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Tish: Big news!

The message flashed up at Misty Kaufman from the phone on her desk. She’d left it there so she wouldn’t be distracted as she did a read-through of her latest client’s project, but she had gotten up to hydrate and seen the text from her best friend.

The text had a time stamp from about twenty minutes ago and nothing else after. Had Tish been waiting for her to ask? 

Misty: Great! What is it?

Tish: I have to tell you in person.

Misty: Don’t leave me in suspense!

Tish: I won’t...on my way to the gym now. Can I stop by your place to tell you?

There was no shortage of gyms near Tish Douglass’ Upper West Side apartment and workplace, but she insisted on going to this huge, fancy downtown gym. It didn’t make sense to Misty, but she wasn’t about to question it, not when it sent her best friend into her neighborhood so often. She sent a reply—Any time you want—and took a sip from her water bottle, watching the level bob from ‘You are getting dewy...very dewy...’ to ‘The true halfway mark.’

Tish: Great. You’re gonna want to hear this, and I hope you’ll want to join me.

That was it. Misty’s concentration was officially shot. She’d needed something constructive to do with her afternoons now that kickball season was over, and this commission to design a set of smart-ass mugs to correspond to a local author’s holiday romance couldn’t have fit the bill better. It had become her practice to hold off on doodling anything until the second read-through, but ideas were already starting to dance in her head during the first read. Now, though, curiosity about Tish’s big announcement was temporarily clogging her creative juices.

Misty didn’t have to dwell on it for long. The buzzer sounded less than ten minutes later, and she rushed to answer it before a jet-lagged roommate could get bent out of shape. She waited by the door and opened it to find Tish standing there with her curls pulled back and a burnt orange tank top that matched her patterned leggings. The color always made her skin glow, and her big brown eyes had an extra sparkle today. 

“I got an email from Coach Brynn,” she said as they headed to Misty’s room at the back of the apartment.

“Okay.” That couldn’t have been the big news. Tish and her college track coach had been on good terms for all four years, and they were still on each other’s holiday card lists.

“She got an email from World Winter Games officials saying they’re going to introduce a four-woman bobsled event at this coming event.”

Misty was intrigued, if a little confused about where this conversation was going. “Is she going to be a part of it?”

“Sort of. They reached out to her to help with recruitment. Most of the current two-woman and monobob athletes have track backgrounds, and she thought of me because of that.”

“That’s awesome!”

“That’s what I thought.” Tish paused before looking Misty full in the face. “She also said to spread the word if I knew of anyone else who’d be a good fit. I’ve sent some messages to former teammates, but there was one friend I wanted to ask in person.”

“Me?” Not the most original response, but it was all Misty could come up with. It was like she’d fallen into a parallel universe where their positions had flipped. Throughout school, Misty had been the one who’d suggested running the Disney Princess 5K, pranking the boys’ team, and other fun ideas. Tish, on the other hand, had always had her eye on beating her times in the next event and staying hyper-focused on training. 

“You, the one who can keep up with me on all my runs. You, who just led her kickball team to victory between running and kicking—that takes speed and lower-body strength, and that’s what you need for this.”

“Me who spent that ski trip alternating between the lodge and the hot tub,” Misty reminded her. She’d tagged along on the trip for the camaraderie but hadn’t been able to get behind the idea of going out in the cold for fun. Despite the heat of this day, the very thought of being out on an icy track made her want to grab a blanket or run a hot bath.

Tish paused. “I really did forget about that. All I thought was that you’re more than good enough for this and that you’re my best friend. We’ve known each other forever, done so much in that time, and how amazing would it be for us to go to the World Winter Games together?”

Misty softened at Tish’s words and the picture they painted. “What would I have to do?”

Tish pulled the desk chair up to the armchair, then found the email from her coach. “We’ll have to submit a video. The ones with the best times and results for these exercises will be chosen for this combine upstate where we get to drive a bobsled, do the workouts, and see how well everyone works together. They’ll choose the team from there.”

Misty looked over the list of requirements. She fell within the height and weight parameters...she could get the recommendations easily enough...the speed requirement looked easy enough...but what was this? She’d never even attempted a vertical jump in her life. Not to mention the heaviest thing she lifted was her grocery bags on the walk home, and she put them down at every red light.

She looked up. “I don’t know if I can do some of these.”

“You don’t know if you can now,” Tish corrected her in the same tone her Olympic medalist dad had used on her growing up. “If you’re not sure, there’s time to get a personal trainer.”

“Is your dad taking on any others?” Misty asked. Tish’s father had been training her practically since she’d learned how to walk, and it showed in Tish’s record-breaking times.

“No, but there’s no shortage of trainers at my gym. Some of whom are kind of hot, I might add.” Here Tish went again, the sales pitch Misty had been hearing for years. 

“I have a gym in my building and yours costs a fortune.”

“You have a windowless prison with a treadmill and a single rack of weights,” Tish countered. “This place is so much nicer, so much bigger, and it costs that much because there’s so much to do and so many people who can help you do it. And because they have hot tubs, saunas, and fancy bath and hair products in the locker room.”

Misty had no choice but to concede. “Nice.” 

“Not to mention, if you tell them I referred you, we both get a credit for a massage.”

Misty thought it over. “A tempting offer.”

Tish took out her phone and scrolled through her emails. “And today’s the last day of a promo where you can sign up without an initiation fee.”

Tish’s gym was still ridiculously expensive, but no initiation fee was one big problem sorted. “Well, I’m dressed for it” — Misty gestured to her leggings and kickball team t-shirt — “and I was wondering what to do now that kickball season’s over...”

The two women walked past the partitioned living room, into the hall for the elevator, and then the few blocks to the gym. The space was the size of two or three floors in Misty’s apartment building and flooded with light, and she had to admit this was nicer than her building’s amenity space.

At the front desk, Tish scanned her phone. A guy with heavily teased brown hair and a t-shirt with the gym’s logo smiled at her. “Welcome back, Tish.”

“Hi, Kurt.” Tish beamed at him.

He peered at Misty. “You here on a guest pass?”

“Actually, I’d like to join.”

“Great! You’ll need to fill this out.” He handed her a tablet with the application.

While Misty typed in her information, Tish was all but bouncing on her toes in anticipation of her workout or the thought of them training for the World Winter Games. Either way, it was obvious that she had energy to burn. 

“Go on. I’ve got this,” Misty urged her.

“Yeah, you do.” Tish gave her an encouraging look and a squeeze to her shoulder before disappearing into the gym. 

As Misty completed the form, she made sure to mention who’d referred her. At the bottom, she clicked a box requesting a personal trainer.

Kurt looked over the tablet. “I see you checked ‘Specific Goal’ for why you joined the gym. Can you tell me more about what that is so I can assign you the right personal trainer? I should warn you that we don’t have a ton of availability right now.”

“That’s fine, as long as I get someone,” Misty said. “I need to get in shape to try out for the first four-woman bobsled team at the World Winter Games.”

Instead of assigning her someone right away, the guy’s eyes widened, and a laugh flew out. He quickly clenched his lips and looked around. “No, wait, I’m sorry. Is this for a reality show? Am I on camera now?”

“No and no.” Misty clenched her jaw against a twinge of irritation. She was under no illusion that training for this would be easy, but she had hoped not to experience that until after she’d found a trainer.
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“Good job, Ty.” Spencer Whitford looked at the app where he kept track of his clients’ progress. “That’s the most reps you’ve done this month.”

Ty eased the weights back onto the rack before accepting a towel and a fist bump from Spencer. “Thanks a lot, man.”

“Keep up the good work, and I’ll see you on Friday.”

“Sounds good.” Ty headed for the locker room, and Spencer went into the office to load the latest progress from the session into the computer. That took all of five minutes, and it would be an hour before his next client was due.

He looked around the room. The desks were set up in a way that wouldn’t look out of place in any office, but this couldn’t have been less like the insurance agency where he’d worked if the gym executives had tried. Instead of everyone being chained to their desks all day, trainers came in to log their clients’ progress on the nearest computer before going out again. He breathed much easier for it.

A familiar burst of laughter cut into his thoughts. Spencer looked around for the source, then followed the sounds to the front desk. Kurt was there in his usual gym t-shirt and basketball shorts. He was standing next to a woman with a long brown ponytail. She wore a bright green and yellow t-shirt, green leggings, and an expression of consternation. “What’s going on?” Spencer asked.

Kurt looked up. “Tell him what you told me.”

The woman sighed before turning to Spencer. She was tall enough that her blue-gray eyes nearly met his light brown. “Hi. I need to get in shape to try out for the first four-woman bobsled team at the World Winter Games.”

This gym had contestants in every athletic event ever held in New York (Spencer had lost count of the number of people he’d trained for the marathon), not to mention the world. And yet, this was a new one on him. Spencer struggled to keep his surprise off his face and to figure out what to say next.

“I see.” He concentrated on speaking in his most neutral tone and stole a glance at the tablet with the form she’d filled out. “Okay, Marisa—”

“Misty,” she corrected. “Everyone calls me Misty.”

“And I’m Spencer,” he replied.

Her lips were a shiny pink, and they stretched into a smile that lit up her entire face. “Like that weird gift shop?”

Like he hadn’t heard that a million times since adopting his middle name as his first, but Spencer would take minor annoyances over bad memories any day of the week. “Like my mom’s maiden name. Anyway, Misty, let’s step aside and go through your application.”

Misty followed him the few steps to the café area. It was starting to fill up at this time of day, but he grabbed a free table. She took the seat further in the sun, which brought out streaks of red in her dark hair, and set a clear pink water bottle with marked increments on the table. The gym sold similar bottles with times of day or measurements to encourage people to drink more, and hers did have standard measurements on one side. The other had messages like “Your body’s hydrated by now, but what about your brain?” and “If you’re not peeing constantly by now, you’re doing this wrong.” Would that help, or distract people too much to properly hydrate?

To distract himself from the absurdity of it, he asked, “Can you tell me more about what you want to do?”

She took a breath, unlocked her phone, and passed it to him. “To try out for the team, I have to qualify to go to this combine upstate. To do that, I have to be able to do all these exercises.”

He looked over the list. They all looked well within his wheelhouse to either teach someone to do or help hone their skills. “Where do you see your biggest weaknesses with this?”

She sat up a little straighter. “I don’t doubt I can pass the sprint tests, but the strength and calisthenic exercises might trip me up.”

“What are your current workouts like?”

“Now that kickball season’s over, not as structured as they were.”

Spencer felt his eyebrows rise. “I’m sorry, what season?”

“I spent this spring and part of the summer in a recreational kickball league,” she said, gesturing to her shirt. He glanced at it to read “Riverside Rockets” in a vintage font. Below, a rocket trailing sparks gave the illusion of soaring over the Manhattan skyline.

“We beat the Astoria Pizza Rats to take the championship for the fourth year in a row.” She was still talking and sounded proud. “That’s a new city record.”

“Congratulations.” It was the right thing to say, and all he could think of after hearing someone talk about kickball more seriously than when he was in middle school.

“Thanks. Anyway, we met three times a week for practice, and then there were games on Saturdays. But that ended about a month ago, and I’m still active—the occasional run with a friend, and sometimes, I go on the treadmill in my building if I need a break in the middle of the day.”

“But it sounds like you need more structure,” Spencer said. “Before we decide anything, let’s set you up for a complimentary fitness assessment.”

“Works for me. I’m a freelance designer, so my schedule is pretty flexible.”

Spencer nodded. That might be useful for her, but it might have been what was keeping her from a regular workout schedule. He could already feel his mind working as they arranged a time, and she forwarded him her fitness requirements for reference. 

“Is there anything I should do until then? I mean, I’m already here.”

He looked over the gym’s schedule. “If you’re especially worried about the calisthenics, there’s a Tris and Thighs class starting in fifteen minutes. That might let you do some of the exercises, and I see there’s still room. I can get your name down.”

“Sounds good.”

A few taps later, he looked up. “You’re set, but you’d better hurry to Studio A. Down the hall and to the right.”

“Thanks. See you soon.” She extended a hand with short nails painted dark red, and he shook it. Her skin was soft, but she had a good grip.

Something sparked in Spencer, and he rode the burst of energy to the back office. He looked over the list of exercises and the required results. He’d be able to test her on all these here, but how could he help her get ready for this? 

He opened his browser and started doing research. Most of the results involved men’s teams, but he couldn’t imagine the principles of the sport being too different between the sexes. Between the requirements Misty had sent and what he was seeing, a workout plan was starting to take shape.

An alert on his phone broke his concentration. It was almost time for his 5:00 PM session—how had the time between appointments all but vanished? He logged off and headed to the training floor. All the while, he could feel this new project for a new event buzzing at the back of his mind. He could also feel her at the back of his mind. 
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“I got an interesting notification from my gym app,” Tish said over the phone. “One hour-long massage credit.”

Misty smiled. “You’re welcome. I got my membership, and my first free training session is today.”

“Nice! Who’d you get?”

“Spencer. Do you know him?”

“Maybe. Remind me what he looks like?”

“About our age, brown hair, brown eyes, cut as anything.”

“That doesn’t exactly narrow it down,” Tish said. “I’ve probably seen him around even if I haven’t spoken to or worked with him, but you should be able to handle him.”

“Hope so.” After they hung up, Misty Googled ‘Spencer Whitford trainer’ so she could go into this knowing a little about the guy who’d be working with her. A small handful of results, including his Instagram page, popped up.

She followed the link to see a collection of motivational quotes, exercises of the day, and pairs of images showing the correct and incorrect forms for a bunch of moves. Not the most interesting page she’d ever come across, but it seemed to show that he knew what he was doing. It also showed well-toned arms, muscular legs, and an ass she could’ve bounced a quarter off of. She knew she wasn’t supposed to think about authority figures like that, but she couldn’t ignore it.

She put down her phone, rubbed her lucky rubber duck’s head, and got up to get dressed for the session. She’d noticed everyone else in the gym wearing neutral colors, making her stick out like the newbie she was. She wanted to fit in, yet she didn’t own anything that would let her blend with the rest of the crowd. Between the corporate swag and her own designs, it made sense to buy only performance leggings as opposed to the matching sets Tish seemed to live in on gym day. She looked through her drawer of workout gear for something at least a little subtler than yesterday’s outfit. All the while, she mused that if it got Spencer looking at her for reasons beyond the training session, that wouldn’t be so bad, either.

In the end, she decided on a black tank top, a pair of black leggings printed with cherries, and her favorite sneakers. She adjusted her ponytail after putting her tank top and sports bra on, made her way past the divided living room, and headed the few blocks to the gym.

Spencer was waiting for her at the front in a gym-branded t-shirt and gray shorts.

He led her to a table in the cafe. “A few things to go over before we start. Any health issues I should know about?”

“Nope.”

“Are you on any medications?”

“Does my IUD count?”

“Hormonal or just barrier?”

She thought back to the day she’d had that sucker inserted. “Had to be hormonal. I got it for medical purposes as much as contraceptive.”

He made a note on his tablet. “Are there any exercises you especially don’t like doing?”

“Does anyone like burpees?”

His lips quirked, but he didn’t smile. “I can’t promise that you won’t have to do them at your combine, but I can assure you I’ll keep them out of your program as much as I can.”

“Much appreciated.”

He nodded. “Some people appreciate hands-on assistance, like to correct a stance, but others don’t like to be touched when they’re working out. Where do you stand?”

“You can touch me.” Misty had no objections to adjustments like the one he’d cited, and her answer would have been the same if they’d met literally anywhere else.

“Okay. Before we start, I’d like to weigh you and get some measurements.”

She was momentarily confused. “That is literally the last reason I want training.”

He nodded. “I get that, but it’ll give me an idea of how much we should be starting with in the way of weights. You don’t have to look, and I won’t say anything out loud, if you don’t want.”

Misty appreciated the consideration and followed him to the back. “How tall are you?” he asked as he closed the door.

“Five foot nine and a half.”

“Thanks.” He entered that into a digital scale before pulling away. “Step right up.”

After that was done, he guided her past the studios to an area at the back of the gym. Half of it was populated by all types of machines, and the other half was devoted to weights. He led her past that to an empty area where the floor was marked with measurements. “Sprint from here to the orange cone on my signal,” he said.

Misty got in position and took off on his “Go!”

The cone at the 100-meter mark was in sight before she knew it, and she beamed back at Spencer. He smiled back. “I saw some jumps on the list of fitness requirements. Why don’t we check on that while we’re here? Go back, get a running start, and jump forward.”

Misty got a flashback to track as she followed his orders. The long jump had never been one of her events, and it looked like that hadn’t changed since college. Spencer didn’t comment but directed her to a strip by the wall and had her do a vertical jump. Having not done that before, she had no idea how she’d just performed. Spencer wasn’t jumping for joy, and yet he wasn’t grimacing or shaking his head. She decided to take the latter as a positive sign.

His glance moved from her to his tablet. “You’re fast, and that’s going to serve you well. But how fast are you going to be with a 600-pound sled? Let’s go to the weight area to get a better idea of that.”

He led her to one of the weight machines and had her sit down on a bench with what looked like a footrest. “We’ll start with leg presses. Have you ever used one of these?”

As soon as he said leg presses, something clicked in her memory. “Not since high school.”

“Let’s start with eighty-five pounds and see how you do,” he said, keying in the amount. “To refresh your memory, your legs are going to do all the work of pushing this forward. There’ll naturally be some core involvement, but if you feel like you’re putting too much of your back into it, let me know.”

“Okay.” Her feet met with resistance, and she pushed it out of her way. She wouldn’t have called it easy, and yet it didn’t seem overly onerous.

“Good,” Spencer said after five reps or so. “Maybe we can do a heavier weight next time.”

Misty smiled at that and at how she was doing so far. Maybe she’d underestimated herself and could actually do this.

“You’ll also need to get your upper body for this.” Spencer’s voice broke into her thoughts as she finished the set. “True, you’ll have three people helping you, but I understand you’ll be doing some of the work of carrying or pushing the sled.”

He moved to an area with free weights. “Lift this to your chest like so.” As he spoke, he stepped to a wider stance, picked up a 24-pound kettlebell, and hoisted it up to his chest.

He looked like he wasn’t doing anything more strenuous than picking up a cat, but the muscles in his arms practically jumped out as he lifted the weight. Misty was struck by the look of that, not to mention that of his ass as he worked. It was even firmer in person.

“Your turn.” Misty stepped up. She shouldn’t be ogling her trainer, especially not as a distraction for this. She put her feet in the same stance and reached for the same kettlebell, but was struck by how heavy it was. She felt her whole body going into it to get it off the ground and knew she wouldn’t be able to raise it to her chest as gracefully as he had.

“Stop before you hurt yourself, try this, and engage your core.” He tapped his toe to an 18-pound kettlebell. That one came up easier, but she couldn’t decide whether to feel reassured that she’d managed this or worried that she wouldn’t be able to manage the test.

With each circuit of weights they tried next, Misty felt her confidence ebbing. Spencer’s expression looked slightly pinched, which did nothing to reassure her. How was she going to be able to do this?

“Everything we did today was good. It shows us both what we need to work on and what maybe we don’t need to spend as much time on. And before you go...” Spencer pulled his phone out of his pocket. “I have your number from your membership, but I should give you mine in case you can’t make a session or you have questions.”

“Okay, thanks.” As her phone buzzed, it occurred to Misty that she needed to get out more or go back on the apps. What did it say if her new trainer’s number was the most recent one she’d gotten? A spring fling had ended when that TA at Hunter had gone home for the summer.

****
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After a sweaty, deflated-looking Misty left the gym, Spencer returned to the back offices to go over her assessment. They were definitely going to have to rebuild her upper body strength and get her lifting a lot more before she sent the video. Her lower body strength was impressive, but it couldn’t hurt to hone that to its sharpest point. Not to mention the challenge of making her more muscular, but not at the expense of the speed that was probably her greatest asset at this point. 

A tap on the side of his cubicle got his attention. Kurt had swapped out his gym shorts for khaki shorts and was standing there. “Got any more clients tonight?”

Spencer glanced at his calendar. “Nope. What’s up?”

“Some of us were going to grab a drink.”

“I’m in. Just give me a sec.” 

An hour later, the guys were in street clothes and at a bar down the block from the fitness center. The server had dropped off their beers, and they were swapping stories about their clients.

“Alan’s doing a lot better,” Spencer finished. “And then I had a fitness evaluation for the girl who’s trying out for the bobsled team.”

Kurt frowned. “Is that a real thing? I couldn’t believe it when she said that was why she needed a trainer.”

“It’s a new thing,” Spencer corrected him. “I did some research and saw that people have been trying to make four-woman teams happen for a while, but it’s taken this long. They tried to fob them off by making women’s monobob an event, but that’s not the same and doesn’t let as many athletes participate.”

“Cool, but I mean, are you really doing this? Don’t get me wrong, she’s hot and all, but—”

“But she’s a client, and off-limits.” Barry had made it through years as a drill sergeant unscathed, but a bad bout with COVID had left its mark on his vocal cords. It resulted in a medical discharge and led to him running the gym with military precision. While he physically couldn’t speak at the volume of a civilian anymore, his raspy voice and commanding tone still captured everyone’s attention.

Barry closed his eyes as he took a sip of his drink, and Kurt took advantage of the moment to mouth, “As long as you don’t get caught.”

The comment put an end to that part of the discussion, but couldn’t put it out of Spencer’s mind. He couldn’t deny that if he’d come across Misty anywhere else but at work, he would have made a move. For one thing, he’d always been partial to redheads. For another, he hadn’t seen much of her smile today, but that only made the memory of it all the more vivid. Not to mention being so close in height would make a lot of things easier.

Spencer’s phone lit up with a call from his dad, but he ignored it. He never felt like listening to a lecture on the difference between his dad’s life and his own, and that would kill the buzz that was just beginning.

Barry set his glass down and studied the group. “Kurt’s right, this is an unusual situation. But I’ve got to tell you, Spencer — if you can do this, you can do anything, and there’ll be no reason we can’t bump you up a tier.”

That had Spencer’s full attention. The gym had various tiers of personal trainers. People who didn’t want to spend too much or didn’t have overly lofty goals could hire someone at the bronze level, while those training for elite athletic events (rather like the World Winter Games) could pay more for silver, gold, or platinum-tier training. Not only did higher tiers command higher hourly rates, but the gym offered more generous benefits like dental and vision on top of regular healthcare, unlimited vacation days, three months more parental leave than usual, tuition reimbursement, and even a small student loan repayment for those who needed it.

“Shall we drink to that?” Spencer asked, lifting his glass.

Barry clinked his to it. “Let’s.”
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Chapter Two
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“Ow! What the fuck?”

The words flew out of her mouth before Misty could even shut off her alarm. Even though it was impossible that she could have put on a significant amount of muscle weight from one workout, her limbs still felt like they weighed a ton. She’d been too tired to care about this when she’d gone to bed last night, but it had clearly caught up to her now.

The blare of her alarm wasn’t helping. She hit snooze and lay back down, but her stomach muscles hurt so much that she couldn’t get into her preferred sleep position or stay there for long. She vaguely remembered Spencer saying there would be some core engagement during the exercises, but she hadn’t realized there would be so much of it! She couldn’t help moaning out loud.

“You okay in there?” one of her flight attendant roommates called from the living room. They’d divided it into a sleeping area, leaving only a couch and TV crammed into the remaining space. 

“Shut up,” someone else moaned, drawing out the last word. Sometimes the three flight attendants’ schedules aligned so that one person had the space all to herself, while other times they slept practically on top of each other. This seemed to be one of the latter.

“I’m fine.” Misty pushed herself up with every muscle protesting, took some Advil, and rubbed arnica gel from head to toe before climbing back into bed for the next hour or so. She’d start work once she felt like she could sit up and move her arms to do it.

By the time she met up with Spencer again the next day, most of the pain had disappeared in the wake of two hot showers and multiple layers of medicated lotion. Nevertheless, Misty chose a sports bra that zipped up the front, as sometimes forcing a sports bra over her head could be its own form of upper body workout. Her sample t-shirt, leggings, and sneakers came on more easily.

Spencer was waiting at the front desk again, dressed in his usual gym-branded gear without a drop of sweat staining any of it. His short brown hair looked artfully arranged, gold flecks stood out in his eyes, and he looked like he hadn’t missed an hour of sleep. How was any of this fair?

She didn’t get to ask about that because he spoke first. “How did you feel after the assessment?”

“Sore.” She could barely bring herself to meet his eyes. She’d always thought of herself as athletic because she’d been so active in school and continued to play a sport, but suddenly felt like a fraud for being defeated by such rudimentary exercises.

Spencer’s expression didn’t change. A sympathetic look might have been nice, but at least there was no judgment in his face either. “I’ll bet you are if you haven’t been using those muscles in those ways. But now that you’ve activated them, they’re not going to scream at you like that again going forward.”

He handed her a printout. “Speaking of which, to get in the shape you want to be in time to submit your video, I’m going to recommend that you do three days of cardio and three days of strength. You’ll get a day to rest, at which time you should really rest. I’d go so far as to suggest you do as many of your errands as possible before that day so you can stay home and get as much rest as possible. And that brings us to diet.”

“Diet? Am I going to have to stay at or below a certain weight?” She tried to remember if she’d seen anything like that on the combine requirements.

“No, the good thing about this sport and this plan is you can pretty much eat whatever you want. However, some foods are going to be more conducive to your goals and your health than others, so I can work out a plan for you based on that if you want.”

“Couldn’t hurt. I know Tish is on a performance diet.”

“Okay. Is there anything I should know about? Restrictions, allergies, anything you especially don’t like?”

She thought it over. “I didn’t get the gene for liking cilantro. That’s about it.”

He didn’t look amused. Was it because he had the pro-cilantro gene? “I can work with that and have something ready for you by tomorrow. In the meantime, let’s get to work. How does a cardio day sound?”

“I don’t know if I can move for it.” Her muscles twinged as if to concur.

Spencer’s expression didn’t change. “Getting your blood moving will help with the soreness, and you can take a hot shower or sauna after you’re done. Besides, it doesn’t sound like you’re going to get too many rest days at the combine. You might as well get used to pushing through the pain.”

That made more sense than she wanted to admit, and she followed him to an area with treadmills, StairMasters, bikes, and other machines she didn’t recognize. He sent her to a somewhat familiar elliptical. “How’s this?”

“That should do it.” She set her gym bag down by the machine and reached in for her e-reader.

Spencer frowned. “Whoa, what are you doing?”

She didn’t answer until she’d found the file she was looking for. “Multi-tasking. I have to read this book for work and thought I might as well treat this as a billable hour, half-hour, whatever.”

It would also help offset the crazy cost of this gym, but she didn’t say that out loud. Spencer’s expression tightened as if she had, though. “That’s not going to fly at the bobsled combine. When you’re doing any of these sessions, I want your head in the game. Those TVs are one thing” — he gestured to a wall of TVs with various ESPNs, a few news channels, and, for some reason, a legal procedural, all with captions running at the bottom — “but if you get too distracted by your own entertainment, you’re not going to be able to give it your all. And isn’t that what you want to do to go to this thing?”

Misty couldn’t argue with any of that, but that didn’t mean she had to like it. She pressed her lips together, feeling the slide of her Glossier lip balm, as Spencer punched in settings. “Are you ready?”

“Ready.” He pressed Start, and the machine went on under her. It started out easily, then intensified. Misty didn’t say anything else, but decided to channel her annoyance with Spencer for not letting her read, for being so bossy in general, into the set.

“Slow down.” His eyebrows knitted a little closer together in the only change to his expression. “It’s good that you’re ready to go, but you’ll burn out if you start too fast. The goal is a pace you can sustain.”

Misty clenched her teeth to keep from screaming, but a sound between a snarl and a moan still escaped. She reached for her water, hoping that would lend credence to the idea of thirst, and kept going at Spencer’s suggested pace. It started off a little slow for her, but then the elliptical got more demanding. By the end of the workout, she had her jaw clenched again, this time to keep from admitting he’d been right. 

“Good job.” Spencer didn’t seem ready to gloat, though. His expression didn’t change at all as he handed her a small towel. “I’ll give you your diet plan when we meet up for tomorrow’s workout.”

She’d been wiping the sweat off her face and nearly dropped the towel at his words. “Wait, we’re working out together again? I thought I’d come back on my own time and go through the exercises you gave me here,” she said, holding up the printout. At least she’d be able to read without being bitched at on her own time.

“And I thought some structure would help you with this. You said at our first meeting that your workouts were pretty irregular and that you were a freelancer with a flexible schedule. That’s great for now, but it’s my guess that things are going to be a little stricter at the combine. I want to get you as ready for this as possible in all ways. Does that work for you?”

“Depends. How much is this going to cost?” If today was any indication, working with a trainer felt too much like someone her age or younger treating her like a child. She didn’t feel like paying someone to do that.

He quoted his rate, and Misty inhaled sharply. “I can swing that...if I don’t get takeout, go out for coffee or drinks, or buy new clothes, shoes, or anything extra whatsoever for the next two months.” So much for getting new workout gear.

“For the next two months,” he repeated. “After our time’s up, you can go back to doing all those things with a successful World Winter Games tryout under your belt.”

The only thing keeping her from cancelling this arrangement was the thought of going to the Games with Tish. Her friend had looked so excited about the possibility, and she was intrigued by the thought of doing something no one else in the world had ever done, and that only a handful of people would get to do. “Then, to answer your question, it does work for me.”

“Good.”

On the walk home, Misty put her earbuds in and music on. If Spencer had put up this much of a fight about her reading a book and demanded so much of her attention for the workout, she bet his head would have exploded if she’d tried to put on a playlist. His instructions were well and good, and yet she couldn’t help wondering where the line between sexily stern and a bossy asshole was.

A block or so into her walk home, an incoming call interrupted the song. She glanced down at the screen and took it. “Hi, Mom.”

“Hi, honey!” Janice Kaufman’s voice rang out over the phone. “It’s been a while since we talked.”

“I know, it’s been busy with work for me. Not to mention, Tish and I are trying out for the World Winter Games, so I’ve been working out more.”

Her mother made a confused sound. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Tish’s track coach suggested she try out for the World Winter Games’ four-woman bobsled team—the first time they’re doing that event—and she suggested I try out too.”

“How are you going to train for that?”

“I signed up with a personal trainer to build strength and speed.”

“How’s that going?”

“Tell you later. Today was the first official day.”

“Well...” Misty could practically hear her mom struggling to say the right thing. “Good for you!”

That was exactly what Janice had said, and in the exact same tone, when Misty had come out as bisexual, launched her official freelance website, joined the kickball team, and done just about anything that would never have crossed her own mind to do. Misty could never decide whether it was meant to be praise or patronizing, and didn’t feel like going into it now.

“Thanks.” She took a breath. “If it all works out and I make the team...you told me that there was some money set aside for me. Can I use some of that to go to this?”

When Janice and Ed Kaufman had sold their Upper West Side apartment to follow their older daughter to Vermont, they’d found that it had nearly quadrupled in value since they’d bought it in the nineties. It had left them with enough money to buy a new house and set aside small nest eggs for Misty and Natalie.

And yet, Janice hesitated. “I meant that for when you get married or if you decide to have a baby and it doesn’t work out the way you hoped.” Indeed, Misty’s older sister and her wife had spent the past year or so going through IVF with help from their parents.

“Mom, I’m not even dating anyone.” Maybe now wasn’t the time to go into detail about her hot but strict trainer. “And I don’t need a big wedding or anything like that, but I have this incredible opportunity now.”

She could hear her mother hedging. “Let’s get you on the team first and see what happens.”

“Okay. Thanks. How’s Lisa and Natalie?” The IVF had finally taken for them a few months ago. Misty was happy for them, and not least because they offered a ready subject change.

“Well, your sister yelled at Lisa for heating up leftovers with cabbage, and that started a fight. But once it came out that it was making her morning sickness worse...” 

Misty let the story wash over her as she finished the walk home. Impressing her family hadn’t even factored into her decision to try out for the team, but it would be a nice perk.

****
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“Good start,” Spencer chirped after their next session, this one on the strength side. “Now that we’ve gotten your arms warmed up, let’s give some chin-ups a try.” He gestured to a bar off to the side.

Misty pulled a face. “Have I died and gone back to early elementary school? This feels right out of that stupid fitness test.”

He knew exactly what she was talking about. “Think about it this way. That taught you something you actually need in your day-to-day life now. Can you say that about some of the things you learned in calculus?”

A sound that could have been a laugh or a grunt slipped out of her. Either way, he felt oddly gratified. “Come on. Show me what you can do.”

Misty approached the bar with a wary expression. Spencer slid a block over, and she climbed on it so she could grab the bar. “Ready?”

When she nodded, he nudged it away. He saw the muscles in her arms, shoulders, and neck straining. It was like she thought if she tilted her head back far enough, she’d get it over the bar. Too bad that wasn’t how any of this worked.

“Switch up your grip and pull from your upper back.”

She flipped one hand over at a time before trying again. It brought her chin a little closer to the bar, but she wasn’t quite there yet. “It’s okay. We’ll try again when your upper body’s stronger. But for now, I have something for you.”

He reached into his pocket and handed her a folded sheet of paper. “Your diet plan. I can also email it to you if that’d be easier.”

“Thanks. It might.” Her eyes widened as she looked over the list of meals, snacks, drinks, and the best times of day to have them. “Wow, that’s a lot of food.”
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