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Dear reader,


I am excited to share this story, and I hope you enjoy reading The Fastest Way to Fall. Wes is pretty hard not to love, and I enjoyed every minute of living inside the couple’s chemistry. You’ll follow two people as they grow, fall in love, and find happily ever after with each other and within themselves. That said, I’d like to take this note to tell you more about the heroine, Britta.


When we are inundated with messages about an obesity epidemic alongside those about body positivity, when bullying and fat-shaming exist in tandem with celebrity role models embracing their bodies, why write about a fat character doing anything but living their best life with no mind to their size? I love those stories where confident, self-affirmed fat people find love and take the world by storm—they’re inspirational, and even aspirational, but that’s not the story I know how to tell. I know how to tell the story of someone taking the world by storm, finding love, and doing so while navigating the sometimes choppy waters of being a fat woman.


I’ve been fat my entire life, and I spent so much of my time giving others power to dictate what they thought my relationship with my body should be. When the idea for this book came to me, it was the book I needed to read. I started writing this story for myself at twenty-four, when, brokenhearted and freshly dumped, I feared no one would find me attractive again. I wrote it for me on my wedding day, when I was at my biggest and had never felt or looked better. I wrote it for the me of twenty-seven, who fell in love with the gym and became enamored with what her body was capable of, and the me of today, who keeps meaning to get back on the treadmill. I wrote it for the me of tomorrow, who might need a reminder she’s strong and beautiful.


I wanted to tell a story about one real woman falling in love with someone who helped her feel strong and made her want to be stronger. You’ll read about Britta’s journey to defining what strength means for her, and that includes the shoulders-back, boobs-forward, winning-at-life days and the shoulders-slumped days when a win seems impossible. Love has a funny way of boosting the former and making the latter more manageable.


I spoke with so many people about their experiences, and I hope I have done service to their perspectives. This is not a story about weight loss or changing to find love, but if you find stories that include discussions of body image, exercise, fitness, or nutrition triggering, please take care when reading. While our own experiences with fat phobia, bullying, and body awareness differ, the dangers of disordered eating, crash dieting, and unsafe exercise practices are clear. For resources on these, see the list at the back of the book. I hope you’ll stick with Britta and Wes’s love story.


Best,


Denise


Please note, this story contains reference to drug and alcohol abuse by a side character and brief reference to off-page disordered eating and exercise.









For Bethany, who is strong and beautiful.
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I HUSTLED DOWN the hall, late and waterlogged. It would rain today of all days.


With a graceless slip on the slick tile of the conference room, I hit the floor with a surprised cry, and my umbrella sprayed water into the air. My skirt rode up my thighs as the box of donuts I’d carried skidded across the polished wood floor, coming to rest by my boss’s Louboutins. Around me, conversation stopped, and I lingered in a cocoon of awkward silence.


Normally, the box was empty and stuffed in the trash before our boss arrived, already full from her kale smoothie or whatever Paleo-adjacent, keto-friendly, sugar-free organic breakfast food was trending. Everyone would enjoy the treat, and I’d maintain my status as popular and much-adored coworker, but the rain had other plans for my reputation and dignity that morning. Maricela’s manicured fingers slipped under the table to pick up the pink box.


“Britta, you made it.” Claire Morales’s voice broke the silence, and a chuckle went around the conference table. She sat back in smug satisfaction.


That’s what I told myself, anyway. From my spot on the floor next to my dripping umbrella, I couldn’t see anything except her impossibly high heels. For a fleeting moment, I wondered how good their traction was and if she might have her own run-in with the slippery floor.


“I like to make an entrance,” I mumbled, trying to stand without flashing anyone. Helen, the instructor for the over-sixty hip-hop dance class I’d accidentally joined at the local gym, would say, “If you got it, flaunt it,” which I tended to agree with. However, I doubted I needed to flaunt my cute underwear for the entire staff of Best Life, the millennial-focused lifestyle magazine where I’d worked as an editorial assistant for four years.


“Britta, are you okay?” Maricela Dominguez-Van Eiken looked the part of someone who ran a lifestyle empire. Straight posture, dark hair curled and cascading, a perfectly organized planner settled perpendicular to the newest iPhone and a rose gold water bottle. She’d built Best Life from the ground and turned it into a lucrative, trendsetting company designed to help people live well. Kale smoothies aside, she had impeccable taste and just seemed to have her life together. What’s that like?


I rubbed my knee and rotated the wrist I’d landed on, catching Claire’s smirk from across the room. “I’m okay.” Just a little mortified. “Sorry I’m late.”


She nodded and passed the box of donuts to the person on her left. It began a slow rotation around the room. Pair after pair of hungry eyes lingered on the treats as my colleagues waved their hands to pass. No one would take one after she demurred.


“It’s the third Friday of the month.” She tapped her index finger to her collar—her impress me gesture. Each month, Maricela sought new ideas from the entire team. After four years, I needed to stand out. I was a good writer, but I’d never gotten the chance to flex those skills for Best Life. I wondered if I might be able to contribute more to the world than background research on face creams or the inside scoop on whether escape rooms were over and what the next big trend would be.


“I have an idea.” With one finger raised, I chimed in. All eyes, once again, landed on me. “FitMi Fitness is a new app that’s been gaining popularity and is supposed to be incredibly body positive. Unlike other apps that focus just on tracking weight loss and counting calories, this one has real people serving as coaches, and the experience is very individualized.” I kept an eye on my boss, who loved the intentional marriages of technology and human interaction. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she had a secret “tech+people” tattoo somewhere on her body. “What if I join and document my journey? I’d talk about the app, but also everything I’m going through.”


I didn’t have to look around the room to know I was the only one who’d be described as plus-size. If she liked the idea, I was the one person who could write it. I’d learned early in life I was supposed to be ashamed of what my mom called my “extra fluff” and my sister called my “cushion for the pushin’.” It wasn’t until I got to college that I accepted I was fun, smart, and … fat, and that last one wasn’t the only thing that defined me. When I found FitMi, my wheels started turning with this idea. I was positive the unique perspective I could bring, plus the human and technology integration, was a sure winner.


Maricela was nodding again but had moved her finger from her collarbone to tap her chin.


Shit, she hates it.


“Thank you, Britta. I’d like to see something more original than a weight loss piece, though. I’d want a stronger connection to wellness with there being so much body-shaming in the world already. But bring us the next idea.” She called on someone else, and I squelched the urge to sink into my chair and hide. It wasn’t the first time I’d had an idea shot down—everyone did—but I’d been positive this one would be the bump I needed to earn a place on the staff as a feature writer. Maricela had already moved on when I thought of counterpoints to her concerns, namely that I didn’t want to lose weight through the program. I glanced across the table. Claire had made no secret of her goals, and with one feature writer position available, we’d both been trying to stand out. Hopefully, she didn’t have some great idea to pitch.


Claire caught my eye, her expression pensive before she tapped at something on her phone, and I turned my attention back to the discussion about homemade mud masks and trending scents.


After graduating from college, I’d hunted for jobs, desperate to prove to my family that my English and journalism double major wasn’t a oneway ticket to unemployment. I was confident I’d find a job where I could write stirring pieces that would change minds and hearts. I was wrong, and I jumped at the editorial assistant position at Best Life. Four years later, I’d learned not to roll my eyes during meetings. Though we generated a lot of helpful and insightful content, my heart wasn’t always in it. Some days, it felt like I’d veered so far from my original plans of being a writer, I wasn’t sure I’d ever get back.


“Great idea. Put together a plan for road testing the masks, and let’s get it up for part of the Valentine’s Day Alone series. Britta can assist.” I’d zoned out, but a senior staff member flashed me a big smile. I’d have to figure out what I’d missed later.


“Anything else?” Maricela looked around the table and paused at Claire’s raised hand.


“I have one,” she said, her voice even and annoyingly casual. “It’s a different angle on Britta’s idea. There is another app that is just starting to add coaches. I could join that one while Britta joins FitMi, and we’d do the project together but broaden the scope to focus not on changing bodies but on the entire fitness experience.”


I looked to Maricela. Please let her finger be traveling to her chin. No such luck. It was still tapping at her collarbone. She was interested in Claire’s spin. “What sets this second app apart? How would dual participation improve upon the idea?”


Claire’s shoulders squared. “The app is a lot like the others out there, but they take a different approach. It’s called HottrYou. Their philosophy is about owning hotness throughout the process.”


Our boss’s finger drifted toward her chin as her lips pursed. “This is an interesting take, but I don’t love the visual of a petite woman writing about being hot and a plus-size woman writing about being fit.”


A hundred responses flew through my head, all landing somewhere between tears and declaring I would write about being hot, too. Luckily, my rival spoke before I did, and with a more measured tone than I’d planned.


“On the surface, I agree. However, there’s a unique take here. Or rather, a very common take. We all have relationships with our bodies, don’t we?” She glanced around the room, where most people were nodding. “And I’m comfortable writing about it.”


I nodded and leaned forward, resting my arms on the conference table. “And I love seeing women who are big and happy with their bodies. I love reading stories about people deciding to make a change and losing a bunch of weight. Both can be inspirational, but neither is my story. Fat people can be interested in exercise and fitness without it meaning they don’t like themselves. I think I could tell that story, and I think it would land with our audience. Imagine a series focused on a fitness and nutrition experience where the goal isn’t thinness or weight at all.”


Maricela glanced at her notes, finger hovering between her chin and collarbone.


Claire joined me again, our impromptu tag-team approach seeming to work. “The project would be about relationship with one’s body. And, if the apps are focused only on looks or only on weight loss or fall short on their promises, we’ll point it out, so readers know. I think it’s a winwin.”


Maricela glanced down at her tablet, and after a few taps and swipes, she smiled. “Okay, put together a plan. Let’s try it.”


As we moved on with the agenda, Claire eyed me coolly, clearly conflicted about the idea of sharing the spotlight but also aware this could be the way one of us found ourselves on the writing staff. We’d been in competition since we started, both eager to do well and stand out, and both ready to move up at Best Life.


She was a talented writer, and when she spoke about her body, she sounded genuine. I swallowed, realizing the extent to which I’d have to step it up and make myself vulnerable. Despite my impassioned plea and how much I loved the dance class with Helen and the other women, exercising wasn’t my passion. I assumed I’d have to eat better and hit the gym for a few months to do this project, but I wasn’t wanting or expecting something paradigm altering to happen. Still, if I got it right, it would be big for my career, and I could fake passion long enough to make the project work. Nothing was going to get in the way of success with this assignment and earning that spot as a feature writer. In that spirit, I flashed a wide grin at Claire.


Game on.
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I SCROLLED THROUGH my weather app to get a sense of the week ahead. The ten-day forecast called for rain, sleet, and bitter cold, not that I’d be anywhere besides my apartment, the gym, or the office for the foreseeable future. Work out. Meetings. Paperwork. Sleep. Repeat.


Mason, our vice president of communications at FitMi, waved his arm toward the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the gloomy expanse of Chicago. “Like a fucking monsoon out there, am I right?” He took a quick gulp from a disposable coffee cup without looking away from his phone.


“Yeah.” I grabbed my water bottle. Mason had delivered on everything he’d promised when negotiating his ridiculously high salary the year before, but I still couldn’t stand the guy. Taking a swig, I glanced at my watch and fell into one of the conference room chairs, ready to get started with another meeting. At least this meeting was small. Recently, the list of people I could tolerate had grown very short.


My assistant stepped into the room, the subtle scents of cocoa butter and cherries tickling my nose. “Cord will be here in five.”


Mason cocked his head and flashed a toothy smile. “Hi, Pearl. It’s nice to see you today.”


I wasn’t sure why, but Pearl didn’t like him. I’d asked her multiple times if he’d done something to her, if he’d been harassing or bothering her, and she’d always said no. Still … Douche.


She raised an eyebrow but otherwise ignored Mason and handed me a manila folder. “You have that conference call at ten. Here’s the prep you wanted, and I left the résumés on your desk for the operations position. You need anything else?”


I thumbed through the meticulously organized research on new FitMi users. Our growth was unreal. We were having a hard time recruiting enough qualified coaches to keep up with demand. While I loved the success of our app, I’d never wanted a desk job. I missed working with clients in the park or teaching self-defense classes.


My roommate, my girlfriend, and I came up with the idea for the app in college. Back then, I was studying exercise science, Cord was earning a degree in computer programming, and Kelsey was in management. We’d spent months searching the crowded market to see where we could fit. Even finding a name not already in use was a challenge, and it took us years of hustling to make the company a reality. I’d taught exercise classes and worked as a personal trainer, Cord had made his way up the corporate food chain in IT departments, and Kelsey had powered through her MBA. Nights and weekends meant work sessions in our cramped apartment. Those days felt like a long time ago.


“Nothing else. Thanks,” I said to Pearl.


Mason kept on smiling. “I’m good, too.”


Pearl shot him a withering stare. She was taller than him and slender with dark, smooth skin and hair in box braids. I was certain she could knock him out if it came to it.


Mason’s voice grated on me from across the room. “You know, Pearl, I’m not a bad guy. You don’t always have to shoot imaginary daggers at me.”


“I’d use real ones, but your suit’s so pretty, I’d hate to get it bloody.” Pearl turned on her heel and called over her shoulder, “I’m not rescheduling that call again, Wes, so be on time.”


“I don’t think she realizes I’m a VP,” Mason muttered once Pearl was out of earshot.


“She realizes—she just doesn’t like you. Pearl is nice to everyone. What did you do?”


“Nothing. I’m being pleasant. It’s not my fault she doesn’t like me.”


“If a woman treats a man like she treats you, there’s a reason. Fix it. It’s not the kind of place we run.”


“I get it. We’re a girl-power, everyone-is-beautiful, fat-can-be-fun kind of place,” Mason said with a mocking edge to his voice. “I know. I engineered the brand, remember?”


The app had taken off overnight, and I never got the crash course in being an executive. For example, how was I supposed to deal with a vice president whose glib tone and habit of checking his phone mid-conversation set my teeth on edge?


Cord pushed through the door then, holding a Big Gulp, and tossed his wet umbrella into the corner. “What’d I miss?”


Mason set his device aside, finally. “Wes was just reminding me of the company’s mission.”


“I bet.” Cord shot me a WTF look across the table. “Sorry I’m late—issue with the servers. So, what’s—”


Mason’s phone vibrated across the table, and he scrambled to answer it. “Give me a minute.” He held up a dismissive finger and stepped out the door.


I cut my gaze to my friend. “What would it take to fire him?”


“Cause and probably a severance package the size of Wisconsin. What happened?” Cord leaned back in his chair in a way that made him look like a sitcom dad ready to solve problems and dispense wisdom.


“He isn’t on board with what we do.”


“Not sure that, alone, is a fireable offense. What did he say?” Cord sipped from the bucket of Mountain Dew. I had given up reminding him we ran a health and fitness company years ago.


I repeated Mason’s words back with air quotes. “Who says that shit? He doesn’t get us.”


“Sure, he does.” Cord shrugged. “He’s just a dick.” My buddy was the laid-back, agreeable person everyone should have as a best friend and business partner. The things that kept me riled up seemed to roll off him.


Mason made me twitchy. That, and I was drowning in all the work that used to be a welcome distraction. I glanced at my phone, where my text message remained unanswered. Plus, it’s February.


“Pearl doesn’t like him,” I added, noticing the way Cord’s expression sharpened at her name. To say Cord had a crush on Pearl was the understatement of the decade. When he talked about her, he’d get that look in his eye, like when he worked through a coding problem. I thought Mason’s bugging her would push his buttons, but he relaxed his shoulders. “He dated her sister, Shea, and it didn’t end well.”


“Do we need to kill him?”


Cord chuckled. “If Shea is anything like Pearl, I’m sure Mason did not walk away from that unscathed. Pearl is just protective of her sister.” Cord looked down at his phone, probably to avoid me asking him when the two of them had gotten so chummy.


“Sorry about that,” Mason announced as he reentered the room, clapping his hands together and taking his seat. “Good news. A friend over in marketing at Best Life gave me a heads-up they want to do a feature, following one of their staff through the FitMi program.”


Best Life was trendy, but I’d never seen them hawking unsafe diets or unhealthy messages—and while FitMi was doing well, that kind of exposure could launch us into the stratosphere.


“She said they’ll have someone sign up and try out a coach. I’m thinking we find out who it is and make sure they get the VIP treatment.”


“Back up. How do you know her?” Cord had pulled out his tablet and was, no doubt, searching for Best Life.


“Natalie and I … go way back.” Mason’s smirk made his meaning easy to decode, but he explained anyway because he was a douche. “We fooled around years ago, but she’s cool.”


“She’s the one who’ll be trying out the app?” The future of our company would teeter on some woman Mason screwed and likely screwed over.


“Nah, some big girl she works with. Natalie is already hot. This tight little body and the nicest—”


“We get it,” Cord said curtly. “And don’t talk about women like that here. When is she joining?”


Mason waved a hand dismissively. “Soon. Brock’s our highest-rated coach, right? We just did that social media campaign with him. Let’s pair them.” Mason glanced at his phone again.


His suggestion rubbed me the wrong way. “Let’s assign her using the matching algorithm, like everyone else.”


Mason tapped at something on his screen while he spoke, avoiding eye contact. “Why not give them our best?”


“I don’t want them promoting us if they don’t get a real experience.”


“Let me talk to Natalie and see what they want. I’ll email you.” Without another word to us, he was on his phone again. His voice filled the room as his call connected before the door closed. “Hey, Nat. Few questions for you …”


Cord took another drink. “Well. That could be good.”


I glanced out the window, but streaks of rain completely obscured the view. “Yeah. I guess.”


“What’s up with you? You’re way more out of sorts about him than normal.”


I shrugged. “Just lots going on. This management stuff was always supposed to be Kelsey’s role.”


“Well, she’s not here, and it’s on us, but you can still coach,” Cord replied in the why-didn’t-you-already-figure-this-out tone he often adopted with me. “Take on a client or two. It’s the part you enjoy, anyway. Then you’ll stop whining.” He smirked, and I flipped him off.


Kelsey was the only one of us with knowledge on how to actually run the business. It had been a complete surprise when she abandoned us and ended her six-year relationship with me at the same time.


“Kels isn’t coming back, man. She’s beyond moved on.” He rapped his knuckles on the conference table. “Might as well accept it.”


“I’m not waiting for Kelsey to come back,” I protested, crossing my arms over my chest. “I’m just …” Frustrated. Bored. Angry. The unanswered text mocked me. “Tired.”


“Do what you want, man.” He pointed to the manila folder in front of me. “Did Pearl remind you about the résumés?”


“Of course I did.” Pearl stood in the doorway.


Cord whipped around, straightened out of his slouch, and gave an awkward smile.


“Hi, Cord. Glad you made it.” She shifted her gaze to me, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cord’s dopey grin unchanged as he listened to her. “Wes, one of the coaching supervisors is on the phone; she says it’s urgent.”


“I’ll take it in my office,” I said, standing. “And I’ll look at the résumés.”


Cord was right about needing to move on with hiring someone, seeing as my ex-girlfriend—the person I thought I’d spend my personal and professional life with—was CEO of HottrYou, our fiercest competitor.
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I HOISTED THE stack of plates from the cupboard and set them gingerly on Ben’s kitchen counter next to the roll of Bubble Wrap. “Maricela okayed my pitch,” I said, smiling up at my friend, whose gaze was focused on his phone.


“Pitch?” He walked toward me without looking up.


“You know, the one I told you about.”


Wrap.


Stack.


Silence. “About the fitness app?”


Wrap.


Stack.


Silence.


“Oh yeah, of course.” Ben finally shoved his phone in his pocket and flashed me a smile. “The weight loss thing.”


“Not weight loss, but the fitness thing,” I corrected, though I wasn’t sure he heard me.


“You’re going to do it?” Ben flattened a strip of packing tape across a cardboard box, his white T-shirt riding up to reveal a sliver of tan skin between his shirt and jeans.


Maricela had hired him as an editorial assistant at the same time as Claire and me, but soon he’d worked his way into a position running a popular segment of Best Life that appealed mostly to men. After a few years, Ben worked magic, made a big name for himself, and, in no time, had an offer to host a reality show on the Home network. He described the show as a straight Queer Eye meets This Old House with a few touches of The Bachelor thrown in.


It took all of three minutes for my crush on Ben to bloom, with his wavy blond hair and thick glasses over his big green eyes. I would have done anything to spend time with him, and though I didn’t like this desperate feeling, I wasn’t able to stop myself. That included devoting a Friday night to helping him pack for his move across town.


I paused my flatware wrapping to stare at his long fingers as he worked. He has hands like a lumberjack who moisturizes.


“I don’t have a choice now. You should have seen the look on Claire’s face. She definitely would prefer to do this alone.” I’d never admit it, but I was kind of glad she’d be posting, too. I liked the idea of someone besides me baring their soul on the Best Life social platforms.


Ben straightened and reached for his phone. “Claire’ll get over it.”


“Have you met Claire?” I waited for him to take his eyes off his phone so we could exchange a smile or a wink, but he didn’t look up while tapping out a text.


“True,” he mumbled into the screen. After a few seconds of awkward silence, he added, “Maybe don’t leave your coffee unattended.”


I laughed at his dry sense of humor, though the laugh was more from habit than finding him funny. I’d racked my brain about how to cross the bridge from friendship to more, and I hadn’t come up with any good strategies other than always laughing at his jokes.


He spoke over his shoulder while reaching for another box, his gaze darting down my body. “Besides, it makes much more sense for you to do it together—she’s a great writer and you’re hilarious. You’ll complement each other.”


“Definitely.” He wasn’t wrong—Claire was a good writer, and I was funny. I just always hoped he’d see more in me than humor. I focused on the plates in my hand, securing another stack in Bubble Wrap.


“Don’t get me wrong. You’re way cooler.” Ben stacked books in a box resting on his coffee table.


“If you mix that box with pillows, it will make it easier to move.” The subject change did little to untangle the double helix of disappointment and hope.


“Good idea.” He grabbed the burnt orange pillows from his couch. “Anyway, I’m proud of you, Britt. Taking on a project Maricela’s excited about and losing a few pounds. It’s a double win.”


“Um, thanks. Really not about losing weight, though.” I wanted to disappear into the Bubble Wrap, in part at his flippant comment, but also because he hadn’t listened the first time I said it. I sealed the box of kitchen items and plastered on a happy smile. “This room’s about done. Should we start on your bedroom?”


Ben glanced at his special edition Apple watch with the designer band. “Thanks, but I need to call it a night. I’m meeting people in about an hour.”


Oh.


“Britt. You’re the best.” He crossed the room. I hoped he’d wrap me in a friendly hug and remind me he cared. His long arms around my shoulders always sent a tiny spark through me as I inhaled his woodsy cologne. This time, he reached over the box to give me a high five. “What would I do without you?”
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FACING THE LIKELIHOOD that Ben wasn’t into me, despite my wishing and hoping, wasn’t high on my to-do list, so after leaving his place, I got a little drunk. Not the best coping mechanism, but it worked. When I felt appropriately loose, I stripped down to my underwear in front of my bedroom mirror. If I was going to step into a public forum and join a fitness app, I wanted to take personal inventory of my physical attributes before the Internet did it for me. I started making a list of my features.


I have beautiful eyes. Big, dark brown, and with long lashes. My skin was the color of sand after the waves receded, the perfect middle ground between my mom’s pale, freckled face and my dad, who described himself generously as a slightly more handsome Idris Elba. I used to wish for blue eyes like my friends in our small town, but now I loved my eyes. When she was alive, my grandma always told me I looked like a rounder version of Lena Horne. I batted my eyes and did my best impression in the mirror.


Arms. I held out my hands to my sides and jiggled, watching the flesh undulate. Is it weird that I’m captivated by this? I always liked how the skin on my shoulders was smooth and clear, and I was ready for warmer, tank top–worthy weather.


These are perfectly proportioned toes. I glanced down at my feet, each little piggy in line, with well-appointed polish.


I have an amazing rack. They were too big to be especially perky, but cleavage for days, and they inspired enthusiasm in other ways.


I admired the curve of my ass in the mirror, giving it a smack for good measure and sipping my wine. Sheer perfection.


With a nod, I gave myself one last look and walked to the desk. After pouring another glass of merlot, I opened my laptop. The FitMi home page filled the screen.


I clicked the register button and entered my information on the web form.


I fingered the stem of my wineglass and took a deep breath as a questionnaire filled the screen. I gulped down the last of the drink. Here we go. After a slew of health warnings, a page of several open-ended questions greeted me.


What is your primary motivation for joining FitMi? Please check all that apply.


I reviewed the options: increasing activity, losing weight (see note), strengthening and toning muscles, improving athleticism, gaining nutrition knowledge, addressing a medical concern (please specify), other (please specify). I want a promotion, and my crush sees me as one of the guys … Would that fall under “other”? I selected increasing activity and gaining nutrition knowledge but scrolled back to check losing weight. I wanted to explore what someone would experience if they checked that and if FitMi was as body positive as it claimed. A message appeared.


We respect every client’s goals, but FitMi coaches will not focus on weight with you. We will focus on helping you reach your goals related to activity and/or nutrition. If you plan to continue, your coach will discuss our philosophy with you in more detail.


I copied and pasted the text into a document. Something similar had been on their website, but I made note of a few questions to ask.


Do you have any medical conditions? No.


This isn’t so bad. As I hit next to move on, a long list of medical conditions appeared, and I was prompted to check yes or no for heart conditions, high blood pressure, diabetes, cancer, thyroid issues, and a host of things I’d never heard of. I considered pouring another glass or just bringing the bottle of wine to my lips as I clicked no on each item individually, the long list of possible illnesses intimidating.


How much sleep do you get per day? 8 hours.


It’s usually closer to five between the time I stop reading and when I hit the snooze alarm, but I strive for eight and that should count.


Describe your daily nutrition. I don’t eat as many vegetables and fruits as I should, but if caramel macchiatos, French fries, and peanut butter M&M’s are all in different food groups, then I am doing A-OK.


What are your exercise habits? Outside of attending a biweekly over-sixty hip-hop dance class I accidentally joined, not doing it.


Should I lie just a little? I erased the end and instead typed: My regular exercise includes a good amount of walking to get from place to place in the city. That lie might be too big. I take the ‘L’ or an Uber more often than not. I erased my response again and retyped my original answer. I planned to tell the world I wanted to be more active, and it wouldn’t help to lie here. I nodded, then answered a few more questions about favorite foods.


Do you smoke or use other tobacco products? Never.


How often do you consume alcohol?


I glanced at my wineglass and the almost empty bottle on the counter. Probably won’t be telling the world about that. A glass of wine or a bottle of beer once or twice a week.


What do you do for a living?


I had to be as true to real life as possible to give this an honest review, but even with three glasses of merlot in me, I had enough sense not to allude to Best Life or journalism, so I typed “assistant” instead.


What are your specific short-and long-term goals?


It had been over a year since I’d been with anyone, and even then, I didn’t always feel fully comfortable naked. It wasn’t something I’d ever shared before. Taking another big drink of wine and deciding to be honest, I typed “to look and feel good naked.”


Is there anything you’ve always wanted to do that your health and/ or perception of your body has held you back from doing? Jumping out of a plane.


Something about mass and velocity and all the townspeople below. I thought about adding my joke but figured it might not be the place for self-deprecating humor. It was one of the few things my weight had kept me from doing, and I’d been sad in college when I learned there was a weight limit.


I reread my answers, fingers hovering over the track pad. Just do it. I clicked the button to submit the form. I guess I expected the Rocky theme to blare from my speakers, but I received a confirmation saying my registration would be reviewed and I’d be assigned to a coach within one business day.


Here we go.









[image: 4: WES]


“WHOA.” THE CHAIR squeaked as Cord spun, holding my phone. “Kelsey wants to get together?”


I grunted from where I was doing sit-ups on the floor of his office. It was the third message in two weeks, and I hadn’t responded.


“Are you going to meet with her?”


“Are you planning meetings with any of your ex-girlfriends?”


“My exes don’t run rival companies. What do you have to lose?”


Just my pride, my resolve to move on, and maybe my lunch. I didn’t answer, instead ramping up the speed of my reps.


Cord huffed, returning to his phone screen. “Fine. But do something, ’cause I am tired of this version of you.”


“This version of me?” I finished a set before switching to cross-body crunches. My abs contracted as I pulled my elbow to my knee. We’d just finished a conference call with some of our investors and our head of accounting. Good news all around, and everyone was making money, but I’d struggled to stay involved in the conversation. Lately, my head always seemed to be somewhere else, and the quick ab workout gave me something to do.


“Yes. This twitchy version. Like a caged animal that’s pissed off. What’s going on? Is it Kels? Something with your mom?”


No, it’s February. “Nothing.”


“You’re a shitty liar.” Cord returned to his keyboard, one worn sneaker propped on his denim-clad knee. With him in jeans, a T-shirt, and Chucks and me in workout clothes and sneakers, we could have starred in a movie called The Unlikely CEOs.


I finished the last set and fell back onto the thin carpet, staring up at the exposed ductwork in our trendy downtown office space. The Realtor had told us it added edge and sophistication—it reminded me of living in crappy, unfinished basement apartments where everything always smelled damp.


Freshman year, Cord and I were roommates in the most run-down and cheapest dorm on campus. He was there because he hadn’t gotten around to submitting his housing contract until the last minute. I was there because it was the least expensive option I still couldn’t afford, even with my football scholarship.


He handed me a water bottle. “You can’t ignore her forever.”


“I can ignore her today.”


He fixed me with a deadpan expression. “Mature.”


My body readjusted after the quick workout, and I sat up, flipping him off.


“You just did Eight Minute Abs on the floor of my office after spacing out during a meeting with the money guys.” A twinge of frustration had seeped into his voice.


Fuck. The rough, notched surface of the bricks was cool against the back of my head, and I took another slow breath. “Sorry. I’ll get my head back in the game.”


Cord shrugged and brushed the hair from his forehead. “I know.”


Pearl popped her head past Cord’s open door, and I noticed him straighten in his chair, which made me bite back a smirk.


“Hey.” Cord’s voice came out higher than normal, and he cleared his throat before repeating it in his regular register.


“Hi, Cord.” If she noticed him acting like a middle schooler with a crush, she had the grace to ignore it. Instead, she gave him a warm smile, and I swear his chest puffed out. “You need anything before I go, Wes?”


I waved. “Have a nice weekend, Pearl.”


She waved back, flashing another smile at Cord, who called after her, his voice too loud. “Have a good night!”


Despite my bad mood, I reached out a hand to offer him a high five he didn’t return. “Those tutorials on talking to women are paying off.”


“Fuck you,” he said, dropping his head to his hands.


“I’m just giving you shit, man.” I settled back, enjoying my friend’s mild misery.


“Anyway.” He stood and clapped me on the shoulder. “Pick up a client or two. You get less edgy when you’re coaching.” Cord tossed his messenger bag over his head and shoved his phone in his pocket. “Want to grab a beer?”


“Nah. I’m gonna hang for a while.” I took a swig from the water bottle but didn’t get up from the floor.


“Okay.” He headed for the door. “And, Wes?” Cord paused and faced me again. “I know there’s something going on. Offer stands.”


“Thanks, man.”


Cord held up a hand and disappeared down the hall. I let my head fall back against the wall and stared at the ductwork again. Painted black, it was a step up from the apartments with exposed wires and tape holding the pipes together. When my sister, Libby, was small, she was scared they’d fall on her in the run-down places we’d lived, so I made them into characters in bedtime stories so she wouldn’t worry. The tale of Mr. Sparky and the Dusty Cobweb.


For a second, my lips tipped up at the memory, and I released a heavy breath.


February.


Scrubbing my palms down my face, I shook my head. Okay. Enough. I popped up and strode down the hall to my office, brought my computer to life, and logged into the administrator portal for the app. Cord was right. A client would keep me distracted from everything swirling in my head and the administrative tasks piling up on my desk.


Most new clients were paired with a coach automatically through our matching algorithm, but sometimes people’s intake information was reviewed manually if they made special notations or added unique comments. Three new registrations were in the queue to be assigned a coach the next morning, and I skimmed through them—an ex-bodybuilder from Akron, a retired teacher in Scottsdale, and an assistant in Chicago. The bodybuilder wanted to get back into the sport; I clicked the button to assign her to a coach we’d just hired who competed in natural bodybuilding competitions. I clicked the button to assign the teacher to me. SamTheMan6 had diabetes and a rare heart condition, so I sent the standard welcome email and added a note to have the client confirm they’d checked in with a doctor before coaching began. I dragged the mouse to x out of the system, but the assistant’s profile lingered on the screen.


I scrolled through her demographic information and the first few responses. Nonsmoker … wants to eat better … exercise more. Seemed standard, and I wasn’t sure what had kicked her application out of the automated process. I hovered over the button to assign her to someone else.


What are your specific short-and long-term goals? To look and feel good naked.


What does being healthy mean to you? To look and feel good naked after eating a salad.


Comments: I can work with anyone, except a Packers fan. I’d hate to have beef with my coach from the beginning.


I laughed out loud in the quiet office.


I reread her answers and chuckled again before clicking the button to assign myself as Bmoney34’s coach. I can handle two clients.







From: FitMiCoachWes1


To: Bmoney34


Sent: February 1, 7:12 p.m.


Bmoney34,


Welcome to FitMi Fitness! I am your coach, and my name is Wes (he/him/his pronouns). I’m excited to help you reach your goals. Please read the message below for important information about your registration and our programs—that will give you a good idea of what to expect.


I have a degree in exercise science and ten years’ experience coaching and teaching fitness and nutrition. You can reach me through the system on our website or through the mobile app.


Let’s get moving.


Wes


P.S. I’m a Bears fan from way back.
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LIKED BY BETHANYHM AND 659 OTHERS


Have you heard about this new diet?


Underwear that camouflages your thighs?


Selfie poses to thin your face?


I’ve heard about them all. Spoiler alert: No one sticks to that diet and it probably doesn’t work anyway, the underwear cuts off circulation, and your friends know what you look like in real life, so who cares? That brings me to now. I’m Britta. I’m a writer, a coffee lover, a devourer of books, and I’m fat. I know that’s a scary word for many people, but I try not to give it that power. This project is not about me avoiding or running away from being fat. It’s not about chasing some arbitrary ideal body or anything like that. Truth is, I want to be more active and I want to eat better, so I’m about to sign up for a fitness app, request a personal trainer, and invite you to watch how it pans out. I imagine there will be tears, crushing defeat, and swearing along the way, but I promise to tell you the truth at every step. You can celebrate with me at the end.


So, have you heard about @FitMiFitness? #BestLife #TeamBritta





From: Bmoney34


To: FitMiCoachWes1


Sent: February 1, 9:18 p.m.


Wes,


I’m surprised the website connected us so fast. I submitted my registration a couple hours ago. It’s nice to meet you.


I’ve never had a coach or trainer before. Are you going to make me eat kale and do yoga?


Bmoney34 makes me sound like a white rapper from the ’90s, but it’s been my go-to handle since the sixth grade. You can call me B.


B


P.S.—I hope you’re not judging my quick response on a Friday night. I promise I have a life.





From: FitMiCoachWes1


To: Bmoney34


Sent: February 1, 9:27 p.m.


B,


To your questions, I won’t make you do anything. You decide—I just help you find the options. If you’re interested in yoga and kale, though, I’ve got stuff.


In terms of where to start, keep track of what you eat and how much exercise you do for the next week. Here’s a link to the tracking resources in the app. You can send me the results, and we’ll formulate a plan. There’s no right or wrong here.


What questions do you have?


Wes


P.S. Don’t knock white rappers from the ’90s. Where would we be as a country without the dope rhymes of Vanilla Ice? Also, no judgment. I’m writing you back on a Friday night.





From: Bmoney34


To: FitMiCoachWes1


Sent: February 1, 9:34 p.m.


Wes,


I don’t have to diet right away? This sounds like a trick …


Where would we be without Vanilla Ice? A profound question. He taught us so much as a nation. I think I like you. Until you recommend kale smoothies. At that point, you’re dead to me. I’ll start tracking tomorrow. You’ll know I’m lying if I say I ordered fruit and yogurt from Dunkin’, right?


B





From: FitMiCoachWes1


To: Bmoney34


Sent: February 1, 9:42 p.m.


B,


Diets rarely work, and I suspect you already know that, but I will help you make choices about food that work for your life. I find it’s better to spend the first few days paying attention to what you already do—it’s easy to ignore what we put in our bodies when we’re not paying attention, so tracking what you eat and how much you exercise now is where we’ll start. As you go, make note of how you feel (i.e., energized, tired, happy, etc.). It will give us a baseline.


Also, you indicated wanting to lose weight on the registration form—many of our clients do, but I want to make sure you know we don’t focus on that with coaching. It can happen when people exercise more and eat well, but my focus will not be the numbers on the scale, but on you moving more and feeling good. This is challenging for some people who have been conditioned to believe that the numbers are the only things that matter—let me know if you have questions.


I look forward to helping you meet your goals, and I’ll remember the thing about the kale smoothies.


Wes


P.S. Who gets fruit at Dunkin’?





I closed my laptop and headed for the kitchen to rinse out my glass. Turned out my new coach had jokes, which was a relief. Filling out the form and that first exchange had given me an idea for my next post, and I returned to my laptop, flipped it open, and began to write. If, on the off chance I one day won the Pulitzer for this piece, no one would need to be the wiser that I started it while a little drunk and in my underwear.
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“HEY.” AARON TIPPED his chin up as I approached courtside and sat beside him. “We’ve got next.”


Aaron’s wife had been a personal training client, and I always wondered what kind of man could hold his own with Felicia. Turned out, no man ever tried, but Aaron seemed to enjoy being next to her while she bent the world to her will. I’d been playing basketball with him and some guys he worked with for about a year.


I tucked my phone in my pocket. “How’s it going?”


He shook his head and bounced the ball from palm to palm. “You hiring over at FitMi?”


“Last I checked, we weren’t short any high school assistant principals, and I think your wife might kill you if you left after spending all that time finishing your master’s. What’s up?” I liked these games. The guys were laid-back, and it was probably good to hang out with someone other than Cord after we’d spent so much time getting FitMi off the ground. Coaching again had helped, and one of my new clients was kind of a trip—but Cord was right, I wasn’t myself lately, and I hated having him worry about it. Luckily, these guys didn’t know me well enough to ask any probing questions.


Aaron stood, stretching as we talked. “Same old story. Budget cuts. We had this entire new initiative planned for juniors and seniors that was going to help with the cuts we’ve already had to make in the P.E. program.” Aaron paused and waved to Jake, who made his way toward us. “But.” Aaron stopped talking and just made cutting motions with his fingers.


“Talking about your vasectomy again?” Jake set his gym bag on the bench and nodded toward the other guys. “I doubt Wes is any more interested in the play-by-play than I was.”


Aaron flipped him off. “This funny guy.”


“Naya thinks so.” Jake checked his phone and then set it in his bag. I liked him for my friend—nice guy, career oriented, and he was even good with Aaron and Felicia’s kids, which was no easy task, as those kids had energy for days. I had never met anyone worse at basketball, though.


Aaron tossed him the ball, which he barely caught. “I think she means you smell funny. I’d say you look funny, but damn it if you’re not a handsome bastard.”


Jake laughed and tossed the ball back as the players on the court finished their game and our group began a shift forward. We stood at center court, waiting for the last few guys to join us.


“So, they cut your physical education funding?” I palmed the ball. Aaron hadn’t finished his story, but I’d loved my P.E. courses in school. I’d spent as much time as I could with my coach and around the school gym.


“Most of the little music, art, and P.E. funding we still had,” Aaron said. “It’s a mess. We had this peer health education program in the works, but that’s not going to happen now. Shame, too. It was a good idea.”


“Yeah,” I said, more to myself than anyone else, as Aaron got us organized into teams.


[image: image]


WHEN WE WALKED off the court and I checked my phone, I had a missed call I ignored, a text from Kelsey, and a FitMi notification. I paused for a second, thumb hovering over the preview.


The notification from the FitMi app read Bmoney34 logged three meals. It had been so long since I’d used the app as a coach, I’d forgotten to turn off the notifications, but I was glad she was jumping in. The other new client had been hit-or-miss, but I tapped the icon to send B a “good work” message. A text remained on my screen, and not the one I’d been hoping for.




Kelsey: I know you’re ignoring me out of spite. This is important, though.





“Haven’t seen you much. Work okay?” Jake’s voice cut into my thoughts, and I hit delete before tucking my phone in my pocket.


“Yeah. All great. Busy.” I’d missed the last few games. “How’s the new place?”


“Not so new—we’ve been there over a year, but come over some night for dinner or cards or something.”


Wow. Almost a year. I’d spent a lot of time with them for a while, and then I just kind of … stopped. Maybe there’s more going on with me than just it being February.


Aaron joined us, waving to a few of the other guys. “Wes, don’t let him sucker you in. What he lacks in basketball skill, he makes up for in poker. He’ll take all your money.”


“I barely have any left after playing with Felicia last time,” I said.


“Who do you think taught me?” Jake’s phone buzzed in his hand, and he apologized for needing to take it, heading for the exit.


I walked with Aaron while the squeak of shoes and the thud, thud, thud of basketballs hitting the courts sounded all around us. The entire game, I’d been thinking about Aaron’s program. I knew nothing about kids, but I’d wanted to be a teacher at one point, wanted to be like my coach. “That program that was cut at your school. How much would you need to save it?”


“The actual cost for the program isn’t much, but the bigger issue is the staff time. We lost someone we’re not going to replace, and the two people who were going to run it and train the peer leaders now have to be doing other things.”


Despite the coat I’d pulled on, the frigid February air hit me like a brick to the chest, a brick made of ice that exploded on impact. Next to me, Aaron swore under his breath.


“Gotcha,” I said. “So, it’s human resources you need.”


“People and time are harder to come by,” he said, pulling his keys from his pocket.


“Maybe we can help.”


“Your company?”


“Maybe,” I said, wheels already spinning. “Can you send me more information and I’ll look into it?”


When I climbed into my own car, waiting for the window to defrost and the heat to kick in, my phone pinged. Bmoney34 liked your message. I smiled, sitting in the freezing car and thinking about some new possibilities for getting back to what I enjoyed.
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A FEW DAYS after my initial conversation with Wes, I added the contents of my lunch to my food journal on the app.




Salad with light ranch dressing, cheese, and croutons


Cheeseburger with ketchup, mustard


Onion rings and sauce (note: no idea what it is. Probably just fat mixed with magic)


Diet Coke





“What are you doing?”


I glanced up from my phone to see RJ’s cocked eyebrow.


“It’s that app I’m reviewing,” I said, popping an onion ring into my mouth. “I signed up over the weekend, and I have to keep a log of what I eat this week.”


“I get that.” My friend took a forkful of her own salad. “But don’t you have to eat a certain way? Like, shouldn’t you be insisting that I take some of your onion rings?”


“I’m supposed to set my baseline and pay attention to what I eat now.” When I took a bite of my salad, ranch dressing dripped off my fork into a little puddle on the table. “I’m starting here,” I said, motioning to my onion rings and then to her plate. “And you’re the one who said you wanted to eat more vegetables this year.”


“Maybe I should have set a baseline first, though.” RJ stretched her long arm across the table and plucked an onion ring from my plate.


“Anyway, the whole reason I pitched the story in the first place was because of you.”


“Me? Why?” She reached for another onion ring, but I swatted her hand away.


Sometimes it was hard to reconcile the RJ I knew in college with the suit-clad, badass attorney in front of me. We and our college roommates, Kat and Del, had been inseparable and were always getting into something spontaneous. Now RJ was a lawyer, Kat was a teacher and a mom, and Del—well, it seemed he’d be in school forever, but someday he’d have letters after his name. “Remember? We tried to get your cousin to go to the gym with us for the dance class.” RJ had originally talked me into trying Zumba, but we got the rooms mixed up, and the sixty-plus dancers had welcomed us in. I watched RJ’s gears turn. “She said she was embarrassed to go to the gym, like thin people would judge her and fat people would think she didn’t like herself? It got me thinking about how I’d felt that way, too. I wondered how many other people probably do as well. Like, if you’re fat, exercise has to be this big statement instead of something you do like everyone else.”


“Well, damn. Look at you changing the world, girl.” RJ sipped her water. “I think that’s awesome, and you know what else?” She leaned in, lowering her voice, and I mirrored her body language.


“What?”


Her fingers darted between us, and she snatched another onion ring off my plate, popping it into her mouth and then holding up her hands in mock surrender. “I don’t want you to feel alone.”


“Next time, I’m calling Kat,” I said.


“Psh! Good luck. You could try Del, and he’d eat more off your plate than I would while reminding you he’s a poor graduate student. You’re stuck with me.” RJ returned to her salad. “So, you’re working with a trainer?”


“Yeah. He seems like a cool guy.”


I’d had a clear picture of the person who did that job, and it was someone between my high school gym teacher and the nurse at my doctor’s office who clucked her tongue every time I stepped on the scale. He’d been nice, though.


“To baselines, then.” RJ raised her glass of ice water.


I raised my Diet Coke. “Cheers!”
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