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    To my sweet girl Izzie. Part of this story was inspired by you and I miss you so much.
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​Chapter One: 
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The time ticked down until midnight was only seconds away. I held my little flute of champagne and watched the television as celebration continued in Times Square. The ball had dropped nearly an hour ago, but now it was Chicago’s turn to bring in the New Year. Liora and Penelope stood in each other’s arms. Liora had her dirty blonde locks twisted in twin braids on either side of her head. She wore a pair of black leggings and a red sweater which had been a gift from her mother. Penelope wore her hair up in a bun and dressed the nicest of all of us in a sparkling gold dress. Toonie was passed out on one of the gray couches. She was barely old enough to make it to ten o’clock, but it was super cute. Amita sat in front of the TV. Her hair was tugged back in a pink hijab that matched her sweater and leggings. She held sparkling grape juice in her hand because she didn’t drink. I almost chose the grape juice as well. I wasn’t much of a drinker, but I liked the fizziness of the champagne. I supposed I would have gotten the same fizziness from the grape juice, but it didn’t matter now. 

Three, two, one! 

Everyone cheered. Quietly enough that they didn’t wake Toonie. Liora and Penelope kissed and I raised my glass to Amita. We all took a sip of our drinks and listened to the fireworks going off in the city. The large windows in the living room showed us some of the show going on, on the street, but I mostly paid attention to the television. Part of me felt kind of lonely at that moment. I had my friends, but where was my midnight kiss? Did I even want a midnight kiss? I had never really dated anyone, but something about Liora and Penelope wrapped up in each other caused a stir of what I could only call jealousy. 

It was a confusing feeling. I was never jealous of them before. Maybe I was just tired. It was late. Later than I usually stay up. I downed the rest of my champagne and set the flute on the counter. 

“Well, I think I should get home,” Amita said. “I don’t want to sleep on your other couch.” She laughed. 

“That’s fair.” I smiled and led her to the door. I kept my hands to myself because she wasn’t supposed to have men touch her. 

When we reached the door, I swung it open for her. “I’ll see you later.” 

“Yep!” She beamed as she turned to leave. 

I closed the door and looked at Liora and Penelope. They were still kissing, slowly and sweetly. I scrunched up my nose. Maybe I didn’t want that. 

“Are you staying the night, Penelope?” I asked. 

She pulled away from Liora. “Yeah. I can’t bring myself to wake Toonie.” She glanced over at her snoring daughter. “She never sleeps that peacefully.” 

“You wanna say hi to J.J before she goes to bed?” Liora raised up her phone and wiggled it. 

I perked up at the mention of J.J. She was the beautiful best friend of Liora, but she lived miles away. I got excited every time I got to talk to J.J. She was not only beautiful, but fun and funny and amazing. Ms. Janelle “J.J” Jordan. I could have swooned. But I kept myself together as much as I could and nodded to Liora. She pulled J.J’s name up on her phone and called her through FaceTime. 

I walked closer, smiling wide as her bright face appeared on Liora’s phone. Wherever she was, it was kind of dark and the sound around her muffled, but I could see her rich brown skin and her equally dark eyes. Stunning. “Hi, everyone!” She exclaimed. 

“Hi, J.J!” 

“Chuck!” 

“Happy New Year!” 

She giggled. Her springy curls fell into her face and she carefully moved them out of the way. “Happy New Year to you too.” 

“Did you watch the ball drop?” 

“Yep!” 

“Us too.” 

“I figured you were about to go to bed,” Liora interjected. “Unless you’re at the bar tonight.” 

“I’m hiding in the back. I’m surprised you can’t hear all the noise.” J.J laughed. “We’re going until two in the morning.” She rolled her eyes. “But at least I don’t have class tomorrow.” 

“How are classes?” I asked as I pushed my glasses up the bridge of my nose.

“Good. You should text me more, ya know?” J.J seemed to slide that comment in without much of a thought. 

I tried not to blush as I nodded. “Of course. I don’t have your number, though.” 

Liora rolled her eyes. “How have you not asked for her number? I’ve been living here for months.” 

I rubbed the back of my neck. “I don’t know.” 

“Liora give him my number. I have to get back to the bar.” 

“Bye, J.J!” I waved. 

The screen went dark and I let out a soft breath. Liora shoved me in the arm.

“You should have asked.” 

“I know,” I mumbled, rubbing my arm gently. 

“I know you like her.” 

“I don’t!” I said it like a child. 

She laughed. No, it was more like a cackle. Evil. 

I pouted and she only laughed more. “You do like her. Just admit it.” 

I crossed my arms in front of my chest. “J.J is my friend.” 

She shook her head. “Okay, Charles.” 

I frowned. Not many people called me Charles. Mostly when I was in trouble. I wasn’t in trouble now, but she used it anyway. Probably more teasing. I huffed and walked toward my bedroom. I had had enough of this silliness. I liked J.J, of course, but not in the way that Liora was talking about. She was a good friend. I just didn’t talk to her as much as I wanted to. That was going to change. 

“Goodnight, Chuck,” Penelope said, but I could hear the laughter in her voice. 

I kept walking. “Goodnight.” 

I disappeared into my room and closed the door. I let out a soft sigh and looked at my messy room. Liora cleaned the apartment, but she skipped my room at my request. I kicked at a pile of t-shirts and sighed again. I was confused by the teasing. Why did it matter if I liked J.J or not. I didn’t, but that wasn’t the point. Those girls were being mean. I shook away my thoughts and changed into my pajamas. I tugged on flannel pants and left my torso bare. I climbed into bed and buried my face in my pillow. I forgot about my metal frame glasses and realized I didn’t want to squish them. I pulled them off and set them on my bedside table. I relaxed enough to fall asleep rather quickly. I had dreams about J.J. Beautiful J.J. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter Two: 

[image: ]




I peeked an eye open and groaned. I didn’t want to get out of bed yet. I looked over to the clock on my bedside table. It was barely seven in the morning. Not enough time had gone by since I went to bed a little after midnight. Normally, I got up much earlier to open the gym that I owned. People across the city wanted to be in there by six in the morning to start their early workouts. It was a horrible time to be awake, so sometimes I let Connie open up the gym for me. That morning I wasn’t opening and neither was Connie. She deserved to sleep in on the first day of the New Year. 

“Chuck?” I heard Toonie’s voice on the other side of my door. 

I cleared my throat. “Yeah?” 

“Do you have anything to eat?” 

Her mother and Liora must have still been asleep. I was sure no one could sleep past sunrise in my living room with the massive windows letting in all kinds of light. I climbed out of bed and grabbed a t-shirt off the floor. I wasn’t sure if it was clean or not, but it didn’t matter in that moment. I tugged the shirt on, put my glasses back on, and opened my door. 

Toonie looked up at me in her little pink dress. Her pigtails were skewed and messy, but she didn’t seem bothered. She was hungry and that was all that was important. I wasn’t much of a cook. Liora did most of the cooking or we ordered takeout. I was pretty sure we had cereal, though. I grabbed my phone off the bedside table and put it in my pocket.

I patted her on top of the head. “Let’s see what we can find.” 

After a few moments digging around in the cupboards of the small kitchen, I found some Lucky Charms and oat milk. I asked her if she cared about regular milk versus oat milk and she didn’t seem to know the difference. I decided not to argue and poured the eight-year-old a bowl of cereal. She sat at the breakfast bar and happily ate. I let out a soft breath. It was tough taking care of kids. 

As Toonie was eating, her mother came out of the other bedroom. She wore one of Liora’s Fall Out Boy t-shirts and a pair of boyshort panties. I blushed and looked away from her. I stared down at the counter as she walked into the kitchen. I lived with a woman, but she didn’t wander around in her underwear. For a ballerina, Liora was pretty much a tomboy. She didn’t wear lacy things and I was happy that Penelope wasn’t either. That would have been worse. I was sure my cheeks were as red as my hair and it only embarrassed me more. 

“Don’t look so flustered,” Penelope said. 

“You’re not wearing pants,” I mumbled. 

She stopped in front of the coffee maker. “Would you like me to put some pants on before I make coffee?” 

“Yes, please.” 

She laughed and turned back toward the bedroom. Penelope was a beautiful woman, but I didn’t want to see her in her underwear. I didn’t want to see anyone in their underwear, ever. I didn’t even like going into the locker room at the gym. 

Toonie looked up at me with cheeks full of cereal. “She does that at home too,” she said or tried to with all that cereal in her mouth. 

I smiled. “Well, at least she’s comfortable enough here to do that I guess.” People were hard to understand sometimes, but I tried. I understood the gym, working out, and video games. Anything else just confused me. 

Penelope came back wearing some of Liora’s sweatpants. I knew they were hers because they were kind of stained and ratty. 

“Better?” Penelope asked. 

“Yep.”

She went back to the coffee maker and started to make a pot for everyone. She made the best coffee out of the three of us. Four if you included Amita. Amita made coffee that tasted like dirty water, but she didn’t drink much caffeine. She usually only drank it when she was fasting during the holidays. 

I sniffed the air as the coffee started to brew. “Ah. Smells good.” 

“Always,” Penelope sat down next to Toonie. “Are you eating cereal?” She asked. 

Toonie slurped up her milk. “I was.”  

“It was the only kid friendly thing we had.” I shrugged. 

“That’s okay. I just don’t like her to have too much sugar in the morning. It causes her to crash earlier in the day.” 

“Oh. I can uh get some Raisin Bran to keep around the apartment.” 

“Ew.” Toonie stuck out her tongue. 

I chuckled. “I’ll have Liora find something the next time she goes to the store.” 

“Granola bars would be good,” Penelope said. 

“Gotcha.” 

“Are you going to the gym today?” 

“No. I gave everyone the day off.” 

“That was nice of you.” 

“We’re about to get really busy. You know the New Year. Everyone makes resolutions to lose weight and all that stuff.” I rubbed the back of my neck. 

“Makes sense.” The coffee maker dinged and Penelope perked up. “There we go.” She grabbed two mugs, one for me, one for her, and poured us some coffee. 

She slid me my mug and I added two spoonfuls of sugar to it. I stirred and lifted the mug to my lips. It was extremely hot, but I didn’t care. I took a sip and breathed out a happy sigh. “Good stuff.” 

“Thanks.” 

“What are you three doing today?” I asked as I sipped at my coffee. 

“We’re spending the day at my apartment. Not doing too much.” She shrugged. 

“Should be a relaxing day.” 

“Yep.” 

It got quiet between us. Toonie got off her seat and went to the sink to rinse out her bowl and leave it there to be washed later. Liora came out of the bedroom in her own t-shirt and shorts. She stretched and walked toward us. She reached for her favorite mug and poured herself a cup of coffee. 

“You’re slow.” Penelope poked her in the side. 

“You kept me up late.” 

I scrunched up my nose again, but didn’t say anything as I drank my coffee. It didn’t take me very long to finish off my cup. I rinsed it off and left it in the sink as well. 

“I think I’m going to shower. I’ll see you guys later.” 

“Wait.” 

I turned to Liora. “What?” 

“Give me your phone so I can put J.J’s number in there.” She waggled her eyebrows at me. 

I frowned, but dug my phone out of my pajama pants pocket and handed it to her. She typed away on my phone and handed it back. 

“There. Now you have no excuse. Text her later.” 

“Okay, I will.” 

“Good.” 

**
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I TOOK MY SHOWER AND scrubbed down. The water was hot and filled the room with steam. The feeling of the water running down my body almost made me shiver. It felt so nice and soothing against my sore muscles. I lathered up my shower scrunchie and started to scrub my body from shoulders to toes. 

My favorite body wash was a lavender scented soap. It was technically for women, but I didn’t see why I couldn’t smell like flowers too. I washed my hair with a tea tree scented shampoo and conditioner. On one of J.J’s visits she suggested it. The tea tree made my head tingle and it smelled amazing. It also made my hair nice and soft. I liked it. 

When I got out of the shower, I dried and dressed in a pair of clean sweatpants and a gray t-shirt. Since it was my day off I decided to play video games. My favorite shows were in their off season again so I had nothing to watch. I supposed I could have found something new to watch, but I just didn’t feel like it. 

The console that held the television was long and skinny. When the TV was put away it held it inside, but there was enough room for my video game machines. And I had a lot of them. The TV was still out from the previous night. Actually there were a lot of things out from the previous night including cups and bottles. I decided to deal with it later. It was technically Liora’s job to clean, but I could help once in a while. 

I turned on one of my favorite games from my childhood. It involved a little purple dragon and a dragonfly buddy. I had the remastered version and it was so much fun to play. I was on the second game out of the trilogy. I didn’t have much time these days to play video games, but when I did, I spent a couple hours playing at least. I didn’t play games for the strategy or the puzzles, I wanted to have fun, and puzzles made my brain hurt.

About an hour went by and I glanced at my phone, sitting on the coffee table. I frowned. I was supposed to text J.J. But it was still early in the morning. About nine. She was probably still asleep. I didn’t want to bother her, especially if she was up until the wee hours of the morning. I made a mental note to text her after lunch. 

Another couple hours went by and I could feel my stomach grumbling. I never ate breakfast and had been surviving off of a single cup of coffee. I saved and quit my game before wandering into the kitchen. I ended up with a bowl of cereal. I didn’t feel like turning on the oven for a frozen pizza or pulling out the mini blender for a protein shake. So cereal it was. I went with Lucky Charms as well. There was something nostalgic about it. After I rinsed my bowl and sat back down in the living room, I picked up my phone. 

Chuck: Hi J.J!

I bit my lip as I waited for a response. 

J.J: Hi Chuck 😀

My heart stuttered in my chest a little. I was so excited to see a text back from her. 

Chuck: I didn’t wake you did I?

J.J: No! I was just getting something to eat. 

Chuck: Oh me too! What didja eat?

J.J: Poptarts you? 

Chuck: Cereal 😁

We talked back and forth for a bit. Nothing too exciting, just talking about our mornings, but something about it made me so happy. My chest was warm and my fingers tingled with every letter I punched in my phone. 
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I shivered as I stood outside of Dumbbell Central. My fingers were gloved but icy. I fumbled with the keys in the dark as I tried to unlock the building. It was nearly five in the morning and the streets were deserted. If I didn’t love Chicago so much, I would move somewhere warmer, but there was something about the Midwest that I couldn’t get anywhere else. The people here were nicer for one. I had been to places like New York and Florida for fitness conventions and they weren’t as nice. They were downright grumpy in fact. 

I got the door unlocked and pushed my way inside. I flicked on the lights. The rooms flooded with fluorescent light. I turned up the heat a little, but for the most part I kept it pretty neutral in the gym because people were working up a sweat. My glasses started to fog up from going from cold to warm. I sighed and waited to be able to see again. I heard the door swing open and felt the rush of cold air. I shivered again even though I still had my puffy jacket on. I turned and saw through foggy glasses Connie walking through the door. 

“Hi, Connie.” 

She tugged her big black jacket around her tighter as the door closed behind her. “Hi.” Her tanned nose was red from the cold. 

She wore her hair in her usual twin braids and she had a pair of earmuffs over her ears. They were black like her jacket and fuzzy. She also wore a pair of thick leather gloves. She stood there for a moment and I tilted my head, wondering what she was doing. She looked up at me and carefully unzipped her jacket. 

“It’s too cold to be alive,” she mumbled. 

She peeled her jacket off and underneath she wore a pair of jeans and a blouse. The blouse was flowy and red. A really pretty shirt for sure. She tugged off her earmuffs and her gloves. I started to tug off my own winter wear. I decided to leave my red beanie because my ears were still cold, but under my jacket I had a gray t-shirt and black sweats. My sneakers were my favorite shade of blue. Navy. They were expensive runners, but I wore them to the gym because they had good grip. 

I watched Connie wander toward her office and decided to follow. My office was right next to hers. I didn’t use it very often because most of the time I was on the floor with the gym members. I wasn’t a big numbers person. That’s what Connie was for. She was good at math and keeping track of the bills for the gym. I pretty much signed checks and gave her my debit card to pay for things. 

Most people don’t think I was very smart and to be honest I’m really not, but I was smart enough to hire someone to help me run my gym. 

I walked past Connie as she hung up her jacket on the coat rack in her office and walked into mine. My office was small. One desk, a computer, and printer. There was a chair across from my desk as well as behind it. It was big and squishy while my chair was a small wheeled thing that I had fun with on the hard floor. I hung up my own jacket on the back of the door where I had a single hook. 

I looked at my desk and the papers Connie left for me a couple days ago. I decided to look at them later. I walked back to the front of the gym. The receptionist hadn’t shown up yet, but she would be there soon, I was sure. Izzie. She sat there and chewed her bubble gum and looked at her phone, but she did her job well enough I was fine with her staying. 

The gym was filled with equipment and one of the walls was covered with mirrors. In the back hung a few punching bags. That’s where Broderick usually hung out. He taught boxing classes on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Liora took one-on-one lessons because she didn’t like being in a big class, but Broderick never complained. 

As I was looking over the machines and making sure everything was cleaned and ready to go, Izzie walked in the door. She held a large cup of coffee in a gloved hand and her phone in the other. Her blonde hair was tied back in a tall ponytail. Her ears were uncovered and red from the cold. I wondered what she was thinking, leaving her ears open to the cold, but it wasn’t any of my business. Izzie sat down at the receptionist desk and powered on her computer. I hoped she was ready for a busy day signing people up for gym memberships. 

It didn’t take long before Broderick showed up followed by the early morning crowd. Crowd was probably a mild exaggeration. There were about three people in the gym working out on the treadmills and the weights. My gym was small but it had a loyal following. The people who had memberships showed up everyday at about the same time and worked out for sometimes hours at a time. I didn’t have to wonder how someone could have so much energy because there were days when all I wanted to do was workout for hours. I kept my body lean and somewhat muscular. I didn’t want to be too buff. I didn’t like the way it felt or looked. Broderick was definitely more muscular than me, but I kept my abs tight and my body strong. 

“When is your first class of the day?” I asked Broderick as he worked out at the punching bags. 

“Eight,” he said and swung his fist into the hard plastic. 

“Any newcomers?”

“A couple.” 

“Good.”

I was happy the boxing lessons were going well. They were an experiment because we had extra rooms in the back that could be used, but I hadn’t been sure what to use them for. Broderick was doing a good job of keeping the classes going and bringing in new people. I had only been running this gym for a couple of years and I was happy it was as successful as it was. There was always a chance that I failed when I went forward on this endeavor. 
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“There’s a phone call for you in your office,” Connie said from a few feet away. 

I lifted the weight up off my chest and back into its holding slot. I wiped sweat off my face and pushed myself off the bench. 

“What’s it about?” I asked as I neared her. 

“Not sure. They said it was ‘of utmost importance’ though.” 

I frowned. I didn’t usually get phone calls like that. I walked past Connie and toward my office. I sat down at my desk and saw the blinking light of a waiting phone call on my desk phone. I picked it up and hesitated, trying to remember which button to push. It took me a moment, but I remembered. I hit the button and cleared my throat. 

“Hello, this is Chuck Dearing.” 

“Chuck,” a cheerful and deep voice said. “This is Alexander Williams.” 

I hesitated again, wondering if I was supposed to know who that was. “How can I help you?” I finally asked. 

“I have a proposition for you.” 

“Okay...” I wasn’t sure I liked where this conversation was going. 

“I am the owner of a very popular franchise of gyms, I’m sure you’ve heard of them, Elite Edge Gym.” 

My stomach sank. I had heard of them. There was one in practically every city. “And how can I help you?” I asked again. 

“Your gym, Dumbbell Central, happens to have an amazing location and as I’m sure you’re aware, a decent following. I would like to buy your gym from you and turn it into an Elite Edge Gym.” 

The anxiety in my stomach tightened into anger. I didn’t want to sell my gym. It was my gym. I worked hard at keeping it running and I liked the people who came in every day. I would be sad without them in my life. There was no way I was selling my life’s work to this Mr. Williams. 

“No, thank you,” I said firmly. 

“You haven’t even heard my offer, young man.” 

“I don’t really care. I like my gym and I don’t want to sell.” I decided that was enough and I hung up the phone. 

I didn’t consider myself a rude person, but I didn’t want to deal with him anymore. I wanted to go back to working out and running my gym. I looked up and saw Connie standing there. She looked worried. Her brows were furrowed and she frowned deeply. I returned her frown as I stood up. 
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