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The glass doors gleamed under the morning sun. I stopped three feet from them, stomach churning.

Stupid. This was so stupid.

Through those pristine panels, I could see chrome equipment that probably cost more than my car. Women moved between machines with the kind of grace that came from bodies that actually cooperated. Tight tanks showed off flat stomachs. Sports bras revealed toned arms and backs without an ounce of extra flesh.

I tugged my baggy t-shirt lower over my hips.

My membership confirmation email had included photos of the facility. Marble floors. A juice bar serving twenty-dollar smoothies. "Luxury wellness experience," the website promised. I'd clicked "purchase" at two in the morning after three glasses of wine and a particularly brutal day of avoiding mirrors.

Now, standing here in my discount athletic wear while women who belonged on magazine covers moved inside, that wine-soaked confidence had evaporated.

Turn around. Go home. Cancel the membership. Eat the fee.

A blonde in head-to-toe Lululemon walked past me into the building. Her ponytail swung. Her calves flexed. She probably weighed a hundred and ten pounds soaking wet.

My sports bra dug into my shoulders. The band cut across my ribcage. Getting dressed this morning had required wrestling GG-cup breasts into industrial-strength fabric that felt like a straightjacket. My regular bras needed reinforced straps and three hooks. Finding sports bras meant ordering online from specialty retailers and praying they'd actually contain everything.

The blonde disappeared into the lobby.

I checked my phone. Two minutes until my appointment.

Just go in. You paid for this. Stop being pathetic.

I shoved through the door before I could chicken out.

The lobby hit me like walking into a spa. Cool air carried the scent of eucalyptus. Soft music played from hidden speakers. The marble floor reflected overhead chandeliers that probably cost more than my annual salary. To my left, the juice bar displayed fresh fruits in artful arrangements. Acai bowls. Protein smoothies. Pressed juices in shades of green I didn't know existed.

Everything gleamed. Everything sparkled. Everything screamed money.

I shuffled toward the reception desk, hyperaware of my sneakers squeaking on marble.

Three women sat in the waiting area. Designer leggings. Matching tank tops. Hair perfect even though they'd supposedly come here to work out. They sipped from metal water bottles with motivational phrases etched on the sides. "Stronger than yesterday." "Beast mode activated."

One of them glanced at me. Her gaze traveled from my clearance-rack shoes to my oversized shirt, lingered there, then dismissed me.

Heat crawled up my neck.

The receptionist smiled with teeth so white they could've been in a commercial. "Welcome to Iron Paradise! Do you have an appointment?"

"Maya Rodriguez. Nine o'clock with..." I checked my phone, "Samantha Cross?"

"Perfect! Sammy's been looking forward to meeting you." The receptionist's manicure clicked across her keyboard. "She'll be right out. Make yourself comfortable."

I perched on the edge of a leather chair that probably cost more than my couch. The women across from me had gone back to their conversation about some cleanse involving charcoal and lemon water. One of them pulled out her phone to show the others her progress photos. Visible abs. Hip bones. The gap between her thighs.

I crossed my arms over my chest.

The sports bra had everything locked down, but that just made my breasts look like one solid shelf jutting from my ribcage. The t-shirt hid it, mostly, but I knew what was underneath. Forty-two inches around my bust. Thirty-one around my underbust. Measurements that meant ordering bras from the UK and hoping they'd fit.

A woman walked by in just a sports bra and bike shorts. Her stomach was flat. Her sports bra showed off a toned back with visible muscle definition. She carried her body like she'd earned it.

I wanted to sink into the expensive leather and disappear.

Why did I come here? What made me think I could do this?

My phone showed 9:02. Maybe Samantha would be late. Maybe I could sneak out before she even showed up. Send an email later. Something came up. Family emergency. Burst pipe. Alien invasion.

Footsteps clicked across the marble. Quick, confident strikes.

"You must be Maya!"

I looked up.

Oh.

Oh no.

The woman walking toward me had to be six feet tall. Maybe more in the athletic shoes that somehow looked stylish instead of clunky. Blonde hair pulled back in a perfect ponytail without a single flyaway. Sports bra and leggings that might as well have been painted on, showing off the kind of body that made people stop and stare. Curves, yes, but earned curves. Muscle definition in her arms and shoulders. Abs visible through the compression fabric. Thighs that looked powerful instead of just thin.

She was stunning.

She was perfect.

She was going to take one look at me and wonder what the hell I was doing here.

"I'm so excited to meet you!" Samantha's smile could've powered the building. "This is going to be so much fun!"

I stood up, immediately feeling shorter and wider and wrong. "Hi. I'm Maya. Obviously. Since you just... said that."

Smooth.

"Oh my god, you're even prettier than I expected!" Samantha's hands moved while she talked, gestures big and enthusiastic. "I've been looking forward to this all week!"

That couldn't be true. I'd booked this appointment four days ago.

"Really?" The word came out skeptical.

"Absolutely!" She beamed at me. "I have such good feelings about you. Can you feel it? The energy? I swear, when I saw your booking come through, something just clicked. You're going to love it here."

Her enthusiasm felt like standing too close to the sun. Bright. Warm. Overwhelming.

"I'm not really sure I belong here," I admitted. "Everyone looks so..."

"So what?" Samantha's head tilted. Genuine curiosity in her expression.

"Fit. Together. Like they know what they're doing."

"And you will too! That's the whole point!" She laughed. The sound bounced off the marble. "Everyone starts somewhere. You think these women walked in here looking like that on day one?"

The cleanse conversation trio walked past us. One of them waved at Samantha.

"Hey Sam! Love the new circuit setup!"

"Thanks, Rachel! Glad you're enjoying it!" Samantha waved back, then turned her full attention to me again. "See? Rachel's been coming here for two years. When she started, she could barely do a push-up. Now she's training for a triathlon."

I tried to imagine that size-two woman unable to do a push-up. Failed.

"I don't think I'm going to be training for any triathlons," I said.

"Who cares? That's her goal, not yours." Samantha stepped closer. Her perfume smelled expensive. Something clean and fresh. "What's your goal, Maya? What made you walk through those doors?"

The truth sat heavy in my chest. I wanted to feel less disgusting. I wanted to look in mirrors without flinching. I wanted clothes that fit instead of trying to hide everything. I wanted to feel normal.

But saying that out loud felt pathetic.

"I just want to feel better," I managed.

"Better how?"

"About myself. About my body. About..." I gestured vaguely at everything.

"Hey." Samantha's voice went soft. Gentle. "Look at me."

I forced my eyes up from the floor.

"You have such beautiful skin," she said. "Seriously. What do you use? I need your routine."

I blinked. "What?"

"Your skin! It's gorgeous! And your hair color is stunning. Is that natural?"

"I... yes?"

"Lucky." She grinned. "I pay a fortune to get close to that shade. Never quite right, though. You carry yourself so gracefully too. The way you move. It's lovely."

Heat flooded my face. Nobody said things like that to me. Not ever.

"I don't think..."

"You don't see it yet. That's okay." Samantha's smile stayed warm. Understanding. "That's why you're here. That's why I do this. I love helping women see what I already see in them."

The words should've sounded like a sales pitch. Scripted trainer talk designed to hook clients. But her eyes held something genuine. Real interest. Real warmth.

"Come on." She gestured toward the interior. "Let me show you around this amazing space. Then we can sit down and really talk about what you want to achieve."

I followed her deeper into Iron Paradise.

The main gym floor stretched out like something from a fitness magazine. Floor-to-ceiling windows flooded everything with natural light. Equipment gleamed. The kind of machines I'd seen in commercials but never actually touched. Weights organized by size on pristine racks. Mats rolled and stacked perfectly. Not a drop of sweat visible anywhere.

"We have personal cleaning staff," Samantha explained, catching my expression. "Everything gets wiped down constantly. Total hygiene obsession. Some gyms smell like old socks. Not here."

She was right. The whole place smelled clean. Faintly of the eucalyptus from the lobby, but mostly just fresh air.

Women worked out in small clusters. Some with trainers, some alone. All of them looked comfortable. Like they belonged here. Like their bodies deserved to take up space.

"Private training rooms over there." Samantha pointed to a hallway. "Group classes down that way. Yoga studio. Pilates reformers. We've got everything."

"It's really nice," I said. Understatement of the year.

"It is!" She touched my shoulder. Just briefly. A friendly pat. "And you're going to be part of it! I can already tell you're going to fit right in."

I very much doubted that, but her confidence was infectious. Maybe if I pretended hard enough, I'd start to believe it.

We ended up in her office. More windows. A view of the city skyline. Diplomas and certifications covered one wall. Photos of Samantha with people I vaguely recognized from fitness magazines and Instagram. Proof she knew what she was doing.

"Sit, sit!" She gestured to comfortable chairs near the window. "Want some water? Sparkling? We've got the good stuff."

"Sure. Thanks."

She poured sparkling water from a glass bottle into actual glasses. Not plastic cups. Glasses. With ice shaped like perfect spheres.

I accepted mine, trying not to feel ridiculous drinking fancy water in my cheap workout clothes.

Samantha settled into the chair across from me. Relaxed. Open body language. Everything about her screamed approachable despite looking like a goddess.

"So." She leaned forward. "Tell me what brought you here. And I don't mean the generic answer. I want the real one. What made you finally decide to do this?"

The question caught me off guard. Most trainers I'd researched online asked about goals and target weights and whether you'd exercised before.

"I hate how I look," I said. Then immediately regretted it. "Sorry. That's probably not..."

"No. Don't apologize." Her expression stayed open. Interested. "That's honest. I appreciate honest."

"I just feel... wrong. In my body. Like nothing fits right. Like I'm too much of everything."

"Too much how?"

I gestured at my chest. Heat crawled up my neck again. "I'm a GG cup. Do you know how hard it is to find bras that actually work? And my hips are wide. And my thighs touch. And I can't wear normal clothes because nothing fits right and I just feel huge all the time and I hate it."

The words tumbled out faster than I'd intended. Confession spilling everywhere.

Samantha didn't look shocked. Didn't look uncomfortable. She just nodded. "I hear you. Body image stuff is brutal."

"I bet you never had to deal with that." I took a sip of water to avoid eye contact.

She laughed. Not mocking. Just... amused. "Are you kidding? I spent my entire teenage years convinced I was a giant freak."

I glanced at her perfect body skeptically.

"I grew to six feet when I was fourteen," she continued. "Towered over everyone. Boys, girls, teachers. Felt like a monster. Too tall, too broad, too much muscle even before I started training. Took me years to stop hunching over to seem smaller."

She straightened in her chair. Demonstrating.

"I don't believe you," I said.

"Swear to god. I have photos. Horrible slouching teenager trying to disappear." She grinned. "It wasn't until college that I realized my body was actually amazing. That being tall and strong was a gift, not a curse. Took finding the right sport, the right community, the right mindset."

"What changed?"

"I stopped trying to be smaller. Started working with what I had instead of against it." She set her water down. "That's what I want to help you do. Not change you. Not make you into someone else. Just help you see what's already there."

The sincerity in her voice made my throat tight.

"I don't know if I can do that," I admitted.

"That's okay. You don't have to believe it yet. I believe it enough for both of us." She pulled out a clipboard. "But first, let's get some baseline information. Just for tracking purposes. Would you be comfortable with me taking some measurements?"

My stomach clenched. "Like... what kind of measurements?"

"Basic stuff. Height, weight if you want, some circumference measurements. Waist, hips, that sort of thing. Totally normal. Just so we can see progress over time."

Progress meant comparison. Comparison meant looking at numbers that proved how big I was.

"Do I have to?"

"Not if you don't want to." Her voice stayed gentle. "But it helps to have baseline data. Otherwise we're just guessing about what's working. You'll always know the numbers anyway. This just lets us track change objectively instead of relying on how you feel, which can be unreliable."

She had a point. Feelings lied. I felt huge when I was probably just normal. Or maybe I felt normal when I was actually huge. Hard to tell.

"Okay," I said. "I guess that makes sense."

"Perfect! And Maya?" She waited until I looked at her. "I'm very professional about this. I've done thousands of assessments. This is just data. Nothing to feel embarrassed about."

I nodded. Tried to believe her.

She pulled out a measuring tape. The soft fabric kind, not the metal kind from hardware stores. "Stand up for me? Just relax. Breathe normally."

I stood. Immediately felt self-conscious about every inch of my body.

"Arms at your sides. Perfect." Samantha moved behind me. "I'm going to measure around your waist first. Right at the narrowest point."

The tape went around me. Her hands brushed my sides through the t-shirt. Gentle. Impersonal. Clinical.

Except.

Her fingers steadied the tape against my stomach. Adjusted it slightly. Made sure it sat level.

"Thirty-two inches," she said. Wrote it down. "Great. Now hips. At the fullest point."

The tape moved lower. Her knuckles grazed my hip bones through the fabric. She crouched slightly to check the measurement from the side.

"Forty-three inches. Beautiful proportions."

Beautiful?

"Really?" The word came out before I could stop it.

"Really." She straightened. Moved around to face me. "Some women pay plastic surgeons thousands of dollars trying to get a waist-to-hip ratio like yours. You have it naturally."

I'd never thought about it that way. Never considered my measurements as anything other than proof I needed to lose weight.

"One more," Samantha said. "If you're comfortable. I'd like to measure your bust. Just to get the full picture."

My face burned. "Okay."

She stepped closer. The tape went around my back. Her hands brushed my shoulder blades, adjusting the placement.

"Breathe normally," she reminded me.

I tried. My breath came shallow anyway.

The tape came around the front. Settled across the fullest part of my breasts. Samantha's hands positioned it carefully. Making sure it sat level. Not too tight. Not too loose.

Her face was close to mine. Concentrated. Professional. Those bright eyes focused on getting the measurement right.

"Forty-two inches." She wrote it down. Stepped back. "You know what? Your proportions are actually perfect. Textbook hourglass. Seriously."

"It doesn't feel perfect."

"Because you're comparing yourself to the wrong standards." She set the clipboard aside. Gestured for me to sit again. "The fashion industry wants everyone shaped like teenage boys. Straight up and down. No hips, no breasts, no curves. That's not most women's bodies. It's definitely not your body. But that doesn't make your body wrong. It makes their standards wrong."

I'd heard variations of that speech before. Body positivity. Love yourself. All bodies are beautiful. The words always felt hollow. Empty platitudes meant to make fat girls feel better about being fat.

But Samantha's delivery was different. Matter-of-fact. Like she was stating an obvious truth rather than trying to convince me of something false.

"I know it's hard to see right now," she continued. "But I'm telling you, from a professional standpoint, you have gorgeous genetics. Those curves? That ratio? Some of my clients would kill for it."

"Then why don't they have it?" I asked. Skeptical.

"Because they're built differently. Bone structure. Genetics. Where they carry weight. Everyone's different." She leaned forward. "That's the whole point. There is no universal perfect. There's just what works for your specific body."

My throat felt tight. "I don't know how to see my body that way."

"That's okay. That's why I'm here." Her smile was gentle. Understanding. "We're going to work on it together. The physical stuff, yes, but also the mental stuff. Building confidence. Helping you feel comfortable in your own skin. Sound good?"

It sounded impossible. But her certainty made me want to try.

"Yeah," I said. "Sounds good."

"Excellent!" She clapped her hands together. "So here's what I'm thinking for our approach. We'll start slowly. I want you to feel comfortable here first. Learn how your body moves, what it likes, what feels good. No torture. No punishment. Just exploration."

"That's not how most gyms work," I said.

"This isn't most gyms." She grinned. "I believe fitness should be fun. Enjoyable. Something you want to do, not something you force yourself through. Otherwise you'll burn out in three weeks and never come back."

That tracked with every gym membership I'd bought and abandoned.

"We'll do a mix of strength training and mobility work," she continued. "Build muscle, yes, but also just help your body move better. Feel better. Function better."

"What about weight loss?" The question felt obligatory. What else was a gym for?

"What about it?"

"Isn't that the point?"

"Is it your point?" She tilted her head. "What did you say earlier? You want to feel better about yourself. About your body. That's not the same as weight loss."

"But if I lost weight, I'd feel better."

"Would you?" The question was gentle. Not challenging. Just curious. "Or would you just find new things to hate about yourself?"

The truth of that hit harder than expected. When I'd been twenty pounds lighter, I'd hated my body just as much. Smaller numbers hadn't made me happier. Just given me new targets.

"I don't know," I admitted.

"Here's what I know." Samantha leaned back in her chair. "Weight is just a number. It doesn't tell me if you're healthy. It doesn't tell me if you're strong. It doesn't tell me if you're happy. So I don't focus on it. I focus on function. On feeling good. On building confidence. The rest takes care of itself."

"That sounds too easy."

"It's not easy. It's hard as hell. Changing how you think about yourself is way harder than losing weight." She smiled. "But it's also way more rewarding. And it actually lasts."

I wanted to believe her. Wanted to think maybe this time would be different. Maybe this approach would actually work.

"Okay," I said. "Let's try it."

"Perfect!" She stood. "Let's go have some fun. Show you what your body can actually do."

The main gym floor felt less intimidating with Samantha beside me. Her confidence created a buffer. Like her presence made space for me to exist here too.

"We'll start with some basic movement patterns," she explained. Leading me toward a corner with mats and light weights. "Just see how things feel. No pressure. No expectations."

She demonstrated a simple stretch. Arms overhead. Slight bend to one side.

"Just follow along. Move slowly. Pay attention to how it feels."

I copied her movement. The stretch pulled along my side. Not painful. Actually kind of nice.

"Good!" Samantha watched carefully. "Now the other side. Perfect. You have great natural flexibility."

We moved through a series of stretches. Nothing complicated. Just basic mobility work. But Samantha's attention stayed focused on me the entire time. Watching. Adjusting.

"Let me help you with that position." She moved behind me. Hands settled on my shoulders. Gentle pressure adjusting my alignment. "Feel the difference?"

Her hands were warm through my t-shirt. Firm but careful. She adjusted my shoulder blades, straightening my spine.

"Oh." The stretch went deeper. "That does feel better."

"Right? Small adjustments make huge differences." Her hands lingered on my shoulders. Just a moment longer than necessary. Then released. "You're doing great."

We progressed to simple strength movements. Bodyweight squats. Push-ups against the wall. Basic stuff I'd seen in countless YouTube videos.

But Samantha made it different. She demonstrated each movement herself first. Her body moving with perfect control. Muscles engaging visibly through her compression clothes.

"Your turn," she said. "Just try it. Doesn't have to be perfect."

I attempted a squat. My knees went forward. My back rounded. The whole thing felt awkward.

"Here." Samantha moved in front of me. "Watch me. See how I push my hips back first? Like sitting into a chair."

She demonstrated again. I tried to focus on the movement instead of the way her leggings stretched across her thighs.

"Now you try."

I attempted it again. Better this time.

"Good! So much better!" She came around behind me. "One more small adjustment. May I?"

"Sure."

Her hands settled on my hips. Positioned me correctly. "Feel that? Hips back. Weight in your heels. Now try."

With her hands guiding my hips, the movement suddenly made sense. My body dropped into the squat position naturally.

"Yes! Perfect!" Samantha's enthusiasm was infectious. "See? You're a natural athlete. Your body knows what to do."

Nobody had ever called me an athlete before.

We worked through several more exercises. Each time, Samantha stayed close. Adjusting my position. Her hands correcting my form. Contact that felt professional. Helpful. Necessary.

Except sometimes her hands stayed a second longer than needed. Sometimes her fingers pressed a little firmer than required. Sometimes I caught her eyes traveling over my body with something that looked like appreciation.

Or maybe I was imagining it. Projecting. Reading into innocent trainer behavior because some part of me wanted her attention to mean something.

The workout wasn't intense. Nothing that left me gasping or hurting. But by the end, I'd worked up a light sweat. My muscles felt warm. Used.

"How do you feel?" Samantha asked.

"Good," I said. Surprised by the truth of it. "Actually good."

"Told you!" She grinned. "Your body was made to move. We just have to remind it how fun movement can be."
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