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Even now it seemed quite likely that when she turned round

the entire place would stop, one unbearable moment, bodies pausing mid-stride, mid-curl, mid-judgment, to look at her.

Entering the gym was not like crossing a threshold—not really. It was more like being shoved through a gate at the edge of something dangerous and alive, a space designed for the sorting and fixing of bodies—a machinery of transformation, humming and clashing, bright with violence and hope.

Emily’s hand was damp against the smooth plastic of the membership card. There was ink raised on the numbers, a little rectangle of authority, cheap but newly purchased, her name emboldened in block capitals. Her fingers worried at the corner of it, nervous energy leaking into her wrist, into her arm, up into the pit of her throat. Her belly quivered beneath her sports top, foreign and traitorous in its softness; each step she took sent a minute tremor through her, a ripple over smooth fabric meant for harder, leaner bodies.

She had not—could not—look directly at the faces around her. Too many. On the right, a row of treadmills: thick plastic gleaming under fluorescent lights, rubber belts spinning, their riders locked into a collective lurch, chests heaving, eyes glazed with effort or determination or just endurance. The air was thick, choked with a stew of odors—salt, chemical citrus from the spray bottles, plastic matting, and the sweet, faintly rotten undertone of defeat.

On the left, racks of dumbbells, a jungle of metal handles and gnawed padding. The clang of steel on steel, not always rhythmic, sometimes furious. Grown men, red-faced and shining, silent or grunting, women with plaited hair and flat, glistening stomachs, not a ripple out of place. She felt herself as she must look to them—too round, too wobbly, draped in black leggings that clung to her thighs and ass, offering up every defect for public consumption.

Then he was there—Jake. As if summoned, like a predatory bird dropping out of an empty sky.

He was tall enough that her line of sight ran straight into his chest at first, the shirt stretched tight across pecs, sleeves gripped by biceps that looked as dense and unyielding as anything in the gym. He didn’t seem to sweat. The smile spread quick and even, practiced without being false, but it was his eyes that set her off-balance: direct, wide open, and unembarrassed in their interest.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





