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The shower ran cold for the last thirty seconds and Justin didn't move out of it. He stood there, letting the water hit his chest, his shoulders, the top of his head, because cold water was supposed to be good for you. He'd read that somewhere. A podcast, maybe. Or Reddit. One of those places where people who had their lives together shared tips with people who didn't.

He turned the tap off. The pipes groaned inside the wall. Water dripped from his hair, ran down his nose, collected in the hollow of his collarbone before spilling over. The gym shower was a single stall with a plastic curtain that didn't quite reach the floor and a drain that took its time. He stood in an inch of warm water and listened to the building settle around him.

Tuesday. 11:14 AM. He knew the time because he'd checked his phone before stepping in, a habit he couldn't break, needing to know exactly where he was in the day at all times. The university gym was quiet at this hour. Most students were in lectures. Justin should have been in lectures. Algorithms and Data Structures, Room 4.12, Professor Henning who spoke in a monotone that could slow a heartbeat. But he'd come here instead, because he'd promised himself he would come here three times a week, and last week he'd only managed once, and the week before that, zero.

Six weeks of his gym membership. He'd used it eleven times. Each visit followed the same pattern. Arrive when it was empty. Use machines in the corner. Leave before it got busy. Speak to no one. Today he'd managed twenty minutes on the rowing machine and some bicep curls with the 8kg dumbbells. The 10s had been too close to a group of guys who looked like they ate protein powder for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.

He pulled the curtain back. The changing room was long and narrow, two rows of lockers painted industrial grey, wooden benches bolted between them, and strip lighting that made everyone look slightly ill. His towel hung on the hook outside the stall. White, thin, brought from his dorm. He grabbed it, rubbed it over his hair, then wrapped it around his waist. Tucked the corner in. Checked it would hold.

His locker was number 47. Middle row, near the far wall. He'd picked it because it was the furthest from the door, which meant the least chance of anyone standing near him while he changed. He padded across the tile floor, feet leaving wet prints, and stopped at the bench where he'd left his stuff.

His clothes were on the bench. He'd folded them, because he always folded them, a compulsion that his roommate called psychotic. Blue jeans, a grey t shirt with a faded print of some band he didn't actually listen to but liked the logo of, boxers tucked between them, socks rolled into a ball on top. His trainers underneath. His backpack in the locker itself, combination 07 22 13, his birthday.

He stood with his back to the bench and dried himself. Methodical. Arms first, then chest, then stomach, legs, feet. He braced one hand on the locker for balance while he dried between his toes because he'd read somewhere that was important too. Athlete's foot. Another thing to worry about.

The changing room was empty. Had been empty when he arrived. The silence was the good kind. No one watching. No one to perform for. Just the hum of a ventilation fan and the distant thud of music from the spin class two floors up.

He didn't hear the door open.

Amy came through it sideways, phone in one hand, gym bag over her shoulder, ponytail swinging. She wore black leggings that sculpted every line of her lower body, a cropped white top that stopped just below her ribs, and trainers that were offensively clean. Her skin was clear, her nails were perfect, and her dark eyes were already scanning the room with the casual ownership of someone who'd been here a thousand times.

She saw Justin immediately.

More specifically, she saw his back. Narrow. Pale. Still damp from the shower. He was bent slightly, drying his right foot, towel wrapped loosely at his waist, and he hadn't heard her come in because the ventilation fan was loud enough to cover the soft push of the door.

Amy stopped walking. She looked at him. Tilted her head.

A beat. Two.

She was supposed to be cutting through to the yoga studio. The corridor that ran behind the men's changing room connected to the women's side and then the studio, and Laura on reception had said the back door was unlocked, so Amy had pushed through without thinking. She used this shortcut every Tuesday. It was always empty at this time. Always.

Except today there was a boy.

A boy. Not a man. He was too thin in the shoulders, too pale, too careful in the way he moved. She watched him straighten up, run the towel over his arms again even though they were already dry, and shift his weight from foot to foot in the way that nervous people do when they think they're alone but aren't quite sure.

Amy looked at the bench. At the neat pile of clothes. Blue jeans. Grey shirt. Boxers. Socks rolled into a ball.

She looked at Justin again. Still facing away.

Something happened in Amy's face. It started at the corners of her mouth and spread upward into her eyes. Not a smile, exactly. Something sharper. Something that had an idea behind it.

She moved fast and quiet. Two steps. Three. Her trainers were silent on the tile. She reached the bench, scooped the entire pile of clothes into her gym bag, jeans and shirt and boxers and socks and all, in one fluid motion that took less than a second. Her fingers didn't even brush the wood. She tucked the bundle down past her water bottle and her yoga mat and zipped the bag shut with one hand while already turning back toward the door.

She didn't look back. She walked out. The door swung closed behind her with a soft click that sounded, to no one in particular, like a full stop at the end of a sentence.

The ventilation fan hummed. Water dripped from the shower stall. Justin dried his left foot.

Twenty seconds. That's how long the whole thing took. From door opening to door closing. Twenty seconds, and the bench behind him was empty except for the impression his folded clothes had left on the wood.

Justin put his foot down. Hung the towel over his shoulder. Turned around.

He looked at the bench.

He looked at the bench for a long time.

The bench looked back.

It was empty. Bare wood. No jeans. No shirt. No boxers. No socks. Nothing. Just the flat, scarred surface of a bench that had been in this gym since 2006 and had never once stolen someone's clothes but seemed, in this moment, personally responsible.

Justin's stomach dropped. A cold, sliding feeling, like missing a step on a staircase. He looked at the floor. Under the bench. Behind the bench. He opened locker 47, combination 07 22 13, and found his backpack, his phone, his keys, his student ID, and absolutely nothing to put on his body.

He closed the locker. Opened it again. Stared inside as if his clothes might have been hiding behind his laptop charger the whole time.
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