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Empty pints of ice cream lay strewn over Beth’s floor as she moaned in bed over a tummy ache. Her mother stopped by her room, shaking her head, but Beth didn’t care.

“You need to stop feeling sorry for yourself!” her mother said.

“Why? No one wants me.”

“No, they won’t if you’re going to binge after every bad date. That’s how you gain weight.” 

Ann walked in and picked up the empty cartons as Beth smirked. “At least ice cream doesn’t abuse me.” 

“Do they abuse you at your new job??” She tossed the cartons into the wastebasket, then sat on Beth’s bed.  “You need to start living life.”

Why did Beth come home after the fiasco with Brad? Or was it Drew? It sickened her. Drew used her. Hadn’t she learned her lesson the first time? No man wants you because you’re a fat pig, an accusing voice told her.  How could she live life with that reminder?

“I have an idea!” Her mother jumped up, her voice filled with excitement. “Why not join a gym? It would do us good!”

Beth rolled her eyes. She didn’t want to work out. Lifting weights and doing curls sounded hard. She had seen the episodes of the Biggest Loser where the contestants struggled to exercise. But at the same time, a strong overwhelming desire came to the forefront of her mind. A few tears fell. “Okay. I guess.”

“Great!”

Hearing her mom humming a happy tune as she walked away reminded her of a verse. “A fool singing a happy tune to a sad person—rats! I need to get into the Bible more.” Since she left Montana, she’d lost the joy of fellowship. How was Julie doing since her rape? “I should give her a call.” Beth glanced over to her Bible on the stand. “But first the Bible.”

****
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THE BUILDING ITSELF intimidated her as Ann parked her red car in the parking lot of NorCal Gym. The tall two-story building spanned half a block. As they walked to the entrance, Beth cringed. The treadmills taunted her.

Her mother led her in and waited at the front desk.

A bubbly young woman behind the counter greeted them. “Hi! Welcome to NorCal Gym. What can I do for you today?”

“I’d like to sign my daughter and me up for membership.” 

Beth groaned inwardly at her mother’s enthusiasm.

“Would you like a personal trainer too?”

“Yes!”

“No!” Beth shouted, hoping the lady would hear her.

Her mother glanced at Beth. “You’ll be okay, Beth. He can help you get in shape.”

“We have a two-for-one deal. The regular price for a one-year membership is ninety-nine dollars.”

Beth’s skin tingled in shock. “Ninety-nine?” She expected far less. “That’s too much, mom!” 

“Nonsense. Do you accept checks?”

“And credit cards.”

Her mother removed her Visa card and handed it to the perky woman behind the desk. The woman gave them forms to fill out. “We need to have an idea what your needs are.” She swiped the credit card, had her sign the receipt, and gave her a copy. “Here’s your card.”

Ann dropped the card in her purse, then they walked over to a row of chairs to fill out the forms.

Sometime after they filled it out, a big beefy man wearing a white tank and gray sweat pants stood in front of them. “Which one is Beth Miller?”

Her mother bounced up and down and pointed to Beth. “Her!”

Beth wanted to run. Her ears and eyes felt hot. Oh God! This can’t be happening! She shoved her hands into her shorts pocket. “Mom.”

The sexy trainer stared down at her and smiled. “Nice to meet you, Beth.” He didn’t see her flush. Maybe he was used to it. “I’ll show you your lockers first.” He led the two to a set of lockers on one side of the room. “The key cost a dollar.”

Beth’s mom gave him a dollar and he went to get a key.

“You’re embarrassing me, mom.”

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. I’m excited we’re here.”

If she committed to coming here for a year, she didn’t know she could handle it. She never had to work out before. She had a good figure prior to a relationship with an occult member. She shuddered. She blamed herself for gaining weight, but she had no desire to get in shape. Couldn’t men love her for her and not her outer beauty? She glanced around, and her skin tingled when she noticed two men lifting weights. She smiled.

****
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SHE NOTICED HIM. STAN turned his attention back to the weights. He couldn’t allow another woman to break his heart.

“I think she likes you, Stan,” his friend Larry said.

“Me? We haven’t even met.” He picked up a 100-pound weight and lifted. “She probably thinks men are jerks.” And he didn’t blame her.  Although since becoming a Christian, he still needed an attitude adjustment. Did she know the Lord? 

“No time like the present.  Go and introduce yourself.” Larry lifted 100-pound weights.

“I don’t want to scare her.” He had lost weight since his journey began six months ago. They could start out as friends, but he didn’t want her to think he was coming onto her. She may have had bad experiences with men.

He had one with a woman. Laura was a beautiful woman, but her heart was not.  She was ashamed to be in public with him. For the first two months, she seemed to accept him as he was—overweight. He thought she had a heart of gold until he overheard her talking to a friend on the phone.

“Stan won’t lose the weight. He told me that is who he was, and he acted real macho...Dump him...” she had paused. Did she suspect he was near? He quickly hid when she glanced around the room.

He fell on his knees and cried but straightened up. Real men don’t cry, his father had told him. They pray.

Stan’s father was a God-fearing man. He respected him, but after his father died, he lost hope in God. He walked away from God and the Catholic Church.

The woman dropped the weights she had used and wiped the sweat off her brow. 

She had a hard life too.

Stan didn’t doubt she had a hard life. She reminded him of himself six months ago.

You could help her.

We can be friends.
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As Beth and her mother finished working out, she took a deep breath. “That was hard.” She followed her mother to the changing room.

“But you did it! You made it through your first day! I’m proud of you.”

“I guess you want me to keep it up.”

“We both can.”

Beth stared past her mother. The two men were walking toward the lockers. Her heart raced. Oh God, please don’t let them talk to me! She wiped her sweaty palms on her leg and kept her eye on her locker.

He was there. Was his locker near hers? No! Through the smell of sweat, she detected a hint of Old Spice cologne. Did he come here to attract women? She eyed him. He looked amazing!

“Hi.” He cleared his throat. “Stan. And you are?” He closed his locker door.

Was he talking to me? She wanted to run, but her feet froze. She tried to speak, but nothing came out. Over her shoulders, her mother smiled.

“Go ahead and say hi,” she whispered, coaxing her on.

“Nn...nice to meet you. Beth.”

“Beth? I love your name.”

Her heart fluttered, and she glanced away.

“Would it be okay if we can be friends?”

Friends? Yes. That would be good. She offered a small smile. “Sure.” Her heart wouldn’t slow down. He offered friendship, not a relationship. Get a grip, girl!

“Is this your first day here? I haven’t seen you here before.”

She nodded. She couldn’t let him know it was her mother’s idea to join the gym. What would he say if she did? “Um...yes.” She gave a nervous laugh. No doubt he joined the gym long ago. He had muscles on him, but not as muscular as body builders. He wasn’t as overweight as she was but had meat on his body.

He stared at her, but it wasn’t gawking. If anything, his eyes showed understanding. “It will get easier. Don’t give up.”

Her mouth dropped open, then she closed it. “Thanks.” She stared at her feet. An accusing voice told her he would walk out laughing at her, but she ignored it. Her heart warmed.  Was her skin flushed?  She hoped not. “You’ve been there?”

“Pardon?”

“Overweight like me?” Did girls reject him the same way others reject her?

“Yes. Working out is hard, but if you keep at it and not give up, you’ll reach your goal. I hope I see you again.”

Now she was sure her face reddened. She never met a man who wanted to see her again. “Me...too.”

“I have to return to work. By the way, where do you work?”

“Book Ends Book Store.”

His eyes grew big. “Really? You’re my competition! I work at Jan’s Book Deals—well, we sell used and new books.”

“I just started working at Book Ends.”

“As friends, would you have lunch with me?”

She could hear a squeal from her mother, but doubt plagued her mind. She liked him, but he wasn’t her type. He wants to be friends! Don’t make a big deal out of it.

“I promise nothing else.” He smiled.

“Okay. As friends.”

“Great! Do you like Wendy’s?” 

“Yes.”

“Can I pick you up?”

She giggled. She knew what he meant but she had to say, “Can you lift a 190-pound woman?”

He chuckled. “Not yet.”

“I’ll meet you there.” They had one Wendy’s and she knew where it was. She wasn’t ready to ride with a man she just met.

“12:15 too early?”

“No.”

“See you then.”

Stan followed his friend out of the gym. Her heart hammered. She wished it didn’t. She couldn’t keep from staring at him.

“Oh, Beth! This is wonderful! He is interested in you–”

“As friends,” she reminded her mother.

“It’s a start! I think he would be right for you. See if he knows Jesus. Thank you, Lord!”

Beth raised her eyebrows. “What are you thanking Him for? Stan isn’t my type.”

“What is your type? A tall lanky man...or a muscular man?”

Beth rolled her eyes.  “First, Mother, I am not into dating, which is why I don’t mind being friends with him. He seems nice enough.”

She sighed. “Either he has issues too or he sensed you’re not interested in dating. Maybe it’s the way you came across.”

“Came across? Really, mom! I talked to him, didn’t I?”

“Sure, you did, but it’s possible he detected it in your voice. Why are you suspicious?”

Beth tried to push the lump down in her throat. She didn’t want to answer her mom. What could she say? If she lied, her mother would know, not to mention her mother taught her not to lie. The heat rose behind her eyelids. “I’m not suspicious!” 

“Then what are you?”

“Please, mom! Let’s not discuss it!” She took her gym bag and ran out to the car.

Their house was not in sight. She felt trapped. She could hail a taxi, but she would have to face her mother. It was Saturday, so going to work would not work. “I need a life.” She grumbled, then slumped in her seat.

“Sorry, I upset you.” The front door had opened on her mother’s side and she sat up, not staring at her mother. 

As her mother drove them home, she played a Steve Green CD.  Her mother was nothing like Julie. They loved the Lord but didn’t have a deep relationship with Him. Her mother never listened to praise music. Beth missed it. She could listen to it when she’s alone but when she was with her mother, she couldn’t. “I know what I’ll do,” she thought. “I’ll lock myself in my room and listen to Julie True.” She loved immersing herself in inspirational Christian music.

“I hope you don’t lock yourself in your room!” Her mom parked in front of the house and locked eyes with Beth. “You hear me?”

“What do you want me to do? Play bingo with you?” Her tone was sarcastic, but she didn’t care. Her mother embarrassed her enough. “Besides, I need to recharge in my room.” 

Gazing at her mother, she realized her mother didn’t have a life. Ann worked full-time as a physical therapist. She had to because when her father passed away, he didn’t have sufficient money for them to live on. They depended on a one-person income and her mother worked part -time as a receptionist while taking classes to become a physical therapist. Since his death, her life revolved around Beth. “We can play bingo later, if you want.” Her voice softened toward her mother.

Ann gave a warm smile. “That would be great. I’ll do some reading.”

“What book are you reading?”

Ann giggled. “Just a short book about a foreign woman who moved with her mother-in-law to another country. Yesterday, I read about the sin cycles of the Israelites.”

Beth understood her mother was reading the book of Ruth. It was Beth’s favorite book. “Enjoy the book.”

“Thanks, I will.”

“Don’t forget to pray.”

“I won’t.” She climbed out of the car and removed their gym bags out of the back. Carrying hers, she led her daughter to the house.

Beth closed the door behind her as her mother passed her room.  Despite the fiasco at the gym, she enjoyed spending the morning with her mother.  Beth worked from 9 a.m. to 6 p.m. while her mother worked two jobs. They rarely saw each other.

Why hasn’t she found a man to replace her father? Although not model perfect, her mother had a good figure. She wore her hair short because it would get in her way and it complemented her. Ann was a good catch for her father. She envied her mother. “I shouldn’t let myself go.” Thickness gathered in her throat. She walked to her mirror and stared at her 190-pound figure.

The leather-bound book on her nightstand caught her attention. Her mother had the right idea. “Should I worship or read?” The more she stared at the Bible, the more it invited her to partake of what was inside.

“Dear Lord, help me to see me as you see me.”  Her mom was right. She didn’t trust men. How could she have a relationship with a man if she had issues? “I need your help.”

She opened the Bible.
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Stan parked his car next to a white Toyota. Was the car hers? He couldn’t imagine Beth driving a Nissan. At the gym, her mother slid right into a red Nissan, but he didn’t see Beth climb in after her.

What drew her to him? A light? Perhaps she loved Jesus. Oh, he hoped so! He would pray for her while he waited in the car.

A worship song played on his radio, which was perfect to set the mood for prayer. He closed his eyes and prayed.

Time had gotten away. When he ended, the clock on his dashboard read twenty after twelve. He opened the door and jumped out as a heavyset woman walked toward the entrance. His heart did a number on him, but he reminded his heart they were friends. Besides the inner beauty, he didn’t know why he asked her to lunch with him, but here he was.

****
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STAN DIDN’T APPEAR anywhere. Did he say fifteen or fifty after? Was she early? She checked her watch as she waited in her car.  Was I supposed to wait for him inside?

The time she spent worshipping and praising God went longer than thirty minutes, but God was worthy of her time. Her mom reminded her to ask him if he knew Jesus. Of course, she would. She continued to worship Him as she drove to Wendy’s.

A white car raced past her. What was he in a hurry for? She got a glimpse of the driver having short brown hair. Was the driver him? Was he late? If so, she could relax. “I don’t know why I am doing this!” Of course, she knew why. Her mother encouraged her to give him a chance. She had seen her off, saying, “Enjoy your lunch with Stan.” She breathed easier when her mother didn’t say date.

The same white car sat in Wendy’s parking lot as she arrived. Coincidence? However, she waited, hoping if the car belonged to Stan, he would step out first. She watched. His head bowed down as if he was praying. A voice told her the man was Stan. She let out a squeal.

Here goes. She squeezed out of her car and walked toward the entrance.

“Beth?”

Her pulse quickened, and she shot a look toward the speaker. “Stan. Am I late?”

“No, we both are. Wow! You look wonderful after a workout.”

She was certain she blushed. “Uh...thanks, but I don’t feel wonderful.”

“Your cheeks are glowing.” He smiled. “Shall we?” He held the door open for her.

“Oh that?” She giggled. “I guess my time with Jesus does that.”

His eyes widened. “You know Jesus?”

“Do you?” His question promised hope. 

“Yes, ma’am, but not all my life.”

“Oh, well,” she said, following him inside, “I’ve known Him most of my life, but I strayed years ago.”

*** 
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HIS HEART WARMED. SHE is! He desired to know her here was his chance. “Where would you like to sit?”

Beth glanced around. “Not by a window.  Let me order my lunch since this isn’t a date.” She regarded him.

“Okay.”

She waited in line behind him. “So, when did you become a Christian?”

“Since I was fifteen.”

“And how old are you now?” She asked.

“I can help whoever is next,” a woman behind another register announced.

Stan walked over to the next line and ordered an Asian salad. Did Beth enjoy salads? He guessed, by looking at her, that she never ate healthy. He hoped he would be a good influence on her. He scratched his head, wondering why he would be interested in her.

Remember, you were once overweight. Just be the friend she needs.

“Yes, Lord.” After he paid for his lunch, he headed for a table toward the center of the room. He couldn’t wait to know Beth as friends. She stated she had an on-and-off relationship with Jesus. She piqued his interest and his pulse increased.

**** 
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SAVED BY THE BELL. Not that he wanted to keep his age from her, but she giggled. Stan was nice, but he wasn’t her type. She rubbed her head, thinking about her mother. Ann liked Stan. She had high hopes their friendship could lead to dating. She was in her early thirties and her mother was concerned Beth would never marry if she didn’t lose weight. The two of them talking at the gym excited her mother. It annoyed her.

Stan walked toward the dining area as she ordered a taco salad with a large diet Coke.  What if she didn’t lose weight? Would he still want her? Men would marry overweight women because the women usually wouldn’t divorce them. Was Stan that way? She scolded herself for thinking more than friendship.
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