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Populus felix in urbe felici
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Prologue

Leticia

HER BROTHER LAY ON THE GYM FLOOR. A STRETCHY BLUE BAND WRAPPED around his neck. The kind, Lettie knew, that the people who came here to exercise looped around their legs or arms when they hopped and squatted to music so loud it hurt Lettie’s ears.

Her brother’s skin was as pale as the marbled kitchen countertops Lettie wiped down, week after week, in the homes of wealthy Santa Monica families. With his face turned toward the wall of mirrors—sea-green eyes open; thick lashes unblinking—it seemed to Lettie that he was admiring himself.

She had often teased Zacarias, her half-white, half-Mexican, delincuente of a half-brother, about his love for his own reflection. There he is, she’d say, when she caught him staring at himself in the window of a car, in the door of a microwave, anywhere that offered him a view of his own handsome face and full head of wavy hair, the same coffee color as her own. Your favorite person.

“Zacarias,” she whispered now, nudging his bare leg with the toe of her sneaker, making the muscles in his thigh jiggle. She swallowed a giggle—her brother loved to make jokes. Even out in public. A risk, Lettie knew, no brown-skinned man would take these days. But Zacarias lived as a white man, free from fear. Lettie was an illegal full-blooded Mexican; Zacarias a handsome mestizo, an American citizen thanks to his rich Floridian papa. They were both bastards but Zacarias wore the ultimate disguise, that of a white man with a perfect Southern California tan. All the doors, and borders, opened for him.

Lettie and Zacarias shared a mother, and the accident, which is what Zacarias insisted on calling the mistake he had made that almost killed Lettie’s son, six-year-old Andres. It bound Zacarias to Lettie like a shared scar, raised and grizzled. She knew he felt guilt for it—the accident—why else would he spend so much time with Andres and Lettie, take them to Mass on Sundays, picnics afterward, to the grocery store, to Andres’s endless doctor appointments? For which Zacarias paid. Since the accident, he’d begun giving Lettie money before she’d even asked him for it, little stacks of bills on his paydays, which Lettie stashed under a loose floorboard of her apartment. She knew it was shame that drove him to pay her, but she did not care. It was the least he could do.

“Game over, Zacarias,” Lettie said, fighting a yawn. “Enough, por favor.” She was too tired for childish play tonight.

But there was no Zacarias jumping to his feet and yelling Surprise!—always the joker, always the clown.

Louder: “Zack!” The American name he’d insisted she use, especially when they were around the rich white people who put food in Lettie’s and Andres’s mouths, roofs over their heads. The bosses who did not know her brother was a bastard with a Mexican mother.

“You stop this playing right now, Zacarias.” Firmly—this is how her bosses spoke when they sent their spoiled children to a time-out. Many of these same rich white women stayed thin and hard by exercising at this gym. How amused they would be, Lettie thought, to see their handsome trainer—Coach Zack—acting so silly.

One of her brother’s hands was stretched out, and just past his fingertips was that damn prayer book he carried everywhere, often tucking it in the waistband of his shorts when he lifted weights, that showoff—wanting the world to believe he was as pious as a monk. How many times had Lettie called his name—Zacarias!—before he lifted his face from the smudged pages, blinking at her, dazed. How he loved his lady saints. Almost as much, Lettie thought, as the many ladies he’d loved in the flesh.

She counted to ten, waiting to see his wide muscled chest fill with breath.

Nothing.

Something was wrong. A loosening spread low in her belly.

She knelt on the spongy floor of the gym and placed a hand on her brother’s chest. Waited. Prayed his chest would rise and fall, just as she had the first night her Andres had returned from the hospital, after the accident. She had slept on the floor by her son’s bed, startling herself awake to check he was breathing, thanking the Virgin when his tiny chest trembled like a baby bird’s.

Lettie pounded on the place where she guessed her brother’s heart might lie, using both her fists, begging him to breathe, wake up, rise, move. She shouted prayers to the saints he had loved. Oh, Santa Teresita del Niño Jesús, por favor. Por favor! Please! Please! How could they abandon him—abandon her—now?

Frantic, she rolled him onto his side. A puddle seeped out from his gym shorts. She smelled the stink. He had shit himself.

The cheeseburger she’d eaten at lunch rose in her stomach.

She made it to the bathroom just in time. She heaved long after her stomach was empty, losing control of her bladder. Her pant legs were heavy with warm piss.

So many messes to clean now.

Her own face in the bathroom mirror was pale like her brother’s. As frightened as a child’s. Reminding her of Andres, who, at that moment, was sound asleep in her car parked in front of Color Theory Fitness. Only a few steps away from where his beloved Tío Zacarias lay on the floor of the gym, the blue band looped around his neck.

Lettie knew what she had to do. There were no choices for people like her. No open doors. Only deportation. She had just three more days before the immigration police took her to the “facility,” where she would be forced to stay until they shipped her back to Mexico. Leaving Andres behind, without a mother. And now, without Zacarias. That Andres would still have his uncle had been Lettie’s only consolation.

She ran to the gym’s front door and bolted it. Pulled down the blackout shades that covered the storefront window. Locked the second door that led from the reception desk to the exercise studio.

She found the container of powdered bleach in the bucket of cleaning supplies she used to wipe away the sweat left on the foam mats, weights, and treadmills after all-day back-to-back classes. She tugged on the yellow gloves she wore to clean the gym toilets. The thick rubber refused to slide over her sweaty skin—she pulled until she felt the hairs on her arm rip away. She bent to her knees, sponge in hand, and cleaned. The sponge turned heavy. No matter how many times she wrung it out in the bathroom sink, the water that ran smelled foul.

Kneeling over Zacarias’s body, gently wiping the spots where she’d touched him—his cold cheek, his unmoving chest—holding her breath so as not to smell his death, she thought of how sad the ladies her brother trained would be to see him like this. The many beautiful Santa Monica women who raced on the treadmills—so fast Lettie had often wondered what they imagined chasing them, as she waited, always waiting, for them to finish so she could wipe down the gray mats where they’d done sit-ups until they moaned. She knew pain was also a pleasure for these women whose lives seemed so free from suffering.

Her brother had sought out pain, too. She stopped herself from checking his sneaker for the stone he tucked in one shoe during his jogs. He’d proudly shown her the stupid rock once, as if she’d pat him on the back, congratulate him. These fools—the women, her employers, her half-brother who wasted his born luck and his pale skin, all the rich white people of Santa Monica—wasting their fortune. Failing to enjoy their good lives. Making problems out of the air.

Poof.

Her half-brother may have been a selfish fool, but he loved his nephew like a son. He would have done his best with Andres. And in the end, everything she, and Zacarias, had sacrificed, and the lies they had told, all to stop Lettie from being deported, was not enough. Not to save Lettie and Andres. Or Zacarias.

He was free from his burden now, lying there so still. The man who had, in life, never stopped moving—who’d grab Lettie and twirl her around her tiny apartment when a Tejano song came on the radio, drop to the ground and do push-ups until Andres grew bored with counting, throw a back flip on the beach to make Andres squeal and, Lettie thought, smiling now, her eyes turning wet, to steal looks from pretty girls.

There was no time for memories now. Only work. And work, as she’d told Andres again and again, was why she was here, in America. My people, she’d told her broken boy who would always walk with a limp, we come to this country to work. So you can have everything you want. A life like that of Zacarias. A life that is not all work but also some play. A life so comfortable Zacarias whined the few days a year the sun hid behind clouds. A life so free of problems that not getting a new car or an acting role in a hot dog commercial had felt like tragedy to him.

For Andres, Lettie understood, it was probably too late. He would not have the luxury of inventing his own problems, not with his limp and his scars and his endless pain from the accident. The thought made Lettie want to grab the blue band around her brother’s neck and twist and tighten, make that beautiful face swollen and ugly, add more mess.

When the firemen had lifted the car off little Andres, the skin on his legs sheared away, his foot dangling from his ankle, Zacarias had looked right into Lettie’s eyes and whispered, his voice strangled but certain: It was an accident. The same man who lay in front of her now, still at last, eyes open, soft curls like a halo.

Zack, el ángel.

A sob pushed its way up Lettie’s throat.

There were no accidents. Only mistakes. And no matter how hard you tried to fix a mistake—scrub, bleach, polish—a stain remained. Always.
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March 26, 2019 7:31am

TO: all@colortheorygymSM.com

FROM: jensen.davis@colortheorygymSM.com

Dearest Fit Fam,

As most of you have heard, a tragic event occurred at Color Theory Fitness, Santa Monica, on the evening of March 24. We lost our beloved coach, Zack Doheny. I’d be lying if I said I even had words for what happened. I don’t. Like you, I am shocked. Like you, I am confused. I am grieving.

In his fourteen months working for CT, Zack had become like a nephew to me. If you had the fortune of training with him, I know he had a special place in your hearts, too. Zack let us get close—he was that kind of guy, the kind who let you IN. Who was not afraid to GO THERE.

The fact is, we never know what is going on inside another person.

I know this news hurts. Maybe more than anything you’ve felt before. But as Zack was fond of saying when he taught class: “Pain is beauty and vice versa.”

Sometimes we have to push through the hurt to find out how tough we really are.

Zack Doheny was not only a dedicated, disciplined athlete and coach; he was also a spiritual man and committed member of the Roman Catholic Church. In his honor, please consider donating to the following charitable causes you can find listed on www.showupforzack.com.

While Zack’s family has opted to keep funeral services private, I would like to propose a memorial to be held on June 30 on the bluffs at Palisades Park. A short, “Zack-themed” workout will be followed by an informal sharing of our best memories of our dear coach and friend.

Hope to see each and every one of you there.

With compassion and gratitude,

Jensen Davis

Owner & Founder, Color Theory Fitness

We are franchising!

PS: Due to the circumstances, and in compliance with routine police investigation, Color Theory Santa Monica will be closed until further notice. However, our Culver City, Marina del Rey, and Westwood locations will remain open as per usual.
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Saturday, October 13, 2018





1

Zack

SHORTLY AFTER DAWN ON A SATURDAY, ZACK DOHENY SNAPPED AWAKE IN an unfamiliar bedroom overlooking the western edge of Los Angeles. His naked body felt clammy with sweat beneath the crisp white duvet and his heart galloped as if he’d just surfaced from a nightmare, though he hadn’t been dreaming at all. He sat up and blinked at the window, trying to work air into his lungs and steady his pulse while blotting his damp palms on the sheets.

Outside, he could see the mellow green peaks of the Santa Monica Mountains and, in the distance, a choppy gray swath of the Pacific Ocean shrouded in the morning marine layer. A multimillion-dollar view. Zack had been in LA long enough to know that a million dollars was not nearly enough to buy a house with a glimpse of the ocean. In Santa Monica, where he rented a one-bedroom on a grimy block of Pico Boulevard practically underneath the I-10 freeway, it was not enough to buy a house at all.

His fingers flew to the rosary at his throat and he was relieved to find it there, the delicate rosewood beads intact. The woman had gone at him with an animal fervor last night, clawing off his gym clothes and raking her nails into his scalp as she kissed him while sitting on the island of her gleaming kitchen, her lean muscled legs clamped around his waist.

How easily she might have ripped the beads from his neck, sent them skittering over the polished Mexican tiles of the kitchen floor, into the dark space beneath the stainless-steel double fridge. He could almost hear her careless laugh, see her slender hand cupping her puffy, glossed lips in mock-horror. So often in Los Angeles, Zack had learned, middle-aged women spoke and gestured like teenagers, stretching out their vowels and jabbing the air with painted nails, as if imitating their daughters could make them younger.

He rolled a bead of the rosary between his thumb and forefinger. It felt smooth and cool in contrast to the hot, thrumming pulse in his neck.

Exhaling slowly, he forced his eyes from the window to the opposite side of the bed.

The woman lay curled on her side facing him, gold-brown hair splayed across the pillow, her slender flank slowly rising and falling. Her ample breasts flared from the sheets, on full display. Au naturel, my friend! she’d said last night, pulling up her tank top in the middle of her luxury kitchen to show him, then doing a little striptease that had gotten him instantly hard. Soon he’d been cupping one au naturel in each hand, eyes fixed on the bare curve of her back as he pummeled into her. In the kitchen, and again in the garden, where huge succulents rose around them like green sea creatures, and later yet again here, on her massive bed.

Last night, Zack had not been able to get enough. Even after she’d fallen asleep, the acrid-sweet smell of pinot grigio wafting from her pores (as usual, Zack had not touched a drop—the sex itself supplied its own mind-altering effects), he’d found himself hard all over again and had jerked off beside her as she snored.

This was how his problem worked: a ravenous flame, followed by cold ash. The typical pattern of any dependency, he’d read in Overcoming Sex Addiction, which he’d skimmed in the library but had been too ashamed to check out. Zack gritted his teeth, wincing as the familiar feeling began to take hold inside him: a hollow, gut-scraping disgust that set in every time he slipped.

The disgust was not for the woman who’d brought him home last night—Joanna? Deanna?—he couldn’t remember her name. It wasn’t her fault. She was just a lonely divorcée out for a sunset run up and down the Stairs, the famous outdoor path that started on Adelaide Drive, where she lived in this big house, and dropped steeply down into Santa Monica Canyon. Zack had been on the Stairs too, a sharp rock wedged into one of his sneakers, one of his variations on daily penance. The pain helped him stay focused as he exercised, reminded him to push himself harder, toward the person he wanted to be.

But yesterday, the rock hadn’t been enough. He’d nearly collided with the woman on one of the landings, accidentally, her cheeks flushed and ponytail swinging, and their awkward apologies had morphed into flirtation. Soon they were jogging together up the stairs and back onto Adelaide Drive, toward her house, the woman, who was probably in her mid-forties, giggling playfully. She’d asked him to give her a piggyback ride for the last half block of the walk to her giant house on a corner lot, and he had, her knees jammed into his ribs, her sculpted arms roped around his neck.

Zack steered his gaze back to the window, blinking, hard and fast, to stop the memory of last night from bearing down on him. It was a tactic he’d been using lately, blinking furiously to ward off unwanted thoughts, and found it actually helped. He wanted to forget all of it: the beachy smell of her skin, the slick feel of her thighs as she bounced on top of him, saying goddamn over and over, a word he hated so much it had made him want to shove her to the floor.

Except that he hadn’t.

Blink blink.

Outside, sunlight was beginning to throw citrusy hues over the canyon.

Zack needed to get out of this house. Now. Before Joanna/Deanna woke up. He had a group workout to teach at nine A.M., in the backyard of another lavish Santa Monica home, this one just north of tony Montana Avenue, owned by a woman named Melissa Goldberg, whom Zack had never met. The event—a morning of “intense exercise and healthful delights”—was the brainchild of Zack’s fitness client and sort-of business partner, Regina Wolfe. It was essentially a sales pitch for Zack’s personal training services: he’d teach a free, invitation-only group workout to twenty women, each hand-selected by Regina (including the hostess, Melissa Goldberg) based on their levels of vanity and disposable income. After the workout, Regina reasoned, the women would feel so exhilarated, so high on endorphins and Zack’s training methodology (he’d been told he had a gift), that they’d enroll, on the spot, in an individual eight-week training program with him.

Regina had named the program, which cost $5,000, Version Two You!

She and Zack would split the profits. It was a clean, fast, honest way to make money. Far preferable to their current business venture, which was fast, but far from honest or clean. Sometimes, when he forced himself to face the hard facts of the “solution” (Regina’s word) he’d gotten involved in, he was shocked by the truth of it: that he was engaging in a crime that technically qualified as felony embezzlement, an offense punishable, according to the Wikipedia page he’d read with rising panic, by up to three years in a jail, plus a fine of around ten grand.

Regina never uttered any of the scary legal terms. No, when she’d pitched him the idea, one chilly night as they’d walked on the bluffs in Palisades Park, her arm managing to press against his, no matter how much distance Zack tried to keep between them, she’d made the plan sound like a minor administrative adjustment. Just a bit of temporary “shallow skimming,” as she put it, off the top of the Color Theory gym franchise’s vast reserves of corporate wealth. All Zack had to do, Regina had explained, was process a few of her phony invoices while he worked his usual part-time gig in the gym’s back office—just a few keystrokes, a click of the mouse—and ta-da!, they’d have some of the extra cash each of them so desperately needed.

Of course they’d replace the money, Regina had assured him that night on the bluffs, her breath shooting in cottony puffs. It was a short-term solution. Imagine how good it would feel, she’d said, to take the pressure off, just like that. She’d snapped her fingers for emphasis, a sharp sound that nearly made him jump, and he’d heard himself say, Okay. I’m in.

That was five months ago. The “solution” no longer felt temporary. Now, both he and Regina wanted a change, to find projects that would allow them to sleep better at night and Version Two You!, if it worked, would be a step in the right direction.

Zack knew Regina would kill him if he was late. Most of the Santa Monica women he trained were type A. Regina was type A–plus.

He scanned the bedroom for his clothes; his gym shorts and dry-mesh T-shirt were nowhere. Only his red-and-black-plaid boxers lay crumpled on an armchair on the far side of the big room.

As quietly as possible, Zack eased off the bed and onto his feet. He took a small, cautious step in the direction of his boxers. The sheets rustled and the woman began to stir, stretching her bent arm over her head before turning away from him and resettling on her opposite side. Zack hopped off the bed to the armchair and snatched his underwear. He tugged them on and scanned the room for his possessions, but there was nothing on the gleaming dark wood floor or the brightly patterned area rug or the surfaces of the woman’s expansive dresser, which was suspiciously free of clutter—surely the work of a housekeeper. Zack knew, from his half-sister Lettie, who cleaned houses all over Santa Monica, that wealthy women were the biggest slobs.

The woman was moving again, making mewling sounds, coming to life. Shit. He’d have to bolt and risk leaving behind something essential he’d have to return for later. He’d rather deal with that than speak to the woman now. On the balls of his feet, stepping lightly as possible, he hurried across the room to the door, holding his breath, asking God for the small favor of keeping the woman asleep, just for a few more minutes. He reached for the doorknob and turned it softly. As he crossed into the hallway, a light snapped on, and he recalled her telling him last night that since her husband had moved out, she’d had “smart lighting” installed all over the house. You never know just how chickenshit you are until you live alone in four thousand square feet, she’d said to him, her voice bitter-bright.

Zack had not mentioned that, actually, he lived alone in about four hundred square feet, and was perfectly aware of just how chickenshit he was. Instead, he’d jammed three fingers between the woman’s taut thighs and caught her earlobe between his teeth, losing himself in her wet heat.

No. No. He blinked over and over, the smart light of the hallway stuttering in and out of his vision as he moved toward the staircase.

“Wait.” The woman’s voice reached him just as he’d set foot on the top step. His breath caught in his throat; he’d lingered a few critical seconds too long.

He stood still but did not answer.

“Zack. Come here.” There was a command beneath her childish whine.

He turned and stepped back onto the landing. “I gotta run,” he called to her. “I have an important class to teach.”

He began to descend the stairs.

“Hey, you. Where do you think you’re going?”

Zack turned to see the mystery woman standing above him at the top of the stairs. She was entirely naked, breasts fixed on him, hair wild over her shoulders. Her bare face, which he’d found pretty last night, now appeared unnaturally whittled by “work”: too severe at the jawline, the skin over-smoothed with Botox, lips over-plumped by a needle. If Zack had to guess, he’d put her at forty-six. It was the older women he found hardest to resist.

“Sorry to bail.” He gripped the banister, keeping his eyes away from her breasts, and summoned what he hoped was an apologetic smile. “It’s just that I have to—”

“Zack,” she purred. “Get back up here.”

What could he do? Every muscle in his body resisting, he trudged back up the stairs, gripping the banister. On the landing, she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around his bare torso, sidling against him. He looped his arms around her in return, but loosely. The woman began to gyrate against him, her pointy hipbones driving into his crotch. Any other man—any normal man—would have instantly responded, Zack knew, would have lifted her off her feet and carried her back into the bedroom and consumed her body, which she was now offering him with gusto.

But he was not normal. He was a slimy, weak fuck.

If only he could pry her off and disappear. He pulled back slightly and caught sight of the thin gold necklace she wore around her neck, displaying the name Arianna in cursive. Arianna! At least he could use her name. Leave her with some modicum of respectfulness.

“Just come back to bed,” Arianna murmured. “It’s Saturday.”

“I have to work.”

“Call in sick. I’ll make it worth your while.” She slipped a hand into his boxers and pressed it against his dick. Her fingers were freezing. “I’m sore from last night,” she whispered. “And I don’t mean from running the stairs.” She kissed his neck, just above his collarbone. “God, you’re so hot.”

He cleared his throat and, gently as he could, pulled her hand out of his underwear by the wrist. “Look. Arianna.”

Her face snapped up toward his, crossed with anger.

“Arianna?” she hissed, releasing him from her grasp completely.

His body chilled with the knowledge of some unacceptable error.

“I’m sorry—” he fumbled.

“Arianna,” she said, her delicate nostrils flaring. “Is my fourteen-year-old daughter.”

She crossed her slender arms over her breasts and narrowed her eyes at him, defiant, demanding a response. Zack turned and ran down the stairs, nearly howling with relief when he spotted his car keys on a sideboard by the front door, then burst out into the chilly, clean morning air, wearing nothing but boxers, barefoot and shaky, tears burning behind his eyes.





2

Mel

THE DOORBELL’S DIGITAL PULSE CAME JUST AS MELISSA GOLDBERG WAS losing a battle with her new leggings in the upstairs master bedroom of her five-bedroom Tudor on Georgina Avenue.

A year and a half into her new life in Santa Monica, Mel still hadn’t grown accustomed to such a large space; back in Brooklyn, she and her husband, Adam, and their ten-year-old daughter, Sloane, had lived in an apartment so small they could practically hear each other breathing. A claustrophobic but happy home.

Now, three thousand miles and a spiritual galaxy away from Brooklyn, Mel’s new house was so big, she’d joked to Adam that she could probably be murdered in one of the upstairs bedrooms, and no one downstairs would hear her screaming. Don’t let your mind go to such a morbid place, Adam had responded, without cracking a smile. It’s not healthy. This was the new, California Adam: earnest, health-obsessed, disciplined with a whiff of New-Agey judgment in his voice. Since they’d moved, he’d shed every ounce of fat on his body, and along with it, Mel thought, his sense of humor. Brooklyn Adam would have grinned at her murder joke and mentioned their excellent life insurance policy.

“Lettie!” Mel called out, breathlessly, in the direction of her bedroom door. “Sorry, but can you get the front door? I’m . . . busy with something.” Mel bent over, wincing at the popping sound in her knees—she was only forty-two, wasn’t it a little early for all the involuntary sounds her body had started to make?—and yanked at the waistband of the skintight Lycra pants stuck just below her dimpled knees.

The leggings did not budge.

The doorbell trilled again.

“Kill me now,” Mel muttered. Then she called at a cheerful volume, “Lettie! Sorry, but are you able to get the door?”

Mel knew Leticia, her housekeeper-turned-friend (at least Mel hoped the feeling was mutual), was somewhere downstairs in Mel’s large house, likely immersed in some ridiculous task assigned by Mel’s friend, Regina Wolfe. This morning, Regina was hosting some sort of “fitness party” in Mel’s yard, an arrangement Regina had proposed just days ago, after declaring her own backyard too small for the event. Mel had only a vague understanding of the nature and purpose of the party, beyond the fact that twenty women would soon be arriving for a “high-intensity workout” on her property, and she was expected to wear these evil leggings, currently gripping her legs like a boa constrictor.

The leggings were a gift from Regina, to thank Mel for hosting the event, which Regina was calling Version Two You! a name that made Mel cringe, though she’d complimented Regina on its cleverness. It’s good, right? Regina had responded, with a knowing smile.

This was the obsession in Los Angeles, Mel had learned. Everyone, it seemed, no matter what their age or level of success, was on some quest for transformation. No one’s Version One was good enough.

Even her own husband had joined the quest. Adam had once been an unknown indie filmmaker in Brooklyn who considered bodega coffee and a bagel a perfectly fine breakfast, and the five-block walk from their apartment to the F train “exercise.” Then, two years ago, Rewriting the Stars, the low-budget feature he’d written and directed, became a sleeper megahit, earning over a hundred million at the box office and a Best Picture nomination from the Academy. Mel still had trouble believing that a single movie—a quirky time-travel romance that bounced between World War I and the near future—had changed their lives so profoundly. Adam had become an A-list Hollywood darling, one of the most sought-after film directors in the business. Once a man who hated to fly, Adam began to travel between New York and LA frequently, where studio execs clamored to take him to lunch, desperate to know what blockbuster ideas might be kicking around in his head. After nearly a year of “commuting” between the East and West coasts, Adam had convinced Mel to move to Los Angeles, luring her with the promise of an actual house (no more cramped apartments!) and real outdoor space (front and back yards!), instead of the one sad balcony she’d lined with mismatched flower pots in Brooklyn. No more winter!

Shortly after they’d moved, Adam, a man who hadn’t stepped into a gym since college, became a person who “trained” at a jiu-jitsu academy four days a week, and ran frantically up and down steep flights of stairs at the beach. He’d renounced all “white foods”—no more toxic bagels!—and restricted his alcohol consumption to a single drink in “social settings only.” He’d also adopted a new style involving shirts with whimsical patterns—hearts, skulls, horseshoes—purchased at boutiques in Venice, plus black-framed glasses and sneakers that belonged, Mel thought, on a high school skateboarder.

Where had her Adam gone—the same version who had practically worshipped Mel for almost two decades? A measly eighteen months in the California sunshine couldn’t change that. Could it? Surely, beneath his newly chiseled muscles and condescending suggestions, he was still the sensitive, creative, evolved man she’d fallen in love with.

Wasn’t he?

Lately, Adam’s favorite topics of conversation, to Mel’s annoyance, were how well he was eating and the stats reported by his Fitbit. Just that morning, he’d waved the lit-up strap in her face, triumphant over the news of his resting heart rate (Or was it his blood pressure? Mel’s brain switched to Off when Adam assailed her with health-talk), and offered yet again to buy her a Fitbit, adding, It’s important to start watching these things. Positive role-modeling for Sloane.

Thanks, but I can already see that I’m fat, Mel had replied, with false merriment. No purchase necessary!

Adam had sighed, tying his sneakers with a sharp yank to the laces. All I’m saying is that you might want to consider a little more self-care—

Before Adam could finish, she’d beelined into the bathroom and shut the door hard before starting to cry.

Mel missed her old life in Brooklyn, where she could hardly walk a few blocks in their artsy, bohemian neighborhood without bumping into someone she knew. There, she’d run a popular letterpress store-and-workspace, Dogwood Designs, known for its unique, handmade wedding invitations, greeting cards, and birth announcements. Her best friend from college, Jo, a curator at the Guggenheim, lived just a few subway stops away, in the shabby but artfully decorated brownstone Mel visited frequently for lethally strong coffee and interesting conversation.

In Brooklyn, where the Version One of Mel had felt like plenty, she and her friends had agreed that cresting forty felt like entering a new phase of self-acceptance, a time to settle into the person you’d already spent decades becoming. An era of new freedom.

Isn’t it nice, Jo had mused, to be old enough to stop giving so many fucks?

Amen. Mel had nodded vigorously.

But Santa Monica had begun to erode Mel’s middle-aged brio. First, there had been her failure to transplant her business to Santa Monica. Dogwood Designs West, despite its primo location on Montana Avenue, the city’s swankiest retail street, never got off the ground. Three months after she’d opened, sales were nonexistent, the daily count of walk-in customers routinely in the single digits. Still Mel had continued to work alone in the empty store five days a week, in a state of disbelieving paralysis. Finally, at the end of the opt-out window on Mel’s staggeringly expensive lease, she forfeited the space and shuttered Dogwood Designs West.

I forbid you to view this as a failure, Adam had coached her, his voice teeming with new LA-positivity. It’s just a different demographic here, babe. You couldn’t have known.

Maybe he was right. Perhaps Santa Monicans were incapable of appreciating Mel’s work. Still, it didn’t stop her from feeling like a failure. All people noticed about her in California, she’d declared weepily to her therapist, Janet, was the extra twenty-five (okay, thirty) pounds she carried, and her tendency to speak her mind. So what if she blurted out her opinions, unedited, or struck up debates with strangers? So what if she liked to “overshare,” as Regina put it, her voice tinged with disapproval?

In Brooklyn, Mel had been considered interesting and outspoken.

In LA, it seemed, she was just considered messy.

And that’s how she’d begun to view herself: as a messy nobody. Invisible among the willowy women of Santa Monica who consumed bowls of kale with gusto, as if it were ice cream, and considered Instagramming about “school campus beautification day” a valid form of volunteer work.

Help, Mel had moaned to Jo on the phone. I’m surrounded by vain, malnourished thoroughbreds.

Find something real to do, advised Jo, who was preparing to spend a year at the University of Nairobi, where she’d won a fellowship to study contemporary African painting. You’ll find your people.

So, Mel had made a foray into real volunteer work. She’d joined an all-women’s political canvassing group (WOMEN WHO WILL!) she’d seen on Facebook. The group was focused on electing a few up-and-coming young Democrats to Congress in the midterms, and Mel had set out on her first door-to-door assignment full of jittery excitement over the prospect of making even the smallest dent in Trump’s malignant regime. She’d been instructed to meet the other members of her “squad” at a Starbucks in their assigned neighborhood of Santa Clarita at “nine A.M. sharp” on a Monday morning, and had made sure to check the Waze app on her phone the night before, to learn that Santa Clarita was approximately thirty miles northeast of Santa Monica, and would require a reasonable forty-five-minute drive on the I-10 and I-405 freeways.

Buoyed with purpose, Mel had climbed into her Mini Cooper at eight A.M. on Monday morning ready to meet other smart, like-minded women who loathed the Big Cheeto and feared the demise of their country as much as she did. But when she entered her destination address into Waze the app informed her that her drive time to Santa Clarita was now two hours and eighteen minutes.

She’d texted her squad leader, a brisk woman named Wendy, apologizing profusely for her tardiness and asking if she could intercept the canvassers out in the field.

Wendy had replied by text: Welcome to LA traffic! Sorry you’re having trouble, but we’re on a really tight schedule and can’t accommodate changes this late in the game. Hope to see you next time. Drive safe!

Humiliated, Mel had deleted herself from WOMEN WHO WILL on Facebook, and resolved to find another volunteer job, closer to home. Then she’d emailed the coach of Sloane’s soccer team and offered to serve as team manager. Not exactly political activism, she knew, but Mel had read about the empowering impact of soccer on young girls, and frankly, the games had become her favorite part of the week. It was almost embarrassing how it thrilled her to hear the crowd cheer at top volume for Sloane, her little ankle-breaker, half the size and twice as fast as the other girls on the field.

Coach Crystal had emailed back immediately, granting Mel the job.

Okay, so she wasn’t fighting to bring down the Big Cheeto. She would get to that, she swore to herself. Right after soccer season ended. After she’d figured out how to be in this too-happy, too-sunny place.

Mel gave her leggings another mighty tug, and finally they snapped into place, cinching her waist like a corset. A faint rapping came from downstairs. The person at the front door had switched to knocking. She suddenly remembered she had a “smart door” that synced with her phone, giving her a view on her screen of whomever was standing on the front steps, ostensibly for added security. Adam had insisted on the feature, which struck Mel as utterly ridiculous: what sort of intruder marched right up to the front door?

She grabbed her phone from the bureau, noticing Adam had already texted her a half-dozen pictures from Sloane’s soccer game, which was currently happening at a park on the other side of town. Mel blanched with the guilt of missing the game (So a bunch of rando ladies are more important than me, I guess? Sloane had guilt-tripped Mel that morning) and tapped open the Ring app on her phone.

Standing beneath the stone archway of her front door was a tall man with wavy brown hair in a sleeveless gray T-shirt that read Eat Pure, Train Filthy. What did that mean? Mel wondered. His sunglasses and red baseball cap (Jesus, it wasn’t one of those hats, was it?) obscured his face, but she could see the muscles in his long arms. They were . . . prominent.

She cleared her throat and tapped the Talk icon on her app.

“Hi! You must be here for the workout . . . um, thing. I’ll be right down.”

“Whoa, hey there!” he said. “I haven’t gotten used to these robot doors.” On her screen, she could see him grinning. His teeth were very white. “But yes, I’m Zack Doheny, here to coach your workout thing. Regina Wolfe told me to come to the front door and ask for Melissa. But I can just swing around to the back if you’re busy.”

“No, no,” said Mel. “I’m . . . her. Melissa. Mel. I’ll be right there.”

“Take your time,” said Zack. “I’m early.”

Mel tossed her phone onto the bed, silently cursing Regina, feeling her heart rate skip up. Great. Now she had to make small talk with a fucking personal trainer, who was probably also an actor, and who would immediately disapprove of Mel’s obvious lack of fitness.

She smoothed her black tank top over the skintight pants, straightened her glasses (Maybe wear contacts for the actual workout? Regina had said), and patted her fringe of dark bangs. The new leggings were sort of flattering, even if they were probably damaging her internal organs.

Her arms might resemble fat mackerels, but all in all, she didn’t look terrible.

It was, as she’d heard Regina say, go-time.

Mel hurried out of her bedroom and down the polished red oak stairs. She speed-walked through the living room to the arched wooden doorway and pulled it open.

“Sorry to keep you waiting!” she blurted to Zack Doheny, who stood on her stone steps in the dappled morning sunshine, a large duffel bag on either side of him.

“Don’t be sorry,” said Zack, smiling down at her, floppy curls falling over his forehead. “I’m enjoying this gorgeous front yard.”

“Okay, I’m . . . not sorry then,” said Mel, fumbling. “And thank you.” Zack removed his sunglasses and hung them on the neck of his T-shirt, so Mel could see the blue-green color of his eyes and the tan skin of his unlined face.

“So, it’s Mel, right?” He extended a hand. Mel paused before taking it, conscious of her short, bitten-down nails, and the large diamond on her finger. “Lady of the house?”

“Um.” Mel cringed. “I’ve never heard it put quite that way but, yes, I am, uh, female. And I do live here.”

“I’m sticking with lady of the house. Old school.” Zack grinned at her. His nose was straight and his chin square: a face of clean, strong angles. His features pure symmetry. He looked like a sample headshot, Mel thought.

“How charming.” Mel said, making sure to sound thoroughly un-charmed. “So, you’re the guy Regina brought here to torture us?”

“That’s one way of looking at it. Ready for your best workout of the year?”

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

“Excuse me?”

“This will be my only workout of the year.”

“Well, then, I’m honored.” He reached down and picked up one duffel in each hand, holding eye contact with her.

“Don’t be,” said Mel.

“Too late.” He smiled. “Not only am I honored, but I’m now making it my mission to guarantee you’ll want to start taking my classes after today.”

Mel felt her cheeks turn warm. Normally, the beautiful young creatures of Los Angeles barely registered with her: they were everywhere, floating through the city. They saw right through Mel, took no notice. She was irrelevant to them. Zack Doheny, however, seemed to be taking her in. Fully absorbing her with his sea-green eyes. Were colored contact lenses still a thing? she wondered.

He’d probably never seen someone so fat in Santa Monica, Mel decided.

“To be clear,” she said. “I’m just doing a favor for Regina. She needed a backyard. I said she could use mine. I wasn’t even planning to stick around for the ‘event.’ But then somehow”—she flung her hands upward—“Regina talked me into participating. And I’m not a . . .” She searched for the words. “A worker-outer. A work-outer. Or what the fuck ever. You get the idea.”

“Hey, deep breath. No need to stress about a little circuit training. You’re here. You showed up. Just relax and leave the rest to me, okay?”

“I didn’t show up. I live here.”

“Details,” Zack said. “Keep an open mind. It’s all I ask.”

“You don’t want my mind to open. I’m much more likable when it’s closed.”

“You’re pretty likable so far,” said Zack, “in an angry sort of way.” He flashed his toothpaste-commercial smile.

Jesus, was he flirting? Mel reminded herself that fitness trainers/actors flirted with everyone; it was basically how they made a living.

“Well, you have about two dozen ultra-perky, non-angry women—I mean, ladies—waiting for you in the backyard.” She spun on the heel of her brand-new sneaker back into the house. “Follow me.”

“I’m not a huge fan of perky, actually,” Zack called out behind her.

Sure, Mel thought. Still, she couldn’t stop herself from smiling.

Inside, she led him past the stairs and through the kitchen, which gleamed with the steel appliances and marble countertops Adam loved so much (for years in Brooklyn, he’d been content with preparing gourmet meals on the mini-range of their tiny kitchen with the one burner that never worked; now, he acted as if the palatial kitchen were essential to his lifeblood), then into the den arranged with taut, geometric couches Mel had gingerly selected from a store on Montana Avenue.

God, why was getting rich so embarrassing?

Beside one of the sleek couches, on the floor, was a large cage made from black plastic gridding and colorful tubes. It was filled with shredded paper and, Mel knew, hamster shit.

“Sorry for the stench,” she said quickly to Zack, as the manure-like scent hit her nostrils. “My husband brought some hamsters home and now refuses to clean the cage.”

“Hamsters are great!” said Zack, a bit too cheerfully.

“Give me a break. They’re rodents.”

She hurried out of the smelly den and into the hallway that led to the back door, which was covered with family photos she’d spent a week selecting, framing, and hanging. “Hold on,” Zack called from behind her. “I gotta take a look at some of these.”

Mel sighed and turned around. Zack had turned his red baseball cap backward and was studying the picture wall.

“Don’t judge me for the jiu-jitsu photos. I had nothing to do with those. I’m a pacifist.”

Recently, Adam had added a few photos of himself in full fighter mode to the wall, shots from a tournament he’d fought in last month. In one, he stood on a podium wearing a thick white gi and his brown belt, holding a trophy aloft. In another, he was shirtless and charging toward another man, wearing the expression of an attacking warrior, his delts and lats as defined as the glazed apple slices on the tarts Mel loved at Sweet Lady Jane on Montana Avenue, and then hated herself for eating.

“My husband Adam’s obsessed with jiu-jitsu,” she said to Zack. “I know what you’re thinking. How can someone married to me be so fit? It’s only happened since we moved to LA. It’s like he caught a disease that makes him insanely healthy. While I’m still . . . you know. Brooklyn-ish.” Instantly, her face tinged with heat.

“I wasn’t thinking that at all. And I’m not sure what Brooklyn-ish is, but I’m pretty sure I like it.”

“Um.” Mel was confused; had he just complimented her looks? Surely, she’d misunderstood. “Thanks?”

Zack moved closer to a photo of Sloane in action on the field. “Your little soccer player’s adorable. She looks like a firecracker.”

“And then some,” said Mel.

Finally, they reached the double-paneled doors at the back of the house and paused together, looking out at the clusters of leggy women in skintight workout gear like Mel’s—except, she thought, any one of them could have been modeling the clothes for a catalogue. All over her yard, shiny ponytails bobbed in the sunshine. She spotted Lettie, holding an armful of towels and nodding at Regina, who appeared to be telling her something very urgent. Mel felt a wave of comfort at the sight of her housecleaner. Lettie was her only true ally here.

“You go on out,” said Zack. “I’m going to hang back for a minute and review my routine one more time.” He tapped a finger to his forehead.

“Ugh. I don’t know if I can. It looks like some kind of sporty Miss Universe pageant is about to begin. Plus, the sun is brutal and it’s not even noon. I hate sweating.”

“You’re wearing a lot of black,” he said. “For someone who hates sweating.”

“I’m a New Yorker. We wear black.”

“And I’m from the swamplands of Florida. We don’t wear shirts. But look”—he ran his hand down the front of his tank top with flourish, brushing his arm ever so slightly against hers—“I’ve adapted.” Mel felt suddenly buzzy, as if she’d had too much caffeine.

“Maybe I don’t want to adapt,” she managed.

“So, don’t adapt. But you got to get your sweat on. Sweat is the great equalizer. Makes everything else fall away. You’ll see. Once I get everyone into the red zone—”

“Into the what?”

“Sorry. The red zone is what we call the top level of exertion, where you’re maxing out your heart rate. When you’re giving a workout absolutely everything you’ve got.”

“Sounds horrendous,” said Mel. “Like coronary arrest, but on purpose.” She was becoming more fearful of the workout by the second, but somehow, also wanting to show him—this cute Millennial fitness coach she’d just met—that she could do it.

Zack laughed. “Seriously, though. The red is where the magic happens. When a bunch of people are in it together, all their petty shit—I mean, stuff—just dissolves.”

“Please don’t tell me you just corrected shit to stuff on my behalf. Because shit is my second favorite word. Next to fuck.” She felt her face go hot. “I mean . . . I didn’t mean—oh God, just kill me now. Self-control isn’t my strong suit.”

“I noticed,” he said, and winked at her.

“Please don’t tell me you just winked.”

“Self-control can be learned, you know. Working out helps a ton with that. It’s actually more about emotional discipline than physical.”

Mel groaned. “Gee, thanks. But I think I’m familiar with the mind-body connection.”

He laughed. “Okay, okay, I’m sorry. That was very coach-y of me. Anyway. Maybe you should just ease up on yourself a little? You’re allowed to curse as much as you want. It’s just that I’m personally trying to quit profanity. I’m Catholic.” He cleared his throat. “Roman Catholic.”

Mel tried to keep a straight face. “Are you serious?”

“Absolutely,” he said, lifting a string of beads from under the neckline of his T-shirt. “See?”

“Is that a rosary? I thought you were just supposed to carry them. Like, in your pocket?”

Zack shrugged. “I feel closer to God if I keep it right here.”

“You are going to hate my guts,” said Mel. Then she forced a deep breath and pushed the door open, blinking as she stepped into the clear morning sunshine.

“I doubt that, darlin’,” she heard him say as the door closed behind her.
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Regina

THE MORNING WAS HOT, EVEN FOR MID-OCTOBER, AND REGINA WOLFE felt twin pools of sweat gathering in the cups of her sports bra. She should have worn a lighter-weight top—she had exercise clothes for every season, in a wide array of styles and cuts, so many that she often hid new gym-wear from her husband, Gordon. Not that he’d notice. Probably, she thought, on days she was feeling more honest, she was hiding the stuff from herself. Normal people in Regina’s financial situation did not purchase $200 leggings from Carbon38 or Sweaty Betty or any of the numerous “wellness boutiques” that showed up on her Instagram feed.

Then again, lately, Regina was beginning to feel she was not normal. Or at least, she’d begun to feel there was an abnormal discrepancy between the way she appeared to the unsuspecting eye—a fortyish (okay, forty-four) woman who could pass for thirty-seven (thirty-five, even, if she’d had a recent facial), living a life that most people would envy: a beautiful house situated a mile from the Pacific Ocean, and a beautiful family to match. Her own business that allowed her to set her own hours; friends who were generous with lending their desert houses in Palm Springs, lake houses in Tahoe, and ski lodges in Mammoth. Regina was in excellent health—five foot eight, one hundred and twenty pounds.

At a glance, how many women over forty wouldn’t want to be Regina? Especially if they could see her at this very moment, standing in the middle of a lavish backyard, a quarter-acre lot so full of greenery you might forget you were, technically, in a city—giant white poppies, their paper-thin petals like parasols; fruit trees circled by knee-high lavender, and a stone wall draped in star jasmine. Its scent reminded Regina of buttered toast. She imagined her own family—she, Gordon, and their daughters, twelve-year-old Mia and almost-eleven Kaden—eating a Sunday breakfast at Mel’s teak outdoor table, the pergola above with climbing purple wisteria and passionfruit blooms.

Plus, the Goldberg home had what Regina considered the most enviable amenity of all: a pool. Both of Regina’s daughters were avid swimmers, with passes to the aquatic center at Santa Monica College. Regina had dangled the idea of a backyard pool to them a few years ago, when it seemed her marketing business, Big Rad Wolfe, was really going to explode, and they’d freaked out, giggling and squealing. Of course, Kaden had told Gordon that night at dinner—Mom says we’re getting a pool next year! And Gordon had raised his eyebrows at Regina behind his glasses and said, “Oh?” in that noncommittal way that drove her crazy.

That was three years ago. The pool had not turned up.

It was never going to turn up.

Regina looked away from Mel’s pool, toward the handsome rear façade of the house: one of many Tudors built in the 1920s revival to create an illusion of old money in nouveaux riches on the west side of Los Angeles. The steeply pitched roof and decorative timbers reminded Regina of a fairy-tale cottage, but ten times as grand. The diamond-paned lead windows looked so authentic she half expected Snow White to throw one open and greet the twenty women who’d shown up (thankfully) right at nine A.M. for the Version Two You! event she and her trainer, Zack Doheny, had organized. The women stood in small clusters, clad in spandex and sneakers, sipping kombucha from champagne flutes, bright and chirpy as jungle birds. Some were Regina’s friends, some total strangers who’d responded to her email and social media campaign, and all of them had the money to pay top dollar for Zack’s personal training program. The crowd also seemed impressed by Mel’s yard. The pool glinting in the morning sunshine. The garden beds circling the lush grass, resplendent with juniper and sage.

Today, Regina thought. Today.

Perhaps today would mark the beginning of a new chapter for her, and the end of the one in which she’d been miserably stuck for the past year, her anxiety increasing by the day, weight dropping from her already lean form, and her sleep—when it finally came—fitful and shallow. She’d never intended to let her financial arrangement with Zack stretch on for so long. Version Two You! was a step in the direction of putting it to a stop. Of replacing it with something respectable and aboveboard. A business endeavor they could be proud of. One that would allow her to get some goddamn sleep, without recurrent dreams of her daughters sobbing as a cop handcuffed Regina and escorted her into a cruiser.

Regina had been planning to host V2Y! in her own yard, which was a quarter the size of Mel’s, but then she’d had a bad day—another IRS notice had turned up at her office, this one marked by the ominous bright green of certified mail: RESPONSE WITHIN THIRTY DAYS REQUIRED. Then Fernando, their gardener of ten years, had called to say her last check had bounced. She cursed him under her breath for not having Venmo or PayPal or anything that would have allowed her to squeeze his payment off a credit card. She’d told Fernando they were out of town, to take the week off, and that she’d pay him when they returned. Of course, they hadn’t been out of town, and without Fernando, the yard looked too dry and unkempt to host the event. So, she’d roped Mel into hosting. Mel, a newish mom-friend from John Wayne Elementary, where Kaden, and Mel’s daughter, Sloane, were in fifth grade together.

Now that Regina was actually in Mel’s yard, the thought of using her own was embarrassing.

“Guess how much they spent on landscaping when they moved into this place?” Lindsey Leyner’s throaty whisper filled Regina’s ear.

Regina turned to face Lindsey, a fellow Color Theory devotee and John Wayne Elementary mom (Landon, also fifth grade) whom Regina had been working out with for years, and whose smarmy husband, Trey, had once patted Regina on the bottom at a PTA fundraiser cookout—on school property! As usual, Lindsey wore her curly brunette hair in two low pigtails that bounced in corkscrews around her shoulders, and had painted her nails an aggressively bright color (this week, canary yellow); her standard workout look. Regina wanted to tell Lindsey to lose the pigtails, that a nod to youth was good, but a full embrace just made you look old and desperate. But they were gym-friends first and mom-friends second, and really not friend-friends at all, so she kept her mouth shut.

“I wouldn’t have a clue how much Mel spends on anything,” said Regina. “Nor do I care.”

Lindsey slung her arm around Regina’s shoulder. “Quick double selfie, ’kay? For posterity.” Before Regina could protest, Lindsey shot out her arm and snapped a photo with paparazzi-like speed.

“Do not post that,” said Regina. Lindsey was a relentless Instagrammer.

“Relax,” said Lindsey. “I already did a story. Now I’m just documenting.” She opened her arms toward the sky. “I mean, this day, this house, it’s just epic, don’t you think? I heard Melissa’s husband personally pocketed ten million from his movie, which, by the way”—she lowered her voice confidentially—“I thought was just so-so.”

“Awesome,” said Regina flatly. Lindsey compulsively talked about money—estimating the cost of anything in her line of vision. The personal finance of others, Regina thought, was Lindsey’s third-favorite hobby, right behind fitness and the endless regimen of cosmetic services she referred to as her “wellness routine” or “me-time.”

“Come on,” Lindsey said, “just give me a wild guess on the landscaping number.”

“One hundred million dollars,” said Regina.

“Ha!” Lindsey slapped the taut skin under her cropped T-shirt that read Eat Pure, Train Filthy. The sight of the phrase gave Regina an instant knot of dread in her stomach, and made Lindsey even more unbearable. Regina’s firm, Big Rad Wolfe, had coined the slogan for Color Theory, a phrase that had triggered the biggest merchandise sales in the gym franchise’s history. The tagline also represented a “before” period in Regina’s life, when contracts like that one had seemed a smallish retainer to Regina at the time, around nine grand a month. How had she taken business like that for granted? Assumed the clients and contracts and hefty retainers, deposited into Big Rad Wolfe’s coffers like clockwork, would just keep coming and coming, plentiful as the Santa Monica sunshine? That Regina could spend and lend and borrow money freely, saying yes to everything from custom-designed Halloween costumes for her kids to spring break on Kauai?

How had she allowed—no, encouraged—her husband, Gordon, to take a “sabbatical” from his TV writing work with its steady paychecks so that he could devote himself full time to the screenplay he’d always wanted to write?

Regina averted her eyes from the lettering on Lindsey’s shirt.

“I’ll give you my guess,” said Lindsey, ignoring Regina’s lack of enthusiasm and holding up six lacquered nails. “This many digits, starting with a three.”

“Lindsey,” said Regina coolly. “I’m here for a workout. Not a property appraisal. And for the record, I seriously doubt the Goldbergs spent three hundred grand on this yard. I think Mel did a lot of it herself, actually. She’s plant-crazy.”

“Bullshit,” said Lindsey merrily. “You don’t buy a three-point-eight-million-dollar house and then DIY the landscaping. I saw this property before they bought it and back here was like a dying savanna.”

Lindsey worked as a Realtor, which, Regina supposed, was similar to working in finance, but required far less education and a fraction of the weekly hours. As a rule, Regina did not care for Realtors. They reminded her of mortgages, which reminded her of banks and foreclosures and her ever-multiplying debt, which gave her the same knot in her gut as the slogan on Lindsey’s T-shirt. Sometimes, it seemed the world was conspiring to give her a panic attack with visual cues.

“Oh, hey.” Lindsey pointed to the house. “There’s your bestie.” Regina turned to see Mel stepping out the back door, wearing the new gear Regina had given her that morning and an expression that was equal parts anxious and funereal.

“I’ve never seen Mel in workout clothes,” Lindsey went on. “I didn’t know she was into . . . physical activity.”

“Back in a second,” said Regina to Lindsey, though she had no intention of returning, and broke into a jog across the springy grass toward Mel, calling out hellos to the clusters of guests as she weaved around them.

“Hey, lady,” she said, stopping short in front of Mel, who was holding a champagne glass at arm’s length, as if it were poison. “Can you lose the frown? This is a party. Not a wake.”

Mel sighed. “Please don’t lady me. This isn’t some Sex and the City reboot.”

“Very funny,” said Regina. “Can you please lighten up?”

“You sound like Adam,” said Mel. “Next, you’ll be telling me to just breathe and install a meditation app.”

“It’s not terrible advice.”

Mel ignored her. “I cannot believe you talked me into this. I must have been drugged. I’m thirty pounds heavier than every woman here, minimum. I thought you said it was a party for people who wanted to get fit.”

“I said upgrade their fitness level. And don’t be ridiculous. You look amazing.”

“Can someone please put a ban on women telling each other they look amazing? It’s the world’s most meaningless phrase. Next to it’s all good, that is.”

“Do you have to be so negative?”

“Yes, I do. You’d feel the same way if you had this many boob jobs in your own backyard.”

“But they’re tasteful boob jobs,” said Regina, giggling. Snarky, neurotic Mel, with her yin-yang of brassy confidence and immobilizing self-doubt, was a refreshing change from Regina’s usual friends. “This is Santa Monica. Not Beverly Hills.”

Mel rolled her eyes. “Another page from the Book of Adam. He seems to think Santa Monica is some precious, authentic sanctuary, exempt from all LA bullshit.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” said Regina. “But he’s not entirely wrong.”

Mel, Regina had noticed, seemed to have a blind spot when it came to the nuances of Los Angeles. She simply lumped the entire sprawling urban metropolis into the contemptible category of Not New York. Her bitterness was hard for Regina to fathom: Mel got to live here, on this jaw-dropping property north of Montana Avenue, with her head-turningly handsome husband and adorable soccer-star daughter. What on earth did she have to be sour about? Regina herself had a number of major problems at the moment—many more than Mel, she was quite sure—and yet she was still managing to smile. Would it kill Mel to do the same?

Suddenly, as if reading Regina’s thoughts, Mel’s expression brightened. “Oh! There’s Leticia. I have to go talk to her.”

“Make it quick,” said Regina, inwardly rolling her eyes at Mel’s carefully accented pronunciation of Lettie’s full name. “We’re starting in two minutes.”

“Okay!” said Mel, her mood shifted by the mere sight of Lettie. It was odd, Regina thought, that of all the things in Mel’s life worth appreciating, their shared housekeeper seemed to make Mel happiest.

“Seriously, as soon as Zack walks out of the house, it’s go-time.”

“Understood, Sergeant,” said Mel, with a mock-salute. Regina watched her hurry off in the direction of the large magnolia in the center of the yard, where Lettie was busily stacking mats and laying out the dumbbells, jump ropes, and rubber resistance bands to be used during the workout.

As if on cue, Zack stepped out of the house, wearing his highest-watt smile and the T-shirt Regina had designed, just snug enough to reveal a hint of his chest muscles. He looked exuberant yet relaxed; nothing on his tanned, smiling face betrayed any of the stress Regina knew he was under right now. Zack was the one, after all, who actually clicked the Approve Deposit button every week, while sitting in the back office of Color Theory, doing the part-time bookkeeping work that supplemented his measly pay as an instructor. All Regina had to do was wait for the money to appear in the corporate account of her own business. Which was plenty stressful, yes, but not quite the same as Zack’s position. Sometimes, she felt guilty over letting him incur the bigger risk, but then again, she was the one with the husband and kids, plus a mortgage and endless other expenses, while Zack lived alone in a tiny rented apartment off Pico, so close to I-10 Regina imagined he could smell exhaust from his bedroom.

She’d never actually been to his place, of course, but she liked to think about it. Especially in bed at night, with Gordon’s snores sawing through her earplugs.

Anyway, Zack had less to lose than she did.
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