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PART ONE


Light


I always tell people that you can call me anything that you want. You can call me Arnold… you can call me Schwarzy… but don’t ever, ever call me the self-made man… The whole concept of the self-made man or woman is a myth.


—Arnold Schwarzenegger















Chapter One: Johnny


Bringing Down the House
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THREE THOUSAND PLUS people roar their approval as the final chord rings out. The crowd is fully warm now, four songs into Johnny Blake’s set, loose and loud. Johnny holds up one hand, the other gripping the neck of his guitar, and tries to take in the screaming love. It’s hard to absorb, but they are all here for him. Tonight, he is their king—they want him to be—and that means he has a responsibility. They want a fun show, and he has to deliver.


“How you feeling, Birmingham?”


Another roar. That one got through; the hairs on his arms stand up. Okay. He’s here. He’s trucking. “You know, last night, we were in…” Where were they last night? Think. Jesus, that’s weird. “In, uh…” He blows air out of his nostrils, the mic picks it up, and immediately he can feel the audience tense.


Fix it.


Johnny lets out as genuine-sounding a chuckle as he can muster, and the audience relaxes a little, giving their own nervous laughter back to him. They want to. They want the King to be happy so they can be happy.


The air in the building is thick and sweaty, condensed in the packed town-hall-sized venue that is the Birmingham Academy. The smell of beer and the buzz of low-level conversation washing forward in a wave that rolls up onto the stage. It breaks and crashes over Johnny, and his heartbeat pulses strongly in his temple. It feels close in here tonight, even in a venue of this size, on a stage of this size. He shuffles his feet, avoiding the foot pedals at the base of his mic stand and wishing the stage lights weren’t so fucking bright. He looks at them and blinks three times, as he’s of course been doing all night.


“Jesus,” he says into the mic, wiping his face, and the audience chooses to laugh louder, deciding to accept this as rock ’n’ roll, baby. He’s never, ever enjoyed playing live, never been comfortable as the center of attention in any space. He’s a songwriter, not a performer. But the money is almost all in the touring now, or at least it is for someone operating at Johnny’s level. He doesn’t have much of a choice in the current streaming-industry climate. He’s lucky that he’s got enough of a following to make getting on the road almost worth it. But he isn’t a showman. The Guardian called him “personally unengaging but vocally gifted” in their live review. “Come for the music, but don’t expect a show.”


He’s been trying to turn it up lately, trying to learn from his musical heroes. Throw a wink in here, a bit of crowd work there. He can put on a show, right? He has to be the King, like it or not. Ivan told him that. “I think I’m as out of it,” he says, “as you guys are. Hell…” The audience roars in delight. You’re fucked up, we’re fucked up, and this is what we wanted; we wanted to go to a different place for a night.


That’ll do. What’s next? He looks down at the setlist, his whole body feeling hot: “Please Don’t Take Me Home.” Perfect. An old, old song of his; he could play it with his eyes shut. He glances over to his right at Mark, his bassist—an older, skilled hired gun just like the rest of the backing band. Mark’s brow is furrowed, noticing something is off; Johnny wonders if Mark realizes how close Johnny is to a full-blown panic attack. He’s come close many times, but never—


He can fix this. He’s already fixing it, it’s fine, it’s fine…


“You know,” Johnny says quickly into the mic, jerking forward and just fucking talking, remembering The Independent calling him “robotic” and “distant.” So he’ll talk. “I wrote this next song when I was fourteen.” If he can rattle off a quick, lucid intro, no one will know how bad he is right now. “I remember I had to do it quietly. You ever tried to write a song quietly?” Light chuckles. “My dad slept a lot in the evenings, as he worked nights, and if you woke him up, woof. Anyone here have a dad who worked nights?” Cheers. “You ever wake him up on the wrong fuckin’ day?”


Open laughter. That’s better. The King straightens up onstage. They’re here to see you. “Yeah, yeah, you know what it’s like.” He gently forms the opening chord with his left hand as he talks: G minor. “The guy would just… light me up if I woke him.” More laughter, but uncertain now. Johnny tries to correct it. “I’m talking, like… a fucking belt.” He forces another chuckle at the end, to make it clear that this is supposed to be funny, but he simultaneously realizes that (a) it isn’t and (b) he doesn’t think it’s funny either. The room is deafeningly quiet. Now it’s bad, fuck, okay, he can save it, he just has to make it showtime, he can do that, yes.


He quickly taps his thumb and forefinger together, 1-2-3, the stress making another of his little rituals kick in. The ritual doesn’t help, but then it never really does. He looks to his left, into the wings, and spots Ivan’s short, wide form looking tense, the older man’s shoulders set as he stands gripping a beer in each hand. Tonight is a rare night out for Ivan, Johnny insisting his friend and mentor come to a local gig while the show is in town, and the dude came to party. Ivan doesn’t look as if he’s in a party mood right now, though; he mouths something:


What’s wrong?


Johnny looks back to the audience, the edges of his vision starting to gray as panic grips his throat. “But fuck that guy, eh?” Johnny cries, throwing up a hand as sweat runs down either side of his face. Now there is very little laughter, and that which does come is nervous.


Play the song. Just shut up, play the rest of the songs, and thank them, then go home.


But it’s weird now, they all think he’s crazy, and he needs this to be fun for them because now they surely think that he’s some kind of fucking amateur.


He’s not, and he has to fucking show them—


“Hey—”


And then he’s throwing off his guitar, feeling lightheaded, and ignoring Mark as the bassist says whatever he’s saying, because Johnny knows that if the audience have a choice between saying he was weird or saying he was wild they will pick the latter, they want to, so if he gives them something wild to talk about—


Fuck it—


There’s a heavy and painfully loud clattering over the PA as Johnny’s guitar hits the floor, followed by a feedback whine that makes the whole room wince, but Johnny is leaning into his decision. This will work, I’m sorry you came to see me and I’m just not right, but I can make this fun, it can be chaotic fun that we all can—


The sound engineer mercifully kills the channel and the feedback cuts out, but Johnny is already grabbing the mic and deliriously barking two words into it as his vision of the audience swims.


“Catch me.”


He charges past the mic stand and runs up and over the monitor, pushing off it with his feet and catapulting himself into space as he flies off the stage.


His hang time in the air seems longer than he expected; he suddenly feels impossibly light and free, glorious even as he floats, completely and utterly present. He has time to see the upturned blank faces below him, briefly feeling as if he is taking off and will continue to rise higher as he hears three thousand people respond—more gasps than cheers, he will later remember, the audience’s concern taking all the fun out of it—before he sees something terrible.


The people below him are parting like the Red Sea.


Johnny tries to turn in the air, to twist and buck like a salmon in order to right himself and at least stand a chance of landing on his feet, but all that does is flip him all the way over, exposing his back. He plummets spine first toward the concrete floor.


The sense of dropping beneath the level of the crowd’s heads reminds him of that old trust game they used to play at school, the one where you fall backward and blindly let people catch you; the bigger kids would leave the save as late as possible to make the falling child believe they were going to hit the deck. Johnny remembers a flash of the exhilaration, the rush from the momentum of his then-child’s body passing the point at which he thought he was going to be caught and feeling as if he were dropping into the depths.


Tonight, there are no bigger kids to catch him. He has the presence of mind to get his hands behind his skull just before impact. The floor of the Birmingham Academy hits him in the back, buttocks, and legs with an undeniability so dense and solid that it takes away all of his ability to move, to think. The faces of the people who moved away now crowd back in around and above him, staring down at him and making him feel as if he were looking up out of a grave, but just as the pain begins to break through, Johnny’s vision starts to gray once more. He hears yelling over the PA system, but it sounds muffled; Johnny understands that he is falling into unconsciousness.


Thank God, he thinks, and lets the grayness take him.
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Chapter Two: Madison


No Woman Would Ever Allow Herself to Be Put in This Situation
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MADISON CAN’T DO IT.


There’s copper in her breath, soup in her arms and legs where bones used to be, and a timing chip tied into her shoelaces that cannot be denied. Excuses are not an option. This irony is not lost on Madison as she stumbles into the final thousand meters, the home stretch.


Many other runners are keeping pace with her, all of them gasping and sweating in a spaced-out cluster. Beyond her temporary companions lie the roadside barriers, behind which a decent crowd stands two or even three people deep at certain points. They’re cheering, clapping, waving. She has a weird feeling that her mother is somewhere nearby, but looking for her would of course be useless. The sky above is surprisingly gray for an August race. Through Madison’s blurry, sweaty vision, the clouds blend in with the concrete of Coventry’s streets. She tells herself the line, the one repeated so many times that the words are almost completely drained of their power, a cold steak chewed until all flavor is gone:


You can do it.


The phrase stirs nothing inside her now, as recognizable and instantly ignored as Warning: Contents may be hot. This is just too hard.


She curses herself for all those extra hits of the SNOOZE button, those ten more minutes of screen time that turned into an hour, those days when she did a light session instead of the heavy one. Those tiny capitulations all added up, whispering away her discipline until taking the easy way out became the norm all over again. How could she have forgotten how badly she needed this? The problem with motivation, she knows, is that it has amnesia.


She’s furious with herself.


You didn’t wanna do the work? Well, for this home stretch at least, you are gonna fucking hurt.


Madison cries out, her feet bite into the concrete, and the other words rage at the front of her mind, the ones that of course have more flavor and saltiness than ever:


How the fuck did I talk myself into this?
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Three months earlier


PureGym, Coventry


Madison stares at the contents of the vending machine, seeing the wall of protein bars and £8 locker padlocks for sale behind its glass display. She’s tried the bland, flavorless dough of the protein bars before. One of the padlocks, she thinks, might be the more enjoyable snack. Her brain unhelpfully conjures up a memory of the school vending machines of her youth: Twixes, Mars bars, KitKats. Then she’s suddenly glad they aren’t available. If they were, she knows she would be unable to resist. Imani is the one who can say no to chocolate.


“Hey, Madison.” A voice from behind her.


“Hi,” Madison mumbles, her response automatic and without recognition. She glances after the stranger who offered the greeting, and is suddenly struck for a moment by the incredible shape this woman is in. Her yellow spandex two-piece reveals a stomach so chiseled that she must surely be a professional athlete.


Of course many of the young women Madison sees at PureGym are fit, but this woman is something else. Every muscle in her abdominal wall is clearly defined and sharp. Her shoulders are toned and rounded, her legs strong and smooth without a hint of cellulite. She walks tall, her posture upright and strong.


The stranger smiles and gives a little wave, seeing Madison—and now Imani too—looking, and Madison feels a flutter of what she knows is incorrect recognition. Madison turns back to the machine and presses the buttons for one of the dairy-free, carb-free, gluten-free (and to quote Garfield, Madison thinks, flavor-free) protein bars: E5. The vending machines are situated near the gym entrance, next to the small seating area where members can work or eat, or where staff sit with new signees and upsell as best they can. Away to the right is the gym floor proper, the sounds of clanging weights and thumping house music echoing off the gym’s high ceiling. It’s peak time and the place is packed, another reason Madison really doesn’t like going to the gym.


“Is that Kelly?” Imani mutters behind Madison, not wanting her uncertainty overheard.


The woman’s face does look a bit like Kelly’s, Madison thinks, but then jerks her gaze away from the machine as she hears a surprised gasp. Imani is striding away with her hands on either side of her face.


“Jesus Christ, Kelly!” Imani cries. The stranger turns, pleased and shyly grinning—Shucks, you got me, but I kinda wanted you to—and Madison sees it is Kelly!


Madison’s jaw drops.


“Oh my God,” she breathes, openly looking Kelly up and down as she walks over, following Imani, who has wrapped Kelly up in a hug. “You look… Holy shit, Kelly.” Now Madison and Kelly hug, and Madison briefly realizes they’ve never hugged before—they’re only gym friends—but Madison is so delighted for Kelly that her reaction was instinctive. She remembers how Kelly used to try to cover her gymwear-exposed body with her arms as she talked.


“Is this where you’ve been?” Imani asks, gesturing at Kelly’s abs. “Putting this together? You sneaky cow, you only went and turned yourself into a Bad Bitch!”


Madison smiles, rolling her eyes. Typical Imani.


“Yeah, I went away to grind for a bit,” Kelly says sheepishly, red-faced again but now from aw shucks pride. The woman is glowing. “Thanks, guys! Nice to be appreciated.”


“Well, how could we not?” Madison says, still dumbstruck. This is not how Kelly used to look. “I’ve never—”


“Seen a change like it,” Imani says, shaking her head and speaking for Madison, which is one of Madison’s pet peeves about their friendship. She lets it slide, though. She’s been letting a lot of things slide lately, and she’s finding that, in the short-term at least, it makes life a lot easier. The long-term can be dealt with another day.


“How did you do it, Kelly?” Madison asks. “Seriously, well done! I am so proud of you!!” She hears herself. Is she being patronizing? She switches to her usual rescue tactic: self-deprecation. “I can barely get myself to put on a sports bra and get over here.”


“Don’t be silly. You look great—you both do.” Kelly smiles.


While the phrase is clearly meant to be kind, Madison also knows it’s a lie; she glances at herself in one of the nearby floor-to-ceiling mirrors. As always, her brain tells her that she hates what she sees: chipmunk cheeks, pasty white skin, piggy brown eyes, brown hair too long and greasy. Two weeks ago she paid to have her body mass index measured. At five foot six and a BMI of 26, Madison has now officially tipped over into the realm of the overweight. The news didn’t create any feeling of motivation, only resignation; she wasn’t lying about what she can barely get herself to do. She has the list of well-intentioned remarks from Imani to prove it: “Just come to some classes with me. It’ll be fun. Moving around will make you feel good.” And Imani does look great—not Kelly great but still slim and without a single fold in her smooth skin… none of which would be a problem if Madison had anything else at all going for her right now. That way she could say, None of that superficial bullshit matters; X is what matters, and actually mean it.


Imani, at twenty-five, is only two years older than Madison, and already she has many, many things going on.


“I just had to make a lot of changes,” Kelly is saying, “to my mindset, diet, training, everything. I can’t lie; it’s easily been the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”


“I can imagine,” Madison says. “Bloody hell. Like, how long did this take?”


“About six months,” Kelly says, “although the hardest part by far was the first one. That was when I made all the changes. I did this course. It was a whole thing. Had to take a month off work.”


“They let you do that?” Imani asks.


“Used all my annual leave,” Kelly says. “I gave them plenty of notice.”


“You still at…” Madison begins, and then doesn’t have it. Shit, what was the name of where Kelly worked? “Barrington’s,” she finishes, making the save.


“Yeah, full manager now actually.” Kelly grins. “You still at Gilligan’s?”


Madison forces a well-practiced fake smile onto her face. “No, I left,” she says.


“Ah, okay. Working a job and studying at the same time can be a lot—I get it.”


Madison notices Imani stiffen a little at the statement. Madison reddens slightly. “No, I left university too, I’m afraid.”


Her shame multiplies by a factor of ten, not just by being blasted by the security-floodlight-level shine of Kelly’s transformation but also from having the aimlessness of her situation thrown into full relief. She wants to explain: There was this relationship thing that became a bad breakup, and university had—


“Oh!” Kelly says, embarrassed too. “Oh, I’m sorry. What’s the plan now, then?”


“I don’t know,” Madison says. “I’m job hunting…” She trails off, desperate for something to add. The book. “Actually, I’ve been, like, writing a novel. Just for fun.”


“Oh, that’s so cool,” Kelly says, grinning. “I always wanted to do that. Historical fiction, maybe. But you’re actually doing it!”


Madison smiles. Kelly’s nice.


“Meh,” she says, shrugging comically. “It’s not so impressive when that’s all you have to do. And I’ve still got to finish it, I have a little money though for now, so I can focus on plot rather than rent, if you get me.” Madison feels that little flutter of gratitude again for her mother’s financial gift, and the companion thought follows straight on its heels as always: At least the woman did something.


Kelly puts a hand on Madison’s shoulder and looks her in the eye. “You’re going to figure it all out,” she says, low and sincere. “And you’re going to be okay.”


Silence from the three women. Sounds of colliding and sliding metal all around them, behind all that the steady thud of house bass. Madison suddenly doesn’t know what to say; the conversation was appreciative small talk, and now here is the moment of open concern and sincerity… but it’s a bit odd. Overly sincere. Kelly isn’t Madison’s life coach, but she’s talking like one. Even so, there’s a warmth in Kelly’s gaze.


“Yeah, I hope so, thanks, yeah,” Madison says, scratching her ear and feeling awkward. “Hey,” she adds quickly, changing the subject. “You said something about a course? What was that?”


Kelly’s smile falters. She looks around the room and shifts uncomfortably for a moment. Madison glances at Imani; her friend is still smiling at Kelly in awe. She didn’t see it.


“I’ll have to get you the details,” Kelly says, beginning to turn away. “Oh, one of the squat racks is finally free. I’ve got to go.”


“Oh, no problem. Go, go!”


Kelly waves and hurries away onto and across the expansive gym floor, leaving Madison and Imani at the vending machines.


Imani whistles quietly. “Jesus,” she says.


“I know,” Madison agrees. The Twix, she remembers. It’s still in the machine. She turns to retrieve it.


Then she stops.


“Hold on a sec, Ims,” Madison says. She strides across the gym floor, trying not to think about what she’s doing, her eyes searching for that bright yellow. She finds it; Kelly is loading plates onto the bar. “Kelly?”


Her acquaintance looks up, surprised, and then gives a confused smile.


“Oh, hey.”


Whatever determination has propelled Madison over here suddenly vanishes. “Seriously. I just wanted to, like, say congratulations again,” she lies. “You’ve obviously put in the work and you look incredible.”


Kelly cocks her head, beaming and genuinely touched. “Thank you. You two have really made my day.”


Ask her.


“No problem,” Madison says, smiling herself. She is at least pleased that she made Kelly happy. But then she scurries away, the question unasked.


Loser.
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Hey, forgive me for messaging you.


No, no, no. Too stalker-y.


Hey, sorry for chasing this but I simply had to ask!


That’s better. More pally-pally, more work colleague-y. If in doubt, add an exclamation point. They might be Facebook friends, but Madison doesn’t know Kelly well enough to send her a DM out of the blue. She never has before, certainly, and that makes this weird enough as it is.


Especially after I was really blown away today by the way you looked and just your overall energy. It was really impressive, but I noticed


Noticed what? How should she put it? She decides to just write the honest version for a first draft. She can always amend it before sending, if she sends it at all.


that when I asked how you did it you kinda ducked me?


If you’d rather not say what you did, I completely understand


Even if asking got her nowhere, she would have done something that made her uncomfortable; she could celebrate a small win. Maybe this could even be how she finally got back on track: picking smaller dragons to slay and chaining a few of those victories in a row.


… but I would love to know because I could use a win right now and I’d like to do whatever you did myself. NO JUDGEMENTS!


It wasn’t just Kelly’s weight loss or new muscle tone.


It was something in the woman’s eyes.


She looked alive, as if Madison was simply drifting through reality and Kelly was now mainlining it.


But your journey is your own and if you want to keep it private, I TOTALLY understand. Love you lots either way and again, you look amazeballs.


She rereads it. It’s not too bad as it is.


She hits SEND.


She waits for the sting of regret and shame to come—Why the hell did you do that? She’s going to think you’re a weirdo stalker, asking her private questions—but she manages to keep a lid on it. A little dragon slain. It felt unfamiliar, and good.


She even manages, over the rest of the evening in her tiny, messy apartment, to not keep checking for replies. She busies herself; she nearly goes to work on the mess, identifying a small dragon, but somehow ends up on the sofa with the TV on, staring at the ceiling. She can picture her dad standing over her now, criticizing, not getting after her for the mess itself but for the potential judgment of visitors, of how passive the mess is, asking if she wants to go and live with the Wintermans down the road or even the Barstows if she wants to be like those kinds of people. Why can’t you be more like your sister? Then she pictures her mother walking in and her dad clamming up, not wanting to risk setting his constant powder keg of a wife off…


Bloody hell, Madison thinks, hearing her internal spiraling. Relax.


She tells herself that not checking her messages again will be the next tiny dragon she can surely slay, but by the time 9:13 rolls around, even that pathetic creature wins. She allows herself another check.


Kelly has replied.


Madison reads, not knowing why she’s so excited by this but enjoying it anyway. It’s nice to be excited again.


Sorry, Kelly has written. I didn’t mean to. I guess I was a bit embarrassed because if I tell you what I did, you’ll think I’m mental! Even if you were impressed with the results. It’s personal development taken to the extreme. Physically intense with lots of mind games involved.


It’s definitely not for the fainthearted.


Madison’s heart sinks a little. She is definitely fainthearted. Previously that only meant failings such as not sticking with spin class. Nowadays she can barely bring herself to leave the fucking house.


I can tell you some of the basics here, Kelly says, but to really understand, it’s probably better if you hear the pitch from Ellie herself.


Ellie who?


But if you go through with it, Kelly writes, to use Imani’s phrase, you’ll become a Bad Bitch in a way you never thought possible.


Bad Bitch. A buzz phrase that always gets under Madison’s skin a little. She’s seen it used far too many times online, along with the other mantras: Rise and Grind. The 5 a.m. Club. Your Body is a Machine. Such jargon always stirs jealousy, resentment, and irritation in her that gets worse each time she sees it. She’s a person, not a robot. She wasn’t put on Earth to maximize productivity.


But dammit… she needs a little of that at least. And hell, today the idea sends the briefest little thrill through her: Madison as a Bad Bitch.


The course I attended is called NO DAYS OFF, it’s a females-only intake, it takes place in Vermont, USA, and it lasts a month. You won’t find anything about it online. Here’s my number if you don’t already have it. We can chat first and then you can see if you want to speak to her. It’d be nice to talk outside of the gym anyway.


Madison feels that twist she always gets when someone wants to get closer, that strange tension of craving connection and yet instantly feeling overwhelmed by the prospect. She’s trying to do better with it. She really is.


Vermont, she thinks. Would I really go that far?


She thinks of Kelly. Of her glow.


She types, and when she does, she manages to forget about her social anxiety and get excited for what she might become.


Hope. It’s nice to feel that again too.


Sounds great! Madison writes. When would you like to talk?
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Two weeks later


A Coventry Memorial Park bench


Madison expected some kind of densely built six-foot-tall Amazonian, but Ellie is quite a lot shorter than Madison. Petite almost, and while it is hard to tell through Ellie’s jacket, it looks as if she carries the wiry frame of a long-distance runner. Her posture is perfect, her shoulders back, her lean neck proudly supporting a head covered in long black poodle curls scraped into a ponytail that rests upon Ellie’s left shoulder. Madison doesn’t know Ellie’s exact age, but based on her CV, the woman must be at least fifty. She looks it, but a good fifty.


Kelly set up this rendezvous. It’s a pleasant May afternoon. A gentle breeze buffets Madison’s shoulder-length hair, carrying the distant yelps of young boys playing some sort of game that involves a lot of happy screaming. Madison ignores them and listens to her companion, feeling the warm coffee cup in her hand and the blood jumping in her veins.


“Ninety-nine percent of people wouldn’t do it,” Ellie is saying. “Ninety-nine point nine percent, really. It’s a crazy idea, but some people need crazy solutions. And those are the people I’m here for. When I told my sister about my idea for the residential, digital detox version of No Days Off,” Ellie continues with a smile, “she said no woman would ever put herself in that situation.”


Madison understands. Kelly told her the premise of the No Days Off course, and it is crazy. “There are consequences for failure or refusal,” Kelly said. “And you can always say no to them, but then you go home.” She said a lot more than that, but the fire in her eyes sold Madison completely. Then she explained it to Imani, who told Madison in no uncertain terms that anyone would be utterly crazy for even considering attending this course.


Crazy solutions, Madison thinks.


“Like I say,” Ellie says, “ninety-nine percent of the time? My sister was absolutely right about people not doing it. But ninety-nine percent of people wouldn’t put themselves through a Navy SEALs Hell Week, and even the majority of those who do, drop out.” She smiles and shrugs. It looks a little forced, but that’s okay. Madison isn’t here to make a friend. She’s here to change her life. But she’s sweating. It’s warm out, too warm for the oversized coat she’s chosen to wear. She feels stupid about it now, but before she left home, Madison decided she didn’t want Ellie to see what kind of shape she’s in. Not out of shame, even though that is a factor in everything, but because she was told Ellie had to accept you into the course. Is the woman looking for athletes, then? The question was skipped like most of the others; Kelly remained fairly coy when she and Madison spoke, explaining some things, but not many. “Talk to Ellie” was the insistent refrain.


Ellie, dressed in a stylish white jacket, black pants, and pumps, agreed to meet Madison in Coventry for her one-hour consultation. “It’s equidistant for us both,” Ellie said. They each have a coffee that Madison bought from the nearby stand. Madison’s is a mocha with whipped cream, ordered out of habit. By the time she realized, changing it would have been weird.


Ellie’s is black.


“So,” Ellie says, giving the smile again that Madison finds a little unusual. It never quite reaches her eyes yet still manages to seem genuine and warm. Madison doesn’t think she’s ever seen a smile quite like it. “Light or Medium?”


Ah, now. This is something that Kelly divulged, and even Ellie mentioned it in her highly professional reply to Madison’s email. Apparently there are two slightly different versions of the No Days Off course to choose from, if one is to be accepted. Ellie’s email also mentioned what she called Hard Corrections: “the keystone of No Days Off.” It is a frightening idea, and it is indeed—to use Kelly’s word—extreme.


But Madison was intrigued.


“I’m nervous to say it,” Madison says. “But I think I’m going to take Medium.” She’s trying to sound bright, energetic. The kind of person you want to have in a course like this. She reminds herself again to sit up straight. Smile.


“You sure?” Ellie asks, her California lilt working its way confidently and easily through the warm Coventry air, turning the heads of a mildly surprised English couple as they stroll past. Her voice is deep for a woman, loud without shouting. Madison has been extremely lucky in her timing; Ellie has come to the UK both to look at some investment property and to screen applicants wanting to take part in No Days Off. It is, apparently, the first time she has done such a thing. “As you probably know, the differences between Light and Medium are a lot more than just getting a cheat meal day on Light.” Ellie sips at her coffee and picks at a piece of lint on her jacket; the gesture looks contrived.


Madison knows this. On Light, you may excuse yourself from three Hard Corrections. It sounds a lot more pleasant, but if there’s one thing Madison knows about herself, it’s that she will always take a back door if one is offered. That’s the whole appeal of the course. She cannot choose Light.


“I’m sure.”


“Kelly told you to do Medium, then?” Ellie asks.


“She did.”


Ellie frowns for a second. “Remind me which Kelly,” she says. “I’ve had a couple in the last few years. Was she on Medium?”


“You remember them all?”


“Oh yes,” Ellie says earnestly. “I remember all my clients. It’s a very personal course.”


Madison says, forcing a joke, “Even when they, like, look totally different by the end of the month? All turned into skinny Minnies?” Ellie seems to understand it’s meant to be lighthearted, but the way she smiles and looks at her cup makes clear this is a misconception she’s a little tired of explaining.


“That’s not the aim of what I do,” Ellie says, “and we certainly don’t want to be producing any size zeros by the end of the course.”


“Oh, I know,” Madison says quickly. “I was just being silly—”


“It’s okay, Madison,” Ellie says kindly, using Madison’s name for the first time.


Madison is almost surprised, then remembers that Ellie will have of course read the extensive (and in Madison’s opinion way too personal) application questionnaire Madison completed.


“You were just joking,” Ellie says, “but it’s brought up something I always like to make clear.” She sets her cup on the bench. “I always tell people, you shouldn’t come to me just because you want to lose weight, or to fit into a wedding dress, or to put another twenty pounds on your squat. There are a lot of great personal trainers for that. NDO is about something else. It’s about making you better. Body, mind, and soul. The course is built to make you—not help you, make you—excel.”


Ellie’s eyes look alive. It’s a look Madison has seen before. She has to concede that Ellie’s appearance is actually intimidating as hell, not because she is beautiful in any kind of mainstream sense of the word—Madison doesn’t like to think such things about anyone, though Ellie is almost inarguably plain—but because the woman just looks so damn stylish. Her olive-colored skin—perhaps Greek heritage, perhaps Spanish—would be flawless if not for the faintly visible scar that runs from under the edge of her jacket collar and up to a few inches below her ear. It is a thin track of white that looks somehow graceful and decorative, almost like jewelry.


“By the end of the course month,” Ellie is saying, “you are not only going to be in the best shape of your life but you’re also going to have undergone an entire mindset change. You’ll feel like you’ve gone from being Pee-Wee Herman to a Golden Gloves champion in four weeks, and more importantly, you’ll stay that way. It’s no good to you or me if you walk out of there looking and feeling great and then are back to unhealthy ways by the end of the year. No Days Off is designed to drill the tools into you for life. That’s why it’s so effective, and that’s why there’s a two-year waiting list.”


“Two years?” Madison is crestfallen.


“I’m afraid so,” Ellie says. “The cancellation list is long too, but here’s the good news: Someone dropped out of the September Medium course, and it just so happens that’s too soon or the wrong month or whatever for everyone else on the list. Potentially, that slot could be yours.”


Excitement dances in Madison’s chest, and for a moment she truly believes in the possibility of change. A different version of herself flashes before her.


“If you’re going for Medium, that would keep the balance right,” Ellie continues. “I have three Light people already on this intake. Any more than three, I find, tends to upset the dynamic.” Madison knows that beyond Light and Medium lies Heavy, which is accessible only after you have done at least a week at Medium, and even then, the levels remain at Ellie’s discretion. “It’s hard for most people in regular jobs to get out of work for so long on short notice. But you’re unemployed right now? And you’re a novelist?”


Madison blushes. Ellie’s language, like her it seems, is to the point.


“Yes and no,” Madison says quietly. “I was studying, then I was working in the restaurant trade, and now I’m not. But as for being a novelist… I want to be a writer, and I’ve been working on a book. It’s just harder than I thought since it’s quite personal.”


“Say no more,” Ellie says, holding up a hand and smiling warmly. “Blocked artists are one of my specialties.”


“I’m not blocked; I’m just slow. But, Ellie, you said someone cancelled.” Madison is eager to get back to it. “It’s so much money.”


Ellie’s eyebrows rise, but she’s still smiling.


“Sorry,” Madison adds quickly. “I don’t mean the price; I mean I’m surprised someone gave that money up. I’m assuming the tuition is nonrefundable?”


The price of the one-month course, Madison knows, is just over ten thousand pounds. The price is another reason Imani was horrified by what Madison is planning. That cash could go toward a house deposit.


“No,” Ellie says with no small hint of satisfaction. “There’s usually someone to take their slot. I’d charge them if I couldn’t fill it, or at least keep their deposit, but that’s rare. Legally I could keep it all, but I don’t. It is a lot of money. I’m not into creating more problems for people who are already looking for help.”


Madison is pleasantly surprised, and pleased she can afford it. Even when she was working, there was no way she could cover this, but her inheritance finally came in. Liz got hers too, presumably, but Madison hasn’t spoken to her sister in at least five years, so she can’t know for sure.


“So,” Ellie says. “Any questions so far?”


“Yes,” Madison says, grinning. “How is the course organized?”


Ellie sits up suddenly and takes off her coat. Her white scar, Madison sees, continues all the way along the top of her trapezius muscle. Madison doesn’t look away quickly enough. Ellie sees her staring.


“Goražde, Bosnia,” Ellie says, shrugging.


“Sorry. I didn’t mean to stare. I was just surprised.”


“Happens all the time,” Ellie says good-naturedly, gently folding her coat and placing it on top of her Gucci bag. “I think it looks kind of elegant, don’t you?”


It does, this thin line of white that follows the olive-skinned curve of Ellie’s neck. Exposed, Ellie’s arms are slim but rock solid. The rest of her is equally lean, her otherwise flat chest filled out with noticeable muscle, her shoulders tapering down to a steel-belted waist. Madison catches herself staring this time and looks away, blaming Kelly for planting the seeds of fascination. Even the limited talk around Ellie and No Days Off has created great hype in Madison’s mind.


“I never saw her eat anything outside of group meals.”


“No matter what time we got up, she was up first. No matter what time we went to bed, we always heard her moving around afterward.”


And then, said after a long pause with great seriousness: “Frankly, I’m not sure the woman is fully human.”


“Tell me something,” Ellie says. “What did Kelly tell you about the course?”


“Nothing,” Madison says, slapping her hand on the bench. “Bloody nothing. You really do create perfect little followers.” It’s not quite true, but Madison suspects that if she says almost nothing, she’ll have to recite what she does know, and she doesn’t want to do that. Madison looked up Ellie Fellowes online; she has an internet presence, even if No Days Off doesn’t. Ellie Fellowes. West Point graduate. Thirty-year military career. Served in Bosnia, Sierra Leone, and Afghanistan.


Recipient of the Medal of Honor.


Ellie grins. “That’s good,” she says. “I do tell my graduates not to divulge the key details to anyone they’re recommending. General stuff is fine, just not specifics. It would defeat the nature of the course, and the idea is that they only recommend close friends whom they think will benefit. Why spoil it? Plus, the course structure is in constant flux. I try things out, keep what works, but never implement too drastic a change because people pay me to make them do things that I know work. So over time it turns into something new. Even so, a lot of people would think it’s insane to sign up without specifics, I know.”


Madison knows enough. “A month-long course that makes an actual military boot camp look like a Swedish massage.” That’s how Kelly put it. The results spoke for themselves. If Madison noticed whatever new sense of presence Kelly has, that same presence radiates out of Ellie.


“I’d think it was insane too,” Madison says, “if I hadn’t seen the changes in Kelly. I wouldn’t be here.”


Ellie spreads her hands as if to say and there you are. “It’s the only reason anyone comes now,” she says, pleased. “Because they’ve seen the changes in a graduate they know. Then I kept getting emails from people in the UK, and if I’m honest, applicants stateside have become a little frustrating. Too many Real Housewives applying and not enough real housewives, if you get my meaning. Too many fad applicants and not enough women who really need and want to change. Relying solely on word of mouth is a nice way to keep the whole thing low-key and hassle-free. It’s exactly as big as I want it to get. If it was about the money, I’d be an idiot, because I’m always working. But it’s damn meaningful work. Someone on my last course called me ‘Ellie the Zellie,’ as in zealot. I liked that one.” She chuckles and then narrows her eyes a little. “But let me ask you: Why did you lie just now and say Kelly didn’t tell you anything about the course?”


Madison freezes. “What do you mean?”


Ellie holds up a hand. “It’s all right. It’s not a deal-breaker. Everyone lies in response to that question. There’s no way people’s friends or loved ones recommend they do something extreme but then tell them nothing about it.”


Madison reddens. “It really was next to nothing.”


“I’ll tell you what I tell all new applicants,” Ellie says, folding her hands on her crossed legs, “and you tell me if Kelly told you any more than this, okay?”


“Okay.”


“No Days Off,” Ellie says, “is an extremely intense month-long mental and physical residential boot camp, and because you would be on a Medium course, there are punishments for not reaching the goals you set, and they hurt. Hard Corrections, as I call them. They don’t break the skin, they don’t do permanent damage, they don’t leave you injured for any notable length of time. But they will cause discomfort. All the students are women,” Ellie says, already moving on, but then she sees Madison’s expression. She places her palms together. “Let me be clear with you, Madison: Nothing in this course happens without your permission. What people say or think they need and what they actually need are rarely the same. If I think your course needs adjusting, we discuss it first. You can walk away at any time, and—I cannot stress this enough—you don’t have to accept the Corrections if you don’t want to. You can leave whenever you wish, and I’ll even pay for your cab to the airport. But know that to refuse a Correction is to quit the course.” She pauses as if waiting for a question.


Madison remains silent.


“Your food is covered,” Ellie continues, “since diet is a key element, and we work on that together—one-on-one and as a group. You have video calls several times a week with a contact of your choice, but other than that, it’s digital detox. No internet.” Ellie shrugs. “Did Kelly tell you more than that?”


Madison smiles. “That was pretty much it.”


Ellie stares.


“Okay,” Madison says, “she also said you were pretty intense. In a good way. You don’t, like, mess around.”


Ellie nods. “I don’t. And I’d like to talk about both of your goals for a moment.”


“For when I get accepted into the course?” Madison says, raising an eyebrow.


“For if you get accepted into the course.”


“How am I doing?”


Ellie sips her coffee and smiles. “We haven’t finished talking, have we?”


Madison laughs. “Go on, then.”


“You want to lose fifteen pounds,” Ellie says, “and cut five to ten thousand words from your novel. Both in a month.”


“Yes. The book needs tightening. I’ve really been putting it off, though.”


“Well, on the weight-loss side of things,” Ellie says, “if you follow the program, you’ll lose more than fifteen pounds of body fat, but you’ll add muscle mass. Overall, you’ll still clear fifteen. I’ll make sure of it.” Ellie leans forward, interlacing her fingers over her bent knee. “What I want to know is why you want to do this. The goals are the intended outcome, yes, but they’re not the reason. What’s yours?”


Madison shifts on her seat. She notices a jogger approaching. He isn’t wearing headphones. “I’m just…” The jogger is only a few feet away, coming on fast. Madison waits until he passes out of earshot, but even when he’s gone, she still can’t say it. She’s being asked to verbalize the screaming thoughts that rattle around in her head at night until only the soothing voice of her constant companion—Señor Cuervo, over ice—can drown them out. Fat. Lazy. Boring. Piece of shit.


“I dropped out of uni,” she says at last. “Or out of college, as you would say. I’m drifting. I even left my service job. I want to become a more productive person.” The words come out as if she were physically pulling them from her stomach and up her throat. “I can do better.”


Ellie stares at Madison for a moment and then seems to realize Madison is done talking.


“That’s the reason?”


“Yeah. Pretty much.”


Ellie considers Madison for another moment, then stands and picks up her jacket. “Thank you for your time, Madison. It was nice meeting you.”


“Did I say something wrong?”


“It’s all right,” Ellie says kindly, straightening. “Some people aren’t ready to be open with me, and that’s completely understandable. You don’t know me. But this course is only a month long. If your barriers are up now, I won’t have time to break them down.”


“I don’t see a future,” Madison blurts.


Ellie pauses, waiting. Madison feels blood rush to her face as she realizes this is it; she keeps going or this is over before it starts. This has instantly become a humiliation, the truth she has managed to hide even from herself now crudely exposed. “I thought university would be a fresh start. I was going to create this new version of myself.” She talks quickly, letting it out before she steel-clamps everything down tight again. Ellie wants honesty, so Madison must go against her instincts. “Away from home.” Away from the tomb of my parents’ home. Away from ever-explosive Patricia and Faded Rugby League Wannabe of the Year Gordon… and of course their Golden Child, Lizzie. “I was studying economics, Ellie, not because I wanted to go into finance but because I wanted to change the fucking world. I didn’t know how, but I thought I should know how the world works so I could figure it out. And it was exciting at first, a rush! New friends, going out all the time, just being on my own.” She pauses, briefly reliving the feeling for a second before it vanishes like always. “But there was this sadness on top of my chest. It just kept growing. And I couldn’t focus, couldn’t stick with anything. I just wanted to sleep all the time. And I met this good-time guy who was nice and all, but it didn’t work. He had a lot of issues too, so even though it was fun, I knew I had to end it. But once I broke up with him, everything seemed even worse. Do you know much Shakespeare, Ellie?”


“I’ve read some, but I’m not hugely familiar.”


“Well, I’m not normally a theater buff,” Madison says, “but my writer side loves Shakespeare’s work. Always has, ever since we did Much Ado About Nothing in secondary school. He wrote this line in Macbeth. I think about it a lot. It sums up how I feel perfectly, how looking at the future feels.”


“Which one?” Ellie asks, sitting back down on the bench.


“‘Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow,’” Madison says, wincing. She sighs. “I couldn’t think straight, so I dropped out. Got a waitressing job to pay the bills, did my shifts, but I still couldn’t stop the spiral and didn’t have the energy to do anything about it. They made me manager regardless! And eventually, I quit that too.” She pauses, dizzy. She looks to Ellie for encouragement, but none is forthcoming. About fifty feet beyond her, a man is walking a beautiful golden retriever. The dog is ecstatic, joy embodied in animal form. “This wasn’t how things were supposed to be,” she says quietly. She wants to look at Ellie, but to do so would be to meet her battering gaze. Does the woman ever fucking blink? “I look around me and everyone is grinding. They have jobs and side hustles and kids. I’m fucking sick of what I see in the mirror, and I’m sick of what I hear in my head, and I’m sick of being…” The next word dovetails with something from the rancid rag bundle of memories she’s pulling apart, thoughts of how she left the good-time guy in the absolute worst way. Of the awful, awful words she spat at him at the end, seeing them land on his crestfallen face, words dripping with venom because they were really aimed at herself:


The only reason you’re in the mess you’re in is because you’re so fucking—


“Weak,” Madison says, the word creaking under the weight of shame and self-loathing. “I really tried my best, Ellie. No, that’s bullshit. I rarely manage to do my best. It’s easier to focus on other people than myself, as that takes less work. That’s why I end up in crappy relationships. I pick fixer-uppers and then blame them when they remain who I knew they were in the first place. I guess it’s my time for some of the tough love I’m such a big believer in.” She tuts bitterly and leans back, folding her arms. “There’s a line in one of David Goggins’s books about being addicted to comfort. It was like a slap in the face. That’s me. I’m utterly addicted to comfort, and I don’t know when it happened. How disgusting is that?”


“Do you genuinely consider yourself an addict, then?” Ellie asks.


“Yeah, I do.”


“You didn’t say it, though.”


Madison sighs. “I guess I’m—”


“Not you guess, Madison. Are you?”


“I’m an addict.”


“What is the truth, Madison? Sum it up.”


She knows what to say, but the question tightens up the flow like a plumber’s wrench. “It’s not actually that I have zero faith in the future,” she says slowly, looking Ellie dead in the eye now. “But the person responsible for fixing my shit is me, and I have absolutely zero faith in myself. And I honestly think I’d rather die than allow myself to chicken out on something ever again. That sounds brave, until you realize I always chicken out.” She shrugs. “You know what I mean.”


“Thank you very much for sharing all that Madison,” Ellie says softly. “Can you stand up for me a moment, please?”


Madison hesitates, confused, then does as she’s asked. She now feels a little lighter on her feet, a little smoother in her movement. That’s good. Ellie stands too, her eye level several inches lower than Madison’s. The trees lining the wide path behind her rustle gently in the breeze, sounding like a hushing audience.


“With your permission,” Ellie says, “I’m going to slap you in the face.”


“What?” Madison asks, thinking she’s misheard. Ellie’s face betrays no excitement, no anger.


“I want to slap you in the face,” Ellie repeats. “Hard. With your permission.”


“Are you serious?”


“I’m told it’s rare that I’m not.”


“You want to slap me because I wasn’t honest?”


“No,” Ellie says firmly. “We don’t do Corrections at the interview, Madison, and we don’t do abuse anywhere. The slap is something I always do so I know that people are serious about No Days Off. And, just as with the course itself, if you don’t want me to do it, I won’t, but then you can’t do the course. It’s completely up to you.”


Madison blinks, looking around. The nearest people are a good thirty meters away, the dog walker long gone. A family of five have arrived—two parents, two kids, and a grandparent—and have emptied the contents of a cooler onto a blanket for a picnic. They probably won’t notice even if they hear the blow. The jogger has long since passed, but Madison can see a couple approaching in the near distance.


“That couple will see,” Madison says, pointing at them as her pulse races. Is she really about to be slapped in the fucking face?


Ellie turns and looks where Madison points. “You’re right,” she says. “One second.” Ellie immediately jogs over to the approaching couple, her shoes lightly pounding the pavement.


Madison watches through a filter of unreality as Ellie reaches the people in seconds, raising a hand in greeting. The couple stop; Madison can’t hear the resulting conversation as Ellie points back Madison’s way. The couple look at Madison, who raises a hand uncertainly in greeting. The couple return the gesture, smiling. Ellie says something else and the three of them laugh, and then Ellie quickly jogs back to where Madison is standing.


The couple turn around and begin to walk back the way they came.


“Okay,” she says. “I told them we’re about to practice a scene and that I’m going to slap you. I didn’t expect them to turn around, though. I think it made them a bit uncomfortable. Let’s do this quickly before anyone else comes. Do I have your permission?”


This isn’t a joke. Ellie wants to slap her in the face. Madison tries to remember the last time anyone hit her, an occurrence that has happened so rarely in her life. Her older sister drunkenly pulled her hair when Madison visited during her university Freshers’ Week. While that was the straw that broke the camel’s back of their long-strained relationship—leading Madison to cut the only remaining family tie she had—that act of violence was brief and, she could admit, mild. Lizzie hadn’t pulled that hard.


This is going to be a slap.


“You said hard?” Madison asks.


“Hard enough to hurt,” Ellie says, “not hard enough to leave a bruise. Remember, I never leave lasting marks, and I never do actual damage. That’s key to the ethos. They’re Corrections, deterrents, not punishments.” She raises her palm. “Quickly, now. Do I have your permission?”


The sun is shining. There’s a family nearby.


“Yes, but—” Madison’s sentence is cut short as there is a whip of movement and she now finds herself looking in the direction of the family picnic. It takes a millisecond for her to realize that there was a sharp crack too—immediately after her saying yes—and that the family must have heard it after all; they are now staring at her. Madison stares back as the rapidly growing warmth in her cheek turns into a stinging, scratching pain. Her eyes start to water, not from emotion or pain but from shock.


Look back at Ellie, she thinks, before this looks weird to that family. She does. Ellie’s hands are now back at her sides, her expression blank. Madison breathes in through her nose as the pain reaches a crescendo… and then begins to disappear back into the blooming heat.


“Very good, very good,” Ellie says. “Just breathe.”


Madison blinks away the water in her eyes and tries to calm the hitching breaths that are pumping their way into her chest.


“Are you okay?” Ellie asks.


“Yes,” Madison croaks, nodding, and realizes that she is. She looks back at the family and sees that they are eating and talking again. She feels more than okay, doesn’t she?


Ellie is smiling. “You feel it, don’t you?”


“I think so,” Madison says. “What… what is that?”


“You stood up and took it,” Ellie says, “and now you’ve moved past it. The knowledge of that…” She shrugs. “It’s hard to put into words. Madison, I’ll give it to you straight: There’s potentially a place for you in the course under one condition. If your baseline fitness isn’t at a certain level, then there isn’t a chance in hell that you’ll complete the month.” The rising fire in Madison’s soul immediately starts to subside, unlike the lingering one in her face. “Not just that,” Ellie continues, “but I need to see that you can commit to something. I know that sounds self-defeating when your issue is discipline, but of course there has to be a small element of self-motivation. It’ll come easier when you have a clear goal, though, and I’m going to give you one right now.”


Madison listens, the world around her now in high definition.


“In three months,” Ellie says, “there’s a half-marathon, right here in Coventry. I know someone who knows the organizers, and that person owes me some major favors, so I know I can get you a slot in it. A decent time to complete a half-marathon is two hours and ten minutes. I need you to complete the Coventry half-marathon in not a millisecond more than that. If you do that, you can have the spot on the September intake. That’s my offer. Have you ever run a half-marathon?”


Madison almost—almost—lies on instinct.


“No,” she says. “Never.”


Ellie nods. “Start small. Make incremental changes in your training or you’ll burn out, lose confidence. Build up from there. That’s all the advice I’m going to give you. I’ll send you a link to the entry form. Fill it in and send it back to me. I’ll get it to the right people.” She offers her hand. “Good luck.”


“That’s it?”


“That’s it. If you make it, you’re in—cash on arrival, of course.”


They shake hands for a second time, Ellie’s grip again small but tight, immovable like that of a wiry old man. Ellie releases her grasp and then opens her arms for a hug, smiling. Madison accepts it, Ellie’s shoulders and neck slim and hard under Madison’s hands.


“You can do it,” Ellie says. “If you want it.”
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Three months later


Half-marathon hell


The final five hundred meters. Madison, breathless, hurting, the stitch in her side feeling like a broken rib. She looks to her right; an old man in loose-fitting running gear looks like he’s suffering even more than she is. He catches her eye, and to her amazement he breaks into a smile.


“Come… on!” he gasps, and Madison gives a wheezing laugh, and with that she finds she is suddenly able to answer the pain’s stabbing question of Isn’t this too much? with Yes, but… She and the old man accelerate. They move together, faster, a final burst. The finish line appears on the horizon, the noise of the cheering crowd metallic and tinny in her ears. Madison looks at her watch: 2:09:02.


Holy shit.


The white banner grows larger, the blessed, blessed word FINISH ringed by the logos of various event sponsors, and Madison realizes she’s going to make it. As she and the old man cross the finish line, she puts her arm around his neck and he, laughing, puts his around hers and This is joy, oh blessed joy, this is what it feels like—I remember.


Her hitching chest feels as if it might burst, her body craving oxygen, but she looks at her watch again: 2:09:49.


A full eleven seconds inside the target goal! That late second wind—that was what pushed her to succeed…


The sounds around her are instantly quieter; the colors are darker; all the good feeling of only the previous moment has vanished. Her brain runs through the automatic processes of ridicule that have held her back for so long:


If it wasn’t for the old man’s help, you wouldn’t have made it.


If you managed to run a half-marathon in less than two-ten, it can’t be that hard.


It’s an all-too-familiar process, this self-sapping of joy, but for once—and to her great surprise—Madison has a response:


Yeah? Well, I still did it. I might just be a Bad Bitch after all.


She doesn’t believe it, but the idea isn’t quite as laughable as it was yesterday.


She walks, sucking in ragged air, and spots the old man hugging three women who are leaning over the barrier. They’re all about Ellie’s age—granddaughters, surely. She’s delighted he has someone there for him. But then he spots Madison too and laughs, beckoning her over. Madison staggers toward the foursome, trying to say hi in hitching breaths, but reaching hands are already pulling her in, and suddenly she is engulfed in the biggest hug of her entire life.


She stands in the center of it, the crowd now muted, and tries to disguise her flood of tears as post-race breathing.
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Months later


A field somewhere in Vermont


This particular field lies only a pleasant morning walk away from the house of early retiree Reg Eccles. Reg is enjoying that walk right now, in fact, and thinking—as he does most days—that he should really get a dog. He’d love to take a dog with him in the mornings. His mood is upbeat, and he has no idea this morning that the events of his life are about to connect with those of a young woman all the way from the other side of the Atlantic Ocean.


It’s very early, the sun still undecided about whether it’s time to get up, and that’s exactly the way Reg likes it. The fields and gentle hills roll away on either side of him under the vague, hazy light, Reg hiking the narrow strip of untilled, rocky land between the low, wooden-rail fences that divide this part of the landscape. This is the last leg of his circular five-mile walk that will deposit him back at the house to make coffee and wise remarks about the time Sally finally decides to join us for breakfast. She always rolls her eyes, but she smiles; she’s glad he’s still there to say it. The daily walks were originally done at the doctor’s insistence—along with cutting out the cigarettes and, much to Sally’s relief, most of the booze—and once he got over all that particular misery, he discovered he liked walking. The start time of the walks slowly shifted earlier and earlier as Reg’s health grew better and better, so much so that, after discussing it with Sally, he took early retirement at sixty-one, sold the house, and moved to the middle of nowhere. Vermont air, Vermont scenery, and Vermont Reg thinks that he has possibly never been happier. Vermont Sally too.


This is the part of the walk he likes best, the one stage that leads up a decent incline. As he draws alongside the gate in the field’s north fence, he turns to look beyond it, sees two sets of tire tracks in the grass, one small, one large. A car and a tractor, perhaps. He follows them with his eyes and notices that the tracks enter the field from the west gate in the distance. Then he spots the other set of tracks, the ones that entered from the east gate. The car that made them is still parked at the end of the brown swath cut through the grass.


It’s a police car.


Police tape encircles several thin metal posts staked into the ground in a hundred-foot diameter near the top of the rise. A few officers in high-vis jackets move about inside it, working at something Reg can’t see. A backhoe is parked nearby; not a tractor, then.


Standing maybe twenty feet from the crime scene, his elderly dog, Emma, lying at his feet, is Reg’s neighbor, Brandon Maple. Like Reg, Brandon is a city transplant. It’s one of the reasons they became friends.


Brandon is talking with a police officer who looks as if he’s trying to wrap things up. Brandon doesn’t own the land; he must have been passing and the cops called him over to talk, Reg assumes.


Brandon sees Reg and raises a hand. The cop turns back toward the tape circle, saying something over his shoulder that Brandon nods at before he turns toward Reg. As the older man draws close to Reg’s gate, Reg sees his bridge club friend’s face is ashen. This is surprising; in the few years of knowing Brandon, Reg has never been greeted with anything other than the broadest of grins. Brandon has been retired a lot longer than Reg, and it’s suited him well.


“Reg,” Brandon mutters.


“Brandon,” Reg says, bending to reach between the gate’s slats and give the gently huffing Emma a pat. “What’s happened?”


“I called it in,” Brandon says, sighing. “Found it while I was walking Emma. She doesn’t hold her water too well at night these days, and I couldn’t really sleep anyway, so I took her out pretty early this morning.” His brow furrows as he seems to consider whatever he found. “The goddamn shovel was even still nearby.”


“Called what in?” Reg asks, already guessing the answer. Brandon’s face combined with the mention of a shovel makes it obvious. “It’s not… it’s not a dead body, is it?”


To his great surprise, Brandon lets out a darkly amused snort.


“Yeah, it is,” the old man says. “Even a goddamn coffin too.”


Reg blinks, amazed. The sun finally peeks through the clouds, as if deciding to throw the busy crime scene into full relief. Reg wonders what the hell he’s going to tell Sally. She’s always half joked about country folks all being secret inbred murderers. He asks Brandon the question without looking at his friend, watching the busy police and feeling his stomach sink.


“Is it… is it anyone we know?”
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Chapter Three: Johnny


David and His Stupid Pictures
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“YEAH?” SAYS THE elderly, pale-skinned man upon opening the door, his tone flat.


“Hi,” Johnny says, uncertain. He’s been confused ever since he followed the short garden path to the front door, seeing the lights on inside the house and hearing the muffled classical music playing.
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