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Treadmill

The gym smells like rubber and fake citrus and the quiet desperation of people who think a new body will fix an old life.

I should know. I'm one of them.

It's 9:17 on a Tuesday morning, which is the time slot I've mentally labeled the invisible hour. The early risers — the ones who were here at 5:30 AM with their meal-prepped lunches and their terrifying discipline — are long gone. The lunch crowd hasn't arrived yet. Right now it's just me, a retired man doing something painful on the rowing machine, and a woman in head-to-toe Lululemon who's been stretching her calves for fifteen minutes without once looking away from her phone.

This is when I come. When there are the fewest witnesses to whatever I'm doing here.

Three weeks ago, Greg sat across from me at the kitchen island — the marble one I picked out, from the renovation I project-managed, in the house I maintain like it's a client account — and said, "You keep saying you're restless. Maybe try exercising."

He said it the way he says everything now. Like he was approving a purchase order. Like I'd submitted a request and he was routing it to the appropriate department.

I said, "Sure." Because I always say sure.

I signed up for FitLife the next morning. Not because Greg told me to, but because I couldn't think of a single reason not to, and that scared me more than a gym membership.

I pick the treadmill in the far corner, the one facing the wall of windows that looks out onto the parking lot instead of the mirror wall. I've learned the hard way that watching myself exercise under fluorescent lights is a special kind of cruelty. I don't need to see the way my oversized t-shirt hangs off my shoulders like a flag of surrender, or the way I hold the handrails like I'm afraid the machine will buck me off.

I set it to 3.6. A brisk walk. Not fast enough to sweat visibly, not slow enough to feel like I'm cheating. The Goldilocks pace of a woman who is here to check a box.

The belt hums. My sneakers — still too white, still barely broken in — make soft rhythmic sounds against the rubber. I plug in my earbuds and scroll to a podcast about organizational psychology that I told myself would be "enriching" and that I have not once actually listened to. I put it on anyway. Let it murmur into my ears while I stare at the parking lot and think about nothing.

That's not true. I think about the grocery list. I think about whether the dry cleaning is ready. I think about the fact that we're out of Greg's specific brand of almond milk — the one in the brown carton, not the blue, don't get confused, Claire, he'll drink it but he'll get that face — and whether I should stop on the way home or if that's admitting that my entire afternoon revolves around almonds and a man who hasn't asked me how I'm doing in six months.

I think about the PTA email I haven't answered. I'm not even on the PTA anymore — I was, years ago, back when we were "maybe trying" and I thought being involved with the school community would manifest a baby through sheer proximity. The baby never happened. The PTA emails never stopped. I keep meaning to unsubscribe. I keep not doing it. I think if I cut the last thread connecting me to other people's organized lives, I'll float away and nobody will notice.

My feet hit the belt. Left, right, left, right. The podcast man is talking about workplace engagement metrics. Outside the window, a woman is trying to parallel park a Tahoe and losing the battle.

This is fine. This is what fine looks like.

I'm twelve minutes in when the energy in the room shifts.

I don't see her at first. I hear her — a voice that carries without being loud, warm and direct, the kind of voice that makes you look up from whatever you're pretending to do. I pull one earbud out.

She's across the floor near the free-weight area, leading a small group through a cool-down. Five people on mats, going through hip stretches. She's standing above them, moving as she talks, demonstrating each position with the kind of ease that makes it look like her body was designed specifically for this.

She's tall. Not towering — maybe 5'9" — but she holds herself like she's taller. Dark skin, dark hair pulled into a topknot, a black tank that fits her the way clothes fit people who actually live in their bodies. She's lean and defined without being sharp, all long muscle and deliberate grace. There's a tattoo on her left forearm — I can't make out the design from here, just the ink curving along the inside of her wrist.

She says something to the group and a man laughs. She grins — quick and crooked, one side higher than the other — and crouches down to adjust a woman's knee angle. Her hand on the woman's leg is casual, professional, completely sure of itself.

I realize I've stopped walking.

Not literally — the treadmill is still going, my feet still landing in their sad little rhythm — but my brain has left the grocery list, left the almond milk, left the parking lot. My brain is entirely occupied with watching this woman move.

Admiration, I tell myself. That's what this is. She's clearly good at her job. She has the kind of physical confidence I've never had, and there's something satisfying about watching someone be excellent at something, the way it's satisfying to watch a chef work or a dancer warm up. It's appreciation. Aesthetic. Objective.

She straightens up from the knee adjustment, rolls her shoulders, and looks across the floor.

At me.

I don't look away fast enough. I should have — I'm the creepy woman on the corner treadmill staring at the fitness instructor, that's who I am now — but I don't look away because her eyes find mine and there's a half-second where she just sees me. Not the way Greg sees me, which is to say not at all. Not the way the checkout guy at Whole Foods sees me, which is as an obstacle between him and his break. She looks at me the way you look at something that caught your attention and you haven't decided yet what to make of it.

Then she smiles. Not a big smile. Not a flirtatious one. Just warm. Present. A smile that says I see you standing there, and that's fine.

She turns back to her group.

I pull my earbud back in. Turn up the podcast. Stare at the parking lot. The Tahoe woman gave up and double-parked.

My face is hot. That's the treadmill. That's cardiovascular exertion. That is the normal physical response to walking at 3.6 miles per hour for fourteen minutes.

I bump the speed to 3.8. Then 4.0. The belt hums louder. My legs find the new pace. I am now power-walking with the focused intensity of a woman who is definitely thinking about organizational psychology and not about a stranger's crooked smile.

I last another twenty minutes. I cool down. I wipe the handrails with the spray and paper towel even though I barely touched them. I walk to the stretching area near the entrance and bend forward to touch my toes, which I cannot reach, and hold the position for thirty seconds while blood rushes to my face and I feel absurd and graceless and acutely aware that the instructor's group has dispersed and she's somewhere behind me, probably cleaning up mats or checking her phone or doing literally anything other than noticing me.

I grab my bag from the cubby. Walk to the front desk. The kid behind the counter says, "Have a good one!" and I say, "You too!" with the exact right amount of suburban pep, and I push through the doors into the June heat and cross the lot to my Audi and sit down and grip the steering wheel and do not turn the car on.

Four minutes. I give myself four minutes.

I don't know what I'm doing here. I don't mean at the gym. I mean in general. In this car, in this parking lot, in this life that looks exactly like what I was supposed to want. I'm 37 years old, I have a beautiful house and a healthy marriage and a husband who provides and a refrigerator that's always stocked, and I am sitting in a parking lot giving myself a time limit on how long I'm allowed to feel hollow before I drive home and start the second shift of being a woman whose entire identity is holding things together for other people.

My phone buzzes. Greg.

Running late tonight. Don't wait on dinner.

I read it twice. Not because it's surprising — it's not, it's a Tuesday text I've gotten a hundred times — but because I'm scanning it for something I can't name. Warmth. A question. An indication that the person on the other end of this text has any curiosity about what I'm doing, how I'm feeling, whether I'm okay.

It's just logistics. It's always logistics.

I text back: No problem. I'll leave a plate.

I start the car. The AC blows hot for a second, then cold. I pull out of the lot. Drive the twelve minutes home on autopilot — the same route, the same turns, the same manicured subdivisions giving way to my manicured subdivision giving way to my manicured driveway.

I sit there for a moment. Looking at my house. Four bedrooms, three and a half baths, an updated kitchen with the marble island, a sunroom with southern exposure that I always meant to turn into an office but never did. A lawn service comes Thursdays. The gutters were cleaned in April. Everything works. Nothing is wrong.

I go inside.

The house is cool and quiet. The kind of quiet that used to feel peaceful and now feels like a held breath. I drop my gym bag by the door, kick off my sneakers, and pad into the kitchen in my socks. The counters are clean because I cleaned them before I left. The dishwasher is empty because I emptied it before I left. There is a system for everything in this house and I am the system.

I drink a glass of water. I shower. I stand under the spray a beat longer than necessary, face tipped up, eyes closed. My mind wanders and I let it.

The woman at the gym. The instructor. I don't know her name. I know she has a tattoo on her forearm and a smile that's slightly uneven and a voice that made me pull out my earbud. I know she touched that woman's knee like it was the most natural thing in the world to put her hands on a stranger's body and adjust something that wasn't aligned.

I wonder what it feels like to be that sure of your hands.

I turn off the water. Wrap myself in a towel. Stand at the bathroom mirror and look at myself the way I haven't in months. Really look. Green eyes with the early suggestion of lines at the corners. Hair dark with water, hanging past my shoulders. Collarbone visible. Waist that goes in and hips that go out and breasts that are still fine — better than fine, if I'm being honest, which I rarely am about my own body. There is nothing wrong with me. I'm not broken or ugly or falling apart. I'm just not being looked at.

I get dressed. Jeans and a cotton top and bare feet. I start dinner because it's 4:30 and that's what happens at 4:30. Chicken, roasted vegetables, rice. Enough for two. Greg said don't wait, but I'll make the plate anyway and cover it and put it in the fridge. That's what I do. That's my whole job.

I eat standing at the counter, scrolling through my phone. Instagram surfaces a friend from college who just got back from Portugal. Another friend who launched a consulting business. A woman I knew from the PTA whose daughter just graduated. Everyone is doing something. Going somewhere. Becoming someone. I am eating roasted broccoli alone in a kitchen that costs more than my mother's first house and I feel like I'm watching my own life through a window I can't open.

Greg gets home at 8:15. I'm on the couch with a book I'm not reading.

"Hey." He drops his briefcase by the front door. Loosens his tie on the way to the kitchen. I hear the fridge open, the clink of the plate, the beep of the microwave.

"How was it?" I call.

"Long. Henderson's pushing the timeline on the Briscoe account. We spent three hours in a room that should've been an email." He appears in the living room doorway with his reheated plate and a beer. He's loosened his collar. His hair is doing the thing where it curls at his temples when he needs a cut. He's handsome. He's always been handsome. It hasn't mattered in a long time.

"That sucks," I say.

"Yeah." He sits in the armchair. Not on the couch. I don't remember when he stopped sitting next to me. "What'd you do today?"

This is the question. The daily check-in. It comes with the same inflection every time — pleasant, absent, already moving past the answer before I give it.

"Gym," I say. "Groceries. Some email stuff."

"Good." He forks a piece of chicken. "The gym's been good for you. You seem less..." He searches for the word.

"Less what?"

"I don't know. Wound up."

Wound up. Like I'm a clock. Like the thing wrong with me is tension and the solution is a treadmill and a podcast about workplace engagement. I feel something hot flicker behind my ribs — not anger, exactly, because I've gotten very good at not being angry. Something adjacent. Something with teeth.

"Yeah," I say. "It's helping."

He nods. He eats. He talks about the Briscoe account for six more minutes while I make the appropriate sounds in the appropriate places. Mm-hmm. That's frustrating. Did you tell Henderson? I am a perfect audience. I have always been a perfect audience. I was built for it — or I built myself for it, which is worse.

He finishes. Rinses his plate. Loads the dishwasher, which I note with the same weary gratitude I'd give a coworker who occasionally empties the coffee filter. He kisses me on the forehead on his way to the stairs. "I'm going to shower and crash. Early call tomorrow."

"Okay. Night."

"Night."

His footsteps on the stairs. The bathroom door. The water. I sit on the couch and listen to the sounds of my husband performing his nightly routine twelve feet above me, and I try to remember the last time he kissed me anywhere other than my forehead. The last time he pulled me toward him instead of passing by me. The last time he said my name like it was a word he chose on purpose and not just the label on the person who manages his house.

I can't.

I pick up my phone. Open the FitLife website. Scroll to the Our Trainers page. It loads slowly, the way everything loads on websites that should've been redesigned in 2019.

There she is. Third row, second from left.

Dani Reyes. Certified Personal Trainer & Group Fitness Instructor. Specialties: functional strength, mobility, and body awareness. "I help people learn to trust what their bodies already know."

I read the bio three times. It's a gym website blurb, not a poem. It shouldn't land the way it lands. But that last line — trust what their bodies already know — hits something in me that's been locked up so long I forgot it was there.

Dani Reyes.

I close the browser. Put my phone face-down on the couch. Go upstairs. Brush my teeth. Lie down next to my husband, who is already asleep, breathing the deep, untroubled breath of a man who is not wondering whether his life is happening to him or if he's happening to it.

I stare at the ceiling. My body feels restless in a way the treadmill didn't fix. My mind is doing that thing it does at night where it takes every thought I disciplined during the day and lets them run.

You're restless, Greg said. Like it was a symptom. Like the cure was a gym membership and some reps.

I'm not restless. I'm something worse. I'm awake in a life that was designed for sleepwalking, and I don't know what to do about it, and the only new thing in my entire landscape is a woman named Dani Reyes who looked at me across a gym floor like I was a person and not a piece of furniture.

It's nothing. It will be nothing.

I close my eyes and wait for sleep and think about a crooked smile and the sound of a voice I followed without meaning to and the four minutes I sat in my car feeling more alive than I've felt in my own bed in years.

It's nothing.

I roll onto my side. Greg shifts but doesn't wake.

It's nothing.
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Correction

I notice people for a living.

Not in a creepy way — in a professional, biomechanical, this-is-literally-my-job way. I watch how bodies move. I clock the woman on the leg press who's compensating for a weak left glute. I see the guy doing curls with his ego instead of his biceps, swinging like he's trying to ring a carnival bell. I notice the teenager hunching through her sets because she's trying to make her chest invisible, and the older man who locks his knees on every squat because nobody ever taught him not to.

I see all of it. The gym is a theater of dysfunction and I have front-row seats five days a week.

But the woman on the corner treadmill is a different kind of noticing.

She's been coming for about five weeks now. Same time every day — mid-morning, the dead zone, when the gym is practically empty. She chose that window on purpose. I'd bet money on it. She's the kind of woman who schedules even her discomfort.

I learned her name from the front desk check-in screen. Claire. It fits. Clear and classic and a little restrained, like a name that's never been shortened to anything messier.

She always picks the same treadmill. Always walks — never runs. Keeps the speed at a polite, moderate pace that says I'm here, but I'm not trying to prove anything. She wears oversized shirts and leggings that are fine but not chosen, the athletic equivalent of the sweatpants you throw on to answer the door. Her hair goes up in a clip the second she walks in. She has earbuds in but she's never nodding along to anything, which means she's either listening to a podcast or using them as a do-not-disturb sign. Maybe both.

She's attractive. I noticed that the first day — not because I was looking for it, but because it's obvious in a way she doesn't seem to realize. Nice face, good bone structure, green eyes that go wide and alert when something catches her off guard. Her body is soft in the way bodies get when someone stops paying attention to them — not out of shape, just untended. Like a garden that hasn't been watered in a while. Everything's still there. It just needs someone to give a shit.

What I notice most, though, isn't how she looks. It's how she moves.

Claire moves like she's trying to take up less space. She keeps her elbows close. She hugs the edges of rooms. When she walks past someone, she angles her body to minimize contact, as if she's been trained to believe her presence is an inconvenience. I've seen it a hundred times — in women who've been ignored so long they've started collaborating in their own erasure. It's not a fitness problem. It's an everything problem.

I should leave it alone.

She's wearing a ring. A nice one — simple band, modest diamond, the kind of ring that says we're comfortable, not flashy. Married. Straight, presumably. Here because her husband or her doctor or her Instagram feed told her she should be. She'll come for six to eight weeks, never progress past the treadmill, and eventually stop showing up. That's the pattern. I've watched it play out dozens of times.

Except Claire doesn't fit the pattern. Because she keeps coming back. And because last week, while I was running a cool-down, she looked at me across the floor and forgot to look away.

That happens sometimes. Women in gyms look at me — out of curiosity, admiration, comparison, occasionally something else. I'm used to it. I'm visibly queer in a suburban gym where most of the clientele drives an SUV and votes for school board candidates. Some of them stare. Some of them avoid me. Some of them want to talk about their niece who just came out.

Claire's look wasn't any of those. It was startled. Like she'd been caught thinking something she didn't have a category for, and instead of filing it away, she just stood there holding it.

I smiled at her because that's what I do when someone's eyes land on me — defuse it, make it easy, give them an exit. She blinked. Looked away. Spent the rest of her session staring at the parking lot like it owed her money.

I thought about it for the rest of the day. I'm still thinking about it, which is a problem.

Today is Thursday. 9:20 AM. I've finished my first client — a retiree named Frank who is deeply committed to his rotator cuff rehab and equally committed to telling me about his grandson's travel baseball schedule. I like Frank. Frank is uncomplicated.

I'm wiping down equipment near the cable machines when I see Claire come in. Same routine. Gym bag in the cubby. Hair up. Earbuds in. Quick, tight smile at the front desk kid. She doesn't walk to the treadmill today, though. She stops at the cable machine — the adjustable pulley station near the back wall.

Interesting. She's branching out.

I watch from a reasonable distance as she adjusts the pulley height, selects a weight, and grabs the handle. She's attempting a single-arm cable row, which is a fine exercise that she is doing completely wrong.

Her elbow is flared out at a forty-five-degree angle instead of tucked close to her body. She's pulling from her shoulder instead of her back, which means she's loading the deltoid and the rotator cuff instead of the lat. Her torso is rotated, her core isn't braced, and her wrist is cocked at an angle that's going to cause problems within about six reps.

She's going to hurt herself. Not dramatically — not a snap or a tear, nothing that would send her to the ER. But she'll tweak her shoulder and it'll ache for a week and she'll assume the gym did it to her and she'll stop coming, and for some reason the thought of Claire not coming back to this gym bothers me more than it should.

I walk over.

"Hey — can I grab you for a second?"

She startles. Drops the handle. It clangs against the machine and she winces like she just knocked over a display in a quiet store. "Sorry — what?"

"You're fine. Nothing's broken." I keep my voice easy. Non-threatening. The voice I use with clients who look like they might bolt if you move too fast. "I just noticed your form on that row. You're pulling from the wrong angle and you're about to make your shoulder very angry. Mind if I show you?"

She looks at me like I've addressed her in a foreign language. Then she blinks. Processes. "Oh — sure. Yes. I have no idea what I'm doing."

She says it with a self-deprecating laugh that's designed to preempt any judgment. I've heard that laugh from a hundred women who walk into a weight room and immediately apologize for existing in it.

"That's literally why I'm here," I say. "I'm Dani."

"Claire."

"I know — I've seen you on the check-in. You're a regular now. Three weeks makes you a regular."

"Five, actually," she says, and then looks embarrassed, like admitting she's been coming longer than I noticed is somehow humiliating.

"Five. Even better. Okay, Claire. Grab the handle again. I'm going to fix your setup."

She takes the handle. Her grip is too tight, knuckles pale, like she's holding onto something more than a cable attachment. I step in close — close enough to adjust, not close enough to crowd — and put my hand on her elbow.

"First thing. Elbow in. You want it brushing your ribs, not winging out. Like this."

I guide her elbow down and back, pressing it gently toward her body. Her skin is warm through the sleeve of her t-shirt. She sucks in a breath — tiny, barely audible, a small sharp inhale that she immediately tries to cover by clearing her throat.

I file it away. Keep moving.

"Good. Now — the pull starts from your back, not your arm. Think about squeezing your shoulder blade toward your spine." I put my other hand flat against her upper back, between her shoulder blade and her spine, pressing lightly. "Pull into my hand. Feel that?"

She pulls. The cable moves. Under my palm, I feel the lat engage — not perfectly, but better. Much better.

"There it is," I say. "Feel the difference?"

"Yeah." Her voice is slightly thin. "That's — yeah. Different."

"Your shoulder's not doing all the work anymore. Your back's got it." I leave my hand on her back for one more rep. Two. Her form is cleaning up. Her breathing is still off, though — shallow and held, like she's concentrating so hard on the exercise that she's forgotten oxygen is part of the equation.

Or like she's concentrating on something else entirely.

I step back. Give her space. "Try a few on your own."

She does. The form holds — not perfectly, but well enough. She's a quick study when she's not in her own head. I watch the line of her back engage, the way her body organizes itself around the correct movement pattern. There's something satisfying about it. Like watching someone tune an instrument and hearing the note go from flat to true.

"Good," I say. "Really good. You're a natural when you stop overthinking it."

She finishes the set and releases the handle. Turns to face me. Her cheeks are flushed — more than the exercise warrants. Her eyes meet mine and then slide away, then come back, like she can't decide whether looking at me is safe.

"Thank you," she says. "I've been kind of winging it in here. No pun intended."

I grin. "Elbow pun. Nice."

"That wasn't — I didn't mean—" She catches my expression and stops. Lets out a real laugh. Not the self-deprecating one — an actual laugh, surprised out of her. It changes her whole face. The careful composure cracks and underneath it she's bright and unguarded and something in my chest does a thing I'm going to have to deal with later.

"You've been doing fine," I say. "Most people quit in the first week. Five weeks is serious."

"It doesn't feel serious. It feels like I'm faking it and hoping the machines don't notice."

"That's how everyone feels. The machines don't care. I promise."

She smiles. It's smaller than the laugh but it stays longer. She wraps the cable handle around the hook and wipes her palms on her leggings, a nervous gesture that has nothing to do with sweat.

"How long have you worked here?" she asks. The question is casual. The eye contact isn't.

"Two years at this location. Before that, a gym in the city. Before that, college, where I thought I was going to be a physical therapist and then realized I liked the training side more than the rehab side."

"You're good at it. The — the correction thing. You made it feel easy."

"That's the goal. Most people who think they're bad at exercise are just bad at being taught." I pause. Tilt my head. "What brought you in? If you don't mind me asking. People usually have a reason."

Something flickers behind her eyes. A door opening a crack and then closing again. "I was just... trying to do something for myself."

She says it lightly. Surface-level. But there's a weight beneath it, a gravitational pull that tells me for myself is a concept she's still learning to use. She says it the way someone says I'm fine — as a placeholder for something much larger and much less fine.

"That's a good reason," I say. "Best one, actually."

She looks at me for a beat too long. I watch it happen — the way her eyes hold on mine, and then she registers that she's doing it, and then the self-consciousness floods in and she glances down at her shoes like they've become suddenly fascinating.

"I should let you get back to it," she says. "And I should... figure out another machine to do wrong."

"Come find me if you need more corrections. I'm here most mornings."

"I will. I mean — I might. If I need — yeah." She tucks a piece of hair behind her ear. A strand came loose from the clip and it falls along her jaw and she pushes it back with fingers that aren't quite steady. "Thanks, Dani."

She says my name carefully. Like she's trying it out. Like it's the first new word she's learned in a while and she wants to make sure she's pronouncing it right.

"Anytime, Claire."

She walks away. I watch her go — not her body, her walk. The way she holds her shoulders, slightly hunched, curling inward around whatever she's feeling. The way she looks back once, quickly, and then doesn't again.

I go back to wiping down the cable machine. Spray, wipe, move to the next station. Mechanical motions that leave my brain free to do exactly what it shouldn't.

Here's the thing. I know what I saw.

I've been out since I was 22. I've dated women, slept with women, fallen in love with women, and gotten my heart broken by women. I know what it looks like when someone is attracted to me. I also know what it looks like when someone is attracted to me and doesn't understand why.

Claire doesn't understand why.

The held breath when I touched her elbow. The flush that had nothing to do with cable rows. The way she said my name like she was committing it to memory. The look — that look, the one that keeps coming back, the one where her eyes stay a half-second too long and she can't figure out what she's looking for.

She's not hitting on me. She probably doesn't even know what she's feeling. She just knows that someone put a hand on her back and said feel that? and her entire nervous system lit up like a switchboard.

That's not about me specifically. That's about a woman who hasn't been touched with attention in a long time. Maybe a very long time. She flinched when I first spoke to her — not a fear flinch, a surprise flinch. The flinch of someone who's grown accustomed to being in the background of her own life.

I should leave it alone.

She's married. She's probably straight. She's probably fine — just a little lonely, a little understimulated, and I'm reading into things because she has green eyes and a laugh that remodeled my whole afternoon.

I finish my equipment rounds. Run a 12:00 class — HIIT, eight people, nobody dies. Eat lunch in the break room. Check my phone more than usual. She's not going to text me. She doesn't have my number. I don't know why I'm checking.

Marcus, the other trainer on shift, drops into the chair across from me with a protein shake and the energy of someone about to be nosy.

"Who was that?" he asks.

"Who was what?"

"The cable machine. You were over there a while."

"I was fixing her form. That's my job. That's literally what they pay me to do."

"Uh-huh." He takes a long sip. Marcus is six-three, built like a door, and has the emotional intelligence of someone who's been in therapy for a decade and won't shut up about it. "You fix a lot of people's form. You don't usually come back smiling."

"I'm a smiler. I smile at everything. I'm smiling right now."

"You're grimacing. Different muscle groups."

"Good talk, Marcus."

He grins. Takes another sip. Doesn't push. Marcus is good that way — he opens the door and then stands back. I appreciate it, even when I want to throw the protein shake at his head.

I drive home at 4:00. My apartment is small and mine — a one-bedroom in a building that's not fancy but has good light and a landlord who actually fixes things. I kick off my shoes, put on music, and start prepping dinner. Chicken and rice and the roasted broccoli I make every week because I'm a creature of habit who peaked culinarily at "seasoned vegetable."

While the oven preheats, I sit on my kitchen counter and think about what I should not be thinking about.

Claire.

The way she laughed when I caught her off guard. Not the polished, practiced laugh — the real one, startled and unguarded, a sound that escaped before she could vet it. The flush across her cheeks. The way she wrapped her hand around that cable handle like she needed something to hold onto.

The ring on her finger. Silver band. Small diamond. It caught the light when she reached for the handle and it was the first thing I noticed and the last thing I wanted to see.

I know better than this. I know the math. Married woman plus gym trainer equals a story with one ending, and it's not the one where everyone walks away whole. I've never been the other woman and I never want to be. My ex, Rena, cheated on me in year two — not with a man, with another woman, someone she worked with — and the discovery gutted me not because of the sex but because of the lying. The secret smiles and checked phones and the way she'd come home and kiss me and I could taste the dishonesty without knowing what it was.

I won't be that person. I won't be the one someone hides.

But.

Claire didn't look at me like a woman with a plan. She looked at me like a woman who just realized she was hungry and didn't know where the feeling was coming from. That's different. That's not a choice — that's an involuntary reaction, the body knowing something the brain hasn't caught up to yet.

And maybe I'm projecting. Maybe I'm seeing what I want to see because she's beautiful and sad and I have a hero complex the size of this apartment. Maybe she just hasn't been around women who are comfortable in their skin and she's confusing admiration with attraction. That happens. It's common. It's not my job to interpret.

I slide off the counter. Put the chicken in the oven. Set a timer. Stand at the sink and wash my hands longer than necessary, watching the water run over my fingers, my forearm, the tattoo that curves from my wrist to mid-forearm — a vine of jasmine flowers, half-realistic, half-abstract, for my grandmother who grew it on her balcony in San Juan and who told me once, Daniela, everything you need to know about a person is in how they move. Watch first. Then decide.

I watched.

I saw a woman who holds herself like an apology. Who lights up when someone talks to her like she matters. Who is drowning in something quiet and domestic and invisible, and who came to a gym at 9 AM on a Tuesday not because she wants a better body but because she is desperate — on some level she can't articulate — to feel like she has one at all.

I don't know what to do with that. I don't know what the right thing is.

But I know that when I put my hand on her back and said feel that, she closed her eyes for a fraction of a second, and the expression on her face was so raw and so unguarded that I felt it in my own chest, like a string pulled taut between us.

And I know that when she said my name — thanks, Dani — she said it the way you say a word you want to keep.

I eat dinner. Wash the dishes. Read for an hour. Go to bed early because I have a 6 AM client who'll want to talk about macros the entire session.

I lie in the dark and stare at my ceiling and think about green eyes and a nervous laugh and the warmth of someone's skin through a cotton sleeve.

Don't, I tell myself. She's straight. She's married. She's probably fine.

But she didn't feel fine under my hand. She felt like a wire under tension. She felt like a woman one degree away from vibrating out of her skin.

Don't.

I roll over. Punch the pillow into a better shape. Close my eyes.

I'm going to leave it alone. I'm going to be professional and friendly and appropriate, and if Claire comes back to the cable machine with her elbow flared out, I'll fix it and move on and not think about the small sound she made when I pressed her arm into place — that tiny, involuntary inhale, like something long dormant flickering back to life.

I'm going to leave it alone.

I fall asleep thinking about the freckle I noticed on her collarbone, just visible above the neckline of her shirt, and the fact that I was close enough to see it, and the fact that I wanted to be closer.

Fuck.
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Chapter 3
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Fragments

It becomes a routine. I hate that word — routine — because my entire life is one, and the last thing I need is another track to run on. But this one doesn't feel like a track. It feels like the one part of my day that isn't on rails.

Tuesday, Thursday, Saturday. Sometimes Monday if I can justify it to the invisible audience in my head that monitors how I spend my time. I come at 9:15. I do the treadmill. I migrate to the cable machines or the free weights. And at some point during the hour, Dani appears.

Not dramatically. She doesn't cross the floor and single me out. She's working — running sessions, checking equipment, talking to members. But our paths cross in ways that feel less accidental by the day. She's near the water fountain when I refill my bottle. She's wiping down the bench I'm about to use. She's stretching five feet from where I'm doing a truly pathetic set of lunges, and she says something like "Deeper on the drop — let your back knee almost touch," without looking up from her own stretch, and I go deeper and my quads scream and I do it anyway because her voice told me to.

We talk in fragments. Three minutes here, five minutes there, squeezed between her clients and my sets. The conversations are small. They shouldn't add up to anything. They add up to the most interesting thing in my life.

"What did you do before?" she asks one morning. We're standing near the stretching mats, and I've just finished telling her that I organized the entire neighborhood block party last summer — all seventy-two households, catering, a bouncy castle, the works — and she's looking at me with an expression that's half impressed and half something else.

"Before what?"

"Before you became whoever you are now."

The question lands like a stone in water. Not hard, but with ripples that go further than expected. Before you became whoever you are now. Like the person I am is a costume I put on at some point, and she's asking what's underneath.

"I was in marketing," I say. "Account management. I was pretty good at it, actually. I ran a team of six."

"What happened?"

"I got married. My husband's career took off. Someone had to manage the home front and it made sense for it to be me. Financially, logistically." I hear myself reciting this like a press release. "It was the practical choice."

"Did you like it? The practical choice?"

Nobody asks me this. Greg never asked. My mother didn't ask — she was thrilled I'd "settled down." My friends from work sent congratulations and then slowly stopped calling, and I let them, because what was I going to talk about? Grocery logistics? The optimal dishwasher loading pattern?

"I liked it for a while," I say carefully. "And then I think I stopped noticing whether I liked it or not."

Dani is quiet for a moment. She's sitting on the mat with one leg extended, leaning into a hamstring stretch. Even stationary, she has this quality of being completely settled in her own skin. Like her body is a place she lives, not a thing she manages.

"You know what I think?" she says.

"I have a feeling you're going to tell me."

She grins. That crooked grin, one side higher. "I think you're good at a lot of things. You just stopped counting."

I open my mouth and nothing comes out. The compliment — if that's what it is — bypasses every defense I have. It's not 
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