in heaven, I’m sure. We can just tell them you had explosive diarrhea. Want something to drink? Eat?” Sarah asked. She reached into her fanny pack and pulled out a granola bar.

			“I love to snack in bathrooms,” Keith said, and took it out of her hands.

			“You’re all class, Fiore,” Sarah said.

			He unwrapped the granola bar and took a bite. “We can go back,” Keith said.

			“Okay,” Sarah said. “I’m right behind you.”

			When they opened the door, a weaselly-looking roadie with a giant neck tattoo was standing there, sweating.

			“I got it, Tyler,” Sarah said, brushing past him.

			As they made their way back, past hordes of Talkers with battery-powered fans and bottles of water, Keith whispered, “Are you gonna murder him?”

			Sarah turned and smiled as she opened the door to the lounge. “Maybe.”

			Up ahead, Shawn had his arms wrapped around a fan in a bear hug, and when he caught Keith’s eye, his face hardened. Keith was glad, for once, that Corey was between them, and Shawn wouldn’t be able to whisper his complaints straight into Keith’s ear. Keith put on a smile and waved, and everyone cheered.
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			Friday, 4:09 p.m.

			Deck 2

			It didn’t feel right to be so tired. Regardless, Annie was exhausted and needed to be horizontal for a little while if she wanted to make it to the lido deck later tonight. The dragon book she was reading weighed about ten pounds, and so it also counted as exercise when she held it in her lap or over her face. The heroine in the book was taking over a kingdom after her sister’s illness, which felt familiar enough. The dragons had just hatched and were spitting fire onto various cloaks and piles of hay. Annie put the book on the nightstand.

			The beds were comfortable, if spartan. Everything in the cabins seemed to be made out of the sort of highly durable material that was immune to mold or dust but might give you cancer if you pressed your face against it. Annie pulled her laptop onto her belly and wrote a quick email to Claudia. Hi honey—Cruise is NUTTY but fun so far! It’s what I imagine Comic Con would be like if there were no men. It’s fun, I’m having fun. Miss you lots and lots. Give Figaro a big kiss for me, and have him give you one, too. Love you, hon. Xo Mom. To Katherine, she wrote, Kitty, this place is crazy. So so so wish you were here. Cruises are very wheelchair-friendly. If it had been a few weeks later, it wouldn’t have been a problem. Xoxox Sis.

			Ding! An incoming message. Annie clicked it open—it was from Geoff. Whoopsie, read the subject line. Hey, Annie—Sorry to bug you again, but it turns out while Kayla is great (doing GREAT!!), there are some basics she still needs to get briefed on. We promoted her so quickly (again, she’s doing GREAT), but there were a few things that have come up that we’ll need your help training her on. Thought I’d reach out just in case you’ve got access to any training docs on your home computer, anything you could send over that might help. Otherwise we’ll just wait until you’re back. Thanks again, G.

			Annie could have told Geoff that Kayla didn’t know how to do anything. She closed her laptop and tucked it in next to her so that it wouldn’t fall on the floor and then clicked on the television, which was still on BTTV. It was showing an interview from some years ago, but the guys were adults. Scotty had a soul patch, and Terrence had bigger sideburns than Annie remembered. The screen dissolved for a second into 1980s static, and then the music video for “Trust Me” began to play. It looked like Super 8 film, already retro in 1990, and the guys were at an amusement park.

			Annie had been a senior in high school when it came out, Katherine had been in eighth grade. She’d had a crush on a guy in her math class, Lawrence Rink. He’d had red hair and freckles—Annie knew from Facebook that he still did. Lawrence had been kind—exactly the sort of person who would have been the world’s best first real boyfriend, but instead, Annie had never done anything about it. She’d sat next to him every day for years. They’d had punch together at the school dances. He was shy, and she was shy, and it had been an insurmountable situation. Lawrence! He was probably still married—who would divorce Lawrence Rink? On the television, the video crackled and paused, and then it was Boy Talk sitting on two couches with a young man in between them, holding a microphone.

			“So,” the man said, “what do you remember about making this video?”

			Shawn spoke first. “It was cold. You remember?” He tapped his brother on the knee, and Keith nodded.

			“Freezing,” Keith said. “But it was April, and we needed the new video by June, and so we were out there in our T-shirts, flying through the air, pretending it was summer.”

			An unseen crowd laughed.

			“I remember the director was German, right?” Scotty said. “And he kept saying ‘Vasters, boys!’ when we were running on the boardwalk. He was hot, though.”

			The crowd laughed again, at Scotty’s bad German accent and at his admission of sexual attraction before anyone else knew he was gay, and Annie thought to herself, Well, there it is. He knows that we know. He knows we didn’t know. He knows we’re all still here, supporting him. There had to have been times when Scotty wondered if the Talkers would still love him, and they did, and it was beautiful. In some ways, they really were old friends, the men and the Talkers. That was the goal of this whole thing, to make people feel that.

			Chris had never wanted to tell anyone anything. It had been one of their biggest problems, the way he answered “Fine” whenever Annie asked him how he was, even if she could see smoke coming out of his ears. When they finally started couples therapy, it was too late. There was no way for him to talk about anything that didn’t involve peeling back about twenty layers of skin, and so all he did was grumble and growl and then shout. Annie had said to him—this had made him madder than almost anything else—that if she ever got married again, she was going to marry someone who didn’t have anger issues. Someone more like Lawrence Rink, who had always let her share his calculator. Chris had asked for the divorce, even though Annie had wanted it first, she was sure. What was her problem? Wanting to keep things nice, wanting to keep things steady? Whatever that was, Annie wanted to make sure she never did it again.

			Of course Chris found someone else before she did. That was how the world worked. That was how algorithms worked. A good-looking fifty-two-year-old man with a decent income could find a woman to date in minutes. Chris had dated a score of women (she knew this from Claudia) within the first month, and by three months, he had a girlfriend. Annie didn’t want to know more, but she did. The woman—Emily—was thirty-five and pretty. She said she didn’t care about having children, but Annie knew what that meant—she wanted a husband, and she wanted a baby. Anyone could have told him, but Chris was not a good listener. If Annie were a betting woman, she would have put a hundred bucks on Chris being back on diaper duty within the next year. He was going to get back on the track, he was going to start over, which would make him feel young again, at least for a little while. Was that the difference between men and women, that Annie had no choice but to face her own mortality, whereas Chris could choose to ignore it until his body began to fall apart? The other parents would think he was a grandpa—that was as weird as it would be. One did hear stories about men doing better the second time around, with all that testosterone and ambition out of their system. How nice for Emily.

			Annie had downloaded one app, let Claudia help her set it up, and then she only opened it when she was drunk, a state that was now achievable at exactly one and a half glasses of wine. Chris hadn’t wanted her in so long that Annie didn’t even remember what it felt like to want someone, to be wanted. She’d been left wanting in the wanting department. Annie didn’t like swiping because it all felt pointless. Whose idea of a dream date was a divorced fifty-year-old woman, one who hadn’t been injecting toxins into her forehead or lifting weights or starving herself for decades? She wasn’t trying to be dramatic. It was the truth—there were middle-aged women out there who looked sleek as greyhounds, and she wasn’t one of them. It was fine! She was fine with it! Chris had found a newer model. That’s what men did. And then the old models—interesting, smart women—hung out with each other until they died. She wasn’t trying to be morbid. That was just how it felt.

			Annie wondered what Keith Fiore’s marriage was like. She would ask Maira. Maira would know. She imagined him in his glasses, singing to his wife in their kitchen, a room that smelled like simmering tomato sauce. It was so funny to think of regular women having married these men. Did they think they’d done something impossible? Or had they just met a man and fallen in love, and that love had come with the baggage of talent and fame? Like Kelsey, Terrence’s new wife. She was too young to have beheld him in the prime of his fame, so who knew what she thought. At least Shawn’s wife understood what he’d been through, because she’d been through it too. Corey’s wife—maybe ex-wife now—was an actress too. They’d been on the same prime-time television show. That made sense, like two teachers falling in love, or two cryptozoologists. Annie couldn’t fathom getting married again. It was too hard, too painful. For now, she was content with freedom. Freedom from whatever Chris had boxed her into, freedom even from what Claudia had made her into, freedom from everything that society told her a woman should have or be or do. Maybe she’d stop coloring her hair and be one of those older women with two long gray braids, like ancient teenagers. She wasn’t there yet, but maybe someday.

			The interview clip ended, and another music video started. It was for a song Annie didn’t know, presumably from after they got back together, and seemed to be just Shawn and Keith singing, with the rest of the guys hulking in the background. Shawn was wearing an unbuttoned shirt with a vest over it and a newsboy cap and dark sunglasses, the kind of outfit you’d put on if there was a fire and you were given thirty seconds to leave the house with as many items as you could wear. Women in the next cabin were laughing, maybe at the video, though probably not. Annie sat up in bed and clicked the volume button. Keith started to sing straight into the camera. He wasn’t really looking at her. He was staring into a camera and asking it for help because it had helped him before.

			Annie hadn’t masturbated as a teenager. That was another thing Annie felt ashamed of—ashamed that she hadn’t, like some kind of religious zealot, when in reality, she just hadn’t known how. With boys, it seemed easier, like everything else. If you pull on this, something comes out. It was a math problem. But no boy had ever given her an orgasm, and nothing she’d ever seen or read or heard as a teenager had given her any instructions, so it took until she was in college with a sweet, patient boyfriend to find out what all the fuss was about. It was something the divorce was giving her space to get used to. That was the point, wasn’t it? She didn’t need anyone else. She was an island. Islands didn’t need other islands to exist. Annie reached into her small bedside bag, which contained her eye mask, her earplugs, some nose stickers that were supposed to keep her from snoring, her melatonin, and a very small vibrator.

			Usually, Annie pictured herself walking into a hotel lobby: somewhere dark enough that, in reality, she’d need to turn on her phone flashlight to look at the drink menu. She would walk in and see a man. A handsome man. She didn’t usually imagine anyone in particular, but sometimes she did. Lawrence Rink. Louis, who worked in sales at the magazine, whom she had almost kissed once at an office holiday party. A cute math teacher from Claudia’s school. It didn’t really matter—it wasn’t real. Now Annie imagined walking through the hotel lobby and watching a man turn around. She thought about Shawn Fiore’s face, but it was too manicured, too sharp. That’s what he had lost from his youth—his impetuousness, his roughness. He had looked real then, but he didn’t look real now. Annie shook her head and started over, back from the hotel lobby door. This time, it was Keith Fiore’s face that turned toward her, his adult face. She thought about being so close to someone’s body that you weren’t even looking at them anymore. She thought about Keith until she wasn’t thinking about anything, and then the video changed, and the guys were fifteen again, singing “Sunshine.”
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			Friday, 7:20 p.m.

			Deck 3

			During rehearsals, Keith kept messing up where he was supposed to stand, which made Shawn mad and made Terrence laugh, because he was used to being the one who fucked things up. Corey never missed a turn or a note. They’d had it down on the last tour, but it had been five years, and they’d only had a couple of rehearsals before the cruise. One of the things that Keith hated most was listening to Shawn give him shit and then praise Corey in the same breath. It had been that way since Corey clawed his way through puberty, emerging taller and more handsome than anyone had expected. Shawn had seen something in Corey that he’d never seen in Keith—an equal.

			The hardest part of the show was “Always,” the title track from Boy Talk’s third and best record, a song where Keith had to hit a B in the first line of the song, just—bam!—right there at the beginning. It was a song they couldn’t cut from the show—no matter what, Keith was singing the song. In rehearsals, they’d tried a few different arrangements, some lower and slower, but the Talkers liked it the way they liked it, which was the way it sounded on the record, and so Keith had to pray that he would get there, or close enough. There was only one other person in Boy Talk who had a prayer of hitting the note, and Keith was not about to let Corey take his best song. There were enough backing tracks to make the songs sound full and good, but the lead vocals, those were coming live, and sometimes they landed better than others.

			It had all started with performance. He and Shawn on a square of cardboard outside their school. It could have been so sordid—so many stories like theirs were—but Uncle Kenny hadn’t been a pedophile or a cheat, two small miracles. The story was that Kenny had been at a family reunion as a child, and one of his older cousins, one of the Temptations, had driven up in a Cadillac and given out silver dollars to all the kids. Boom. Kenny had seen his whole life in that silver dollar, and he saw it again when he saw these two little white boys spinning around on their butts, their legs in the air like cockroaches. It was 1987, and their mom said okay because she was working, and it was better to have the boys doing something after school. No one had thought it would lead to anything. Certainly not to this. When they’d broken up the first time, Keith was sure they’d never get back together, because who did that? It was both easier and harder to do it without someone else being the boss. Easier because all the decisions were up to them, and harder for the same reason. He wanted to perform and to sing and he couldn’t go sing their songs by himself—they weren’t that kind of band, and he wasn’t that kind of guy.

			Tonight’s set list was tight. Fifteen songs, most of them off the second and third albums. The costumes were minimal—shiny black pants and white shirts with their names ironed on across their backs, as if anyone in the nautical mile needed help identifying them. The Boys were known for their pelvic thrusts, and so they did that too. Keith tried not to think about it, or rather, not to think about it differently than any other dance move he had to remember. Shawn and Scotty took off their shirts, and sometimes, depending on how much he’d been working out, Keith unbuttoned his pretty far. It had stayed buttoned lately. Next to Shawn and Scotty, who had long ago dispatched most of their body hair, Keith felt like a baboon. In rehearsals, Corey had laughed in between songs, more to himself than to anyone else, but when the songs were playing, he locked in. That was the best thing about Corey; it always had been. When he was focused, there was nothing like him. Keith was always in two places at once—doing the dances but also watching the audience. Singing the songs but also looking at the women singing the lyrics back to him. In his nightmares, there were subtitles running across his forehead, where everyone could see what he was thinking.

			He and Scotty started out stage left, the other guys on stage right. The stage was dark, but the Talkers were already rowdy. Scotty was farting like crazy, and Keith took a step farther away.

			“Feels good out there,” Scotty said, gesturing with his chin toward the audience. It didn’t always, and Scotty was right. The fans were giddier than usual. Keith could hear them laughing and talking in their seats. Across the stage, he could see Corey and Terrence and Shawn. They were practicing—rather, Shawn was reminding Terrence about the choreo at the start of “Grown,” which involved a microphone stand. He’d whacked Shawn in the leg with it twice in rehearsals. Shawn wasn’t the best singer, he never had been, but he was the best at everything else and had very low tolerance for other people’s failures. He and Corey always started on the same side of the stage. When Corey turned sixteen, he and Shawn started sharing hotel rooms, kicking Keith off to bunk with either Scotty or Terrence or both, leaving Corey and Shawn to spend their time scheming about world domination or drinking contraband booze or talking to girls or maybe all of that at the same time. Bobby always had his own room.

			Keith was sweating. The pants were made of some sort of shiny pleather, a material that allowed not an ounce of air in nor out.

			“Hey.” Sarah appeared behind them. “Two minutes.”

			Not counting his wedding day, Keith hadn’t cried in front of another person since grade school—not his parents, not Shawn. He looked at Sarah and wanted to apologize, even more so because he knew an apology wasn’t necessary. Keith wasn’t a neanderthal—he was in therapy! Men could cry, yadda yadda. That didn’t mean it was comfortable. Keith felt like his skin was transparent and Sarah had seen—could still see—his beating heart. She shone her flashlight across the way once, twice, and someone on the other side flashed back. There was a table that held all their props—hats for the choreo during “Yes or No” and color-coded microphones, like dots on a kindergarten class rug. Keith was always yellow for a reason lost to time.

			“You ready? Got everything you need? Waters are right here, and, Scotty, there will be a vodka soda waiting there as soon as the runner gets back. Keith, just let me know if you want anything.” Sarah was good at her job.

			Scotty bowed. “Much obliged.” He high-fived her.

			The music began to play, and five spotlights appeared on the stage. Scotty bounced on his toes like a prize fighter. He whiffed a slo-mo punch at Sarah, who pretended to fall back.

			“Have fun! Break a leg!” Sarah said. She smiled widely, her freckled cheeks round.

			Dr. Robert was always encouraging Keith to make friends, as if that were easy to do. Maybe it had nothing to do with being famous and was just a by-product of heterosexuality and middle age—there was no way to tell. He had some guy friends here and there, but nothing too deep. The girls who’d been his friends before he met Steffani were off-limits, live wires that had been extinguished when they got married. He wouldn’t even know how to get in touch with them now, it had been so long. Sarah was different—she was just easy to hang out with. It was clearly okay that she’d seen him cry, and that all by itself kind of made him want to cry again. Keith wanted to explain all of it to her, where he was in space, how he felt about the guys and the group and his wife and his life, but it wasn’t the time. He wanted to explain about the woman who’d asked him how he was—it wasn’t a real question most of the time! Did Sarah agree?—and how that had set him off.

			“Are you gonna watch? Don’t watch,” Keith said. What he didn’t want her to see was how happy it still did make him, the way a vampire looked with his mouth full of blood. When they weren’t in front of the fans, it was easy enough to pretend that they had normal jobs, or that this abnormal job was in some way equivalent to other things, but when they were in the middle of it, with all the Talkers singing every single word and getting every joke, there was no mistaking it. This was dinner, these were the nutrients his body craved. This was what made it hard to move on, no matter how much he wanted to.

			“Of course I’m going to watch!” Sarah did a little pelvic thrust, and the keys dangling from her belt jangled. She took a step back just as the spotlights shone straight down, creating five little identical white pools in a line across the back of the stage. Scotty hit Keith on the butt, and they stepped out onto the stage. The light was hot, and Keith squinted. His body felt jangly with anticipation. The theater was small and already smelled like sweat. He could walk into a room in his house a million times, and Steffani would never look at him the way the Talkers did. Not even a fraction of it. This was what was so hard to say no to—the pure acceptance and love from setting foot onstage in front of these people. He looked up at the crowd, and they screamed.
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			Friday, 9:53 p.m.

			Deck 2

			At Katherine’s relentless insistence, Annie had brought exactly one costume. She’d been sure she wouldn’t even put it on, but now that she knew how hardcore everyone was, Annie was glad she’d thought to pack something. Katherine was the one who did costumes and had never met a theme party she didn’t love. Sometimes Annie wondered if there were any older sisters in the world who were fun, or if they were all like her, studious and dutiful and boring. It was actually one of the things she’d liked about Shawn when she was a kid—they were both older siblings. He wore it better than she did, loosely, like he just happened to be holding everything together, not straining the way Annie did to make sure that no ball ever got dropped.

			The theme was MTV Night, and the Talkers were pumped. Maira was wearing a T-shirt that had TV static on it and silver rabbit-eared antennae that she’d glued to her headband, and she was holding their spots while Annie got dressed. It was clearly a Madonna costume, though the label read ’80s Party Girl. The package contained two inches of black rubber bracelets for each wrist, fingerless lace gloves, a black tulle skirt, a black tank top, and a giant bow for her hair. Annie put it all on and added her own pair of gray leggings, which looked black enough in the dark. The end result was silly but not, Annie thought, altogether bad. If anyone from work had seen her in this outfit, Annie would have died of embarrassment on the spot, but here, it was fine. She didn’t look anything like Madonna, but the costume was easily identifiable, and she felt comfortable walking through the halls to the elevator to go back up to the lido deck. When the elevator door opened, another woman wearing ’80s Party Girl got out, and they high-fived. A towel-clad and face-masked Belinda Carlisle and a kohl-eyed Susanna Hoffs wearing an Egyptian headdress got in, and the doors shut.

			“I’ve had like thirteen drinks already today. If I die,” the woman in the towel said, mouth a straight, solemn line through a thick layer of white goop, “you can have Shawn.”

			The Bangle closed her eyes and put her hand over her heart, her thick black eyeliner underlining the seriousness of the proclamation. “Thank you.”

			Annie looked out the back of the elevator just as they passed the giant, larger-than-life heads of Boy Talk. A clump of women standing on the fifth floor were clearly trying to detach Corey’s banner, and Annie watched as they took turning trying to undo the zip ties holding the vinyl in place.

			Upstairs, DJ Pancake was playing the top hits of the ’80s, and the Talkers were in heaven. She wondered what he looked like. He was the Wizard of Oz of the American Fantasy, playing all the music and staying entirely out of sight. What if he was young and handsome, and that’s why Boy Talk was keeping him hidden, to maintain their own supremacy of beauty? Annie clocked lots of costumes she recognized as she made her way through the crowd toward the tiki bar: Robert Palmer and a fleet of video vixens in black minidresses and lipstick; a half dozen Thriller-jacketed Michael Jacksons; a Rhythm Nation Janet Jackson with a key dangling from her hoop earring; Annie’s reflection in several other Virgin-era Madonnas, as well as a few “Vogue”-era Madonnas; four women dressed as naked Red Hot Chili Peppers, complete with prosthetic sock penises; Britney Spears with a stuffed snake slung around her neck; Britney in her “…Baby One More Time” schoolgirl pigtails; several Bruce Springsteens with white T-shirts and red bandanas; George Michael with eyebrow-pencil stubble; Salt-N-Pepa; Stevie Nicks in a gauzy dress, holding aloft a stuffed bird; the Jamaican bobsled team; John Lennon, who seemed to have wandered onto the wrong cruise ship; the little girl dressed as a bee from the Blind Melon video; a lonely member of KISS, which (thank god) was the only actual black face paint visible. It felt like a three-dimensional walk through her youth.

			Maira was in their spot, but someone else had claimed the barstool next to her. People had been doing it earlier and earlier—that afternoon, Annie had seen several Talkers stretched out on towels, napping in the spots they wanted to claim for the party that night, asleep in the full, direct sun. Maira crossed her arms and shook her head, furious, but Annie shrugged.

			“It’s fine!” she said. “I’ll find a spot!” Annie paused before she moved on. “I wanted to ask—I know this sounds certifiably insane, but I was just curious—are they all married?”

			Maira leaned back and let out an enormous laugh. “Welcome to the club, baby!” She raised a hand for a high five and then ticked off the statistics on her fingers. “Terrence, yes, newly remarried, very happy, they’re always licking each other’s faces on socials. Scotty has a boyfriend. Shawn’s very happily married. Keith’s married too, and there’s a lot of speculation because Steffani doesn’t go to shows or come on the cruises, but I think she just is a private person, and that’s fine, we can respect that. To each her own, you know? Corey, who knows? Certainly will be divorced if it isn’t official already. I could have told you that wasn’t going to last. But you’re not asking about Corey, are you?”

			“Oh, I don’t know. I was just curious in a sort of general way.” Annie was grateful that no one could see her blush in the dark.

			“If you say so!” Maira raised her glass, and Annie tapped her knuckles against it. “Come find me later!”

			“I will,” Annie said, and looked around for a hole in the sea of people big enough for her to stand in.

			Mr. Beer Pong was standing in the shallow end of the pool again. He was dressed as Freddie Mercury, with a black wig and a mustache, but his body language was unmistakable. This time he was dancing with two women dressed as nurses. He didn’t seem to be with them, the same way he hadn’t seemed really with the playing cards, but he did seem to know a lot of people. DJ Pancake was playing hits, and the Talkers were in good spirits. A woman on the upper deck was waving a sign that said My divorce was finalized today! and Annie watched her dance with her friends, waving the sign back and forth. When her divorce was finalized, Annie had sat on a bench in Central Park and cried so much that a woman pushing a stroller had thrust a handful of baby wipes at her. “I don’t have tissues,” the woman had said in apology and then kept walking toward the playground. That had made Annie cry even more.

			Annie walked to the back of the lido deck, where there were stairs leading up to the balcony. The breeze was strong, and her bow flapped against the back of her head like clumsy wings. A clump of white women wearing thick gold chains and big hoop earrings leaned over the railing, and Annie inserted herself into the small empty space next to them. A tall blonde in a leather jacket said, “And it’s like, no, Chuck, the grass is never greener! The grass is always fucking brown!” and her friends cheered. Annie wondered how many of them there were who had just gotten divorced, if someone asked, if half the boat would raise their hands. She would like to see it. There were probably support groups—on the internet, there was everything—but it seemed so silly to need support. She was healthy, she was stable, she was fine. Before the divorce, Annie had sometimes wondered if she was doomed to be miserable forever. Miserable was too strong a word—unhappy. Less happy than she might have been with someone else. But now that she and Chris were divorced, Annie wondered if being alone was better or worse than being unhappy. Some days, she wasn’t sure.

			The jumbotron above the balcony began to flash, and the crowd snapped to attention. Shawn’s voice came over the loudspeaker. “I see there are a lot of virgins in the crowd tonight,” he said. “Or at least, like-a-virgins…” The women next to Annie squealed and pointed at her. The guys appeared one at a time, just like always. Were they tired of being introduced? It was hard to argue with the accumulation of screams.

			Terrence appeared first. He was in a Creamsicle-colored suit and a black-and-white bow tie with a huge blond wig and a captain’s hat. Annie didn’t recognize who he was supposed to be, but she clapped anyway. Scotty toddled out next to him with star-shaped sunglasses and then hoisted one of his legs onto the railing to show off his bedazzled platform shoes. “Elton John!” another Elton John screamed from the crowd. Keith came out next, dressed as a young Bob Dylan, with a cloud of dark hair and a harmonica around his neck. Did Keith like Bob Dylan? Annie didn’t know—she wanted to text her sister and ask. Scotty held a microphone in front of Keith’s face, and he blew, producing a more or less harmonious chord. Everyone threw their hands in the air. Corey sauntered out next, his top hat and long black curls instantly recognizable as Slash. His sleeveless arms had been decorated with fake tattoos on his real muscles. Finally, Shawn emerged, microphone in hand and a wall clock around his neck swinging back and forth.

			“Let’s party like it’s 1980!” Shawn said. Everyone was ready and told him so. DJ Pancake put on “Yes or No,” one of Boy Talk’s biggest hits, and the guys jogged down the stairs to the stage. Annie was close to the stairs, and the guys were only a few feet from her as they made their way down. Keith looked up and made eye contact with Annie and looked momentarily startled. He pointed at her and then gave a little thumbs-up and waited for her to respond. She gave a little thumbs-up back, and Keith nodded, satisfied. He looked more relaxed as Bob Dylan, better than he’d been that morning. The women next to Annie turned to stare at her, their leather jackets squeaky and new.

			“That was unreal,” one of them said. Her door-knocker earrings were so big that they rested on her shoulders.

			“We met earlier,” Annie said, by way of explanation, even though he’d met all of them earlier—literally everyone. She thought of her time in bed that afternoon and felt warm with both shame and arousal. He was an actual person. She’d seen proof. Whatever just happened meant that he’d seen her back.

			“I’m a Keith girl,” the woman said, and put her hand over her heart.

			“Yes or no, don’t tell me to go,” a teenage Keith sang over the loudspeakers. Annie and everyone else turned to watch as Bob Dylan played along on the harmonica. The wind blew Annie’s ponytail straight up into the sky. It didn’t matter if he was really playing or not; the crowd loved it, and they wouldn’t have been able to hear it anyway. Even on the upper balcony, the crowd was so loud that Annie’s ears were ringing. Shawn didn’t seem to mind and had leapt from the stage into the crowd, where he was jumping up and down, the clock around his neck slamming against his chest over and over again.
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			Saturday, 12:09 a.m.

			Deck 11

			The guys were going strong. Sarah stood near DJ Pancake, her arms crossed over her chest. She wasn’t supervising him, exactly, but she was keeping a closer watch. Shawn had been complaining about Pancake since they got on the ship, ever since Shawn said “Push it!” to women dressed like Salt-N-Pepa and Pancake had started to play “Whatta Man” instead. She had already started a list of other DJs for subsequent cruises. There was no coming back from not living up to Shawn’s expectations.

			The little stage was crowded with Talkers, and Sarah had to squint to find the guys. Shawn was in the crowd on the left-hand side, trailed by his security guard, and Scotty was on the right side, waving his arm back and forth in sync with a fleet of women dressed like members of Pearl Jam, with long, messy hair and flannel shirts tied around their waists. Keith and Corey were leaning against the back bar of the stage in opposite corners, listening patiently as drunk, adoring women shouted into their ears. Terrence was MIA, no doubt having sex with his wife somewhere he shouldn’t.

			Sarah saw Bobby a few feet away and hurried over next to him. “Hey,” she said.

			“Thanks for catching Keith earlier,” Bobby said. “He’s quick when he wants to be.”

			“Of course,” Sarah said. “That’s my job.”

			“Mine too.” Bobby pointed with his chin to the other side of the DJ booth. “Unless that motherfucker tries to steal it.”

			Jonathan was standing at the top of the stairs. He was wearing hemp shorts and a pair of clogs, and his beard fluttered in the wind like a puppet on a string. He was bobbing his head side to side in the general neighborhood of the beat. There were so few men on the boat that they all stood out like buoys in the ocean, and Jonathan stuck out more than the rest. Sarah had worked with other white guys with beards like that. They were never, ever good news.

			“You think he’s okay?” Sarah asked.

			“Who, that narc? No, he’s not okay. He’s on my shit list. I keep seeing him scurrying around in the background like a goddamn rat on the subway tracks. If he was a man, he’d come and talk to me in my fucking face. Excuse my French.” Bobby was shooting daggers, but Jonathan looked totally unaware, just grooving to his own internal beat.

			“No, Keith.”

			Bobby shrugged. “You know he hates the cruise.”

			“And I won’t take that personally. It just seems worse this year, doesn’t it? For him, I mean. I think it’s going great—the Talkers are happy, the events have been great. He just seems like he’s going through it, you know?”

			Bobby put his hand on Sarah’s shoulder. “Listen, we got him on the boat. Next year, that’s all we have to do. Just make sure he gets on the boat again. Take it one year at a time.”

			Sarah frowned. “That’s harsh, man.”

			“Come on, don’t be like that,” Bobby said. “I’m trying my best. You’ve got the five guys in the band, you’ve got security, you’ve got JackRabbit, you’ve got the Talkers—it’s a lot of people to let down. He’s a good person. I don’t want to see him depressed either, but it’s not just about him. Believe me, I think about Keith all the time. I’m just trying to think about the big picture, too.” There was a slight roll and the ship moved, causing the whole crowd to take a step to the left, like they were climbing stairs sideways. “We just gotta hang on.”

			Jonathan clapped along, having finally found the beat.
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			Saturday, 2 a.m.

			Deck 7

			Keith knew that his room was silent, but it didn’t feel that way. He just needed a little break from the party, but it seemed like the party had come along with him, his ears still whooshing and thumping from the loud music and all the screaming, as if he were lying on the bottom of the ocean instead of flat on his back on his bed.

			His phone vibrated, and Keith flipped it over on the bed. Steffani had finally written back, or rather, it seemed like she’d responded hours ago, but the message had just arrived.

			Having a good time? Seems like nice weather. Tell Scotty I love him. An image popped up, still loading, and Keith watched the little pizza pie of data fill in until the picture emerged. It was Madison, sitting at the kitchen table, smiling at her mother. Another message appeared—Maybe there’s another cruise after, just to chill. His heart sank. She didn’t want him home. Keith understood; it was easier when he was away. He couldn’t do anything embarrassing, he couldn’t say the wrong thing, his sadness couldn’t make her sad. Keith started to write back but remembered it was the middle of the night, so he put the phone back down. He thought about texting Sarah to thank her, but she’d probably gone to bed, and he wanted to respect her boundaries. He hoped she didn’t mind what had happened earlier. It was so hard to tell now where the line was between human empathy and being a creep.

			Keith thought about the woman from the morning, the one dressed like Madonna. They’d met Madonna a few times, gawky teenagers gaping at her cone-shaped bras. She’d been small and strong, as if I don’t give a fuck what you think about me could become a person. It had been a long time since someone had actually looked at him like a human being on the cruise. This woman—a stranger!—actually seemed like she would have waited to hear his answer. To her question, to any question. The only questions Steffani ever asked were knives. Are you seriously going to wear that? Why would you think that I would want that? Now all Keith did was worry that he was going to say the wrong thing, so mostly he kept his mouth shut, which she also didn’t like.

			It was so hard to explain. With Corey and Shawn, their egos were visible from space. Equal but opposite. They had never left any room for doubt, pushing, pushing, pushing every day to take up as much room as possible. Corey called it ambition, but Keith wasn’t sure. What if Keith had it right, and the rest of them didn’t? What if it was acceptable to understand that their highest highs were behind them and to relax into whatever this was? That was what he’d been trying to do with Steffani—radical acceptance. It was so hard to know when enough was enough or when what he wanted was too much. Was it possible to be grateful and miserable at the same time? He was trying to figure it out, life, but no one would let him, no one but Dr. Robert. Everyone was worried about their own stake, their own bank accounts, their own consequences. Being in therapy somehow didn’t help the people around you, even though it felt like it should.

			He clicked on the television, which was set to the Boy Talk station. Bobby was a pack rat, Shawn too, and between the two of them, they had everything. It was Scotty and Corey at the moment, being interviewed in the late ’80s, a peppy young VJ next to them holding a gigantic microphone. Corey had been so little. It was hard to remember that they were the same person, really, the sweet, annoying kid who had followed them all around, who’d been left behind when they went to parties with girls, and the man Corey was now. The rest of them had had a little bit of life before fame, a first taste of teenage rebellion, but not Corey. He was a kid, and then he was a kid onstage. There was no before. Keith and Terrence had both worked at the pet store in their town, stocking shelves and feeding mice to the snakes. Shawn and Scotty had bagged groceries. Corey hadn’t even been in a school play. No wonder he’d run at life at full speed.

			It had probably felt good to quit the band in which you were the baby, the ultimate power move. Another reason for Keith to be jealous of Corey, that he’d been the one to explode their lives. It would have ended eventually regardless. Success wasn’t the kind of thing that lasted forever, not even in a fantasy. Not for a boy band. It had felt as final as death. None of them had understood, how long life was, how much would change. They all still lived in Jersey then, each with their own mansions, like so many princes of their own little countries. They’d retreated to lick their wounds in underfurnished rooms in their too-big houses, the rest of their lives empty and stretching out in front of them. Shawn was making sure everyone loved him the most even then, driving from Keith’s house to Corey’s house in his red Porsche, as if no one would notice that he was always the most important connection, even if the whole thing had fallen apart. Everyone knew that in a breakup, you had to pick a side.

			The phone buzzed again, and Keith grabbed it. He wanted it to be Stef, writing in real time, writing in the middle of the night to say that she missed him, but it wasn’t. Get your ass down here, Shawn had written. It was only two more days. Keith rolled onto his side and pushed himself upright. He could make it two more days.
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			Saturday, 2:15 a.m.

			Deck 3

			Annie readjusted her bow, which was poking her in the ear. It had migrated from the back of her head to the side, which had to be giving off a certain Punky Brewster look. It wasn’t that Annie was lying down, precisely, but she also wasn’t really sitting up. There was a pillow behind her head, and Annie knew that if she let her eyes stay closed for longer than one normal blink, she’d be toast, and so she was trying her best not to blink at all. It could be worse. Annie couldn’t remember the last time she was awake at two in the morning that didn’t involve a delayed flight or a stomach virus, but here she was, mostly upright on a couch opposite the entrance to the John Travolta Disco. Maira had sidled up to the bouncer, the same bouncer from Photo Day, the redheaded Thor type. He should have been capable of repelling a five-foot-three woman with very little effort, but Maira was relentless, and Annie was pretty sure she’d even seen the man crack a smile.

			“Okay,” Maira said, hurrying back. “That’s our new best friend, Lars.” She sat next to Annie and gently shoved her body into a more vertical position. There had been so many drinks. In another life, Maira would have been an excellent cater waiter because she kept a close eye on Annie’s glass and made sure it was never totally empty. Sometimes they had water—they weren’t monsters—but mostly it wasn’t water, unless one counted the ice that composed the slushy part of the Sexy Sunrise. “It’s full right now, but once at least five people come out, we can go in. We can’t line up, but we can stay right here.” She gave a salute to Lars the Viking, and he looked at the floor, blushing.

			“So, what even happens in there?” Annie asked. It was just a room, but so was Studio 54. So were the darkened cafeterias and gymnasiums that were turned into middle school dances—being a normal room did not preclude magic or profundity. Every now and then the door opened, and someone could come out and go to the bathroom or go to bed or go down to the smoking deck, and Annie could see right in and there were people dancing on a light-up floor. She could smell the sweat. “Oh, god,” Annie said. “I don’t know if I’m ready.”

			“They’re just hanging out. It’s like backstage,” Maira said. “But drunker.”

			“Mm-hmm,” Annie said. “Got it.” That didn’t make it feel any more welcoming.

			A clump of people came out, pushing past the Viking—Freddie Mercury and a passel of women. They were laughing and had their arms thrown over each other’s shoulders. Annie sat up as straight as she could and tried to make a face that was somewhat alluring or mysterious.

			“Did you just fart?” Maira asked and then let out a peal of laughter.

			“No!” Annie said, swatting Maira. “I don’t think so.”

			Freddie Mercury was handsome. She could see that even with his fake mustache starting to slip off. She watched his butt as he and his friends walked down the hall toward the atrium. Part of Annie wanted to follow him just to see where he was going, but then Maira pulled on her arm, and then they were through the door, into the dark of the disco.

			It took a minute for her eyes to adjust. Cruise ships really were incredible, Annie had to admit, that they could contain so many different environments at the same time, like a zoo with different climates for lions and penguins and tropical birds. It made her feel better about all the ads she’d ever placed for cruises, though the ones that advertised in Opera Weekly were very, very different than this one, she imagined. The disco was pumping the same kind of music they’d been playing on the deck, but in this one small room, it felt warmer, cozier. Sexier—could she say that? She pulled off her bow and shoved it in her waistband. Maira, all confidence, walked straight into the middle of the dance floor. Annie wasn’t much of a dancer, not really, but she followed Maira, her hands in the air, doing a little side-to-side wave. There was a man with his back to them, and Annie could tell that it was Shawn Fiore. Right there, dancing to the same beat, breathing the same air. The back of his shirt was drenched with sweat, and she could see his back muscles shifting under the damp cotton.

			Maira shook her boobs at Annie, her eyes wide, and Annie suddenly felt much more alert, if a bit clumsy. Shawn started doing the running man, and everyone backed up to stand in a circle around him. Maira started a “Go, Shawn! Go, Shawn!” chant, and it caught like wildfire. He danced in a half circle until he was facing her, and then Shawn and Maira started doing the Kid ’n Play dance where they kicked each other’s feet, and it was incredible, like they’d been practicing for weeks, and then Shawn hugged Maira and spun off in a different direction, blowing someone else’s mind. How funny to be able to do that. Annie wondered what it felt like. Maybe the divas at the Met felt like that right before they opened their mouths, knowing they’d make the chandeliers shake and the patrons cry.

			“Want a drink?” Maira asked, shouting into Annie’s ear.

			“No, I’m okay,” Annie said. Maira wrinkled her nose and mouthed the word Huh? Annie leaned down so that Maira could hear her better. “No, I’m okay,” Annie said again. From her hunched-over position, Annie could see through the halo of Maira’s hair over her shoulder, across the room. It was dark but not so dark that Annie couldn’t make out Keith Fiore and Scotty Sanchez tucked into a booth along the far wall. Shawn was a peacock loose at a zoo, meant to be looked at. Keith and Scotty were doing something else—they were having a conversation. No one was interrupting them. No one was anywhere near them. It was like the rules of normal society, almost, where people would just let other people be. Keith looked up and they made eye contact. It was a funny term, eye contact. No parts of their bodies were touching. They were on opposite sides of the room, with dozens of sweaty people moving through the space in between them, but they were looking right at each other, and Annie could feel it as much as a touch on the arm. More, even. She blinked once just to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. He was still there, still looking at her.

			“Last call, last call,” the bartender called out.

			“I’ll be right back,” Maira said. “Scotty!” she called out. He was sliding out of the booth with Keith, and Annie watched as Maira and Scotty collided in a friendly half hug on their way to the bar. It wasn’t until she saw them speak to each other that Annie realized she’d doubted Maira’s claims of knowing him, or any of them, more than any other superfan. Every person on the boat thought they were special in one way or another—the biggest fan, the one with the most authentic connection—and it was surprising to realize that sometimes it might actually be true, that some of these people really had pierced the veil. Annie looked back at the booth, but Keith wasn’t there anymore.

			“Shit,” Annie said, shaking her head. She wasn’t sure why she was disappointed, really. She wasn’t one of the chosen fans. She didn’t have a wristband or a folder full of photographs or a matching tattoo. She was just a person who had wound up at sea. Annie craned her neck toward the bar and saw Maira holding two drinks over her head and shuffling back toward her, the only person in an invisible conga line.

			“You don’t have to drink it if you don’t want to,” Maira said. “I was just already there, you know? It’s like when they have a two-for-one sale on English muffins. What am I gonna do, only buy one? That’s crazy. Do you want to go smoke a cigarette? I never smoke, really, except on the cruise.” Maira handed Annie one of the drinks and then plucked a slightly dented pack of Marlboro Lights out of her bra. How long had those been there? Maira was a woman of surprises, that was clear. “Ta-da!”

			“Okay,” Annie said. She had smoked before Claudia was born. She’d smoked in restaurants, in bars, in bed. It was the ’90s! Annie had loved smoking, as a matter of fact. It had been twenty years since she’d been a proper smoker, but like riding a bike, some things never really went away. Maira headed toward the door, and Annie followed in her wake. She looked over her shoulder, but Keith had vanished. Maybe it had been a mirage anyway. He’d been staring into space like anyone at two in the morning. She’d been standing in his way, a nonentity, a solid that was also just an empty space. Together, she and Maira tumbled out the door, past Lars the Viking, and back into the well-lit corridor of the American Fantasy. Maira knew where to go.

			It was windy on the deck. There were only half a dozen people standing out there—maybe it was more populated during the day. Maira burst out into a little razzle-dazzle hello to one clump of people, leaving Annie standing alone for a minute. She walked to the balcony and leaned over, an unlit cigarette in her mouth. She felt like she had when she was twenty-two and had just moved to the city, a kid with nothing but possibility ahead. The ocean sprayed down below, and Annie closed her eyes.

			“Need a light?”

			“I don’t know,” Annie said. “It feels so good already.” She peeled her eyes back open and turned to her right.

			Keith Fiore was leaning on the balcony next to her. He held up a lighter, and Annie nodded. She straightened up and put the cigarette in her mouth. It took a few tries—the wind, the wind, and also because Annie was holding her breath.

			“I don’t really smoke,” she said once the cigarette was lit.

			“Me neither,” Keith said.

			“I like Bob Dylan, though,” Annie said.

			“Me too,” Keith said. He looked down at his clothes. “I must have left my hair somewhere.”

			“Oh, I hate it when that happens,” Annie said. She looked at his face, his mouth, his eyes. “What else do you like? To listen to, I mean.”

			Keith gave a little half smile, and Annie realized that most of the people on the boat could rattle off a list of whatever he was about to say. “Lots of stuff,” Keith said. “As long as it has heart.”

			“Do you ever listen to any opera?”

			Keith’s eyebrows went up. “That’s not what I expected you to say.” He took a drag of his cigarette and exhaled a thin plume of smoke over the waves. “My mother loved opera. The Italians. Puccini, Rossini. I don’t know much, but I know that opera makes me think about my parents’ kitchen table.”

			“I love that,” Annie said. “There’s really nothing like the kitchen table, is there? Mine was more like Barry Manilow.”

			“Barry Manilow had some great songs,” Keith said, and smiled.

			Maira came barreling up and threw her arms around Annie’s waist. “Awooga!” she said. “Hi, Keith.”

			He nodded at her and took a drag of his cigarette.

			“I thought you quit!” Maira said.

			Keith shrugged. “I did.” He stubbed his cigarette out on the bottom of his shoe and tossed it into the giant concrete ashtray affixed to the side of the ship. “See you,” he said to both of them.

			“Oh, shit,” Maira said when he was gone. “We got the fucking unicorn. All we need now is to get Corey West doing some coke off somebody’s belly button, and it’ll be perfect.”

			Annie watched Keith disappear through the swinging doors.

		

	
		
			
				Day Three

				Saturday
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					Sunrise / Sunset:
 7:07 a.M. / 6:39 p.M.

					High / Low:
 82°f / 71°f

					Today’s Hi-Lites:

					Beach Games, 12 p.m.—American Cay 
Karaoke Contest, 3 p.m.—American Cay 
Solo Corey, 8 p.m.—Broadway Theater, 3, 4, 5 Fwd

					Deck Party:
 Pajama Night, 10:30 p.m.—Lido 9 Aft

					Daily Deal:
 BOGO Snorkels—American Gift Emporium, 5 Mid
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			Saturday, 12:07 p.m.

			Deck 1

			The Beach Games were supposed to start at noon, and guests had been lining up to get on the tenders that would take them to the island all morning, boats that could carry more than a hundred Talkers in enormous straw hats and colorful sarongs across the shallow water to the dock at the beach. A few sarongs had Corey’s or Shawn’s faces printed on them, the guys’ eyes knotted around waists and hips. These women would customize anything—and had. If JackRabbit were smart, they would have made more merch, or at least offered supplies. A crafting afternoon! They could have split the profits with Boy Talk—Sarah would mention it to Bobby; that seemed like a good thing for BT Cruise 6. New ideas were good, not that the Talkers really needed them. The cruise itself was the idea that mattered—the men, the women, no exit. Everything else was secondary.

			The ship had anchored off the coast of American Cay in the night. Only the cruise line called it that—on the maps, it was still called Horsefly Cay, which didn’t have the same kind of ring to it. American Cruise Lines had purchased it some years ago, and now the short cruises always stopped for a day, pumping tens of thousands of dollars in alcohol and floaties and beachside jerk chicken lunches back into the cruise ship’s pockets. It was a real island, but the cruise line had done as much work as possible to make it feel like one gigantic resort—safe, with chicken fingers. There were a few Bahamians who worked at the souvenir stands next to the bathrooms, but otherwise it was all the same people, just in their bathing suits. Everyone at JackRabbit hated it because they couldn’t comfortably wear their Carhartt and boots without sweating to death. Every year, Sarah told everyone to pack a pair of shorts, but some people just did not want to listen. Tyler had rolled his eyes so hard when Sarah mentioned sunscreen and a hat that she thought he might actually be having a stroke.

			She and Bobby were standing at the elevator doors, waiting. They’d tried it a few ways—holding one of the tenders for the guys and walking them down the sandy path to the beach venue—but it took a long time, and the guys had complained that too many people talked to them while they were en route, adding an easy forty-five minutes to the otherwise ten-minute journey. This year, the plan was to get on the tender and then from the tender onto a small speedboat that would bring them straight to the stage via the water. “A water landing,” Corey had said. “Like Normandy.”

			They would wait until most of the women were already on the island, mostly so the guys would have to be in the sun for the shortest period of time possible. It was hard to say which day the guys enjoyed less, Beach Day or Photo Day. They were both bad, Sarah conceded. “They’re all bad,” Keith had said to her once, his voice low, and Sarah had watched as he realized he’d said something that might offend her, his face falling.

			The elevator door opened. Scotty was wearing all white—a tank top, a Panama hat, and shorts that showed off all his impressive thigh muscles. “Aloha!” he said. Terrence and Kelsey were kissing in the back corner. They unhooked themselves from each other’s mouths and sauntered out. “I love the beach,” Kelsey said. Her sunglasses took up the top half of her face. “Me too,” said Terrence, and he casually readjusted his half boner. Terrence did not love the beach. Before meeting Kelsey, Terrence had tried to swap Beach Day for literally anything else every single year. Sarah had explained that the Talkers did not want to go on ghost tours of Old San Juan or learn about the Haitian Revolution. Keith’s seasickness never seemed to be reason enough to ditch it, either. The Talkers wanted what they wanted, which was to drink on the beach and watch the guys get a little bit wet.

			“Okay, that’s almost half,” Sarah said. Bobby chuckled.

			The next elevator opened, and it was Keith, Shawn, and Jonathan. Shawn was staring at his phone, texting, and Keith had on his darker sunglasses and a baseball hat. Jonathan was wearing board shorts, flip-flops, and a bright white strip of zinc oxide on his nose like a lifeguard in Malibu. “Morning,” Keith said.

			“The party last night was lit,” Shawn said. “But someone needs to talk to Pancake about how he keeps missing my cues, and I’m about to leave him on this beach if he keeps doing it.”

			“Heard,” Sarah said. “Bobby, why don’t I get these guys on the boat, and you wait for Corey and then come meet us. Sound good?”

			Bobby nodded, and the guys and Kelsey all followed Sarah out the small metal doorway and down the gangway. Jonathan was last and paused after everyone else had climbed aboard.

			“I like how you work,” he said, tapping the tan skin under his right eye. “I’ve got my third eye on you.”

			“Thanks, I think,” Sarah said.
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			Saturday, 12:15 p.m.

			The Atlantic Ocean

			The American Fantasy was so big that Keith hardly felt it moving, and his patch worked well enough to keep his seasickness at bay. The second his first sneaker touched the deck of the small boat, though, Keith’s stomach began to revolt. There were small waves rocking the boat back and forth, and every time the boat dipped, Keith felt like he was mid-drop on a roller coaster. Up, down, up, down. He hurried on board and took the seat closest to the center of the boat, which he had been told was the steadiest on any vessel. Keith breathed in through his nose and out through his mouth.

			“This is crazy. I feel like we’re on a lifeboat getting rescued, and I’m Kate Winslet, and you’re Leo DiCaprio, baby,” Kelsey said. She slid in next to Keith, knocking him a little bit sideways, and his stomach lurched again. “Sorry!” Kelsey said, looking over at him. Keith shook his head and waved her off, unable to speak. Terrence’s wife was closer to Keith’s daughter’s age than their own; he wasn’t mad at her. Keith closed his eyes. Steffani would never have said something like that to him, not even when they were young and first dating and never in front of other people. He’d never been into PDA because people were always watching him anyway—why give them a free show? Maybe he would have felt differently about it if the person who was kissing him seemed like she was really enjoying it. Steffani used to, at least he thought so, but when Keith thought a little harder, she’d always been the first to pull back, to turn away. That made Keith’s stomach feel even worse. Terrence stroked the inside of his wife’s thigh with his thumb.

			“Maybe you should have waited on the ship,” Scotty said, hopping onto the deck. He pretended to surf.

			“It’s too late,” Keith said, or started to say before he felt telltale acidic popping in the back of his throat, and he lunged to the side of the boat and threw up into the ocean.

			“Awwwww,” some Talkers said from above. The large tender was still there, accumulating more passengers, and a row of women had lined up along the side to watch the guys board the smaller boat. It was the sound new parents made when their constipated baby finally pooped. There was nothing too disgusting to be loved.

			Shawn hopped onto the boat and rubbed his brother’s back. “Need a mint?” Keith nodded. Shawn flipped open a tin of Altoids like it was a case of Cuban cigars, and Keith plucked one out. Sarah crouched down next to him with a bottle of water.

			“Here you go, champ,” she said. “I’m sorry. It’ll be a short trip, I promise.”

			The rest of the group appeared on the tender and slowly made their way onto the boat until everyone was aboard. Jonathan stood in the middle, his hands up, balancing. He made Keith nervous, or more nervous. It was hard to tell which discomfort to pay attention to at the moment. Corey was the last one on, as if he was trying to make this boat ride take as long as humanly possible, and Keith glared at him. All the seats were taken, and the three bodyguards stood in the center, holding on, their reflective sunglasses sending beams of sunlight back in the opposite direction, as if the men were protecting the group from the sun too.

			The boat started moving, and Keith gripped the side tightly with both hands. Water sprayed up in his face, which felt good. The bathrooms on the island were pretty bleak—a single stall in the seafood shack where they usually set up the karaoke stage. He would need to clean up a little bit before everything started. The only thing worse than doing the cruise was the idea of doing it badly, of doing a job that the Talkers would complain about.

			“All right!” Sarah said, loud enough for everyone to hear her over the motor. “Captain Steve is going to pull us in as close as we can, and then everyone’s going to hop off and wade up onto the beach. Sound good? The teams are already set up and waiting, so it’s one game of volleyball and then karaoke, and then we’ll get you back on the ship—depending on the tide, we’ll either come back this way or use the regular tender. Everybody good?”

			Keith let out a little moan.

			“You want to be the ref? Instead of playing?” Sarah reached into her pocket and pulled out a whistle. It dangled in front of Keith’s face, and the swaying made his stomach feel worse. He grabbed it and held it against his chest.

			“Sounds like a plan,” he said.

			“I’m going to destroy you,” Shawn said. Keith couldn’t turn his head without throwing up again, but even without looking, he knew that his brother was talking to either Corey or Terrence, who were on the other team. He hoped that Shawn was talking to Terrence, because if not, it would mean an afternoon of bare-chested boasting, of loud high fives, the unmistakable sound of testosterone flares. This was what Shawn and Corey did: They one-upped each other endlessly. It had meant setting farts on fire, sending things flying out of hotel windows, sleeping with the same girl. Keith hated feeling left out, maybe even more than he hated boats.

			“Can’t wait to see you try,” Corey said. In a way, being in a boy band was like having three extra brothers. Anything could turn into a feud if given half a chance. Drawing blood was half the fun.
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			Saturday, 12:25 p.m.

			American Cay

			Annie had rented an inner tube and a snorkel, and she’d found a nice, shady lounge chair a little way down the beach from the action. The dragon book was good, getting better, with enough sex scenes to keep Annie reading through all the battles and the complicated names in a made-up language. Every so often, a Talker would walk by and point at it and say, “So good, right?” Two of the women then drew a line across their throat and made a gagging noise, which was hopefully a reference to something Annie hadn’t gotten to yet.

			The volleyball net was already in place a bit farther down the beach, and Annie could see that Talkers had completely surrounded the sandy rectangle and made a human wall at least five bodies deep. Maira didn’t like the beach and had stayed on the ship, and so Annie was alone and found that she missed Maira’s company. She would have known where the best food was and where the seats in the shade were and where the guys would pop up whenever they were about to appear. Annie hadn’t had a friend like Maira since she was in college, both know-it-all and clearly willing to break any rules she wanted to break. Last night, after they’d smoked two cigarettes on the windy deck, Annie had watched Maira peel a two-foot-wide decal of Shawn’s face off the floor of the elevator and drag it down the hall to their cabin. Annie had never stolen so much as a pack of gum, but something about it was just so much fun, like committing an art heist. She’d started to tell Maira about the heist from the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston—Annie had watched a whole documentary; the thieves had never been caught!—but by the time she was done telling the story, she realized that Maira was already asleep.

			Annie had never lived alone before the divorce, but now she was used to it and actually enjoyed living by her rhythm and only her rhythm. She hadn’t really thought about how much she would be in a crowd on the ship—it was sort of like commuting through Times Square three times a day, if all the men in New York City had been raptured away. The ocean was warm, with tiny lapping waves, and apart from a few Boy Talk–customized bathing suits—Keith’s smiling mouth in places it had not consented to go—it felt like being on any beach in the world.

			Annie would never have said it to Geoff, but it was true that getting unwelcome news in a place like this wasn’t the worst thing in the world. If she was at home, going into the office, or even joining meetings via Zoom, Annie would have been watching how everyone else spoke to her, either perceiving or imagining their thinly disguised pity. This was what happened to nice old dogs and horses, wasn’t it? They got sent away to a farm somewhere, to live out the rest of their days happily, in peace? The problem was that Annie didn’t actually feel like an old dog. She didn’t feel like a young dog either—she hadn’t gotten her period in two months, and plucking her errant chin hairs was one of her most satisfying tasks—but still, Annie felt vibrant and alive and that she wasn’t ready to slink off into the corner of an Eileen Fisher until her desiccated bones began to disintegrate. It occurred to her, watching the waves roll in and out, that Geoff hadn’t given her a life sentence; he had given her a choice.

			Choice one was to work for a child, to be forced to learn how to edit minute-long videos of divas singing hip-hop songs in their dressing rooms. Choice two was to make a counteroffer. Negotiate a different position. Ask for another title—other people did it all the time! Annie had spent more than a decade filling the pages of Opera Weekly with watches and gowns and five-thousand-dollar couches. That was what paid for the entire thing! Geoff knew it. She wasn’t the prehensile tail of the marketing department; she was the one keeping it in print! It was absurd. Choice three was to quit. Plain and simple. To walk in—she would do it in person, like an adult—and say, Geoff, we had a good run. Ooh! Just thinking about it made Annie shiver with fear and excitement. She watched goose bumps appear on her forearms. Her mind started to spin. Maira had never taken no for an answer; that was clear. She’d charmed a Viking! Maybe Annie could learn a thing or two from her that wasn’t just about vacationing with purpose.

			So many of Claudia’s friends’ mothers hadn’t worked for a decade while their kids were small and had then made their way back into the workforce. They’d become social workers, yoga teachers, interior decorators. They’d gone back to school and gotten master’s degrees. Some of them had husbands but not all of them. Men, Annie thought, didn’t really know how to do this, how to change direction, but women were actually great at it. Annie had skills, she had experience, she had relationships! Loyalty, that’s what Annie had. What did Kayla have other than a flat stomach and small pores? Let’s see her try to sell some integrated marketing. Let’s see her put Renée Fleming in some David Yurman earrings behind the wheel of a Mercedes-Benz! It wasn’t up to Geoff. Who the fuck was named Geoff, anyway? It was a ridiculous name. Annie burped out a tiny laugh. She probably looked crazy, laughing alone on a beach, but she actually didn’t care.

			Suddenly, everyone on the beach was moving. At first, she felt a rush of panic, because what she was looking at was like a scene in Jaws, with every person on the beach rushing in one direction, inner tubes hoisted up around their waists. She looked toward the horizon line, scanning the blue water for a shark fin, but instead saw a small boat slowly making its way from the hulking American Fantasy toward the beach volleyball court. It was impossible to identify individual people on the small boat, but there was no mistaking who it must be or where it was coming from. Annie tucked her phone and book back into her bag and joined the crowd.

			The beach was so jammed that Annie decided to watch from the water. She waded in up to her waist, next to two women her age with bathing-suit skirts that floated up to the surface like lily pads.

			“Barb, I didn’t puke,” one of them said to the other. “I really thought I was going to, but I didn’t.”

			Barb offered her friend a high five, and Annie waded a little bit farther away.

			The boat slowed down and then stopped maybe thirty feet from the sand. It was farther into the water than Annie anticipated, farther out than she was, which meant that whoever jumped off would be up to their belly buttons in the ocean. There was some negotiating on board, and then Scotty barreled off, doing a full cannonball. The Talkers cheered. He burst up from underwater and shook his head, sending water flying everywhere, like a jacked golden retriever. Terrence poked his head out next—the boat was rocking, and everyone inside was holding on. He scooted off the prow and splashed in the water and then stood there as his wife climbed aboard his shoulders, gripping his head with both hands. Terrence wobbled slightly, and Kelsey yelped. Annie could see how tightly he was holding on to her thighs.

			“What about me?” Shawn said, waving at the crowd. “Where’s my ride?” A number of women pointed at themselves, and Shawn laughed. “Nah, nah,” he said, and jumped in, holding his cell phone over his head and wading to the beach, his baby-blue T-shirt wet and dark up to his chest. He grinned at everyone, and Annie found herself grinning in response, as if he was talking to her. Well, he was, wasn’t he? She’d seen it up close last night—there was no way he wasn’t as tired as she was, whether he’d been drinking Red Bull or vodka or both—but you couldn’t tell. There was something deranged in the way that Shawn loved the Talkers back, and it was hard to resist. It was what she had always liked about him. Shawn was going to love them all perfectly. Annie had believed it then and, much to her surprise, she believed it now, too.

			On the beach, Scotty and Terrence were talking to the Talkers who’d been selected to play volleyball, three women in blue and three in yellow, all of them holding their elbows, arms crossed over their stomachs. Shawn stopped to take selfies on the beach. Annie turned back to the boat and realized that Corey and Keith were both trudging through the water, tight smiles on their faces as they clapped and pointed and waved.

			The crowd—both on the sand and in the water—turned to watch the guys make it to the beach. On one side of the net, Shawn and Scotty and their team pulled on little blue nylon pinnies, and on the other side of the net, Corey and Terrence and their team put on yellow. Keith sank into a low deck chair next to the net and put his head between his knees. He wasn’t okay. He had told her so, hadn’t he? Annie felt like they’d had a moment, but she also knew that that feeling—human connection—was what the whole weekend was supposed to provide. It was to give middle-aged women the vacation they always dreamed of, with the boys they’d always dreamed of, and so maybe when the next person appeared, Keith had been fresh as a daisy, chipper, funny. She was probably projecting. He hadn’t really been looking at her last night, not in any real way, not more than he would have looked at a lamp or a chair. He hadn’t stayed to finish his cigarette, either. No doubt that was another side of parasocial psychosis, which should have been the subtitle for the entire cruise. Have you imagined a decades-long relationship with the members of a boy band? This is the cruise for you! Come and join your fellow crazies aboard the floating mental institution! Even if Annie hadn’t been harboring delusional fantasies for the last few decades—she hadn’t, she really didn’t think so—the last twenty-four hours had felt like a crash course in those feelings. It was in the Sexy Sunrises, it was in the sea air, it was in everything.

			Women closed ranks along the beach where the boat had come in, and so now all Annie could see was row after row of butts in bathing suits and the fried eggs of a thousand sun hats. She pushed herself off the ocean floor she’d been standing on and floated on her back. There was no floating away—there were buoys with lines set up, and lifeguards, and even if she did somehow slip past it all, eventually she would wind up back at the hull of the American Fantasy, where some kind employee could throw her a life preserver. Maybe Maira could hop in a lifeboat and row it over. There was still unexpected fun to be had in the world.
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			Saturday, 1:30 p.m.

			American Cay

			Sarah felt awful for Keith. He was still green in the gills and sitting in the direct sunlight, surrounded by screaming women. She’d set him gently in a plastic deck chair at the net line, and as far as Sarah could tell through the sunglasses and under the brim of his hat, his eyes were closed the entire time. He blew the whistle every once in a while, a sharp, high tweet, and then pointed one direction or the other, but it didn’t matter. They didn’t need him—Shawn was player and coach on both sides of the net. JackRabbit had occasionally hired great, experienced people who seemed like they were going to work well with the company only to bring them aboard and realize that they had no sea legs and therefore couldn’t possibly do the job. This had not been a job requirement when Keith joined Boy Talk. It was Sarah’s job to make the artists feel as comfortable as possible, and so watching them vomit over the side of a speedboat was not high on Sarah’s list of professional accomplishments.

			Terrence and Scotty were both decent volleyball players, but Corey and Shawn put them both to shame. Sarah watched Corey leap several feet into the air to slam the ball down, scoring an easy point. She took out her phone and made a note—Corey and Shawn have to be on same team for competitive sports. The sun was directly overhead, cooking all of them, and Sarah watched the Talkers around her bake and burn. Jonathan was having a better time than the rest of them—Sarah watched as he whale-spouted ocean water above his own face, floating in the water just off the sand. If she were Bobby, she would have drowned him on the spot. Instead, Sarah handed out bottles of water to everyone—the guys, the fans, husbands—who looked like they were within spitting distance of heat stroke. They were halfway through the day, halfway through the cruise.

			Her walkie-talkie buzzed. Tyler’s voice crackled through the small speaker. He was setting up the karaoke fifteen feet away, and Sarah turned around and saw him, sweating, dragging an amp through the sand. “Help,” he said. “I’m pretty sure I’m doing this the wrong way.” He was. Sarah held up a finger, though not the one she most wanted to use.
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			SATURDAY, 3 p.m.

			American Cay

			The karaoke contest had been Shawn’s idea. The setup was better than volleyball, at least—they were all on canvas director’s chairs on the deck of the seafood shack, and the small makeshift stage was just below them, pointing toward the sand, with a taut projector screen off to one side, where everyone could read the words to the songs. They were the judges, and the Talkers were the contestants, but like everything else, what it really meant was that Shawn was doing backup dances for blushing Talkers while everyone else watched. There was no actual judging. Obviously, they couldn’t say anything critical about anyone’s singing, but that wasn’t the point of karaoke anyway. Keith was feeling less queasy. When they were done, he’d walk back to the ship if he had to. There was no way he was getting back on the stupid little boat.

			Sarah had promised it would be less than an hour total, and the first two songs had been mostly painless. One woman—Mary from Maryland was how Keith thought of them, the individual Talkers—had wobbled her way through “Jolene” while holding the microphone in one hand and a snorkel in the other. A woman in a tangerine-colored bathing suit had done a decent enough job at “I Will Survive,” at which Terrence had made his stankiest face, his highest compliment, and Scotty had done his best Travolta impression on the sand beside her, pointing up and down and rocking his body from side to side. Keith held up his ten score card each time. The third singer was a large balding man in a shirt that said Boy talk bro. He cleared his throat twice, and the tinny version of a Garth Brooks song began to play.

			“Hey,” Shawn said, leaning over close to Keith’s ear. “I want to talk to you, okay?”

			Shawn’s team had lost the volleyball game, and Keith thought that his brother was not above arguing with the ref calls, given that there hadn’t been any.

			“Yeah,” Keith said, as if saying no was an option. It was never good when Shawn wanted to talk to him alone. It usually involved Shawn relaying a bad idea he’d already said yes to. Being on an episode of a shitty kids’ sitcom. Licensing their song to a Viagra commercial. Spray tans.

			“Later,” Shawn said. “Not in the middle of this.”

			Keith nodded. “Sure, later.” Shawn’s weird new coach, Jonathan, had been keeping a low profile and keeping his distance, but Keith kept spying him in the background. He didn’t blend in—no one else on the ship looked like the Unabomber. Keith had seen him prowling around the upper decks during the lido deck parties and bobbing his head in the last row of the theater, in the VIP section next to the soundboard. It made Keith feel queasy, but he was already queasy. Maybe that was Shawn’s idea. Keith was already down, so why not start kicking.

			“This man can sing!” Shawn yelled out, standing up and pumping his hands in the air. The Talkers cheered. They were wilting in the heat, but Shawn knew how to keep the engine on. Keith’s stomach felt sick again, but this time it wasn’t his inner ear that was causing the trouble. He wanted to smoke a cigarette but couldn’t. He looked for Sarah—a ginger ale would help, maybe. She wasn’t a waitress, but all she had to do was talk into her little microphone, and things appeared like magic. Keith’s sunburned neck hurt, and so did everything else. He wanted a ginger ale, but really he just wanted to be home alone in a dark room, listening to his family in the house. Even in his fantasies, they didn’t really want him around.

			Scotty was nodding his head at the man singing. He had a beautiful baritone voice, low and smooth. The man closed his eyes while he sang. Keith didn’t blame him—the guy clearly knew the words, and most sane people were shy in front of a crowd. The sun was hot, even if it wasn’t directly overhead anymore, and everyone was sweating, even the people in the shade. Keith watched as Scotty frowned slightly. Terrence was the weakest singer by far, which was too bad in that he was also the weakest at everything else, but Scotty never sang unless they were onstage. It was one of the things that Corey had thrown at them when he quit, their laziness. “Singers actually practice, you know,” he had said, twenty years old and finally taller than the rest of them. “It’s an instrument.” Even as a kid, he’d had perfect pitch and was always in key—things Boy Talk had not required. Corey had been to rehab once, he’d slept with half a dozen supermodels, he was messy and careless in a thousand ways but not when it came to his voice, and somehow that meant that he was better than the rest of them. Keith looked over at Corey, who was leaning forward in his chair, really paying attention. The man had one hand flat against his belly and the other gripped the microphone tightly. He finished the song, and Corey burst into applause, standing up so fast that his canvas chair fell over, like he was on American Idol and was single-handedly getting this guy a record contract.

			“Yes!” Corey said. “Yes, yes, yes!”

			The man handed the mic back and took a shallow bow, his cheeks crimson from the attention, or the sun, or both. Corey looked back at the band, all sweaty and miserable, and said, “That’s how you do it.”
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			Saturday, 3:57 p.m.

			American Cay

			Annie had wandered back to her beach chair after floating through about ten minutes of the volleyball game. The water was glorious, and if she closed her eyes, she could forget where she was for a minute or so. It was as if the Boy Talk spell weakened once one set foot off the American Fantasy, and Annie had a brief passing thought that the ship was pumping something into the air like they did at Disney, but instead of just making it smell like popcorn or sugar, the ship was making them all incapable of thinking like rational adult human beings. Maybe that was just being on vacation. Or maybe that was the secret of cruises, that sailing away from land made one’s problems feel out of reach and therefore more solvable. This was a temporary habitat, like a meditation retreat, only with lots and lots of noise.

			The karaoke was over, Annie was pretty sure, because the crowd in front of the seafood shack seemed to have thinned out, and women were dragging their various beach rentals back to the thatched-roof hut they’d come from. Annie slid her book back into her tote bag and tied her beach towel around her waist. Her bathing suit was a modest black tank, what Annie thought of as standard middle-aged-mom fare, but all around her, women of all ages and sizes were in bikinis and other kinds of bathing suits. It felt like being in a locker room at an open-air YMCA—all bodies welcome. Annie tucked her wet hair behind her ears and raised her tote bag onto her shoulder.

			The walk back to the tender was short—ten minutes on a palm-tree-lined path. Annie fell in behind a crowd of women who were all traveling together—even within the cruise, it was easy to identify these smaller herds. Sometimes they were all wearing matching outfits, sometimes they were wearing matching hats, sometimes they were all carrying the same kind of drink. These women were doing all three. There were six of them in white captain hats holding two-foot-long plastic tubes that contained the dregs of some alcoholic slushie.

			“I saw that crazy bitch,” one of them said. “I don’t know how she shows her face.”

			“Seriously,” one of her friends replied. They were all wearing cut-off jean shorts and matching airbrushed T-shirts. How much money did people put into this? Taylor Swift made local economies spike, but had anyone checked what Boy Talk cruises did to Etsy shops?

			Everyone’s wet flip-flops thucked-thucked-thucked loudly on the path.

			“I swear, I will call the ship cops if she even tries to talk to me,” the woman in front said. “And I bet Scotty would too.”

			“No, he wouldn’t,” her friend said. “Scotty’s scared of Maira. She’s a capoeira expert, remember?”

			The women all laughed. Annie kept her head down, making sure to keep pace with them. They didn’t seem to notice her. A tree branch whacked Annie in the arm. She winced and kept walking.

			“Honestly?” one of the women said. Annie couldn’t wait to hear whatever came next. “I think she’s just sad. It’s sad, come on.”

			Her friends were not convinced and all exhaled giant sighs. “Being a liar is, like, the most pathetic thing. It’s like stealing from us and the guys.”

			There were a lot of nods and mmms. Disloyalty to the guys seemed a transgression that required somber reflection. The path turned, rounding a corner, and Annie could see the stanchions to get back on the tender. A boat was waiting, and Annie followed along as the women got on board, but they all turned right, and she turned left, heading for the other side of the boat. One bench seat looked toward the water and was in the shade, opposite a bench seat in full sun, and Annie made a beeline for the shady side. She had already sat down when she looked across from her and noticed Mr. Beer Pong, aka Freddie Mercury. It was the first time she’d seen him out of a costume, but there were so few single men on the ship that Annie had no doubt that it was him. It was also the first time she’d seen him alone.

			He had a nice enough face—a strong nose, which Annie had always been attracted to. Chris had had a great nose, still did—thin at the bridge with a delicate tip that pointed toward his chin. Even when she couldn’t stand him anymore, Annie had always liked his nose, which was good, because now Claudia had it too. There was only a foot of space in between her knees and Mr. Beer Pong’s, so close that Annie could see the thick blond hair on his arms. He was staring out at the water, humming to himself. Mr. Beer Pong was younger than she was. Forty? Maybe forty-five? It was hard to tell with men. He had his arms slung over the back of the bench seat, and his knees were wide apart. Manspreading didn’t seem quite as bad on a cruise’s ferry boat as it did on a New York City subway. Annie looked up at his face and was surprised to find him staring back at her.

			“What’s up?” Mr. Beer Pong said. He unhooked his arms from the back of the bench and crossed them over his chest. “Madonna, right?”

			Annie felt her cheeks go up in flames. “Uh,” she said. “Yes, I was. I mean, I’m not usually. But I was yesterday, yes.”

			He stuck out a hand for her to shake. “I’m Greg.”

			“Annie,” she said, and reached her hand out to meet his. Either he was sandy or she was, it was impossible to tell, but there was some grit in between their palms.

			“First cruise?” Greg asked. “I don’t think I’ve seen you before.”

			“It is. Have you done this…” Annie paused. The tender had begun to move and rumbled away from the dock. The boat vibrated under her feet.

			“It’s my third,” Greg said, answering her unasked question. “I love it, you know? Everyone is so friendly. It’s like being in college again. But no homework.”

			Annie nodded. He wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. Not that she was checking. It was just that he was talking with his hands, moving them in front of his face—a gesturer.

			“So, what do you think so far?” Greg asked.

			The boat rocked a little, and their knees knocked together. Annie laughed. She’d touched so many bodies on this trip—gentle little hands on each other’s shoulders as they squeezed by, high fives, even some hugs. Why did it feel different to touch a man’s body? Annie was no prude. She’d kissed a girl once. Sure, it was during a game of truth or dare, but that counted. Claudia had suggested that, post-divorce, Annie try dating a woman. There wasn’t a woman’s knee that had ever sent this feeling into Annie’s body. That was the truth.

			“I think you’re having a great time,” she said.

			“I am,” Greg said. “Have you noticed?” He raised an eyebrow.

			Annie tried to think of the last time she had genuinely flirted with someone. Not given someone else’s husband a friendly touch at elementary school drop-off, not kissed a male friend on the cheek after two glasses of wine, but truly flirted with an available man. She couldn’t remember. She and Chris had been married for twenty years, and they’d dated for five years before that. The last year Annie had been single was 1998, literally in the previous millennium. How did one ask someone out in a closed environment? It was like trying to date in the biosphere. Tonight’s theme party was Pajama Night. Maybe she’d start there.

			“What do your pajamas look like?” Annie said, and felt a little bolt of lightning run through her, right there on the tender.

			“You’ll see,” Greg said, and grinned.
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			Saturday, 5:14 p.m.

			Deck 7

			They’d only been back in the Sanctuary for half an hour when Keith heard a knock on his door. He was fresh out of the shower and in the complimentary American Fantasy robe. One of Keith’s favorite things about the Sanctuary was the robes. Last year he’d asked Sarah if he could take one home, and she’d left a clean one in his room on the last day, so it also felt like being at home. Keith pulled open the door and saw his brother and Jonathan standing in the hallway.

			“Come on in,” Keith said, wishing that he were wearing actual clothes. If he were a different kind of person, he would have told them to wait while he changed.

			The cabin had a small sitting area with a couch, and Shawn and Jonathan lowered themselves onto it in unison. Keith spun the desk chair around and sat facing them, holding the heavy cotton closed on his lap.

			“I just wanted to put this together,” Shawn said. “Jonathan and I have been talking a lot about really exciting opportunities. Really exciting ones.” Shawn took his hat off and put it on again.

			“Okay,” Keith said. As far as he knew, his brother had never gone to therapy, but he’d done a lot of this—finding people to agree with him. The Papa Fiore’s pizzerias had a laminated list of goals hanging on the wall in every location, and Keith could hear each of the goals in his brother’s voice: Our goal is to provide our customers with sustenance for their body and soul. We strive for greatness in every bite. We promise to serve you from our hearts. We aren’t satisfied unless you want to come back again tomorrow. That was Shawn. Never satisfied because he was never sure people were coming back tomorrow. How could he know for sure unless he checked? Keith knew at least half the things that Shawn and this guy were about to say, so he just closed his eyes and waited for them to start.

			“Well, Keith,” Jonathan began. Keith opened his eyes. “Your brother has told me a lot about you. About your talent, about your voice, about your gifts.” Jonathan pulled on his beard with one hand and then the other, like it was a rope he was trying to climb.

			“You know you’re the best of us,” Shawn chimed in.

			“Thank you,” Keith said. “That’s generous.” It wasn’t true, at least not now, but it may have been true once upon a time. He actively avoided thinking about things in those terms, and Keith didn’t like hearing other people say it either, that there was such a thing as the best of anything. The past was over. It was so far away he couldn’t even see it anymore. They’d been together longer as adults than they had as kids. Maybe that didn’t matter to the Talkers, but it made a big difference to Keith. This version of himself was the real one, not vice versa.

			“Let me ask you this: How are you using your talent? How are you using your gift?” Jonathan leaned forward. Keith felt suddenly like a teenage actress being hit on by a disgusting movie producer, even though he was the one in the bathrobe. He didn’t respond. Keith lit a cigarette, even though Shawn hated when he smoked. Keith wasn’t embarrassed that Shawn did paid Instagram posts for his Botox injector—why should he care that Keith smoked? Why was that worse? It was the hustle, that’s what Shawn would have said. Everything was for the hustle. Keith took a long inhale and then blew a plume of smoke toward the ceiling.

			After a minute, Shawn cleared his throat and said, “So?”

			“I thought that was a rhetorical question,” Keith said. “Like ‘what are you doing with your life,’ or whatever.” He leaned back. If Keith could have leaned back far enough that he was in the next cabin, he would have. They both looked at him expectantly. “I’m here, aren’t I? I’m singing the songs that make people happy. That’s how I’m using my talent. How are you using yours, Shawn?”

			“That’s fair, and I’m glad you asked,” Shawn said. Shawn was a big believer in fairness. Sometimes the Talkers got upset about something or other—the cruise selling out, merch not being available in all sizes, the price of meet and greets—and Shawn was always the one to respond. That was his talent: total devotion. Keith wondered if Stacy found it irritating, the way Shawn spent hours every day pressing the little heart button on posts that fans had made.

			“But do you think you’re using your full potential?” Jonathan said it like Keith could be an astronaut or cure cancer, like the possibilities were limitless.

			“I don’t know,” Keith said. He thought about how he’d sung everywhere as a kid, even before the group, and put on little dance shows for his parents, singing in his socks on the living room rug. Applause was better than allowance, better than ice cream. That was when talent had meant something to him—he’d felt it, the thing inside that made him different from the other kids, the thing that made him special. But now—for so many decades—the thing that made him special was being Keith Fiore, and talent had nothing to do with it.

			This was what Corey had complained about when he’d quit the band—he wanted to do more. He wanted to act. He had all these ambitions that took what they had built and used them as a staircase to actual credibility. Keith didn’t see it like that—for him, what they had built was a cliff, and there was nowhere to go but down, and so he’d been sitting in that spot for twenty years, thinking about jumping off. He had almost jumped last year. He felt like jumping now too. Keith made a promise to himself: If Shawn kept talking for more than ten minutes, he would never speak to his brother again.

			“Jonathan had an idea. Well, it was both of us, really,” Shawn said. “It’s a way you could make Steffani and Madison really proud, not to mention make fucking bank.”

			The hair on the back of Keith’s neck stood up.

			Jonathan cleared his throat. “Do you want to do the pitch, or do you want me to?” he asked Shawn.

			Shawn put out his hand. He would do it, of course. “Here’s what’s next. Forget Cleveland and Detroit and Atlanta—we’re going bigger. Zero to sixty, like the Concorde, baby. Boy Talk: World Tour. Think about it—we haven’t been to Japan since we were teenagers. Germany? They fucking love us in Germany. The Philippines. Brazil. All the places with the best fans. Just rocking their faces off every night.”

			Never mind that the Concorde had been out of business for twenty years. Japan was on one side of the world. Germany was on the other. Brazil was nowhere near either of them. The kind of tour Shawn was talking about would take six months of nonstop touring, easy. The last time they were in Brazil was in 1990, when Corey was seventeen, and he had slipped off in the night, and they’d lost him for several hours. It was before cell phones, and Bobby had almost killed him when Corey slunk back into the hotel at dawn. Shawn had laughed like it was the funniest thing in the world, but Keith hadn’t thought it was funny at all. Corey had accused Keith of being an old lady with no sense of humor, which had made Shawn laugh even harder.

			Keith felt like he was going to throw up. “What does Bobby say?” he asked. Bobby was the one who managed all their fears, who talked Keith back onto the ship every year. Bobby knew what they liked, what they hated, what their personal bills looked like and how much shit they would shovel to pay them. Scotty was always in a bad way financially, and Keith had said yes to more than a few things because he knew Scotty needed the money. If someone’s mother was dying and they had to pay for round-the-clock care, that was what brothers did.

			Shawn shook his head. “You don’t get it. Bobby’s vision has only gotten us this far. Sometimes you need to make a leap if you want to get to another level. It’s like Super Mario Bros., you know?” Shawn punched the sky.

			Jonathan leaned back, nodding. He crossed one ankle over his opposite knee. “It’s the circle of life. It’s beautiful, really, when you think about it.”

			Keith pulled his robe tighter. His bare feet looked so pale, with a few dark hairs poking out of his big toe. They looked just like his father’s feet. “The circle of life is cutting out Bobby? And going to Brazil?” He thought about seeing Corey every day for six months, all the digs, all the piteous looks, all the jokes that weren’t really jokes. About all the rehearsals they would need. His body wasn’t ready. His heart wasn’t ready. Keith’s toes started to sweat.

			“Listen, I know what you’re thinking.” Shawn rubbed his hands together and then held them open like a magician who was releasing a dove into the air. “You’re a good guy, Keith. You always have been. And Corey’s a good guy too. I know you haven’t always gotten along, but that’s water under the bridge, you know? This is bigger than any one of us, or any combination of us, don’t you think?” Jonathan nodded in confirmation, his mouth a smug closed-lip smile.

			There had been offers. A dancing show, a cooking show, a home renovation show, a prank show, a reality show. Keith had said no to everything. He knew what he could handle, and what he couldn’t handle was Corey and watching Shawn fawn all over him. It was pathetic. When Keith saw how hard Shawn was trying to keep going a hundred miles per hour, how hard Corey was trying to pretend that anything he ever did would mean half as much as what they’d done when they were teenagers, he just felt sad for them. It was like the guy pushing the rock up the hill.

			“I am not doing that,” Keith said.

			“I don’t think you’re getting it,” Shawn said. “You could be doing so much more. You’re just sitting at home in Jersey.” He shook his head like it wasn’t a real place, like it wasn’t where they were all from.

			“Are you talking to Corey about this too?” Keith asked.

			“Come on, man,” Shawn said. “We’re talking to everybody.”

			“I mean—are you talking to Corey about this?” Keith was getting mad. He wanted to try to get his wife on the phone again or maybe take a nap. He wanted to lie in the dark and have no one bother him until it was time to go to the lido deck in his stupid pajamas.

			“This isn’t about Corey,” Shawn said, which is when Keith felt sure that it was just like it had always been, with Shawn and Corey off scheming, leaving him in the dark.

			“Did you already ask him? Before you asked me?”

			Shawn looked at Jonathan.

			“We just thought that you could use some alpha attention,” Jonathan said. “To help unlock the alpha wolf within. I see glimmers of it, I really do. And obviously we would need your endorsement—everyone’s agreement—before we start talking to insurers.” Here he chuckled a little. “I have a lot of experience with that, though. I once got insurance for Robert Downey Jr. pre–Iron Man. It shouldn’t be a problem.”

			Glimmers. Jonathan clearly thought this was a compliment. Keith was staying up all night shaking his ass at middle-aged women, pressing his cheek against strangers, probably going deaf, and this guy was seeing glimmers.

			“We can talk more about it later,” Shawn said. “But I’m telling you, bro, this is it. This is the legacy. This is us and the Talkers and their kids…” He knit his fingers together. “This is how we make it last forever. This is the world, bro. If we do this, we will be so tight, we can tour the States as much as we want to. We can really be in fighting shape, you know? I know you never wanted to get back to that kind of life, but our kids are big now. This is a new phase, bro. Just pack your Xanax and let’s boogie, you know? This is our time.”

			“Okay,” Keith said, meaning I’m done with this conversation. He had a one-bro limit per conversation. He stood up and pulled his robe even tighter, like it could hold in all of his feelings too.

			“Love you, brother,” Shawn said. He stood up and wrapped his arms around Keith’s terry-clothed body. “See you upstairs.”

			Jonathan bowed, his hands joined in prayer. “I’d be happy to connect anytime,” he said.

			“Mm-hmm,” Keith said. He looked at his watch. It had been four minutes. He let the door close behind them and then lay down face-first, wishing that the floor would swallow him before he ever had to hear any of those words again, and then he opened his mouth and screamed into the beige carpet.
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			Saturday, 7:56 p.m.

			Deck 5

			The assigned seats were the same for all the performances. Maira took one look at the empty seats on the floor level and hurried Annie along by her elbow.

			“It’s okay,” she said. “They’ll tell us to fill in the empty seats anyway. This way we just get to pick the best ones. Come on.” Maira was in a pair of purple cotton shorty pajamas. She was the kind of tan that either came from a spray nozzle or years in the direct sun, and Maira was from New Jersey. The color of Maira’s skin reminded Annie of her maternal grandmother, who had retired to Florida and spent the last twenty years of her life baking in the sun and drinking Tab soda. It was hard to say which one had given her cancer. Still, she’d enjoyed every ounce of her life in a way that Annie found aspirational. They went down a carpeted staircase and past a security guard to the center aisle, where there were two empty seats in the third row.

			“There we go,” Maira said, clearly satisfied with herself.

			Annie sat down but checked over her shoulder. “Are you sure?”

			Maira nodded once, firm. She took out her phone and started scrolling through videos that other people had taken on the beach. “Looks like Keith was seasick, huh?” she said. “He should stay on the ship, like me. It happened once before, on the second cruise, I think. That one went to Cabo.”

			“Actually…” Annie said. She hadn’t been sure if she wanted to bring it up, but this wasn’t high school, no matter what the accessories looked like. “I heard a few women talking about you—or another Maira—and I wanted to ask you about it. I wouldn’t have thought they were talking about you, but I guess what you said the other day—”

			Maira put up a hand, cutting Annie off. “Oh, it’s me. What did they say? Who was it? Was it Crystal? Theresa?” Her mouth was a tight line.

			“I don’t know who it was. They were all wearing airbrushed T-shirts, but that’s, like, everyone.” Annie paused. “They said something about lying? I don’t really know.” She kept her voice low. All around them, women were chattering, drinking, waving to friends across the theater. Annie wasn’t sure if she wanted the women she’d heard talking to be proven right or wrong. It didn’t actually matter. What was good or bad anymore at this stage of their lives? Annie wanted to live and let live. No matter what, Maira was her roommate for the next two days. She missed her sister, whose broken leg could have stuck out into the aisle so easily. They probably could have sat even closer. Katherine would have gotten even more attention than usual. She was a Leo, like Scotty.

			“Oh, please,” Maira said. “Like I said, people get really jealous. I used to work for Scotty, I told you that, right? When he got started with the SkinSentials, a lot of Talkers joined his team, and it was so small then, we had a lot of time with him—on the phone, in private Facebook groups, that kind of thing. And some people just don’t know how to act. If they’re not good at their business, that’s not my problem.” It wasn’t much of an answer, but Annie didn’t need a microscope to understand what Maira was saying.

			Of course Scotty’s businesses were multilevel marketing schemes—that was obvious. And they weren’t the only ones on the ship—Annie had passed so many rooms with elaborate Avon and Mary Kay displays, and there were a lot of women in LuLaRoe leggings. Maira didn’t seem like an evil person. It was impossible, in this context, to identify anyone as genuinely crazy because they were all crazy. Claudia hated when she said things were crazy—“So ableist, Mom”—but how else could you describe what was going on? Half the people in the theater were wearing pajamas, and the other half would be in a couple of hours. They were walking down Bourbon Street in the middle of Mardi Gras. They were children trick-or-treating. It was sanctioned, organized madness.

			A waitress came by and held her pen expectantly. “Two Sexy Sunrises, please,” Annie said, and then turned back to Maira. “I’m reading a book that has dragon sex in it, like the dragons are having sex with each other, but I’m pretty sure this one woman is actually going to have sex with an actual dragon too.” There was no point trying to resist. Operas were full of women going mad, and so was the cruise. If Maira was a liar, it didn’t actually matter to Annie. This was not the time or place to draw lines. Annie was having more fun than she’d had in years—so many years that it would depress her to do the math. Everyone in the room was going to start screaming; it was just a question of when. Maira nodded in approval.
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			Saturday, 8:12 p.m.

			Deck 3

			For the first time in a few cruises, Corey had decided that he wanted to fit a solo show into the schedule, which Sarah was happy to accommodate. He’d been in a movie adaptation of a musical, and even though the movie had gotten panned for having too much CGI, he’d been doing covers of Broadway show tunes in a series of TikTok videos. Show tunes were the opposite of a scandal. Show tunes were geeky. They were wholesome. Sarah was glad because here, finally, were some songs she liked! The set list was good: some Sondheim, some Lerner and Loewe. There were no props and no costume gimmicks. Sarah checked in backstage and found Corey barefoot and pacing slowly, doing his vocal exercises.

			“All set?” Sarah asked, offering a thumbs-up.

			Corey nodded and finished doing his scale. He ran a hand over his chin, a practiced motion. “Anyone coming?”

			“Anyone coming? Um, yes. Everyone is coming, actually,” Sarah said, laughing. “It’s almost like you have a captive audience.” She stopped when Corey didn’t laugh too.

			“No,” Corey said. He ran his hands over his jeans. “I meant, are any of the guys coming?” A pair of shiny shoes sat nearby, and he slid into them and did a little tap dance. Sarah wondered what it was like having such easy charisma that it just slipped out of you, even when no one was watching.

			“Oh,” Sarah said. They were not. Scotty sometimes showed up to things, but Keith slept as much as possible, as if unconsciousness was the answer to all his problems, and Shawn was glued to his laptop and cell phone whenever he wasn’t mingling. This was work time, no two ways about it, and sitting in an audience did not count. “You know, I’m not sure. I know there are a few VIPs on the list for the JackRabbit row, but I think it’s just the weather girl and a few of her friends. Do you want me to check?” She reached up for her walkie-talkie button, but Corey put out his arm to stop her.

			“No, no, don’t,” Corey said.

			“Okay,” Sarah said. The theater was already full, but it was quieter than before the full band concert. There were some people, Sarah knew, who were skipping it, not just the other members of Boy Talk. There was a certain level of fatigue that set in by day three, especially after beach day, when everyone just needed to decompress for a little bit, have a little day-drunk nap. The JackRabbit staff would tell people in the back rows to go down to the main level and take any empty seats they could find. She didn’t tell Corey that. No one wanted to hear that they were coming in second place to a snooze.

			“You enjoying yourself so far?” Sarah asked. Corey was stretching, bending his lithe body in well-practiced parabolic shapes that made Sarah’s body hurt just to watch.

			“Oh, sure,” he said from a downward-facing-dog position. “Having a blast. Half the people on this ship are wearing my teenage face on their T-shirts.”

			“Is it weird?” Sarah asked. “I mean, aren’t you used to it by now?”

			Corey leapt gracefully up and rolled his head around on his neck. Sarah felt like Corey was from some other, better planet. She was just from Virginia. “Every year I get a little further away from that kid, you know? Like, do you remember believing in Santa Claus? That was a long time ago, right?” Corey said.

			“I’m Jewish,” Sarah said. “So I never believed in Santa Claus. In fact, it always seemed really creepy to me, even though I was jealous.”

			“But you know what I mean.” Corey had a set list written out on a sheet of paper.

			“Yeah, I do.” Sarah’s walkie barked at her shoulder, where it was clipped to her shirt. “They’re ready if you’re ready.”

			Corey nodded. He looked older when he wasn’t around the rest of them.

			“Oh, ‘Being Alive,’ ” Sarah said, pointing to his list. “I love that one. I used to listen to the cast album on my very first iPod. I was cool, Corey. I don’t know if you knew that.”

			“These guys wouldn’t know a Sondheim lyric if it hit them in the head,” Corey said. “Maybe Scotty. Maybe. But probably not.” He stopped and looked at her, and in the light, Sarah could see his movie star bone structure, his movie star stubble. It was so cruel what popularity did to people, what culture did to people, what magazines and TV news shows and the internet and social media did to people. He wasn’t a murderer. He was just a beautiful asshole who had gotten famous when he was too young, and so what hope did he have to evolve? He was like a tiger who had been bred in captivity and then set loose. It wasn’t exactly his fault if he ripped out a few throats. Sarah had gotten too drunk. She’d cheated on girlfriends. She wasn’t the morality police. “Fuck ’em,” Corey said. “Let’s go.” He didn’t wait for the lights to go down before he walked out onto the stage.
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			Saturday, 10:37 p.m.

			Deck 10

			It quickly became clear that the people who had not already put on their pajamas for Corey’s solo show had held off on doing so because their pajamas were actually lingerie. Annie kept holding her hand up to her eyes, as if it would stop the onslaught of barely covered breasts. There were teddies, there were silk bra-and-pantie sets, there were see-through robes with marabou feathers at the hem. DJ Pancake was playing an R & B set, which made everything worse. All the songs were about bumping and grinding, and so that’s what all the bodies were doing, slowly gyrating to the beat. On the one hand, Annie thought, Well, good for them! On the other hand, she thought, I don’t need to see all that. It was the windiest night yet, and so in addition to people’s hair flying behind them and flapping in each other’s faces, marabou feathers and silk were too, further exposing tummies and butt cheeks of all shades and sizes. It felt like a corner of the internet that Annie had never visited before, but she was sure existed. If the nights previous to this one had been Moms Gone Wild, things had now progressed a few steps toward Moms Gone Pornographic.

			Annie was wearing what she actually slept in, which was a short-sleeved white cotton nightgown that went to her midcalves. She’d worried that it might be too much—white showed everything—but in comparison to a lot of the Talkers, she looked and felt like a nun. After Corey’s show, Maira had said that she had a headache and wanted to rest awhile before coming upstairs, so Annie was on her own. A nun alone in a sea of nearly naked breasts. Everyone had their phones out as usual, recording everything, and it seemed like a lawsuit waiting to happen. Privacy, maybe? Annie didn’t know what the laws were, but she knew that if she were Shawn Fiore, she would be careful who she took selfies with tonight.

			It was already packed to the gills by the stage, and so Annie did a few laps before the guys came out to find a good spot. She’d only had two Sexy Sunrises all day, which in her normal life would have been her absolute limit but on the cruise seemed like only ordering an appetizer and no dinner. Practically ascetic. Annie made her way to the bar for one more. If she didn’t last as long tonight, that was okay. Maira had been telling her for days that Prom was the big one. That was always the final theme of the cruise and where people really went all out and stayed up all night—the guys, the Talkers, everyone—awake and dancing on the lido deck until the American Fantasy pulled back into port.

			A woman in front of her was dancing in pajamas printed with little cutouts of Keith’s face. It was his current face, his real face, which seemed more flattering than someone wearing his teenage face. Annie felt a tiny flutter in her stomach knowing that he was going to appear soon, even if he was going to appear in front of thousands of people. That was how they all felt, probably, but it was new to her. Shawn and Scotty looked phony—Corey too, in his own handsome way—like photocopies of real men. Keith was different. Not just because he’d lit her cigarette. She’d just been standing there. Still, Annie thought to herself, there were worse things in the world than a new crush. She had a crush! How would she tell Katherine? It would be like telling her sister that she wanted to sleep with her husband.

			It wasn’t the same as the way she’d loved Boy Talk as a teenager, Annie was pretty sure. That was hormones and hope and fantasy. She’d had no idea what love was. It certainly wasn’t whatever she was dealing with at school, sweaty palms and bad kisses. Boy Talk had seemed like experts even though they hadn’t written the songs, and most of them probably didn’t have any more real-life experience than she did. Annie understood it all more now—desire, disappointment, time. Everything was ruled by hormones now too, of course, but they—the women, the Talkers—were all in on the joke. They were all setting who they’d been on fire and rising from the ashes. Annie thought about Geoff and Kayla, neither of whom understood, and to her own surprise, she actually felt a little bit sorry for them.

			She put her elbows on the sticky bar. “One Sexy Sunrise, please!” The bartender swiped her card and handed it back. There were several pairs of breasts resting directly on the bar beside her, the silky nighties clearly not up to the challenge of containing anything. Annie stared straight ahead and saw Mr. Beer Pong looking back at her. Greg, she reminded herself. He had a name. There were enough men on this ship being objectified; she didn’t need to add another. Annie smiled as he slowly made his way around the bar to her. Greg was holding a bucket of beers and offered her one.

			“No, thank you,” Annie said. Her drink appeared on the bar behind her. It looked the same as it always did, pink and orange and delicious. She was going to miss the Sexy Sunrises. Even if she had understood what all the ingredients were, it didn’t seem like something she could re-create on land. That was true of everything, really. It could never happen anywhere else. “I’m all set.”

			Greg was wearing a nightshirt and a long pointed cap, like the bear on the Sleepytime Tea box. He looked as wholesome as she did.

			“I think you and I may have missed the memo,” Annie said. A woman squeezed in between them wearing hot pants with ruffles that covered her bottom, though covered was perhaps too strong a word. Greg laughed.

			“I think so.” He took a sip of beer. The lights flashed, and DJ Pancake cut the music. Everyone screamed, and Annie watched as the Talkers jumped up and down, their bodies bouncier than usual. The wind made everyone look like the kind of music-video girls who would dance on the hood of someone’s Camaro. The guys appeared underneath the screen. They were all dressed like Tom Cruise in Risky Business—tighty-whities, button-down shirts, sunglasses, socks. Bob Seger started to play.

			“Oh no,” Annie said. She covered her eyes.

			“I think he wore sunglasses later in the movie,” Greg said. “This is apocryphal.”

			Annie smiled into her drink and then looked over at Greg. The guys were still standing up under the screen. Maybe the band was nervous about getting too close to the Talkers when they were wearing so little clothing too.

			“Want to go up there?” Greg said. He pointed to the back of the crowd, where there were only a handful of people watching from an upper deck on the far end of the ship from the VIP zone and the stage.

			“Sure,” Annie said. The crowd was pushing forward toward the boys. It was hard to make it through. Two women wearing matching full-length flannel pajamas stepped back to let them by. Greg stuck his free hand behind him, and Annie took it. He wasn’t sandy anymore. Greg’s skin felt cool from the beer bottle, and Annie watched the muscles in his neck flex as he turned to look at her. The guys had made it to the stage—Annie could tell from how much people were craning their necks around her as she passed them, but she didn’t turn around.

			The steps to the first balcony were full of people, but the steps to the second balcony were clear, and Annie dropped Greg’s hand. They were farther away from the stage than she’d been the whole cruise. There was a small pool and a blocked-off waterslide, and Greg kept walking until he was behind the pool. He set down his bucket of beers and dusted off his hands. Annie took a sip of her drink and then put it down next to his. DJ Pancake was playing Jodeci, and Annie turned to look toward the stage. Shawn and Terrence were both slow-dancing with Talkers wearing sensible short sets like Maira’s. Smart boys.

			“Want to dance?” Greg asked. She turned around, and he was standing there, holding his hands out. His hat was ridiculous and cute. She didn’t know many men who liked costumes. It was funny, the list of things Annie found appealing at fifty that she would never have thought about at twenty-five. Good with kids, bends down to talk to puppies on the street, a polite driver, enjoys puzzles. A green thumb. Didn’t belittle her interests. Maybe even shared them. She stepped into Greg’s hands, and he placed his left hand on her hip.

			“Hmm,” Annie said.

			“Hmm?” Greg said. He took a step closer. They were only a few inches away from the staircase wall, and she drew them both back farther, tucking them even more out of view. His face was so close now, and Annie could see his eyelashes, his crow’s-feet, the stubble starting to appear on his cheeks. He was definitely younger than she was. She’d never done that before, been with someone younger. It wasn’t on her list—Annie didn’t have a list. Lists were for people who expected to be able to cross things off. All Annie had was the desire to be kissed in public by this stranger. They were both already wearing their nightclothes. It wasn’t hard to picture. She turned her face up just a tiny bit and felt her lips part. An invitation. Greg leaned in and kissed her.

			It had been such a long time—Annie didn’t want to do the math—that at first, Annie’s body felt like it was sounding an alarm, like one of those scenes in a movie where someone was stealing something from the Louvre and every red line of light was another trip wire. Her whole body was tripping wires left and right. His chin was sharp, and she could feel each hair pressing into her skin. An involuntary moan escaped her mouth midkiss. She had forgotten so much about kissing. Why would anyone have sex with a dragon when another human being was a possibility? Annie drew Greg closer so that they were pressed up against each other, their faces smashing together hard. His tongue was in her mouth, and hers was in his. Their teeth clattered together. Annie felt like she was fourteen years old, kissing badly because she didn’t know how. She could feel Greg’s erection through their nightgowns, and he pressed it against her, groaning. The cruelest part of Annie’s brain told her that it was so dumb how much she was enjoying this, and the larger, better part said, You’re not dead yet, baby, and danced a jig.

			“Okay,” Annie said. She pushed him gently off her. Greg took a step back and pulled off his hat. There was sweat in his hairline, and his cheeks were red. “Just hang on.”

			“Hanging,” he said. He was out of breath and put his hands on his hips. “Though I would like to continue doing that.”

			“Who are you?” Annie asked. “I mean, who are you when you’re not here?”

			“But I am here,” Greg said.

			“I know what you mean,” Annie said. She straightened out her nightgown. There were some stains on it now, pink drops from her drink, or someone else’s. “I can’t do this here. I’m an adult.”

			Greg picked up his bucket of beer. “Your place or mine?”

			The breeze felt cold on Annie’s skin. She stepped out on the balcony and saw Maira by the tiki bar—Annie waved, but Maira didn’t seem to notice. The guys had welcomed half a dozen people onto the small stage with them and were clapping their hands in unison over their heads. Keith was standing toward the back of the stage, and Annie watched him tug at the hem of his shirt, pulling it down. His legs were long and pale with dark hair. They all looked like they’d been interrupted while getting dressed. Annie didn’t want Keith to see her doing whatever this was. He couldn’t see her, of course, and even if he could, she was a stranger to him, one drop of water in the ocean lapping at his feet. Corey was leaning over the railing, signing autographs on things that people handed to him. Scotty was wearing bright yellow sandals and doing the Macarena with a woman dressed like a sheep. Annie looked down and saw the rest of the woman’s flock, all screaming their heads off.

			“Mine,” she said.

			The elevator banks were empty. The hallways too. Greg didn’t hold her hand, but he stayed close enough that they kept brushing against each other. Everyone was either in bed or on the deck. Annie passed the room of doom, where all the photo groups assembled, and the casino and the empty nightclub and then made her way down the last flight of stairs to her room, Greg at her heels.

			It was empty and neat. Maira was a tidy roommate, thank god. She shut the door behind them, and Greg’s mouth was on hers again. He set the bucket of beer down by the door, and Annie let him push her back toward her bed. She hadn’t had sex in a twin-size bed since she was in college—it seemed physically impossible. She and Chris would not have been up to the challenge, but Greg pulled his nightdress over his head and then Annie’s, and their bodies were already pressing together. She thought she’d feel self-conscious, but she didn’t feel conscious at all, just present and enjoying what was happening. There was nowhere else for their limbs to go but on top of each other, intertwined with each other, pressing, pressing, squeezing, holding. Annie closed her eyes and just paid attention to what her body was feeling: Greg’s mouth on her neck, Greg’s hand slipping between her legs. He was thin but strong, and Annie felt the muscles in his arms flex as he held his body above hers.

			“Can I go down on you?” Greg said into her sternum. Annie mumbled, “Yes, yes,” and then Greg was moving down her body. Some part of him fell out of the bed, and they both laughed. Greg yanked Annie’s body to the edge of the mattress and kneeled in front of it. For a second it felt like a gynecological appointment, with her butt hanging over the edge of the narrow bed, but Annie pushed it out of her mind. It had been a long time! Greg threw her legs over his shoulders, and Annie couldn’t think anymore. She was replaying it all in her head, everything that had happened that night, all while the temperature in her body was going up, up, up, but instead of Greg pulling her through the crowd and up the stairs, it was Keith Fiore. Instead of Greg’s face so close to hers, it was Keith’s. The shape of his lips. The stubble on his cheeks. She imagined Keith leaning in, pressing his body against hers. Her body started to shake.

			The door swung open, and the hallway light flipped on. Annie scooted back all the way onto the bed, leaving Greg crouching at the end in his underwear. Maira stood in the doorway and crossed her arms.

			“Oh, god,” Annie said. “Sorry, Maira, I thought you were upstairs…” Annie didn’t know why she was apologizing, but an apology seemed necessary. They hadn’t been doing anything in Maira’s bed, but it was a small room, a shared space.

			“She’s your roommate?” Greg asked, looking from Maira to Annie and back. Annie couldn’t tell who he was talking to.

			“Yes!” both Annie and Maira said.

			Greg felt around for his nightshirt and pulled it back on. The open door had knocked over his beers, and he picked them up one at a time, leaving a trail of ice cubes in his wake. “She’s crazy,” Greg said to Annie. “Just so you know. Everyone knows she’s crazy.”

			“Yeah, well, you’ve had sex with half the women on this ship!” Maira said.

			Greg shrugged. “See you around, Madonna.” He winked and angled his body through the door, which Maira then slammed behind him.

			Annie held the sheet up to her neck. Maira turned around to give her some privacy.

			“It’s okay,” Maira said. “You’re not the first to fall for him.”

			But Annie wasn’t really listening. She hadn’t fallen—she’d jumped. It didn’t matter if Greg had done whatever with whoever; that had nothing to do with her. Annie pulled the cover over her head and tried to go back, just for a second, to the way it had actually felt. Annie’s impulse was to apologize, to cater to everyone else’s feelings. She was a mom. She’d been a wife. She was a helper, like Mister Rogers always suggested, a person who went out of her way to make things easier for other people. If Katherine had been on the ship, she wouldn’t have brought Greg back to her room. Annie wouldn’t have fooled around. Fooling around! What a phrase, to be a fool on purpose. She had enjoyed being a fool. Annie wanted to be a fool again, as much as she could, until she dropped dead.

			There were little noises in the room—Maira was doing whatever she’d come back to the room to do. Annie slid the cover off her head and watched as Maira plugged her phone charger in to the power strip and leaned closer to the mirror to redo her lipstick.

			“To be clear,” Annie said, “I’m sorry that you walked in on that, but I’m not sorry I was doing it.” She was saying it more for herself than for Maira, who paused with the tube of lipstick an inch away from her mouth.

			“Good for you,” Maira said, and winked. “Want to go back to the party?”

			Annie did. “Let’s go smoke a cigarette first.”

			Maira clapped her hands. “Now we’re talking!”
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			Sunday, 2:59 a.m.

			Deck 5

			Keith hated the costume. It wasn’t even a costume. It was underwear and a button-down shirt and some socks. It was literally all from his own closet. The elaborate costumes were more fun—he would have been happy being Bob Dylan every night. Just wearing underwear seemed so cheap, like they were being cheap. Keith understood—it felt good to give people what they loved. That was the whole point, to give people something that made them happy and to be happy in return. At least Maddy never saw him dressed like this for the fans, unless she’d seen it on YouTube. Keith exhaled. She probably had.

			The John Travolta Disco was quieter than the night before. This happened every year—a little lull on day three where people decided to catch up on a few hours of sleep before the crush of the last day. Scotty was dancing, sliding around in his socks and yellow Crocs. He had tied the button-down around his waist, and he had squeezed into a too-small T-shirt someone had tossed to him onstage that said Boys forever. Keith had told Shawn that Pajama Night was a bad idea, but he didn’t listen. Keith added it to the list of things that he had argued against and lost.

			Shawn was leading about twenty Talkers in a line dance. He didn’t really know how to line dance, but it didn’t matter. He was making it up on the spot, and they were loving it. Scotty was dancing too. Shawn shouted, “Do-si-do!” and threw his baseball hat in the air. Someone caught it, and Keith watched as the women touched the hat as they passed it back to Shawn, as gentle and careful as if they were carrying an infant to safety.

			There was a reason Frank Sinatra and Sammy Davis Jr. did Vegas. In Las Vegas, you could sit down and have a drink, and the floor wouldn’t move underneath you. In Las Vegas, the only people who took off their clothes were the showgirls, the burlesque dancers, and the guys at Magic Mike Live. Keith didn’t want to go to Brazil. He didn’t want to go to the Philippines. He didn’t want to go anywhere with Corey and Shawn. He didn’t even want to do what he was already doing! Boy Talk couldn’t do it forever—they just couldn’t, not like this. Why did it feel so bad to say so out loud? Shawn was going to go down swinging until the day he dropped dead, and he didn’t care if he killed Keith in the process.

			On the other side of the room, Jonathan was dancing, his thin hips jerking side to side in what looked like drooping yoga pants. Keith wanted to get off the ship and never get on again for as long as he lived. He felt like he was doing an army crawl out of a battle zone, and his brother was holding on to his legs.

			Shawn grabbed a microphone and shouted, his voice hoarse and faint, “Let’s rock this fucking boat!” And everyone jumped up and down, including Jonathan. Scotty pointed at Keith, who pointed back. They were all great at pointing.

		

	
		
			
				Day Four

				Sunday
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					Sunrise / Sunset:
 7:10 a.M. / 6:38 p.M.

					High / Low:
 81°F / 70°F

					Today’s Hi-Lites:

					Costume Contest, 6 p.m.— 
Broadway Theater, 3, 4, 5 Mid

					Deck Party:
 Prom Night, 10:30 p.m.—Lido 9 Aft

					Daily Deal:
 Diamond Flash Sale, Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend—5 Aft
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			Sunday, 7:24 a.m.

			Deck 2

			It wasn’t just a hangover, though it was certainly that too. Annie’s head hurt more when she thought about Greg and even more when she thought about Keith Fiore. Poor Keith Fiore! She felt like she’d sexually assaulted him with her mind. It happened all the time, of course, women fantasizing about him. It probably happened every day of his life, but somehow it felt worse having him physically nearby. She looked across the room at Maira, who was asleep with her mouth open, her weighted sleep mask still Velcroed to her head. Annie sat up and saw the giant decal of Shawn Fiore’s face on the floor between their beds. The American Fantasy was moving more than usual, and Annie watched as the room rose and fell with the unseen waves. She swung her legs to the floor.

			In opera, when women accepted their fate, it usually meant that they were going to marry someone they didn’t want to marry and then kill themselves. Some people claimed that wisdom came with age, but Annie had never found that to be true. Look at all the old people who lost their minds to invented stories on cable news channels, at the people who gave their pensions to strangers who called them on the telephone while they were watching Wheel of Fortune. The only thing that Annie felt better about at fifty was her willingness to admit her own stupidity. Fallibility. Confusion. It was great, actually—getting things wrong didn’t feel as bad as it used to. The sun would rise the next day. She was a sturdy person. If the divorce had taught her anything, it was that.

			Another gift of age: Whatever grudges Annie had ever kept were long gone. The woman who Chris had always flirted with too much? Gone. The moms who’d been bitches to her when Claudia was a rowdy toddler who sometimes bit? Gone. The college friends who had always ditched her for cooler people at cooler parties? There were only so many hours in any given day, and there were too many people who Annie actually cared about. She understood now when her parents had introduced someone as “their very good friend” and it was a total stranger, someone she’d never met before. There were too many people to fit into a calendar year, with family vacations and school holidays and childcare and dinner dates and deaths in the family and illness and money and time. That was it, really—there was never enough time, and Annie had gotten good at letting things go.

			Maira croaked from her bed. “Want breakfast?”

			“I’m not going to drink today,” Annie said.

			“More for me,” Maira said.

			

			—

			A few minutes later, they walked into the restaurant, and Annie instantly felt like a fool. The buffet was like a shopping mall food court, and this was an actual restaurant. Annie exhaled, annoyed that she’d wasted so many meals walking around with a plastic tray.

			“Right this way,” said a server wearing a vest and a tie.

			“Why didn’t you think this was good again?” Annie asked. “There are waiters?”

			“It’s so much farther away from the lido deck,” Maira said. “You’d have to eat so early in order to get a good spot. Takes too long.”

			The enormous room was full of Talkers in groups large and small, just like the rest of the boat, but it was quiet. The server stopped in front of a table next to a window and gestured for them to sit. Outside, the water was blue and endless. It immediately felt more like every vacation Annie had ever been on. Everyone was sitting down. No one was screaming. “Well, I am never going to the buffet again, I can tell you that much.”

			Maira sat down and put her napkin on her lap. “You do you.”

			The menus were enormous. It had only been three days, but Annie delighted at the choices in front of her, choices that someone would prepare and bring to her table. “Hmm, hmm, maybe eggs! Or I don’t know. French toast actually sounds so delicious to me right now. I don’t think I’ve had French toast in years.”

			Maira shrugged. “Okay,” she said. “So, you want me to tell you about your lover boy?”

			Annie put her hand over her eyes. “I am so sorry you had to see that. I feel like a teenager who got caught having sex in her parents’ basement.”

			“In the basement?” Maira asked. “Okay, creepy.”

			“Not like a creepy basement,” Annie said. She felt embarrassment rise in her cheeks and took a breath. “Do I want to know? I don’t know. Do I?”

			“Greg comes to everything. He comes on the cruises. He goes to the meet and greets. He’s a big fan. But the thing about being a male Boy Talk fan? It’s almost like—what do you call it? You remember that Steve Martin movie where he has the big nose? And the cute firefighter pretends to be him to make the mermaid from Splash fall in love with him?”

			“It’s Cyrano,” Annie said. “I get it.” The plot was the same—the handsome hunk can barely string a sentence together, so eloquent Cyrano woos in his place, and the hunk climbs up to the balcony and makes love to her. In Annie’s case, Boy Talk was Cyrano, wooing en masse out of reach, and then all Greg had to do was wear a nightcap and offer her a beer. It was pathetic, but it worked. A classic was a classic for a reason.

			“No, it was called something else. Anyway, that’s what Greg does. He sees all of us with hearts in our eyes and he just tries and tries until someone says yes. He’s probably slept with as many people as Corey West has, honestly. All of them Talkers. He still lives with his parents. Did he tell you that? He does.”

			Annie cringed and was glad when the server reappeared to wipe the slate clean. They ordered eggs and French toast and regular toast and orange juice and coffee—and some fruit and some sausage. Why not? It was all free. When the waiter left, Annie took a sip of water and started.

			“And what about the guys? I feel like there’s a lot I don’t know about them, at least anymore.”

			Maira batted her eyes. “I told you that you’d want to meet them.” She reached around and patted herself on the back. “Which one? Still Shawn? Or somebody else?”

			“Keith.” Annie blushed. “Just tell me. What should I know?”

			Maira rolled her head on her neck, and Annie could hear the crackling noises from across the table. She took a deep breath. “Honestly?” she said. “I think he’s lonely.”

			“How could you possibly know that?” Annie shook her head. “Come on.”

			“ ‘Come on’ nothing,” Maira said. “Some people are experts at nuclear physics, and I’m an expert at this. Body language. The way he talks in interviews. I don’t know what’s happening in his personal life, obviously, but I know that everyone brings their personal life to work in one way or another. Don’t you think?”

			Annie thought about her office, at least pre-Covid, when they were all together all the time. No one had been surprised when she’d told them she and Chris were getting a divorce. They’d all told her a thousand times how wonderful Claudia was, how precious, how smart. They’d watched the videos of her karate belt ceremonies and drum recitals. No one had ever said something nice about Chris. It wasn’t the same exactly, but wasn’t it at least a little bit? Maybe Maira was onto something.

			“And why are these girls so mad at you?”

			“I told you. I was working for Scotty’s SkinSentials—which is actually really high quality, by the way—and I signed up a whole bunch of Talkers, but it’s not always easy to sell, based on your location or your social media followers or whatever. So people got mad. It’s not my fault.”

			Annie nodded the way she nodded when Claudia was telling her a story about something she didn’t want to admit, like getting a bad grade or a friend who’d ditched her. It wasn’t an answer, but it also wasn’t a denial. Maira was right—they were all in the middle of their own storylines. The ship was full of them. Annie thought of the sign on the deck, the woman looking for a kidney. Maybe she spent the parties walking around staring at women and wondering, Is it you? Is it you?

			“Come on,” Annie said. She crossed her arms on the table. “Tell me one thing.”

			Maira waved her hands in front of her face. “You tell one person to drop dead, and all of a sudden, you’re dangerous. Enough, enough, judge and jury.”

			Annie sucked in a breath. “Ouch. So why do you come if you know there are going to be people like that here, people who are really mad at you? Doesn’t it make it uncomfortable?” Annie had had a hard enough time climbing aboard—she couldn’t imagine coming when she knew there would be trouble.

			Maira was wearing beaded bracelets that had the guys’ names on them. Annie could picture Maira making them one bead at a time. She understood. This—whatever this was—was not easily replaceable. You couldn’t make old friends, and you couldn’t make old love. Joy was important, even if you also told people to drop dead. “I like to meet new people. I like to have fun. I can take it,” Maira said. “If no one messes with me. They just better not mess with me. Because I do not deal well with that. My husband always tells me, ‘You’ve got anger issues.’ ” Maira shrugged. “This is my happy place, and I don’t need people messing with it.”

			“I don’t love the sound of anger issues, but I get it. I think I get it, at least. I’m starting to,” Annie said.

			The server came by and set down a giant tray of plates, enough to cover their entire table.

			“Oh, I know you are,” Maira said. She looked at the bounty on their table. “Goody, it’s my cheat day.”
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			Sunday, 10:59 a.m.

			Deck 5

			Keith needed shaving cream, and he needed a walk. He would have asked his brother for the shaving cream, but he didn’t want to see his brother until he had to. The longer he went without having to talk to Shawn, the more likely it was for Keith to be able to make it to the end of the cruise without saying something he couldn’t take back, without saying I quit, I quit, I quit, I quit in the same angry voice he’d used as a little boy when Shawn had ridden him too hard about playing baseball or throwing rocks through an already broken window. Keith put on a hat, sunglasses, and a face mask, a disguise that would slow Talkers down for a maximum of three seconds.

			The shared areas of the Sanctuary were empty, and the guard sitting at the door just nodded at Keith when he popped his head out. One of the things Keith most wished he could have was the ability to exist unobserved. Privacy and fame were opposite sides of a single transaction. The scary part was that Keith knew he was getting closer to having privacy again. Most days, he was already there. Not on the ship but in his real life, when all the Talkers dispersed. He wanted it almost as much as he feared it, in equal measure.

			“Need a body guy?” the guard asked, hand already on his walkie-talkie.

			“No thanks,” Keith said. “I’ll just be a minute. Thank you, though.”

			The man nodded, and Keith felt like he was getting away with something, being on his own.

			

			—

			The elevator was the swiftest route, but he didn’t want to risk being caught in a small, enclosed place, and so Keith headed for the aft staircase. It was two flights down to the fifth floor, where the shops were. The stairway was empty, and Keith’s heart was beating fast. He wasn’t doing anything wrong, but he would be caught by someone all the same, and sometimes that went badly. From the hall around the atrium, Keith could see that there were a decent number of Talkers at the bar on the third floor. Someone had taken the vinyl banner of Corey, so it was just the four of them standing there, stone-faced, staring down. He paused for a minute in between his own giant face and Shawn’s and rested his elbows on the railing.

			Opposite the bar on the floor below, on a stage the size of a manhole cover, a young woman was playing the guitar. She was pretty, with long wavy hair and blue jeans, and her fingers worked quickly on the strings. None of the Talkers were paying attention to her, but there were a few young men standing nearby—clearly crew from one part of the ship or another, their arms crossed. They were listening.

			When the woman began to sing—a song he couldn’t quite identify—Keith realized that though the woman was singing in English, it was clearly not her first language. It was like the song had been put through Google Translate, leaving all the American cadences on the cutting room floor. Her voice was deeper than he expected, and richer. She tapped one foot on the small platform, and Keith found that he was tapping his too. The Talkers kept talking, their back to this singer, and Keith wanted to shout down, Hey, pay attention, but if he had, they would have taken out their phones and started filming him. They would have run up the staircase. They would have drowned her out completely.

			No one ever talked about the music.

			There had been a time when music magazines (when there were music magazines, period) felt obligated to say something about Boy Talk, but they hadn’t said anything kind. It was always some snarky dude with a goatee and a closet full of black T-shirts talking about the saccharine lyrics and the bubblegum melodies. If anyone understood fans, it should be guys like that. They were the same as Talkers, devoted to their gods, whether it was Morrissey or Robert Plant or Kurt Cobain or whoever. They knew every note just like the Talkers did, but somehow the things they loved were worthy of their deep consideration and Boy Talk wasn’t. You could practically hear them sharpening their knives. And that’s if Boy Talk was lucky enough to be included. Talk show hosts would ask for funny anecdotes (“And then your dog!!! Was barking!!! But Barbra Streisand was at the next table!!”) and might give an easy compliment, but that wasn’t the same as respect. The studio audience always lost their minds anyway because the Talkers showed up every time.

			Here was what Keith wanted, even now, after so many years: He wanted people to listen to the music. No matter what Corey thought, Keith did care about his voice. It was deeper now, with more of a texture than it had had when he was young. Keith liked the way older voices sounded. Neil Young, Bob Dylan, Van Morrison, Johnny Cash! There was more there—more understanding, more life. He was proud of those early records, but those were only snapshots of a moment in time. They were his baby pictures, and what he was now—what he could be now—was different. Keith didn’t know if it was better or worse, but he came by it honestly.

			Steffani didn’t even like it when he sang anymore. She didn’t like it when he touched her, when he was just trying to be playful, when they were both reaching for something in the fridge. Steffani loved him, he thought, in the way that she loved one of her cousins or the brother she liked the least. Someone who’d always been around. Someone she could count on in an emergency. That wasn’t nothing—a number to call, an SOS. But it wasn’t the same as a marriage. Not a good one, at least.

			The woman had made it to the chorus. It was an Adele song; Keith recognized it now. She threw her head back when she got to the big notes, and the sound escaped into the air, diffusing her powerful voice into the space above her, where it floated, floated, floated up to Keith. He was crying again. Her voice was so big. The song was so good. God, it was nice to remember that songs could do that. The woman finished, and he clapped. No one on the ship had come to see this woman sing. Keith didn’t know her name or where she was from or what she did on board when she wasn’t playing the guitar to a row of people’s backs. She was singing because it moved her. Anyone could see that. Because she had something inside that needed to come out. This was what songs could do. It was the same as a poem, a painting, a dance. The sound wasn’t just a sound; it was an expression of the parts of yourself that words couldn’t describe.

			The young guys watching her clapped too. One of them put two fingers in his mouth and did a wolf whistle. Keith almost never saw live music anymore. He wondered what she was going to play next. If no one else had been on the ship, Keith would have walked down the stairs, gotten closer. She looked like someone who knew a lot of songs. He did too. There had to be some overlap.

			“Um,” a voice said, close to Keith’s ear. He straightened up and turned around, and there were three Talkers standing in a tiny clump right behind him. The leader was jittery and beaming. “Hi,” the woman said. She was small and round with a pink, shining face. “I thought that was you.” The women behind her giggled.

			“It’s me,” Keith said. He pulled down his mask, caught.

			She held up her phone and raised an eyebrow. “Can we?”

			He nodded and ducked his head down next to theirs while she snapped a photo with an outstretched arm.

			“Okay, guys, see you later,” Keith said, and as he hurried toward the sundry shop, he heard the women begin to trill.

			“Can I borrow your phone?” Keith asked the woman behind the counter at the shop. The ship’s operator clicked a few buttons and then connected his call. The Talkers weren’t coming in, but they were accumulating outside. Sarah picked up on the first ring.

			“Help,” Keith said.
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			Sunday, 12:35 p.m.

			Deck 9

			Annie was hungry again, sort of. Her body wasn’t reliable in the way it used to be. Her period, her mood, her stomach, her desire. The household had been through puberty so recently, and so Annie knew what it was when it started to happen, sooner probably than friends of hers who assumed they’d be fertile forever. Fertile, like a cornfield, like a purebred dog, like a young wife in some religious sect. What she really meant was young. Annie had never thought of herself as young, even when she had been, but regardless, the road to menopause felt like she was being forced to walk the plank into a school of sharks. Final. It was helpful to think of women she knew who had gone through it, women who were not dead: Meryl Streep, Cher. Probably lots of women much younger than them, too, but it felt impolite to guess. It was always this way—by the time you got used to something, it was already over. Sleepaway camp, high school, marriage. A cruise, even.

			The buffet was quiet. She’d sworn it off, but Maira was right: It was so convenient. Annie decided that she was going to get a snack, she was going to take a walk, she was going to play bingo, she was going to do cruise stuff because she was probably never going to get on a cruise ship again if she could help it. Certain Talkers were highly visible—local celebrities—and Annie kept tabs on them. The woman with dyed red hair who danced alone in the pool every night, shaking her ass with the vigor of a twentysomething. Annie liked her. The couple with buzz cuts who wore matching rainbow flags around their shoulders every night. The woman who kept sending death stares to Maira, her hair simultaneously wet and crispy-looking, and her small posse of frowning women in neon T-shirts. Greg. He’d been hard to miss, but now he was everywhere she looked. She’d seen him on the deck, she’d seen him at the bar by the casino, she’d seen him with an arm around another woman’s waist. That was a new feeling. It wasn’t jealousy precisely, and it certainly wasn’t only pride but some combination of the two. Sure, Annie was embarrassed that her roommate (a stranger) had seen a man (also a stranger) going down on her, but also, there had been a man going down on her, and that wasn’t nothing. Annie had imagined her vagina like a gate standing guard in front of an abandoned house, overgrown vines holding the iron shut. It was a relief to know that there weren’t any vines. Everything still worked—she still worked.

			There was a gigantic pink hunk of roast beef underneath a spotlight, glowing like it was the sixth member of Boy Talk. She couldn’t remember the last time she had roast beef, a food from a previous century. Why the hell not? she thought. Annie slid a small slice onto her plate, and then another. It was cool in the air-conditioning, but Annie wanted to be warm, so she took her plate of roast beef and went through the sliding glass doors onto the sunny lido deck. It was strange to be there in the daytime. This was what it was made for. If she and Claudia had been on the cruise together at any point during Claudia’s life, this is where they would have been—in the pool, going down the water slide, stretched out on a deck chair reading a book—and for a minute, Annie wished that Claudia were there. She would have looked at the whole thing with an anthropologist’s eye. What were the social mores of this ancient civilization? Who were these gods that the aging women worshipped so, and what did they get in return for their devotion?

			Her daughter would know what Annie should do about work. Annie could practically hear Claudia’s indignation—she’d known Geoff since she was a small child and had once wet her pants while sitting on the rug in his office. What a gift, childhood—to be allowed to transgress and then to be forgiven. Annie had changed, too, over the last fifteen years, but could anyone see it? They could see the outside, of course—her softer profile, her graying hair—but they couldn’t see all the changes that had gone on inside. She was in a maudlin mood, and Annie felt herself bumping up against everything around her, all the up-tempo music, all the bright colors. Where was the Marlon Brando room, for when you just needed a minute to howl your pain and frustration and confusion into the darkness?

			Annie’s current thought was to put on a suit and some actual high heels, the kind she only wore to weddings, and march into Geoff’s office like some kind of Business Woman. If Maira could tell people to drop dead, maybe Annie could push back a few inches. She would deliver her demands—a better title, more pay, respect—and then cross her arms and wait. There would probably be applause from some of the younger women in the audience, and the young gay men, though not Kayla, who would be cowering in the corner, making a TikTok about how office life sucked. Annie wasn’t worried about Kayla—not in this fantasy and not in reality either. Kayla would be fine because Kayla had her entire life ahead of her. There were so many things that Annie had agreed to as a young person that she wouldn’t agree to now—her marriage, for one, but also a million smaller things. The ill-advised pixie cut of her early thirties. The friends who hadn’t kept up their side. Dinner at 9 p.m. A shot of tequila. It all sounded fun, but it hadn’t been for her. Or it wasn’t for her now. What Geoff had offered was also not for her now. Maybe she wouldn’t wear heels. Maybe she wouldn’t march in there at all—people were supposed to be afraid of the telephone now, but Annie wasn’t. Annie loved the telephone. Maybe she would just pick up the phone and tell Geoff thanks, but no thanks. Quit. That’s what Maira would do. Quit! It was a beautiful word, actually, sharp and short, like a knife.

			There was an empty lounge chair near the tiki bar. It was funny to see the bar in the daylight. It reminded Annie of when they turned on the lights at a bar at the end of the night, how everyone scurried like cockroaches out into the dark street. She sat down, one leg on either side of the chair, and plunged her fork into the roast beef. It was delicious. If she was being honest, one of her favorite parts of the cruise was that she hadn’t cooked a single meal in days. Cooking for one was a math problem Annie had yet to solve. Recipes that required too much effort seemed like a waste of time; recipes that produced a whole sheet pan or casserole dish of something seemed like a waste of actual food. She ate leftovers, of course, but one meal often lasted so long that it felt like punishment. One lasagna would haunt her fridge for three weeks. She would learn. She was learning.

			“Last call for bingo!” A woman in an American Cruise Lines uniform walked by waving bingo sheets.

			“I’ll play!” Annie said.

			The woman swiped Annie’s card and handed her three flimsy bingo sheets and a felt-tipped marker. Annie took another bite of the roast beef.

			“Okay, okay, y’all. Who’s ready?” A voice came from above. “Pancake bingo in the house!”

			Annie wondered if DJ Pancake was getting enough sleep. It seemed like punishing work, all of it. He started to call out numbers, and they flashed on the giant screen over his head. G23. G23. B7. B7.

			Several women were playing bingo in the pool. It had certainly been cleaned in the hours between the lido deck parties and the actual morning, but still, Annie wasn’t sure she’d get in. Every night, so many people were in their shoes, even sneakers, standing in the pool for hours because the shallow edge of the pool was the closest they could get to the stage, and to Boy Talk, and it was worth it to sacrifice a pair of Keds. It seemed like some sort of bacterial infection waiting to happen, the whole thing, a gym shower on steroids. The women in the pool seemed happy enough, though. One was wearing an enormous pink visor, and her friend was wearing an identical one in yellow. They looked like nice women. One of them had a book sitting just outside the pool, a book Annie had read that wasn’t about dragons but real people. Annie wished she were reading a book about real people, too. She took another bite of her roast beef and then set the plate off to the side and stretched her legs out in front of her.

			Annie heard Greg before she saw him. He was dressed like himself, not that she knew who that was, but it was nice to see him not in costume. Blue shorts, a white T-shirt, sunglasses. He was surrounded by women, and they were all laughing. It was a multiethnic, good-looking bunch, like a brunch table in a psoriasis medication commercial. He didn’t seem to notice her, but it wouldn’t have made a difference if he had, Annie realized. They were all stuck together until the American Fantasy pulled back into Miami, and if he’d slept with half as many people as Maira said, this was not a new experience for him.

			Just as before she had come, when Annie had struggled to think of how to explain what she was doing, she also wasn’t sure what to say when she got back. It was an escape from everything but her own brain, and even that seemed to be on the fritz. There were things she understood better: The Talkers were terrifying in the same way that moms who packed sandwiches that had been cut into cute shapes were terrifying. They were too good at this, too devoted. What was missing in their lives that they could do this? Annie knew what was missing in her own life. Companionship. Sex. A job! Anyone who needed her on a daily basis. Estrogen. Her parents. The good parts of her marriage. Claudia’s childhood. Her body as it had been in previous decades. Annie wanted to come home and have things be different. She didn’t want to be some sad piece of driftwood. The divorce had felt like a relief once it was over. Maybe there were other things to shed.

			DJ Pancake kept calling out numbers, and Annie kept marking them down. The women in the pool splashed each other amicably when one of them was close to winning. O17. O17. There was a row of red dots straight down the middle of Annie’s sheet.

			“Bingo!” she shouted. “Bingo!” It felt like yelling fire in a crowded room; everyone turned to look. An American Fantasy employee in a large sun hat and zinc oxide on their nose came over to check her sheet, nodded, and then pointed up the staircase toward the DJ booth.

			“Really?” Annie said. She smoothed her hair with her hands.

			There was nothing special about the stairs, not during the day. Anyone could walk up or down. But these were the stairs the guys used at night, and Annie felt like she was doing something transgressive by walking up them, like Boy Talk would be waiting when she got to the top. She took the stairs slowly, one at a time, gripping tightly to the handrail, just in case.

			At the top of the stairs, in the shade, there was a slight man wearing a bucket hat. He was not as young as Claudia, but he was very, very young. Anyone under thirty now seemed very, very young. His chest was concave, and his enormous T-shirt billowed around him like a sail.

			“Hello,” Annie said. She held her bingo card out in front of her. “I was told to bring this to you.”

			“Nice, nice,” said the man. “Let me see your room key?” He took both the bingo card and her key card. Annie stood and watched. When he was finished, he handed both things back, his eyes barely visible under his hat.

			“So, what do I win?” Annie asked. “Mr. Pancake.”

			“A thousand dollars!” he said, and blushed. “And Mr. Pancake is my father.”

			“Wow, oh gosh,” Annie said. She hadn’t been paying attention. “Well, shit!”

			“It’s on your account now! Go crazy!” Pancake waved his hands in the air. His DJ booth was just a folding table. It seemed so dangerous to have it all out in the open. Even though there was a roof over their heads, they were still outside.

			“Thank you,” Annie said. “And you’re doing a good job. Thank you. Everyone is having a wonderful time.”

			Pancake smiled, genuinely. “Appreciate that.”

			“Do you mind?” Annie said. She pointed to the edge of the balcony on the far side of his DJ equipment. The space in front of the folding table was where the guys stood every night. It was right there.

			“Go for it,” Pancake said, and gestured for Annie to walk around to the other side, where she would overlook the pool and everything below. Pancake then turned his attention back to the DJ table, where he pressed a button, and Pink Floyd’s “Money” began to play.

			“Okay, okay, okay,” he said into the microphone. “Round two! Who’s ready?” A small woo went up down below. Annie stepped up to the railing and looked out over the deck. She saw Greg and his friends, a bucket of beer at his feet. Who could blame him for seeing an opportunity and taking it? She didn’t want to know that he lived with his parents. She didn’t want to know anything other than that he had wanted to kiss her. The women in the pool bobbed up and down, their visors like lotus flowers in the blue water. She saw the length of the ship and where she and Greg had kissed and, around all of it, the ocean. If Annie had been in Boy Talk, she would have stayed up there as long as she could have. She might never have come down.
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			Sunday, 5:53 p.m.

			Deck 7

			Sarah was ready to get back on dry land. She shouldn’t have stayed on board for Boy Talk, not that she really had a choice. Who was going to be in charge, Tyler? He couldn’t manage to take a piss without asking someone else how to do it first. Also, it didn’t actually make her feel better. Let this be a lesson! More work does not make sadness go away. More work does not fix heartbreak! The good news about the cruise was also the bad news about the cruise: It was easy to pretend the rest of the world did not exist. That’s why people came—both staff and guests—but the spell only lasted for so long before it evaporated and you were left with whatever problems you had before. Lexie had been posting dreamy portraits of Plum walking through dappled sunshine. The first blush of love was so disgusting. Sarah was trying not to pay attention, but it was hard.

			Everyone was backstage at the theater except for Corey, and somehow it was her job to get him, even though she had a whole staff of people with walkie-talkies and legs. Fine. The costume contest started at six, which was supposed to leave enough time for everyone to eat and nap and change and pack and do whatever else they had to do before Prom. The next JackRabbit cruise, Jerry’s Jammers, wasn’t for a month, which meant she’d have time at home, or time to adopt her own pet, some sad creature with one eye or three legs, or time to go on vacation, a real vacation, a vacation for her. Sarah was going to do all of that and start looking for another job. If the internet were more reliable, she would have started right now.

			Sarah knocked on Corey’s door, and he swung it wide open right away. His tuxedo for Prom Night—orange, with a paler orange ruffled shirt to match—was hanging in the open closet. Corey stood naked to the waist and put a hand on his hip.

			“Sorry,” Sarah said. “Need a minute?” She didn’t want to cover her eyes with her hands like a prude. They had all seen him with less on than he was wearing now—in his art house movie days, he’d done full frontal, which must have sent nuclear shock waves through these women—but she did politely look toward the ceiling.

			“Nah, I’m coming,” Corey said, stepping aside to let her in. Sarah let the door close behind her and scooted through to the other side of the closet. Corey opened a drawer, pulled out a T-shirt, and slung it over his shoulder like a dishrag.

			“ ’Kay.” Sarah crossed her arms. “Want me to wait in the hallway? Everyone’s getting a little itchy, that’s all.”

			“Tell me about it.” Corey twinkled at her. “Don’t go. I’ll be ready in a second. Just sit and talk to me.”

			Sarah nodded and moved toward one of the plush chairs. Corey was neat. So many people on the ship turned into messy college kids, having someone else around to pick up after them. Not Sarah—she put everything where it should go. Corey was clearly the same. It was a surprising quality in someone so famously messy in other areas, but good for him for defying expectations.

			“So, what do you do when you’re not here?” he asked. Corey uncapped a stick of deodorant and swiped at both armpits.

			“Plan the next one.” Sarah crossed her legs. Her walkie-talkie beeped, and she silenced it.

			“And you like it?” Corey was looking at her in the mirror. There was a bottle of vodka in an ice bucket, and Sarah watched as Corey unscrewed the top and poured a hefty amount into his color-coded water bottle.

			“Sure,” Sarah said. She liked some things about it. She liked being in charge. She liked the wind at night on the lido deck. She liked how many moving parts there were and her own efficiency. She liked solving other people’s problems. If it were up to her, Corey would not be drinking an entire bottle of vodka onstage. In a way, it was a good reminder that control was an illusion and that she was just spinning plates. No one came to the circus to see the spinning plates; they came to see people flying through the air. No one would care if she wasn’t there. They would care if no one could find whatever cord DJ Pancake needed and it was all quiet on the lido front, but they wouldn’t actually be missing her. Sarah was a capable body, nothing more. She took a breath and fluttered her lips. This happened every cruise—by the last night, Sarah was ready to pack it in, but she always came back around. She almost wanted to thank Corey for reminding her that she’d been in this psychological washing machine before. “Do you like it, the cruise?”

			“No.” He wasn’t trying to make a joke.

			“That’s a serious drink,” she said, pointing to his water bottle.

			“Yeah, well, my wife is making me go to rehab after the cruise anyway, so might as well, right?” He took a sip and then breathed out a thin stream of air that could have burst into flames.

			The walkie-talkie crackled again. “We should get going,” Sarah said.

			“They can wait.” Corey turned around, so he was looking at her directly, and all Sarah could see in the mirror were his back muscles. She really should go to the gym. Lexie loved doing sporty things—playing soccer, rock climbing—and all Sarah wanted to do was go to concerts. Maybe that would have made the difference, doing things that Lexie liked. Plum seemed to be in some sort of adult kickball league, a thought that made Sarah feel ill with both scorn and self-hatred. “You like girls, right?” Corey said.

			“I do,” Sarah said.

			“No boys? Never?” He smiled. “Just asking for an interested party. We have a little time, don’t we?” He opened his arms and made what was supposed to be an irresistible face. “You don’t even want to try?” This was the problem with people who had always been adored. Their own desires superseded everything else. It was why so many famous people belonged to bogus religions. No one ever said no.

			“Put your shirt on, Corey.” Sarah stood up and walked to the door. “We’re coming right now,” she said into the walkie-talkie. “And if he’s not, I’m not coming back to get him.”
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			Sunday, 6:15 p.m.

			Deck 3

			Shawn didn’t like the way the chairs were set up. The production crew had put the guys with their backs to the audience, but obviously that was dumb, so Shawn shouted at some dopey kid with neck tattoos to move everything around. The theater staff were standing by the doors, making sure the Talkers didn’t come in until Shawn gave the okay. Keith sat on top of a staircase that had been shoved into the wings and watched, glad not to be the one in the line of fire. They did all kinds of shows on these ships—Vegas-style dancers, the works—and for a second, Keith closed his eyes and pretended that he was on a different cruise, doing some other job, maybe just pushing around pieces of set, but his brother’s voice was so loud that he couldn’t get lost for long. Jonathan was meditating in the second row, dead center, the spot that fans paid the most money for, no doubt imagining doing the same thing in Dubai, in Kyoto, in São Paulo. Keith wanted to throw something at him.

			Terrence and Kelsey were sitting in the balcony, sucking face. Keith could see them from where he was sitting, which meant that everyone else could see them too. Terrence’s hands were out of sight, which meant they were probably somewhere inside Kelsey’s body. It was gross, but that didn’t mean Keith wasn’t jealous. Not of the actual public sex acts but the desire for the public sex acts, the unwillingness to wait until a more appropriate time and place. He remembered that feeling. Maria Scarpetti. Seventh grade. She had braces, and neither of them knew what they were doing, and it didn’t matter because it felt like getting electrocuted when she kissed his neck. They both had so many hickeys that their parents grounded them, but it was worth it. Paula Brown, his first real girlfriend. She was twenty playing a sixteen-year-old on television, and he was seventeen, singing songs about forever. What did he know? Keith wasn’t sure he knew more now than he did then, but he understood forever more, that was for sure. He would have kissed Paula anywhere. He would have jumped in front of a bus if she told him to. She was his entire sex ed class, his blueprint. They had sex in the bathrooms of clubs in LA, at the Hard Rock Café, in his hotel rooms, and the last time, at his parents’ house in New Jersey, the day after his eighteenth birthday. It had been a mistake to bring her there, a place where she could see his parents and his baseball-themed bedroom and Shawn’s makeshift weightlifting gym in the basement. He saw her twenty years later backstage at a talk show, and she’d kissed him on the cheek, and he hadn’t been able to think about anything else for weeks. By then, Paula had found Jesus, and Keith felt bad, all the things he was remembering about her hands and her mouth and her body, but he couldn’t help it. It was just like the Talkers, really—these songs brought all the memories back. It was just that for him, not all the memories were good.

			“Hey,” Scotty said, appearing on the bottom step of the staircase to nowhere.

			“Oh, hey,” Keith said.

			“Shawn talked to you?”

			Keith shrugged. “He talks to me all the time.”

			Scotty walked up the next two steps and sat next to Keith. “About the tour, I mean.” His voice was low. They both faced the stage instead of each other.

			“He mentioned the idea, yeah. He talked to you too?”

			Shawn had stalked off toward the back of the house and was hovering near the soundboard. Bobby was standing there with his arms crossed, shaking his head. Bobby would calm him down eventually. This was how it worked.

			“Listen, it’s okay if you don’t want to do it. I told them you wouldn’t want to, but obviously nobody listens to me.” Scotty patted Keith on the knee. “It would be a lot of fucking face cream. Like, more face cream than I could sell in a lifetime. But we don’t have to.”

			One of the doors to the theater opened, and Sarah came in, walking fast. Keith could hear her boots clomping all the way from where he was sitting. The door started to shut behind her, but Corey caught it and slipped in behind her. Shawn looked over and said, “Yeah, baby!” and gave him a high five. Jonathan’s eyes stayed closed. Keith looked up at the balcony and saw Kelsey leaning on Terrence’s shoulder. People only looked solid from the outside. On the inside, they were spinning molecules, little clouds of dust held together by habit. What was skin, even, really? Keith was sure if Scotty had touched him in just the right spot at that exact moment, he would have exploded into a million pieces, like confetti. The Talkers loved confetti.
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			Sunday, 7:42 p.m.

			Deck 3

			Katherine wanted pictures, and so Annie was taking pictures. She took pictures of women’s outfits, of the Sexy Sunrises, of the red velvet chairs in the theater, and of the five men on the stage. Maira was taking pictures too—her phone never left her hand, and her hand never dropped. It made Annie’s arm feel tired just watching. Onstage, the guys were dancing around in their matching outfits, so many matching outfits, and everywhere they went, women screamed. Shawn pointed to whatever corner of the crowd he wanted to scream the most, and they did. Annie did. Keith hung toward the back of the stage, and she watched him with interest—the faces he made, the way he wiped his sweat on his sleeve. She’d let it all go, the cloak of indifference she’d been holding on to. Reluctance. Propriety. Shame. When she heard their voices, Annie was young again, unencumbered. Maira lit a cigarette right there in the middle of the crowd and passed it to Annie, who took a quick drag and handed it back. Maybe she was young again, full stop. For a split second, Annie thought, I could do this forever, this exact moment. Everything complicated left on land, and nothing but delight at sea.

			Two years ago, Annie had gone to her thirtieth high school reunion. It was an absurd number, but the older she got, the smaller thirty sounded. She had been happy to go and sit in the gymnasium, to eat crudités and drink bad white wine and look for people she used to know inside the bodies of people she no longer did. There were some people she was glad to reconnect with—a nerdy girl who’d become a stage actor and had a shelf full of Tony Awards; a boy she’d kissed once and wished she’d kissed again, who was there with a pretty wife who looked not unlike Annie; so many different kinds of lawyers. Events like that were tricky, though—to be confronted with who you’d been on the outside and the inside, with friends you’d lost for reasons neither of you could quite remember. You sat across the table from someone and wondered what they saw, who they saw.

			Boy Talk was different. The beauty of a one-sided relationship was that there was no disappointment, no holding oneself accountable for mistakes, no thinking about what could have been. There was only her own love, rushing back. It felt like watching a wave reach a tide pool, the water easily gliding back over where it had once been. Katherine—that smart little so-and-so—she had known. Annie turned her phone around to take a picture of herself, her eyes closed, with the stage behind her, and sent it to her sister. She was happy she’d come. She was happy she’d come alone, even, a thought that Annie had thought was physically impossible. No one understood better than the Talkers what it meant to push pause on everything else in your life and to make a choice for yourself. This was what Shawn meant, at the very beginning, when he told them all that they were going to have the best weekend of their lives. It wasn’t a joke.

			Annie put the phone down and tucked her hair behind her ears. She was facing the back of the room, and took in how big it was. Two rows back, a woman glared at her, her mouth a tight rosebud. Annie startled—this was a place for happy faces. It was the same woman who’d been staring down Maira all weekend. Annie quickly turned around but continued to feel the woman’s hard eyes on the back of her head. The room was loud—it was a costume contest, that was the idea, as if the whole weekend hadn’t been a costume contest, as if these men always having to live inside their teenage bodies and voices wasn’t a costume contest, as if every woman in the room wasn’t dressed up as a version of herself with no worries or cares—and the whole theater felt like chaos. It had felt like good chaos until a moment ago, but now Annie was distracted. It was the last night. The ship had already turned and started its path back to Miami. She looked over at Maira, who hadn’t missed a second, who had the entire cruise on her phone in three-minute video clips.

			“So good,” Maira said, gesturing with her chin toward the stage. “Right? So good.”
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			Sunday, 9:27 p.m.

			Deck 7

			Normally, Sarah would have loved it: They looked like a four-person Pride parade. Her mood was too salty, though, and so inside the vaginal walls of the Sanctuary, Boy Talk was too garish, too bright, like four giant plastic dildos. Corey was in an orange tuxedo, Shawn was wearing the same in blue, as was Scotty in green, and Terrence in red. Keith was the only one missing, still in his room. He would be in yellow, Sarah knew. Keith was always yellow. It was the colors of their microphone tape, a detail that the most devoted Talkers would love. That was all of it, really. That was Shawn’s whole mission, as Sarah understood it. You get us, and we get you. It wasn’t unlike Taylor Swift sowing seeds that she would later reap, but less galaxy brain. Everything was operating on a one-to-one ratio. Here’s a fact you know. Here is where you’ll scream. It was a lot of fabric for the heat, but the Talkers would like that too, the promise that some layers would be coming off.

			Sarah was ready to be done, but as long as she stood on the other side of the group from Corey, she could live with it. She had been hit on before, and she would be hit on again. The problem was usually older men calling her sweetheart or giving her a friendly pat on the ass, but this had never happened before, a more direct proposition. The next cruise was reggae, and everyone would be too high to even think about sex, thank god. Corey wasn’t paying attention to her, of course, because he probably wasn’t even thinking about it anymore. That was the part that Sarah resented the most—the fact that there was no universal rating system for shared experiences. What could haunt one person for the rest of their life would be forgotten by someone else. Corey West would not be haunting Sarah, but she imagined that he was haunting plenty of other people. She’d forgotten this important fact: Fame was an insulator, a buffer. It had worked on her too.

			Shawn was dancing, his sunglasses perched on the top of his head. He bumped his butt into Scotty’s crotch, knocking Scotty off-balance. He did a few hops to the left, and then they were all standing in their lineup, like prisoners. Cruise Sarah had taken a hit to the kneecap, and now she hated everyone and everything, especially these men. Not because of their music—their music made people happy! It made women happy! This was feminism, this human sacrifice of a job. Boy Talk didn’t know that, or maybe they did and were all masochists. Either way, the music wasn’t the issue. It was the individual people, like going to summer camp and being stuck on a wooden platform in the middle of the woods with eight mean girls who called her a lesbian, which was true but not the way they said it, like it was an insult. It didn’t mean camp was evil; it meant that Sarah had wanted her mother to get in the minivan and come pick her up. The end of the tunnel was in sight. Sarah just had to make it to morning. Twelve more hours, that was all.

			The elevator was waiting. It had already been decided that the guys had to go up to the lido deck all together, because otherwise someone would see their outfits and it would all be ruined. Ruined for who? Sarah wanted to ask, but it wasn’t her, that was obvious, and the answer didn’t actually matter anyway.

			“Can someone go get him, please?” Shawn asked, looking at his watch. “We got to get this shit moving.” The irony of Shawn’s distaste for other people’s lateness was not lost on Sarah, but nevertheless, she was happy to volunteer.

			“Yep,” she said, already moving.

			

			—

			Sarah knocked on Keith’s door once, then again when he didn’t answer. She put her face against the smooth surface and sniffed. Once, a few years ago, someone in the Sanctuary had knocked over a trash can with a cigarette in it, and the sprinkler system had gone off, soaking the room in minutes. Everything in the room had been replaced within four hours, like it was nothing, like it was as easy as making the bed. Sarah didn’t smell smoke or hear any alarm bells. The handle turned, and Keith pulled the door open. He was in his tuxedo, ready.

			The yellow tux was the color of a daffodil. The outfit was bright and cheerful, the opposite of his expression. Keith scowled at her.

			“Don’t make me,” he said.

			“I’m with you,” Sarah said.

			Nevertheless, he pulled the door shut behind them, and they walked silently back to the elevator bank.

			“Finally,” Shawn said, and stepped into one corner of the elevator. Terrence and Kelsey followed, taking the opposite back corner. Kelsey was wearing a red dress to match her husband’s tuxedo, and her breasts were spilling out of the top like two little bowls of Jell-O. Scotty slid in, followed by Corey, who winked at her.

			“Fucker,” Sarah said under her breath.

			“What?” Keith said.

			“Nothing,” Sarah said. They were all waiting—the guys, the Talkers, Bobby upstairs on the other end with the security guards. She could handle this on her own.

			“No, tell me,” Keith said.

			Sarah turned to face him so that her back was to everyone in the elevator. “It’s nothing.”

			“Come on!” Shawn shouted. He clapped his hands twice—chop, chop. Shawn never clapped like that at Corey. Corey could have dragged his feet for hours—sometimes he did!—and it was never anything but hilarious to Shawn, a side quest, a story waiting to be told.

			Keith didn’t move. He clenched his jaw. “Uh-huh,” he said, still waiting.

			Sarah rolled her eyes and whispered as quietly as possible, “Corey hit on me. He just, you know, suggested it. But seriously, this happens. No big deal. Just get in the elevator, please.” Sarah pulled on his yellow sleeve and walked backward into the elevator, taking Keith along with her.

			“Okay,” Sarah said into her walkie. “Here we come.” She tapped her access key on a panel and hit the number ten. The doors closed, and she inhaled, watching the silver doors kiss. Keith and Corey were standing on either side of her, and the whole tiny box smelled like sweat and too much cologne and one of Scotty’s farts.

			Keith leaned forward so that his head was almost touching the elevator doors and looked across Sarah’s body at Corey.

			“You better fucking watch it, man,” Keith said.

			“Keith,” Sarah said, and put up a hand.

			Corey threw his head back and laughed. “What’s this, bro? What do you want me to watch? I already get the Poor Keith Show every night. Front row seat! VIP!”

			“What is happening?” Scotty said, his voice high and amused.

			“Chill, Keith, god,” Shawn said, and that was all Keith needed to hear.

			Keith lunged at Corey just when the doors opened, and the two spilled out onto the carpet. Sarah watched as Keith straddled Corey and pulled back a fist. Shawn pushed her out of the way and dove to his knees, trying to pull his brother off. All around them, Talkers held their phones in front of their faces and held their breath, held each other’s arms, held their open mouths.
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			Sunday, 9:29 p.m.

			Deck 10

			Maira had a plan again. Annie was going to miss Maira’s plans. They would walk back and forth through the elevator bank, from one side of the lido deck to the other, because that was the best place to catch the guys before anyone else saw them. It was Prom Night, and Maira was wearing a tuxedo-printed T-shirt and denim shorts. All around them, women were in taffeta dresses Annie recognized from the pages of ancient YM magazines, dresses that had been hauled out of thrift stores and cold storage units across the country, resurrected for the night’s festivities. There were long dresses, short poufy dresses, off-the-shoulder dresses, and sequins for days. Annie had put on the nicest dress she’d packed, which had nothing to do with the concept of prom, but it was black and fit her well, and it was either that or wearing Party Girl again.

			“This works nine times out of ten,” Maira said, and Annie believed her. She’d abandoned her notion of being sober for the day. It was only one more night. What could it hurt? They’d already had three Sexy Sunrises each, and the sweet slushiness was somehow keeping different parts of Annie’s body hot and cold at the same time. It seemed impossible that it was only two days ago that three drinks had felt like a lot of drinks. Maybe she’d always been too uptight. Maybe the key to life was to maintain a low-level buzz at all times. She’d read all the new studies on alcohol and the female brain—it wasn’t a long-term plan. Annie was enjoying, for the first time in her life, living in the present. She wanted to see Keith again, up close. Thinking about him walking through the door any second made her pulse speed up—the same rush of a high school crush but without all the anxiety and the mean girls and the jock friends. Annie really did feel like she was in high school, but better—she felt like Olivia Newton-John in the last scene of Grease. Maybe Maira was a mean girl, a bad girl, the kind of girl who got her friends called into the principal’s office for smoking weed behind school. So what! Those were the best girls, at least for someone like Annie, who had been so afraid of making a wrong decision her entire life! Maira wasn’t afraid of what people thought about her. She was in her favorite place, doing her favorite thing, and she wasn’t going to let other people’s opinions get in her way. In a thousand years, Annie couldn’t imagine living that way, free of what people might do or think or say. There were only a few more hours on the cruise, and she was surprised to feel bereft. She wanted to see Keith, and to see him see her, because this was probably the last chance. It felt dramatic to say it was the last chance ever, but it probably was, wasn’t it? That was part of getting older too, looking death in the face and realizing there were certain experiences that weren’t going to happen again. Every person on the ship felt like they were connecting with one or maybe all of the members of the group. That wasn’t what was happening with her—Annie knew it, deep in her heart, several layers below what she would ever admit aloud. Maybe it was delusional, but so what? Even that felt like a positive change, seeing her own fantasy and gripping it tight.

			The security guards nodded hello as Maira and Annie walked in circles, their arms linked at the elbows, their skin tacky with sweat and anticipation. The guards didn’t seem to mind as long as everyone kept moving. Annie and Maira walked from the sweaty deck into the air-conditioned hallway and elevator bank, their arms goose-pimpling every time they came inside. Other Talkers had the same idea and were pretending to retie sneakers at the top of the stairs. The guards were politely trying to encourage people to move along, but then the elevator doors opened, and Corey and Keith fell out, and the guards weren’t focused on the Talkers anymore.

			It was hard, at first, to understand what was happening—Annie’s brain couldn’t quite do the math. She thought about all the posters on their bedroom walls, the guys stacked on each other’s backs like a cheerleading troupe. They had always been on top of each other’s bodies. She began to laugh, seeing them so close-up—they were only ten feet away from her! It was the closest she’d been since Photo Day, when they’d all been still as statues. Shawn was the closest to her, and his mouth was a thin, tight line. She didn’t think she’d ever seen him without a smile before, and for the first time the entire cruise, he looked his age. Annie followed Shawn’s sight line and watched as Keith sat on top of Corey’s body, pulled his arm back, and drove his fist into Corey’s face.

			“Oh god!” Annie said. She clutched Maira’s arm with both hands, but Maira shook her off, taking out her phone and beginning to film. “No,” Annie said. “Don’t.” But no one could hear her because everyone was shouting. In their tuxedos, the guys looked like a bowl of M&M’s in a washing machine, all the colors on top of each other. Corey was squirming around on the ground, with Keith’s knees pinning his body down, but his arms were free and grabbing at Keith’s face. Annie couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen an actual fistfight. In high school, maybe, or on the hockey rinks, but at least those guys were wearing helmets and padding. There was a barroom brawl in Puccini’s La fanciulla del West. A Puccini Western! Boy Talk had played high schoolers in a movie—she and Katherine had gone to see it in the theater with their parents. They were terrible actors, all of them but Corey, but Annie and Katherine hadn’t cared. The fictional versions of them had never fought, though. It hadn’t been that kind of movie.

			“Dude!” Scotty said, leaping up and down beside his bandmates like a deranged leprechaun. He narrowly avoided stepping on Corey’s arm, and Keith pushed him away. Terrence and Kelsey scooted out of the elevator, avoiding the melee as quickly as one could do in high heels. Shawn leaned over, his neck muscles flared out like the Incredible Hulk’s, and tried to pull Keith off Corey’s torso. Keith smacked him away, and Shawn fell back a few feet, rocking on his heels.

			“Shut up, Scotty!” Shawn shouted. “Keith, get a fucking grip!”

			Terrence backed his wife up against a wall and shielded her with his body, his skinny legs on either side of her skinny legs. Together they looked like a giant, highly poisonous bug.

			Bobby held out his arms as if to block the Talkers from joining in on the chaos, but the women stayed put, like they were all on the ride at the state fair where the centrifugal force holds you against the wall. “Guys!” he said, his voice low. “Let’s get it together. Let’s get it together, please.” A white guy with a beard—who was that guy?—put his hands in prayer position and nodded his head, clearly affected but unwilling to actually put his body in the line of harm.

			On the ground, Corey had managed to get Keith onto his side, and they were swinging at each other like babies who couldn’t roll over yet. Corey was stronger, anyone could see that, but Keith was fueled by something more powerful than time at the gym, and he wasn’t giving up.

			Shawn and the redheaded security guard—sweet Lars, finally pressed into serious service!—hoisted Corey and Keith off the ground and away from each other. There was a thin line of blood running from Corey’s nose onto his upper lip. Keith’s arms and legs flailed around like a cartoon.

			Maira was filming, all the Talkers were filming, everyone was filming. Annie wanted to swat down all their phones, but she also couldn’t move.

			Keith was bouncing on his toes, shaking his fist.

			“What the fuck, man?” Shawn said. He shoved his brother on the shoulder.

			“What the fuck to you!” Keith said. “And what the fuck to him too! You ever fucking come near me again, and I swear to god, I will kill you,” he said, pointing his finger at Corey.

			“Oh, sure,” Corey said. He crossed his arms over his chest. The blood on his face looked like stage makeup. How could anyone look that handsome while bleeding from the face? Keith lunged for him again, but Shawn held him back.

			“Seriously, bro, what the hell?” Shawn said.

			“You always defend him, huh?” Keith said, shoving him back. “No matter what he does, it’s okay?”

			Shawn shrugged. “Grow up,” he said. “You’re just jealous. Corey’s just self-actualized, Keith. He’s working harder than you are. He always has.”

			“True,” Corey said, shaking his head. “Can’t blame me for your own failures.”

			“He’s an asshole!” Keith said, flailing his arms again. “He’s always been an asshole! I don’t care how hard he works! And you don’t care, because as long as he’s here, you get to keep doing this, you get your fucking public, you get your cruise, you get your world tour.”

			“It’s business!” Shawn said. “This is a business.”

			“But you’re my brother!”

			Annie closed her eyes. She shouldn’t be seeing this. No one should be seeing this. Maira started rocking back and forth, shifting her weight from foot to foot. A woman on the other side of the elevator looked at her from across the room and pointed.

			“Maira, they mad at you too?” she asked. It was the woman from the beach, and from the theater, the woman who’d been staring down Maira all weekend.

			“Oh, you wanna go too?” Maira asked.

			“What?” Annie said, her body already flooded with adrenaline. “Maira, please don’t.”

			The woman shrugged off a bedazzled denim jacket, leaving it at her feet, and slowly skirted the room.

			“Theresa, don’t you dare come a step closer,” Maira said. “I gave you your money back.”

			“Some of it!” Theresa said. She had a perfect tube of bangs. Annie wondered if it was a costume or not—sometimes it was hard to tell. Everyone got stuck in one time period or another. It couldn’t all be old men wearing handsome fedoras. Some people had to live in the ’80s forever.

			Maira exhaled loudly and put her phone in her pocket. “Okay,” she said. “You asked for it.”

			“No, Maira, she didn’t ask for anything! What on earth is going on!” Annie looked over at Keith and Shawn, who were panting at each other like gorillas, and Corey, who had wiped the blood from his face and was smiling like a coyote, sharp and dangerous. It was a full zoo, and Annie didn’t want to meet whatever animal Maira turned into. She had promised a fight, Annie remembered, but wasn’t that part of adulthood, making promises you had no intention of keeping?

			Maira marched up to Theresa. In one swift motion, Maira grabbed her by the hair and threw her to the ground. The woman shrieked and scrambled back up to standing, one shoulder of her minidress torn.

			“Whoa!” Annie said, taking a big step back. “Help!”

			Lars the Viking quickly walked Maira back to the wall. Next to him, Maira looked like a child in a time-out. Annie wanted to remind him of the fun they’d had, how charmed he’d been, but it didn’t seem like the time.

			A young woman with a walkie-talkie rushed over. “Miss, we have a no-violence policy, and so we’re going to take you to your room now.” She paused. “And yes, I understand the irony here,” she said to Maira. “Tyler, can you please escort this guest to her room and make sure she stays there?” A guy with a neck tattoo nodded and gingerly held Maira by her elbow, like she might hit him too. She raised her hands in the air and said, “Oh, but it’s okay for them! Fine! I’ll just miss the last night! That’s great! I see how it is!”

			Annie opened her mouth to say goodbye, but Maira didn’t turn to look at her. The kid with the neck tattoo—he couldn’t have been older than Claudia—was clearly terrified of Maira, which Annie appreciated. There was some power in being an older woman after all.

			One of the other beefy security guards checked on Theresa, but she brushed them off, tending to her bangs. “Hope you have somewhere else to sleep,” she called out to Annie, then tossed her hair over one shoulder and walked out onto the lido deck.

			Annie looked up and caught Keith’s eye. He was bent over with his hands on his knees. Annie remembered when Claudia was fourteen or fifteen, at her very worst, and would pant and hiss if Annie asked for any details about school, her friends, tests, homework—Claudia’s eyes would practically turn red, so overtaken with rage that her body didn’t know how to process. That was what Keith looked like. Annie took a half step toward him but then stopped herself. He was breathing heavily, and she watched his chest rise and fall. Out on the deck, DJ Pancake was playing “Push It” by Salt-N-Pepa, and Shawn growled, balled his fists, and said, “What the fuck, man? It’s too late!”
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			Sunday, 9:34 p.m.

			Deck 10

			Keith could feel the blood pumping through his body. It felt like the second they walked onstage, only bad. He was all fury, all hurt. Bobby was trying to clear the Talkers out of the room, but there were too many of them, all in their spangly dresses, and the security guards had their hands full. He took a deep breath, and then another. This was not a scenario he and Dr. Robert had explored.

			Sarah snapped her fingers. “Terrence, Scotty, you go and get things started, okay? You’re the main attraction right now. Please move it.” She pointed toward the DJ booth. “Pancake is ready for you.”

			They nodded. Terrence unglued himself from the wall, setting Kelsey free, and led her around Keith, giving him as wide a berth as possible. Scotty patted Keith on the back and followed.

			“Corey, you okay?” Sarah asked. Keith looked over at him. Corey looked smug as ever. He was better than okay. He was Teflon. Corey nodded.

			“Then you go too. Just get out of here, please. Go do your job.” Sarah pointed again, then turned her attention to the rest of the room. Most of the Talkers had been herded out, but one woman remained. Keith knew her. She was the one person on the boat who seemed to actually see him, who somehow knew he wasn’t okay. She’d asked him about the opera, with the wind blowing her hair across her cheek.

			“That was your roommate?” Sarah said to the woman still standing there, staring at him. Keith didn’t know her name. He wished he knew her name. He wished everyone on the entire boat would vanish except for her. The woman nodded, and Sarah said, “Okay, just hang on for a second.”

			Keith straightened up, and Corey walked over to him on his way to the door. Keith raised his hands in defeat. “I’m never doing this again. I will never get on this boat again. I’m barely doing it now. I’m not going to Japan. I’m not going anywhere,” Keith said. He pointed at Jonathan, who was lurking in the back. “You can have them,” Keith said.

			Corey made a face. “Is that your apology? I don’t want to do this bullshit! I’m not going to Japan either!” He looked around, incredulous and petulant, waiting for someone else to be offended on his behalf.

			Keith shook his head. “You can just walk away. I can’t. You don’t understand.”

			Corey came close so that no one else could hear them. Keith could sense Shawn hovering somewhere behind him, but he couldn’t see him. Corey’s breath was hot in his ear. “That was always your problem, Keith. You don’t have to do what he tells you, you know that? You’re fucking fifty years old. You don’t have to do shit.” Corey leaned back and yanked on his lapels, smoothing out his suit. There was dried blood on his hand.

			“Go!” Sarah said. “Before I hit you too.”

			Corey sucked his teeth and turned toward the door.

			“Shawn,” Sarah said. “You too. It’s in the contract. I need you up there. Just fix it. Tell them whatever you want to tell them. I’ll be back in a minute.”

			Keith looked at his brother. Shawn wasn’t used to being told what to do. Keith could see him start to argue with her but change his mind. He shook his head, came up behind Keith, and lay his head on Keith’s back for a moment, which made Keith’s body begin to vibrate again, like he might actually explode. Shawn took a step back, and followed Corey without a word. The problem wasn’t Corey. It never had been. The problem had always been Shawn. Keith wondered if it would have been different if Corey were Shawn’s brother. Maybe Shawn wouldn’t have taken Keith for granted if his subservience weren’t built in. There was no way to know. That was the problem with life—you just had to live with whatever cards you’d been dealt and learn to accept them for what they were.

			It was just the three of them left: Keith, Sarah, and the woman. “So, you don’t have a place to go, correct?” Sarah asked her. “What’s your name?”

			“I’m sure she wouldn’t hurt me,” she said. “My roommate, I mean. But no. I guess the answer is no.” She paused and smiled. “My name isn’t No. It’s Annie.”

			Sarah’s head rocked from side to side like a metronome. “Hmm,” she said. “Well, she’s going to be locked in your room. They won’t take her to the brig for that. Let me think.”

			The next thing that came out of Keith’s mouth surprised him, until he heard it out loud, and it all made sense. “She can come with me to the Sanctuary,” Keith said. The anger and adrenaline ebbed, and his body flooded with something else, something like relief.

			“And how do we know she’s safe with you?” Sarah asked.

			Keith clutched his stomach, overflowing again with shame. Sarah put her hand on his arm and squeezed.

			“I’m just kidding,” she said. “I think that’s a good idea.”
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			Sunday, 9:40 p.m.

			Deck 7

			They didn’t speak in the elevator, or as they passed through the guarded door, but Annie was aware of Keith’s body with every step they took. He had taken off his tuxedo jacket, exposing a ruffled yellow shirt with big damp patches. Annie could smell his sweat, a fact she wasn’t proud of noticing. She caught his eye once and then again, and each time it felt like getting a tiny electric shock. No one spoke until they were in a room lined with Georgia O’Keeffe reproductions, with a small wading pool at the center. The young woman with the walkie-talkie was holding a cell phone in each hand, and her shoulder kept emitting a static noise, a walkie-talkie’s clearest cry for help.

			“There’s an extra stateroom here in the Sanctuary. I will be back to check on you after I do some damage control. I’m Sarah.” She stuck out her hand, and Annie shook it. “Annie, right?”

			Annie nodded. The world-building rules of the last few days had vanished. She was too close to Keith to think about anything else. It felt like she had crossed through an invisible fourth wall, the barrier that had kept everything in place up until now.

			Sarah turned to Keith, her voice low. “And you’re sure? This is okay? You can always just go back to your room. You don’t have to babysit. I should make you go back up there, but I just am not going to, because fuck them—excuse my French.”

			He collapsed onto a couch, his body falling hard onto the squeaky faux leather cushions. “I agree.”

			“Okay. Annie, Keith. Keith, Annie. Keith, keep it cool, okay, Rocky?”

			He placed a hand on his heart, which was all Sarah seemed to need. The door shut behind her with a heavy clunk, and then they were alone. The couch was long, and Annie perched on the opposite end of it, staying as still and upright as possible.

			“Hi,” Annie said.

			“Hey,” Keith said.

			“So then, not really okay at all, huh?” Annie asked.

			Keith laughed, a shallow sound. “I guess not.”

			She could feel her heart beating. He had shaved; the stubble was gone. It was bad, whatever she had just witnessed, and Annie wished that she could put away the part of herself that noticed his face.

			Katherine had been right to love this face so much for so long. Corey was the easiest face to appreciate, maybe, with its angles and planes, but Keith’s face—well, Annie just really liked Keith’s face. Annie almost laughed at herself for having not properly appreciated him before. She closed her eyes for a minute to try to pay attention without getting sucked backward through time. She didn’t want to think about the sing-along songs, the posters on the wall. That was someone else. This was just a man, a man she liked. At least, she thought so. He was still in his costume. Maybe it was better to think about it that way—he was in costume but offstage. He wasn’t going to burst into song, not until the next act.

			“Corey. And your brother,” Annie said. Keith’s face fell at the word brother. Maybe that was enough.

			“It’s a lot,” Keith said. “That was a lot of years of power dynamics. That doesn’t usually happen. I mean, it hasn’t, not since we were kids. I’m sorry you had to see that. I’m sorry anyone had to see that.”

			“It does seem heavy. Not just him, I mean, but all of this—” Annie opened her eyes again and gestured around them. The small pool made lapping sounds, but otherwise it was silent. She laughed a tiny laugh. The contrast was so extreme. “It’s so quiet in here, you can almost forget what it’s like out there.”

			“Oh, it’s a shit show,” Keith said. He pushed himself so that his back was against one side of the couch, and Annie rearranged herself, covering her knees with her dress so that she was facing him directly.

			“I wasn’t going to say that,” Annie said, and smiled.

			“That’s very polite of you,” Keith said. “I love the fans, we all do, and I love performing, but this—”

			All weekend, Annie had heard women describe their thirty-second interactions with the guys, as if each one were giving away state secrets and not just making polite small talk, small talk without the possibility of even a full sentence exchanged. What Shawn said over and over again was “I love you,” and he would point into the crowd, and all the women would scream. This was just a man sitting next to her, bags under his eyes, his professional smile having slipped off, and Annie felt responsible. She had done this to him. It was Stockholm syndrome, but they were taking turns being the jailer—who was holding whom hostage? There was a part of herself that she thought she’d lost that had shown up the second Boy Talk had stepped onto the stage. Annie could see it so clearly, that these men had given their lives to make that happen. It was a curse and a gift, both at once.

			“This is much nicer than my room. My roommate has a giant cutout of your brother’s face that she stole from the casino floor. It’s probably four feet wide, and people have been walking on it all weekend. I don’t know what she’s going to do with it.” Annie stretched out her legs and crossed her ankles.

			“She’s trouble, that one. Some of them are.” He didn’t say you. Annie felt flooded with relief that Keith could see that she was different than the rest of the Talkers, and then she instantly felt guilty. She wasn’t any better just because she hadn’t bedazzled any clothing. “I’m used to people walking on my face,” Keith said. He paused, as if remembering how conversations worked. “What do you do when you’re not here?”

			Annie smiled. “That’s a great question, and the answer is I don’t really know. I work in marketing for an opera magazine.” Annie paused, the thought still forming. “Actually, I’m quitting. The job, not opera. I still like opera.” Blood flooded her body. She was quitting. Just like that, she had the start of a plan. Kayla would have to convince someone else to teach her how to do the job she was already supposed to know how to do. “I guess I’m looking for the next thing.”

			Keith looked surprised. Impressed, maybe, his eyes wide-open. “Starting over,” Keith said. “I’ve been thinking about that.”

			Annie took a deep breath. “I got divorced this year too.” She was front-loading all of her humiliations. Annie wasn’t sure if it was the Sexy Sunrises or the sudden quiet or Keith’s open face that made her keep talking. “I’m not happy I got divorced, but I’m glad I got divorced, if you know what I mean. It’s not what I wanted, but it’s better. Or it will be. New year, new me, I guess.”

			“Well, I’m glad you’re here,” Keith said. “And I guess I’m glad you got divorced too. How was that?”

			“My divorce? Uhhh,” Annie said. “I think what I always really liked about being married was how settled it made me feel, you know? Like, checked this box, never have to worry about that again. I guess it’s true, though—whatever happens next, it won’t be that again. I’m still getting used to it.” She paused, checking to see whether Keith was still listening. She hadn’t done this, talked about being divorced with handsome men. “It also feels sort of like a failure.” It also felt like a risk, saying all of this to him. He was looking right at her, eyes narrowed in concentration.

			“You don’t seem like a failure. You don’t look like a failure.” It was so earnest that Annie thought she might burst into tears.

			“What do I look like?” Annie asked. She really had no idea. It was impossible to ever know, really, but especially now. She knew how she’d looked to Chris, how she looked to Claudia. But she had no idea what she looked like to Keith, or if he could even tell her honestly. He sat up, pushing himself to the edge of the couch, and sat sideways so he could look at her more closely. Their knees touched, and Annie could feel it in her entire body. It wasn’t fair, was it? She was bringing so much more to this than he was. It was a cheat, having a history that he was a part of. Annie wondered how long it would take for that to go away, for the history to be replaced with the now.

			“You look like you smile a lot,” Keith said. “You look kind. I already know you’re kind. You look great.” He stopped. It was too easy a word; it had come out too fast. “You look curious.”

			“Wow,” Annie said. She felt tears poking at the corners of her eyes. “That was unexpected.”

			“What about me?” Keith asked. “What do I look like, other than a failed middle-aged boxer?” He set his hands on his knee so now the tips of his fingers were touching her knee too. Annie wished she’d shaved her legs, or waxed them, or whatever people did now, she had no idea. There were probably facials you could get for your whole body where they injected you with lab-grown cells that would make your knees look like a teenager’s. She pulled her hem toward his hand, which meant that her fingertips brushed against his.

			“Okay,” Annie said. “You look like you could use a nice, long break. You look like things aren’t exactly the way you want them.” She wanted to say more, about his lips and how she had noticed that if she just tipped her body forward and he tipped his body forward, their mouths would touch. Annie tried to say that part as clearly as she could without actually saying the words.

			Keith closed his eyes. “Isn’t it rich?” he sang.

			Annie was startled to hear his voice. His singing voice, unadorned. Even if he wasn’t hers, even if she wasn’t a Keith Girl, capital K, capital G. It felt almost cruel that as a human you couldn’t choose what those things were, your Rosebuds, your madeleines. Annie wished that her sister were sitting next to her—Katherine would have died on the spot. But no, she didn’t wish Katherine were there, not now. This was what she wanted. Just him.

			“Are we a pair?” she said back. Timing was everything in life; that was the truth. Annie didn’t believe in fate, but she did believe that life would give you unexpected gifts when you were ready to receive them. It didn’t matter how many moments Annie had missed, how many loves, how many heartbreaks, how many opportunities—the ones that weren’t for her had sailed by. The same was true for Keith. It was true for everyone. Annie closed her eyes, too, and listened to Keith hum.
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			Sunday, 9:45 p.m.

			Deck 7

			Sarah didn’t want to leave the Sanctuary until she was sure that Keith was okay. Corey could complain to JackRabbit—he probably would—but Sarah knew that Keith wouldn’t have thrown a punch without good reason. She certainly didn’t flatter herself (or Corey) that his hitting on her was the only cause. Sarah waited in the hallway for a minute and listened to Keith and the guest talk. It seemed safe. She didn’t have any Boy Talk tattoos and wasn’t decked out from head to toe in homemade merch—sometimes the fandom was louder than others. Sarah had worked enough meet and greets to know the faces of the desperate. This lady seemed normal, and it was Keith’s idea. And fuck it, Sarah had already done like three things that could get her fired today—why not one more? They all needed a break. She took the stairs back to the lido deck, going up two steps at a time, until her heart was pumping. Tyler called on the walkie-talkie.

			“I’m almost there,” Sarah said. “Everything okay?”

			“Everything okay,” he said, and he was so incapable of convincingly telling a lie that Sarah slowed down and walked the rest of the way.

			

			—

			The lido deck was as packed as ever. Women held their drinks high over their heads as Sarah squeezed through. She avoided the morass of the lido deck as much as possible on all the cruises she worked, the actual heart of it, around the stage, but she had to get from one side to the other, and she didn’t want to wait for the elevator or a security guard to help push people out of the way, and so it just was what it was. Bodies were warm, and they were dancing. Shawn was at the center of the stage jumping up and down to House of Pain’s “Jump Around,” which Sarah didn’t think had ever played at any proms, not even in Boston. Terrence was deep in a pocket of women who had opted for the skimpiest versions of prom dresses, and all together they waved their arms from side to side while jumping as instructed, some of the women with one hand flat against their bosoms as they bounced. Scotty was in another pocket and had already taken off his tuxedo pants to reveal a pair of tiny gold shorts underneath. Corey—face clean, smile wide—was perched on the staircase, where women stuck their arms out for him to touch, with no hope of connection if he didn’t reach back. The Talkers reached anyway—they always would.

			They could do it without Keith. Sarah felt disloyal for thinking so, but it was true. The women who loved him best would still love him best. It wouldn’t be precisely the same, but it would be mostly the same. The Talkers wouldn’t forsake them. They would, in fact, forgive Keith. On one cruise, a heavy metal drummer—one of the best in the business, a legend—had OD’d and gotten airlifted to a hospital in Miami from a tiny helipad in the Bahamas. Sarah had found another drummer within twelve hours. The band didn’t miss a song or a beat. Was it exactly the same? No. People weren’t replaceable, Sarah knew that—every single person brought something unique, especially when it came to music. Still, life happened. Life changed. It was madness to expect anything human to stay the same forever, like it was made of marble. Boy Talk could be the four of them. Or they could hire someone else—someone else these women already loved, another handsome guy from another band from the era, or someone younger, even—to come in to sing Keith’s parts. It was sacrilege, Sarah knew, what she was suggesting, but hadn’t they all had disappointments before, things they had to get used to? It wouldn’t be her, it couldn’t be, to say it. That was Bobby’s business, she guessed. And she was glad it wasn’t hers.

			“Come up” crackled in her walkie. Sarah looked up to the balcony and saw Bobby wave, his face hard and tight. She nodded and kept pushing her way through the Talkers, who jumped on her feet over and over and over again. Pain was part of the deal.
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			Sunday, 10:03 p.m.

			Deck 7

			“Are you hungry?” Keith asked. In the quiet of the Sanctuary, he could hear his stomach growl.

			“Yes,” Annie said. “I think I am, even though I’ve eaten about seven meals today. The days are so long somehow, aren’t they?”

			“They really are. Let’s see what we can find.” Keith stood up and then offered a hand to Annie. She looked at him, her mouth twisted to one side, like she was about to laugh, but she didn’t. Instead, Annie took his hand and stood up. She let go quickly and brushed her hair out of her face.

			“I forgot I was wearing this silly bow,” she said, unhooking it and tossing it back onto the couch.

			“I liked it,” Keith said. “Better than this. I feel like a banana.” He gestured to his pants.

			“You do look high in potassium.” Annie smiled.

			Steffani had never come on a cruise. The first time, she argued that Madison was too young, that she didn’t want to leave her for so long, but after that, it became clear that Madison was not the problem. Steffani just didn’t want to go. Keith couldn’t blame her, really—the food was mediocre, the boat only made one stop, and so it wasn’t even good for sightseeing, and everyone there had been obsessed with her husband and his bandmates for thirty years. It wasn’t a place to make friends, and if she was going to hide away from the Talkers, it was little more than being trapped in a hotel room for four days. It wasn’t appropriate for Madison, god knew, what with all the signs that people made about riding him like a horse (Cowboy Night). He’d never brought a friend, because why on earth would anyone want to do that? There were sometimes other people in the Sanctuary—other people’s wives, other people’s friends—but Keith had never had a guest before. It was nice to have someone to show around.

			“Over here,” he said, and bowed slightly as Annie walked into the hallway that led to the greenroom.

			“Wow,” she said. There was a full spread out: fruit and cheese and tiny sandwiches with toothpicks poked through them and the cold cuts that Scotty insisted on, even though no one else ate them. Terrence only drank red wine and Dr Pepper, so there were plenty of both. “You know what this feels like, actually?”

			“What?” Keith asked. He picked up a plate and held it against his chest.

			“After prom. You know, when you and your boyfriend or you and your friends go to a diner and it’s like, two in the morning, and you’re all in your dress-up clothes, but it’s so late, and you’re starving, so you go somewhere to eat french fries in bad lighting. This is not bad lighting.”

			“I never went to a prom,” Keith said. “We performed at a couple of Sweet Sixteens for, like, daughters of record execs, but that’s about it.”

			“Oh, you didn’t miss much,” Annie said. “This is the fun part, after the pressure is off.” She smiled. “Slow-dancing, punch—who needs it?”

			Slow-dancing and punch sounded nice. He imagined putting his hand on the small of her back and pulling her close, right here in the catering room. Keith watched as Annie picked up a plate and made herself a snack. “So, where are you from?”

			“New York City. Manhattan. And you’re still in Jersey, is that right? Do you live—” She paused here. “If that’s too personal, please don’t answer.”

			Keith laughed. “Yeah, I still live in Jersey. Bergen County. About a half hour from where we grew up.”

			“That’s pretty close,” Annie said. “I grew up close too. Dobbs Ferry, on the Hudson. It’s probably a half hour away, actually. But psychologically, an important half hour.”

			“I always thought I’d move into the city someday,” Keith said.

			“Oh, you should!” Annie said. “I mean, sorry. I don’t actually know you. Please don’t let me give you advice.”

			Keith nodded. “No, I’ll take it.”

			

			—

			There was a knock on the door, and Bobby’s face appeared. Keith felt his chest deflate. It was nicer pretending to be somewhere else, making conversation with a stranger.

			“Hey, slugger,” Bobby said.

			“I’ll go wait out there,” Annie said. She bowed slightly to both of them and zipped out the door, back to the couches. Keith wanted to follow her but knew that he couldn’t.

			“Look, man,” Bobby said. “We have all wanted to hit Corey.”

			“I didn’t mean to,” Keith said. “Should I go back up there?” No part of him wanted to see the lido deck ever again, but it came out so quickly, the offer.

			Bobby put his hand on Keith’s shoulder. “Nah, man. Listen, let’s just talk about it. I want to help you.” His face wasn’t as round as it had been when they were young. Baby Bobby, that’s what the Talkers had called him. None of them were babies anymore, though. Not even close.

			Keith said, “I appreciate you, Bobby, I do. But why isn’t Shawn down here? I want my brother to put someone else first for once. I want to do my job. I want to do this job. But it’s just so hard, you know? And he doesn’t make it easier. He just keeps pushing.”

			They’d had this conversation before. They’d had it on the back of tour buses. They’d had it backstage at venues. They’d had it in his living room.

			“I think that this could be a really good thing, the tour,” Bobby said. “It could be good for you, man. Huge crowds, big money. Maybe it’s time.” He clapped his large hand on Keith’s shoulder. “We’ve had a solid run.”

			Keith hadn’t thought that far ahead—of course it meant that Bobby would be gone, with swaying neo-hippie Jonathan in his place. Bobby wouldn’t be on the planes or at the hotels. He wouldn’t be there at all. This was Shawn finally putting his ambition before anything else, no matter who got left behind. “I see,” Keith said. “Well, I don’t like it.” Show me a famous kid who didn’t have to trade their life for their talent, that’s what he wanted to say. Show me a world in which I get to keep my brother. Instead, Keith put some food on his plate and walked back to his guest.
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			Sunday, 10:27 p.m.

			Deck 10

			The contract was clear: The guys were supposed to be on the lido deck for at least two hours. They usually did more, and on the last night, they usually went all night, and so that’s what the Talkers expected. Prom Night was sacred to the Talkers, and this year, Prom was fucked. Sarah stood next to Pancake, who was trying his hardest. It wasn’t even eleven o’clock and he’d already resorted to “Sweet Caroline” and “Livin’ on a Prayer.” The nostalgia train was running at full speed. She didn’t blame him.

			Corey ran up the steps when he saw her. “You’re not going to let him do this, right? You have to at least let me punch him back.” She felt like the mother of toddlers. That had settled it—Sarah was never having children, not if they could be boys, not if they could turn out like this.

			“What the fuck are you even talking about?” Sarah asked. “If you want to go talk to him, go talk to him. I’m not making him do anything when you clearly deserved that and more.”

			Corey looked surprised. The Talkers were chanting his name, and he raised a red Solo cup into the air. They cheered. “Why? What did I do?”

			Sarah crossed her arms over her chest. “You cheated on your wife with a nineteen-year-old on a public beach, and then you pissed on your own car? You were so drunk that you parked on someone else’s front lawn? You broke into your neighbor’s house? You propositioned me like an hour ago? You’re drunk like a fucking teenager? Do you want me to keep going?”

			“I’m separated,” Corey said, as if that were the problem. “Everybody’s a damn prude.”

			Sarah raised a fist, and Corey backed away.

			Scotty and Terrence were dancing with a clutch of Talkers on the stage. One of the women was dressed like Carrie, dripping with some red liquid. This was why Sarah liked Scotty. He was holding the woman’s hands, and the front of his tuxedo was streaked with fake blood from when they had hugged. He didn’t care. This was fun! Terrence was doing a sort of lazy man’s ritual sacrifice, where he just shook his body while the Talkers around him touched his chest, his head thrown back as if in ecstasy. The crowd was used to the guys coming and going, and nothing seemed to be a problem yet. Shawn was crowd-surfing back and forth like a human beach ball.

			Someone cleared their throat next to her. Sarah looked at the floor to her right and saw a pair of men’s sandals.

			“Hello, Jonathan,” Sarah said.

			His face cracked open with a smile. He was wearing a well-worn T-shirt that had holes around the neck, and, looking at it, Sarah knew that that T-shirt had cost no less than two hundred dollars. This was the closest she’d been to him the entire cruise, and for the first time, she could see the clear braces on his teeth. Sarah wanted Scotty’s bloody friend to rub her body all over him.

			“It seems that there was some distress earlier, and I think I could be of some assistance,” Jonathan said. “I have a lot of experience with group dynamics.”

			“Okay. And why are you telling me this? Isn’t he your client?” Sarah pointed at Shawn, who had his hands tucked behind his head and his eyes closed, like he was on a pool float instead of levitating on top of hundreds of middle-aged women beside a cruise-ship tiki bar.

			“I saw what happened in there. You’re the alpha. I like to deal directly with the alpha.” He tipped his head back and howled.

			The breeze smelled like piña coladas. Terrence disengaged from a clump of Talkers in captain hats and jogged up the stairs.

			“Hey,” he said to them. “I just need a break. I feel all jumpy and shit.”

			Kelsey was nearby, and she scooted over as quickly as if her high heels had built-in wheels.

			“Want to go take a break, baby? I could really use a little break.” Terrence snuggled his face into Kelsey’s neck and slurped.

			“Just go,” Sarah said to all of them. Terrence and Kelsey were gone in a poof, but Jonathan stayed.

			“It’s very interesting, your job,” Jonathan said, by which he no doubt meant, How charming, the brisk and busy life of someone who makes less than six figures a year. How quaint. He was the kind of person who had to hire a TaskRabbit to hang a television. Utterly useless. “You ever try to do it on land? I’m going to take these boys out to see the world, and I think you should come with us.”

			Scotty looked up at the balcony, his red palms raised as if to ask, Where is everybody? Sarah waved him up too.

			“You want them?” Sarah said to Jonathan. “They’re yours. If any of them punch you in the face, it’s not my fault.”

			She stepped around him to get to the DJ table. Pancake looked up at her, bobbing his neck to whatever beat was coming in next. “When Shawn comes up, tell him to meet us in the Sanctuary. And then just play Boy Talk for as long as you can. If you need me, call me, but you can fucking do this, okay? Just melt their fucking faces. I believe in you.” She cupped a hand on his narrow shoulder. It wasn’t enough time. If the guys didn’t come back, they were in breach of contract, and so was she. Sarah decided that the ship had sailed. Where the American Fantasy sailed next, she couldn’t control. Clearly, she couldn’t control much of anything.

			“Aye-aye,” DJ Pancake said. He tipped up his bucket hat—today’s was festooned with marijuana leaves—and his face was pure concentration. Sarah watched as he cued up “Yes or No,” which would confuse Shawn and make the crowd lose their minds. It didn’t matter how many times they heard a Boy Talk song on the cruise; the power could not be diluted. “I can do it.”

			“I know you can,” Sarah said.
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			Sunday, 11:04 p.m.

			Deck 7

			The guys trickled in. Corey first, who saluted Keith and Annie and then went straight back to his room. Then Terrence and Kelsey, who took a bottle of wine from the bar and said, “Be right back.” Annie looked at Keith for explanation, but he didn’t have one to give.

			“You can totally go if you need to talk to them,” she said. “Or I can go—I don’t mean to be in the way.”

			“For the first time in a long time, I’m actually okay here,” Keith said, and then felt his cheeks burn.

			Jonathan came in rubbing his hands together. “Okay, gang,” he said, “Let’s circle up. We have some healing to do.”

			Keith raised an eyebrow. “I think we’re past healing, respectfully, but if you want to try, you’re going to have to go get them all.”

			Sarah burst through the door, followed by Scotty and Shawn. “I’m good at Whac-A-Mole,” Sarah said. “You all stay. I’ll get Corey.”

			“Who’s with the Talkers?” Keith asked.

			“Pancake,” Sarah said, already moving. “Pray for him.”

			Scotty looked at Keith and then at Shawn and said, “I’m getting something to eat,” leaving the brothers to finish their conversation.

			“Yo,” Shawn said. He didn’t sit. He hardly moved from the doorway.

			“Hi,” Keith said. He wasn’t sorry, and so he didn’t apologize.

			“Haven’t seen that since the nineties,” Shawn said. “Fisticuffs.”

			“Yeah, and that was usually you getting rough with other people’s bodies. Getting rough on other people, period. I’ve taken a lot more punches than I’ve thrown, that’s for sure. We all have except for you,” Keith said. “Guess I finally hit my limit.”

			Shawn took off his sunglasses. There were no camera flashes, no stage lights, no excuses. His skin was as tight as a drum. It was a mask; Keith could see that now. “For good, you think?”

			“I don’t know,” Keith said. “Maybe.”

			Shawn thumped a fist against his own chest and exhaled a small sound that sounded like a whimpering dog. Keith wanted more, but he wasn’t going to get it. Shawn was incapable of allowing truths that didn’t fit into his plan. At any other point in his life, Keith would have waffled, would have given his brother what he wanted, but Keith had decided that he wasn’t going to do that anymore.

			Scotty trotted out with a plate heaped high with turkey and strawberries, wiggling his body back and forth, oblivious and totally himself. Maybe that was the goal, getting to that—there was no hope of happiness if Keith didn’t draw a line around what he could and could not accept.

			“Actually, yes,” Keith said. “Maybe not forever, but for now, yes.”

			Scotty leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “Yes, yes, yes,” he said. “That’s my boy.” Keith’s heart sank, even though he knew that Scotty would understand.

			They all fit in the Sanctuary sitting room, barely. Keith surrendered his seat on the couch to Sarah and Annie and Kelsey, which meant that all of Boy Talk was on the floor. The night was so odd already that no one seemed to notice or mind that a strange woman had been added to the party. Terrence sat nestled in between Kelsey’s knees. At first, Scotty sat against the couch too, but then Sarah pointed a few feet away, to a part of the floor with no fabric anywhere near it, in case the fake blood he was covered with would stain. Keith put his back against the lip of the shallow pool, and his brother slid down next to him, planting his feet and looking straight ahead. His bicep muscles flexed and jumped—Shawn was never still, not even now. Bobby and Corey sat at either end of the narrow oval, at which point Jonathan sighed a happy sigh and rubbed his hands together.

			“Team,” he said. “This is what we’re going to do. We’re going to start by checking in with ourselves to see what we want before we start sharing with the group. I’m sure you all saw the signs when you came aboard this ship—What’s your fantasy? That’s the line, right, for this ship? Well, that’s where I want you to start, too. You can’t get out of one situation until you have a new destination, right? If you get in your car and don’t know where you’re headed, you’re just going to drive around in circles. So, I want you all to start and just take a few minutes and think about it. What’s your fantasy? What do you want?”

			“This is some touchy-feely bullshit,” Terrence said, shaking his head. “I’m not fucking doing this.”

			“Come on,” Kelsey said, wrapping her legs tighter around his shoulders, as if to pin him into place. “It sounds fun.”

			Terrence kissed her inner thigh, and then they both closed their eyes. Keith looked at Scotty, who shrugged and whispered, “I’ll try anything once.” Everyone else was doing what they were told. The flowers on the wall looked bigger now that he was on the ground, their petals so large that they were almost scary, and so Keith closed his eyes too.
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			Scotty’s fantasy was simple. They were all there, Boy Talk, like the Cowardly Lion and the Tin Man and the Scarecrow, everyone in their places on the stage. Scotty held his mic, and he danced, and the audience cheered, but the cheers were deeper than usual, a lower sound. He stepped toward the front of the stage, close enough to hold his hand over his eyes to block the lights. The audience was a sea of men. All kinds of men. Men his age, younger men. Men with beards. Men of every color and shape. Men, glorious men. Scotty was a teenager, and if he wanted to kiss any one of them, he could. He licked his lips, and they cheered harder.
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			The vessel would be round, or maybe a shape that people on Earth didn’t have a name for yet. It would hover off the ground, the height of a small house, or a large tree, and an internal mechanism would make a buzzing noise. A door would open, and a beam of light, orange and full, would go right down to the ground. That’s where Terrence was, standing in the center of the light, and Kelsey too. They would be holding hands, and her skirt would blow in the wind, maybe so much that he could see her little underpants that he loved so much, and then he couldn’t think about his wife’s underpants anymore because they would be moving up, up, up into the ship, into whatever the rest of the universe had waiting for them, and Terrence wasn’t even a little bit afraid.
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			When Corey closed his eyes, he saw flashbulbs. He was getting out of a car, and there were photographers waiting, and they all loved him. “Corey!” they called. They knew his name, and they said it with smiles on their lips. Corey climbed out of the car and waved, and they cheered. Crowds had gathered, men and women in equal number, and they were all pumping their fists in the air. Just seeing him had made their day, Corey knew it. He jogged quickly up a flight of stairs, where a doorman in a top hat was waiting to pull open a heavy gold door. Corey walked through the door and found more people, more flashbulbs. The crowd parted for him, like Moses and the Red Sea, which Corey knew all about, because in this fantasy, Corey was very well read, including the entire Bible. At the end of the clear path was a stage, and on the stage was Oprah Winfrey. Corey got tears in his eyes as he made his way, slowly now, toward Oprah and the purple velvet chair that was for him, and he waved at the crowd and at Oprah, and she smiled too. All had been forgiven. He was forgiven. His wife was somewhere else, but she had forgiven him too.
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			Shawn and Jonathan had already done this exercise, so Shawn didn’t even have to think about it. He was old, the kind of old where all the candles wouldn’t fit on a cake, a hundred years old, and he still looked so good. He was in a tracksuit, and he was dancing, and there were Talkers all around him, and they were all old too. They were all old together. Shawn was swinging his hips back and forth, and he was going to keep swinging them until the second he died. His brothers were all there too, and now they were swinging their hips in unison, like five grandfather clocks that would keep going forever and ever and ever.
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			Sarah liked games like this. It reminded her of summer camp and kissing girls in dark, squeaky bunk beds when everyone else was asleep. Yes, she was a lesbian. What of it, Tiffany? Sarah had always hated Tiffany. What did she want? What was her vision of the future? Sarah wanted to live on land all the time, except if a friend of hers wanted to go fishing or watch whales or whatever. She wanted to be close to music, which was, she still believed, as close as humans could get to the divine, whatever that meant. Not god. Not heaven. Just actual transcendence, connection, the web that slung around everyone’s shoulders when they were all standing in a room together, listening to live music they loved. Sarah wanted to make that room and to fill it night after night. Sure, she’d still have to worry about drunks, but she wouldn’t have to worry about anyone falling off and dying or whether a guitar player was going to barf because the ship was pitching. She could live in Los Angeles and learn how to hike. She could live in Ridgewood and be a queer elder. She could move near her parents in Virginia and save money on rent and hang out at the 9:30 Club and the Black Cat. Sarah was done with pastels. She was done with the past! Thirty used to seem old, but it didn’t anymore. Maybe she’d start taking drum lessons again. There was still time for her to do everything she wanted to do, even things she hadn’t imagined yet.
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			No one had asked Pancake for his fantasy, but they hadn’t had to. It was happening at that exact moment. There was no future other than the song that he would play next. It was his ship, his dance floor, his people, from now until forever, or until the sun came up, whichever happened first.
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			What did Keith want? No one ever asked him. Keith’s fantasy was the anti-Keith life. This was what he knew deep down—it was the opposite of what his brother wanted. It was like the story about the comb and the haircut, about how one person’s sacrifice never worked. Was that how it went? Or like when people broke up because only one of them wanted children. Mutually exclusive fantasies. Shawn’s fantasy was this. They all knew that. Keith had tried for so long to make it his fantasy too, or at least his reality, which for a long time had felt like the same thing. No one ever asked him what he actually desired himself. Desire, that was a good start. He wanted to be loved. He wanted to be inspired. Keith didn’t know how to picture any of that, it was too big, so he started by seeing himself wearing a robe and walking around a garden, his hairy toes visible in a pair of sandals like Jonathan’s. Keith had never worn a pair of sandals, not even at the beach. Steffani wasn’t there to complain, though. She wasn’t there at all. It was just Keith and wildflowers and a soft breeze against his skin. Quiet concentration, focus. Could quiet be a fantasy? He didn’t know what the rules were.

			Then he was still in his robe but walking down a city street. The city was alive—with people, with images, with words. A place of possibility. Paul Simon’s city, Bob Dylan’s city, Billy Joel’s city, Neil Diamond’s city, Lou Reed’s city, Ella Fitzgerald’s city, Carly Simon’s city, Madonna’s city, John Lennon’s city. Maybe it could be his, too. The pavement sparkled, and the words all rhymed. No one did a double take. No one tried to sneak a photo. If people smiled, they smiled because they were in a good mood, for their own reasons. He felt himself smile back, his eyes still closed, his back against the pool. It wasn’t too late for his own fantasy; that was the fantasy. There would be loss, and he would survive it. There was still time for firsts and bests. There was always more time. That was the truth. He was never getting on this ship ever again.
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			Annie was already in a fantasy, so she opened her eyes and looked over at Keith, whose eyes were still closed. It hadn’t been her fantasy, this trip, or this night, but she could recognize it for what it was. Any of the thousands of women on the ship would kill to be sitting where she was sitting, seeing what she was seeing. This was more than one could pay for—this was actual intimacy. The fact that she had paid to be here should have disqualified the moment from ever happening, but somehow it had happened anyway. A glitch in the system. Annie didn’t know what was going to come next, and neither did the Talkers, for all their theories and message boards. There were no guarantees in life. Annie knew that now. She hadn’t when she was younger. Keith was sitting with his back straight against the wall of the pool, with his knees tucked up against his chest, and his arms wrapped around his legs. Crash position. When Annie had told her friends about her divorce, one of them, a divorcée herself, had given her a bottle of expensive champagne with a note that read You were married for twenty years. That’s a success. Just because it’s over doesn’t mean that it failed! Annie had kept that note, and now she wanted to give it to Keith. She didn’t know what his house looked like or what his daughter thought of him or what went on inside his marriage, but she knew this feeling. The wheels of change were in motion, and he wasn’t going to stop them the way he’d stopped them before. There was happiness in the release if you made room for it. Annie wanted to tell him so many things. Send in the clowns. Don’t bother; they’re here. There was still time.
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			Monday, 12:02 a.m.

			Deck 7

			The extra cabin in the Sanctuary was on the side near the greenroom. There was a massage table set up between the bed and the television cabinet, but other than that, it was a regular room, and Keith showed it to Annie with the exhausted charm of a telethon host who’d been up for twenty-three hours.

			“The lights are over here. The balcony’s over there—it’s a pretty nice balcony—and the reading lights for the bed are pretty great. You know how sometimes in hotel rooms you can’t figure out how to turn the lights on? I don’t know if they have the same ones on the whole ship.” He clicked on one of the lights and then held his hand beneath it, the Vanna White of the American Fantasy. “Sorry, I don’t know why I’m showing it to you like this. You know how rooms work.”

			“I appreciate it. I never did know how lights worked. Honestly, it’s a relief.” Annie smiled and then sat down on the edge of the bed.

			Keith put his face in his hands, embarrassed. The room was cool, with fresh air-conditioning pumping through the vent right over his head.

			“Really, though,” Annie said. “I’m happy to be here.”

			“Did you have a good time? Sorry, that’s a ridiculous question,” Keith said. Sitting on the bed seemed like too much, so he sat in the chair by the sliding door to the balcony. She was so unlike his wife, Annie. Her loose dress, her naked face, the way she sat with her knees splayed out, the dress pulled taut against her legs. The way she looked at him, the way she looked at his face, like she wanted to know what he was thinking. He hadn’t been alone in a room with a woman like this in a long time. “I know it ended in a weird way.”

			“I did,” Annie said. “I still am.”

			Keith remembered this. It was one of the top feelings, not knowing where something would go. It happened in songs too—finding a melody, writing a phrase—knowing that not all of it would stay but hoping that some tiny spark would turn into something worthwhile. It had happened a thousand years ago with the boys, the luck and alchemy and timing of a thing going exactly right. Keith could have lived a dozen lifetimes and had it never happen it again, not the way it did. It was balancing a whole world on the head of a pin.

			She was staring at him. Not Keith Fiore, just him. He could tell the difference most of the time. “What about you? Seems like maybe you’ve had enough of them for a little while?”

			Keith shook his head. “Not them. Him. My brother.”

			“I’m sorry. That sounds really hard.” Annie put her hand flat on the bed and moved it back and forth, watching her own fingers. He watched them too.

			“I’m glad, though,” Keith said. “Said some things I needed to say.” The room was silent, but the air was thick. He wanted to cross the room to her, to cross the threshold of whatever they’d been doing into something else. He could see it happening, see a more reckless version of himself get up and move to Annie’s side and pull her face to his. Keith could practically feel it. “Maybe you should be a therapist next,” he said, though it wasn’t what he was feeling.

			Annie looked up at him. She didn’t smile. They were having so many conversations at once. “Maybe,” she said. “You should get some sleep, Keith.” Annie exhaled and put her hands on her thighs, then stood up and walked back to the cabin door. The air was practically shimmering. It had been so long since he’d felt anything like it that it was almost enough on its own.

			He nodded and crossed to the door. They stood facing each other, eye to eye.

			“Good night,” Keith said.

			“Night,” Annie said. She opened her arms, and he stepped inside them, wrapping his arms around her back. The sides of their faces pressed lightly against each other, and Keith could feel each point of connection. Annie turned her head and kissed him. It was gentle at first, a small gift, but when he breathed in her air, it was like all the possibility in the room caught fire, and he held her against him and kissed her back. Keith hadn’t kissed someone like this in decades. He wanted her to kiss him all night long. He didn’t even care if they did anything else; this was enough. How could there be anything better than this feeling? Annie pulled back and looked at him. She was looking at his face like it was a puzzle to solve, like it was both the question and the answer. Annie exhaled, and Keith inhaled because he wanted more. She put her hand on his chest, and he put both of his hands on top of it.

			“I think that was my best first kiss,” Annie said, and smiled at him. “It’s nice to know that there’s still potential for bests and firsts, isn’t it?” She pulled open the door to the hall with her free hand. The light poured in, soft and warm, and he let her other hand slip out from under his. The warm light, Keith thought. I want it all night. The warm light. Fight. Light. Might. It’s not love, but it might be. Right. It might be right. He slid by her, their bodies touching once more, and went back to his room to find a pen.
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			Monday, 1:15 a.m.

			Deck 7

			Sarah was doing her laps, making sure the crew was striking the theater, the production office, everything they would no longer need once the American Fantasy pulled back into Port Miami. The wind had gone, but the night was cool, which meant the difference between the inside and the outside was mostly a matter of humidity. Her phone beeped—what were regular working hours anyway?—and Sarah slid it out of her pocket.

			Miss you, the text read, and then a photo of Mr. Whiskers popped up, stretched out on his pillow.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Sarah said. She clicked out of the text and went straight to Instagram, to Lexie’s page. She hadn’t looked in two days—a record. All in all, it had been a month since they’d broken up. Almost long enough to get used to it. There weren’t any new pictures of Plum, but there were a few new posts. There was a picture of Mr. Whiskers sitting in the sunshine with the caption Better days ahead. There was a picture of Lexie’s shadow in Prospect Park. One shadow—a shadow of one person. “Oh shit,” Sarah said out loud. “They broke up.” She looked up from her phone and pumped her fist. “They broke up!”

			The fastest way to get to the production office without walking through the herds of drunk Talkers was to cut through the door behind the arcade and walk down the inner, staff-only hall. Sarah felt a little spring in her step, and she skipped into the arcade and turned the corner into the back of the room, where the door to the hall was.

			Jonathan was leaning up against the door. Before anything else, before she really took in what was going on, Sarah’s tour-manager brain said: Fire hazard. But then she looked down and saw that Jonathan wasn’t alone. Tyler was kneeling in front of him, providing Jonathan with a kind of pleasure Sarah hadn’t seen all weekend. What was it with the arcade? Didn’t anyone have sex in their own rooms anymore?

			“Oh, come on,” she said, covering her eyes with her hand. She heard a zip and the rustle of Tyler’s enormous jeans as he made his way back up to standing.

			“Apologies,” Jonathan said. He hooked his finger into Tyler’s waistband and pulled him out of the room, past Sarah. “Do call me,” he said to her as he walked by.

			“Oh, come on!” Sarah said again. “I am his boss! This is so beyond fucked.” She pushed open the door to the hall, her boots clomping quickly through the doorway lest there be any bodily fluids nearby. She was going to do what she had to do, and then she was going to bed, because no one on this ship deserved her.
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			Monday, 6:04 a.m.

			Deck 10

			Five hours of sleep was fine. It was plenty. The crowd on the deck was thin. Most of the Talkers had gone back to their cabins to pack. Debarkation was early, and it was swift. The American Fantasy crew would start knocking on doors by 7 a.m. to make sure everyone was on their way out. There were always stragglers, a few hungover guests who were sleeping like the dead and would have to be helped along. A few bleary-eyed women were still out in their prom dresses, and Sarah watched as they swayed slightly, arms thrown around each other’s shoulders. Pancake had done his job. The ship was docked. The Cruise Terminal was just one gangway away, and with it, Florida and the rest of the mainland. The guys would be ready soon. Jonathan’s business card was poking her in the ass, and Sarah plucked it out and tossed it into the overflowing garbage cans next to the tiki bar.

			“Okay!” Sarah said, clapping her hands. “Okay! Time to wrap this up! Don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here!” It was true for her too. She needed a day off, she needed to consider her options for the future, she needed an ocean of iced coffee, she needed to sleep in a bed that wasn’t rocking back and forth, she needed to get her own cat, maybe. Sarah hadn’t written back to Lexie yet, but she had imagined the makeup sex, the groveling, the tearful apologies. Tyler was lying down in a lounge chair, a sweatshirt thrown over his eyes. Sarah clicked on her walkie-talkie. “Tyler, you’re fired.” She waited for him to slowly rouse himself, aware that something was amiss but too stupid to know what.

		

	
		
			51

			


			Monday, 6:11 a.m.

			Deck 2

			Annie went back to her room and found a young man asleep in the hallway, the walkie-talkie on his shoulder chirping an alarm that he wasn’t hearing.

			“Excuse me,” she said, giving his boot a gentle kick.

			The man startled awake and sat up, rubbing his eyes. “Oh shit,” he said.

			“This is my room. Can I go in?” The room that she’d been given in the Sanctuary had been much, much nicer. There was a balcony. A king-size bed. She didn’t even have a king-size bed at home. Though it had taken her a long time to fall asleep, Annie had slept better than she had the entire cruise.

			“Oh, sure, I think so,” he said. Annie couldn’t tell if he was a boy or a man. It was getting harder and harder to tell the difference. Maybe there wasn’t one.

			Annie stepped over him and unlocked her door. Maira was standing in front of her bed, packing. The cutout of Shawn’s face was stretched out on the floor like a rug.

			“Hi,” Annie said. “I’m sorry about last night. It if helps, the guys missed most of the Prom too.”

			Maira rolled her eyes. “Oh, I know,” she said. “I got so many texts. People are pissed. I heard Pancake did a good job, though. Where’d they put you?”

			Annie thought about it for a second. “An empty room.”

			“Well, that’s good, I was afraid they were going to make you sleep in some broom closet or something. The ship sold out in like one day.” Maira put a pile of carefully folded T-shirts into her suitcase and heaved it closed. “So, what did you think?” Maira asked. “Of your first cruise, I mean. You think you’ll do it again?” She waggled her eyebrows like she already knew the answer.

			“I don’t think I’ll do it again,” Annie said. “But it was perfectly satisfying. Sort of beyond my wildest dreams, really.”

			What she liked most about opera was the enormity of it, the scale of feeling. It was, to Annie, the only kind of music that came close to matching the intensity of what she had seen on the boat, only it was all onstage and in the orchestra. So many operas ended in the heroine’s death—Butterfly, La traviata, La bohème, Carmen, Fedora, Tristan, Tannhäuser. Too many to name them all. She understood the dramatic satisfaction, but that wasn’t the kind of story she was interested in at the moment. What if, instead of death, there was the turning of a page? There had been too many stories about women who were punished. Everyone was punished now and then. So what? Let’s see what happens after that. Let’s see the women who know how their bodies work, the women with stretch marks, the women with lived experience—let’s see them. It hadn’t been a mistake to come, not even close. If Katherine had been there, it would have been something else—Annie would have been on the outside looking in. Without her, she’d been a ghost floating through all of it, letting it pass through her invisible pores, at least until Maira had taken hold of her. She never would have planned it this way—she never would have planned anything this way—but now it was how Annie wanted to move through the world. Not alone, necessarily, just without self-judgment, without worrying about what other people thought of her.

			And that was even without Keith. She wanted more. They all did. Annie didn’t want to think of herself like a greedy Talker, chewing up facts like Pac-Man, but she did want more. There was so much about Keith that she didn’t know. A private ocean, just like anyone who had lived a life. He would never have been able to tell her everything in one night, but that wasn’t even the goal. The goal was to hear as much as her ears could hold. She could hold his silence, too. Annie wouldn’t tell anyone about Keith. She could still feel his mouth on hers, his breath in the back of her throat. All of that was just for her.

			“I told you,” Maira said. “I can’t wait to do it again. No matter what. They can lock me in my room for a night. So what? This is still the best four days of my year. They keep showing up, I’ll keep showing up.” She paused, her overstuffed suitcase belching out clothes. “Now help me close this.”
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			Monday, 6:59 a.m.

			Deck 3

			Keith didn’t wait for Shawn to get up. He didn’t wait for Terrence and Kelsey. He sure as shit didn’t wait for Corey. Bobby would call him later, that he knew. Keith knocked on Scotty’s door and kissed him on the forehead. Lars the security guard was asleep in Scotty’s bed, his red hair loose and spread out on the white sheets like a mermaid’s. Then Keith put his hat and sunglasses on and pulled his suitcase to the gangway. The Talkers flooded the halls, some of them with eye masks on their foreheads and travel pillows clipped around their necks, and some still in their prom dresses, reeking of booze. Keith hugged them all, as many as he could, and didn’t let go until they did. Sarah was waiting at the bridge to the terminal, and the stanchions were back up, as if the Talkers would be held back by some nylon ropes. There weren’t ropes strong enough to hold back that kind of love. Keith turned toward Sarah, and if the wind had been just the tiniest bit different, he would have burst into tears. It might not be done forever—that was hard to say. He would have said so the last time, and look at everything that happened instead. They had already made something that would last forever, for the Talkers and for themselves. That was enough. It had to be.
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			Monday, 8:12 a.m.

			Deck 3

			The line to get off the ship was as long as it had been to get on. Annie was crammed against the shipside wall of the deck, pinned in place by an ocean of rolling suitcases and overflowing tote bags. The final photo op was right next to her, and she watched Talker after Talker pose beside a life preserver that read American Fantasy. Photographs were the easiest way to remember something—Claudia already had so many memories from her childhood that were there just because someone (no doubt Annie; it was always Annie) had taken a photo, a photo that became a story. What happened if you just let a moment evaporate, let it pass without trying to pin it down like butterfly wings? Keith might remember it differently than she did, if not today, then maybe tomorrow. Annie wanted to make her brain do the work. It could create its own imagery: his soft mouth, his heartbeat under her hand. The picture would be blurry, it would be red, it would be motion. Annie kept walking past all the Talkers cheesing for the photo op and wondered if any of them felt like she did, that the experience was too big for a camera to contain. She was only a few people away from the metal gangway, which would lead her back to Earth.

			Annie wanted to move forward, and so that’s how she saw herself. Was that a fantasy, an unknown future? That was where she was in life. She’d checked all the boxes—the marriage, the child, the career. What happened now was anyone’s guess. Annie pictured herself back home, walking the gray sidewalks of New York City. The noise, the people, the crowds in constant motion. On the ship, everyone had been standing still. They even danced in place, not wanting to sacrifice an inch of proximity. If Annie was going to dance, she wanted to cover ground. She could see herself weaving in and out of other people’s busy bodies. Horns honked; delivery bikes zoomed past. And then the sidewalk began to thin, not entirely, but the way it did in Midtown when you turned off the avenue and onto a side street.

			There was someone coming her way. Annie moved to the right, and the person in front of her moved to his left so that they were still facing each other. She moved two steps to the left, and he moved two steps to his right so they were right back where they started. In the fantasy, Annie began to smile. She was only looking at his feet, but even so, she knew what she would find when she looked up. That was music, wasn’t it? Hearing a melody and anticipating the notes that would follow. The improvised choreography of the city streets. The most surprising parts of life required timing. Serendipity! Lucky wasn’t the word. Annie thought about all the choices that had to be made in order for two people to be standing in front of each other, ready.
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