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I am not looking at her.

I want to make that clear. I am standing in front of the mirrored wall at quarter past six on a Tuesday morning in a women's only gym in Bermondsey, and I am doing hip circles with a resistance band around my knees, and I am looking at myself. My form. My knees. The alignment of my pelvis over my feet, which is what my last class instructor told me to focus on, and I am focusing on it. That is what I am doing.

I am not looking at the woman behind me.

I am not looking at the way the overhead lights catch the ink running down her right arm, a full sleeve, flowers and teeth and a wolf's jaw and what I think is Russian cursive, the letters tight and sharp and beautiful in a way I cannot explain. I am not looking at the way her sports bra sits across her chest, black, simple, and the way the muscle in her shoulder rolls when she loads another plate onto the bar. I am not looking at the dark hair, cropped short, shaved on one side, longer on the other and pushed back from her face like she did it with her fingers after a shower and never touched it again.

I am looking at my hips.

I do another circle. The band bites into the skin above my knees. In the mirror, behind me and to the left, the woman adds a plate. Twenty kilos. Her warm up weight, I have noticed, is more than most of the women in here can deadlift for a working set. She picks up the bar. She does not use straps. She does not use a belt. She stands with her feet slightly wider than shoulder width and she drops her hips and grips the bar and the muscles in her back do something I can see through the thin material of her sports bra and I lose count of my circles.

Her name is Sasha.

Everyone at the gym knows her name. She is the head trainer. She runs the personal training programme out of the back office. Her face is on the poster by the front desk, shot in black and white, arms folded, one eyebrow slightly raised, and I have looked at that poster every morning for six months on my way in and every morning for six months I have told myself I am reading the class schedule printed next to it.

I finish my circles. I peel the band off and hang it on the hook by the mirror. I go to the water fountain. From the water fountain I can see the squat rack without turning my head and I watch her do a set of five at what looks like a hundred kilos and I think about the fact that I have been going to this gym for two years and I switched from classes to considering personal training exactly six months ago and the timing of that has nothing to do with when Sasha started training clients on the main floor.

I fill my bottle. My hand is shaking. It is because I have not had breakfast. That is why.

Let me be honest about some things, because I owe myself that even if I refuse to be honest about everything else. My name is Mia. I am twenty four. I live in a one bedroom flat in Bermondsey with James, who is twenty five, a junior architect, a man I met at university and have been with for three years. James is kind. James is dependable. James wears chinos to social events and changes into chinos for bed. James asks me how my day was and he means it and he listens to my answer and the sex is fine and the weekends are fine and our life together is fine and I have never once, not once in twenty four years, thought I might be attracted to a woman.

That is what I tell myself.

Here is the truth under it, which I am going to admit on this page because I cannot admit it anywhere else. I own a hidden folder on my phone, in the photos app, tucked behind two subfolders I have labelled Recipes. The folder contains forty three screenshots from Sasha's gym Instagram. She posts training videos. Form breakdowns. The occasional shot of her at an outdoor track in compression leggings and a windbreaker with the zip undone showing her collarbone and the Cyrillic phrase tattooed there. I do not know what the Cyrillic says. I have tried to translate it four times using Google Lens and each time I get a slightly different result. The closest I have managed is what belongs to me belongs to me, which sounds redundant in English but in the photos, in that black script on her pale skin above her chest, does not feel redundant at all.

I look at this folder on average twice a day. At work, in a glass walled office, with my laptop open to a brief about spring knitwear, I will take my phone to the toilets and scroll through the forty three screenshots and feel something in my stomach I cannot name and I will close the app and wash my hands and go back to my desk and open the spring knitwear brief and not think about it. I will not think about it. I will think about spring knitwear. I will think about yarn weights and pantone references and sustainable viscose.

I do not think about sustainable viscose.

Sasha finishes her warm up set. She strips the bar. She wipes it down with the gym cloth, which she keeps folded over her left shoulder the way chefs keep tea towels. She turns and walks towards the PT corner by the stretching mats and she passes within six feet of the water fountain and I am still standing at the water fountain with my bottle full and overflowing because I forgot to move and she looks at me.

She looks at me the way she always looks at me. Calm. Steady. Grey blue eyes, the colour of a winter sea, and something behind them that might be amusement or might be appraisal or might be nothing at all. She gives me one nod. A small tilt of the chin. She does not smile. She does not say anything. She passes me and keeps walking and the air moves with her and I can smell her, clean sweat and chalk dust and something underneath that I think is perfume, dark and smoky, not floral, and my throat closes.

I go to the changing room. I sit on the bench in front of my locker for three minutes. I stare at the wall. I think about James. I think about the chinos. I think about the way he kisses me, small closed mouth pecks on the cheek or the forehead, perfunctory and quick, and I think about the way Sasha looked at me at the water fountain and I stand up and I walk to the front desk and I ask the receptionist to book me in for one on one personal training sessions.

"Who with?"

I know what I am going to say before I say it.

"Sasha."

The receptionist, a girl called Beth with a ponytail and an oversized gym hoodie, taps her screen. "She's got a Tuesday slot free at half six a.m. That work? She's pretty booked otherwise."

"Tuesday works."

"Cool. That'll be eighty five a session, pay monthly or per session?"

"Monthly."

I tap my card. I leave. I walk out of the gym into the grey January morning and I get on the bus and I press my forehead against the cold glass and I close my eyes and I think about what I have just done. I think about the way Sasha loads a bar. The way her hands grip. The way she turns her head. I think about the Cyrillic on her collarbone and the wolf on her arm and the single nostril piercing, a tiny silver stud, and the way she nods at me each morning, just once, like she is keeping a count.

I get to work. I sit at my desk. I open the knitwear brief. I close the knitwear brief. I open the Recipes folder.

Forty three screenshots.

I close the folder.

I open it again.

The first session is the following Tuesday. I wake at five fifteen. James is asleep beside me on his back with his mouth open, one hand resting on his own chest, and I slide out of bed without waking him and go to the bathroom and close the door and look at myself in the mirror.

I am five foot four. Petite. Athletic in a soft way, meaning I go to the gym but I also eat biscuits from the cupboard above the fridge at midnight and I have not done a proper cut in my life. My breasts are small, an A cup, but they sit well, and I have a waist that nips in and hips that flare out slightly and a bum that has been improved by six months of hip thrusts and Bulgarians, and my dark blonde hair is in the same messy bun it is always in, held up with a claw clip, and my eyes are hazel and there is a constellation of freckles over my nose and across my shoulders.

I look ordinary. I look like a content producer for a fashion brand who lives in Bermondsey with her architect boyfriend and takes the bus to work. I look like a woman who is about to go to a gym session with her new personal trainer because her deadlift has plateaued.

I do my eyeliner. I do not do eyeliner for the gym. I have never done eyeliner for the gym. I do it now, a thin wing, nothing dramatic, because. I do not finish the thought.

I put on the matching set of black Lululemon I bought three weeks ago and have been saving. For what? I did not ask myself at the time. I ask myself now, standing in the bathroom in the black crop top and the black leggings with the high waist and the thin gold chain my mum gave me at sixteen and the eyeliner and the faint smell of the perfume I spritzed on my wrists and the inside of my elbows, and I ask myself what exactly I think I am dressing for.

I do not answer.

I leave the flat before James wakes up. I walk to the gym. The streets are cold and dark and wet. London in January. I breathe the morning air and I tell myself a lot of things. I tell myself this is about fitness. I tell myself this is about progressive overload. I tell myself the matching Lululemon is because I want to feel put together for a professional training relationship. I tell myself these things so earnestly and so insistently that by the time I push open the gym door I almost believe them.

She is waiting by the squat rack.

The gym is nearly empty this early. Two women on the treadmills. One at the cable machine. The rest of the floor is vacant and clean and the lights are set to the morning mode, warm and low, and the mirrors line the far wall and the equipment is racked and orderly and there is a barbell on the squat rack with two twenty kilo plates on it and Sasha is doing a single arm stretch against the upright, her right arm across her body, and the sleeve tattoo is on full display. Peonies. A wolf's muzzle. Russian script curving through the flowers like it grew there.

She sees me. She drops her arm. She turns to face me. Black sports bra. Black bike shorts that end mid thigh and show the muscles in her quads, long and defined, the kind of legs that come from years under a barbell. Weightlifting shoes, flat soled, black. No jewellery. The nostril piercing. The Cyrillic on her collarbone, which I am closer to now than I have ever been and I still cannot read it.

She is five nine. Maybe five ten. Broad shouldered. Lean through the stomach. Her body is built, genuinely built, the kind of physique that requires years of serious lifting and careful eating and rest days taken as seriously as training days. She is not bulky. She is carved. There is a specificity to the way her muscles sit under her skin that speaks of thousands of hours of practice.

She is thirty three. I know this because her gym bio says so. I know this because I have read her gym bio nine times.

She looks me up and down. Slowly. Starting at my white trainers, travelling up the black leggings, pausing at my hips, my waist, my crop top, my throat, my face. The scan takes maybe four seconds. It is the longest four seconds of my life. Her eyes settle on mine and she studies me with that same calm, sea grey gaze and her mouth twitches once at the corner.

"You are Mia."

Her voice. I have heard her speak before, across the gym floor, to other clients, short instructions and corrections, but never up close and never directed at me. It is low. Quiet. Accented, the consonants slightly harder than English, the vowels a fraction longer. Russian. A voice that does not need volume because it occupies space through weight instead.

"Yeah. Yes. Hi."

She nods once.

"Good. Tell me what you are trying to achieve, little girl."

The words arrive in my body before they arrive in my brain. Little girl. Said casually, conversationally, the way she might say client or new starter, but the phrase lands in my stomach like a dropped stone and radiates outward and my legs go weak for one second, just one, and I grip the edge of the squat rack to steady myself.

"I, um. My deadlift is plateauing. I've been stuck at sixty for about two months. And I want to improve my squat depth. And, um. General strength, I suppose. I've got a wedding next summer and I want to look... you know."

I am babbling. I am aware that I am babbling. She lets me babble. She watches me with her arms folded across her chest and her head tilted slightly to one side and she does not interrupt and she does not nod encouragingly and she does not do any of the things the class instructors do when you tell them your goals. She just watches. Patient. Like she is cataloguing every word I say and every word I am not saying.

I run out of babble. I stand there. She lets the silence hold for a beat too long.

"Your deadlift is not plateauing because of strength."

"Sorry?"

"It is not strength. It is fear. You are afraid to go heavy because you do not trust your hinge. I can see it in the way you stand."

I open my mouth. Close it.

"We will fix the hinge first. The strength will follow. Face the mirror."

I face the mirror. She walks around behind me. In the glass, our reflections are side by side and then she moves behind me, a full head taller, her shoulders wider than mine by a foot. I look small. Not just shorter. Small. The difference in our frames is staggering. She could fold me in half.

The thought arrives unbidden and my face flushes hot and I look down.

"Eyes up. On the mirror. Always on the mirror when we train. I need to see your eyes to know what your body is doing."

I lift my eyes. She meets my gaze in the glass.

"Good. Now. Feet hip width. Push your knees out against the floor. Soft belly. Breathe in."

I breathe in.

"Now hinge. Push your hips back. As far as they go. Chest up. Eyes on me in the mirror."

I push my hips back. The stretch runs through my hamstrings and into my lower back. In the mirror, behind me, Sasha steps closer.

Her hands land on my hips.

Palms flat. Fingers spread. Her thumbs resting on the ridge of bone at the top of my pelvis. She grips, just slightly, and adjusts the angle of my hips, tilting me forward another inch, and her touch is professional, clinical, the same correction any PT would give, and it does not matter. It does not matter that it is professional. It does not matter that every trainer I have ever had has corrected my form with their hands. What matters is that Sasha's hands are warm and her fingers are long and calloused and they are on my hips and I am bent forward looking at our reflection and her face is close to the back of my head and I can feel her breath on my neck and I have stopped breathing.

"Hold here. Feel the tension in your hamstrings."

I feel the tension. I feel everything. I feel the individual pads of her fingers through the thin Lululemon and I feel the heat of her body behind me and I feel the flutter of her breath on the tiny hairs at the nape of my neck and I feel wet between my legs, just slightly, a twinge, a warmth, and I squeeze my thighs together and pray she does not notice.

She holds the correction for five seconds. Then she releases. Steps back. The air rushes in cold where her body was.

"Again."

I hinge again. She corrects again. Hands on my hips. The same grip. The same angle. The same four seconds too long.

We do this twelve times. By the sixth I have stopped thinking about my hamstrings. By the eighth my legs are shaking and it has nothing to do with the stretch. By the tenth I am terrified that the wetness between my legs will be visible through the black leggings if I stand in certain light and I angle myself away from the overhead lamp and I feel like an insane person.

She moves me to the barbell. She loads it to forty kilos, light for me, and she has me deadlift with a focus on the hinge pattern. She walks circles around me while I lift. Slow circles. Her eyes on my hips, my back, my knees, my hands. She stops behind me and stands with her arms folded and watches my reflection pull the bar and she makes a small sound, a hm, and she says nothing else.
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