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    The Ugly Truth




    LINDA WATCHED from the bedroom door as her high school sweetheart, the man she had known for twenty years and been married to for fifteen, threw his clothes in assorted bags. She wrung her hands in misery, not quite believing this wasn’t some strange nightmare. She’d had ones like this before over the years, and she silently willed herself to wake up. It wasn’t working.




    Finally, he was done. He yanked on the strap of one bag viciously, pulling it over his shoulder and grabbing the handles of the second.




    “Graham,” Linda croaked, “why are you doing this?”




    He stopped in front of her, looked her up and down, and sneered. It was part laughter and part disgust, and she recoiled from the look on his face.




    “Have you looked at yourself lately?” he said with contempt. “Linda, when we first got together, you looked amazing—”




    “I was fifteen,” she said, cutting him off unceremoniously.




    “Now look at you,” he continued, overriding her. “I barely recognize you anymore! You know, I tried to be a good husband. I tried to be supportive as I watched you turn into the Goodyear Blimp, but I can’t do it anymore. Just thinking about laying a hand on you makes me sick. I’m done.”




    Linda stood there, stunned. She grabbed at her shirt and pulled it away from her body, feeling as if it hugged every pound she had gained over the last seven years. “Why are you doing this?” she whispered in distress as she fought to keep the tears pooling in her eyes from running down her face. “Why are you being so cruel?”




    “It’s not cruel, Linda. It’s honesty. Being cruel is letting you continue to get fat without telling you how gross it is.”




    Linda lost the fight. The tears started to fall unbridled, and Graham pushed past her into the hall and started down the stairs.




    “Wait!” she called after him desperately. “I can lose it! I can get back into shape!”




    Graham halted on the steps and looked up at her as she leaned over the balustrade. “It’s too late.” He turned away from her and headed down the stairs again.




    “Graham!” she yelled out after him, hating the panicky breathlessness of her voice. “Come back!” She ran around the landing, trying to catch him. He was already out the door and had shut it behind him.




    Never the most graceful person, Linda’s ankle twisted halfway down the staircase as she tried to go after him. With a scream, she stumbled, managing just barely to catch herself before she fell headlong down the stairs. She took the rest slowly, having heard Graham start up his car. There was no way she could catch him now.




    Slumping down on the bottom step, Linda tried to catch her breath. After the emotional outburst, the running, and the adrenaline pumping through her system after the near fall, she just couldn’t. She tried to draw air into her lungs in desperate gasps, but it wasn’t working. She felt as if she would never get enough oxygen, which added another layer of panic, making things all the more difficult.




    Tears were still running down her face, her lungs were screaming in her chest, and her ankle and wrist throbbed from being wrenched. She still had enough presence of mind to bend over and stick her head between her knees so she could try to get a hold of herself and stop hyperventilating. Her midsection hit her thighs a lot sooner than they used to, and everything Graham had said up in the bedroom came back to her in shattering blows.




    It was true that over the last six or seven years, she had let herself go. Between aging, her decelerating metabolism, and finding solace in food whenever she and Graham fought, well, it was no wonder she had packed on a good seventy pounds. It had been gradual enough. Every year, her waistline increased by a size or two, and suddenly she could hardly recognize herself anymore. She felt as if she had been swallowed whole by this fat version of herself.




    Linda’s breathing finally slowed back to normal. Her heart stopped beating quite so fast, and even her wrist and ankle had numbed a little, but she couldn’t stop the tears. They still came, filling up and overflowing in a torrent that spilled onto the carpet at the foot of the stairs. She remained bent over, her arms trapped under her upper body and her hands fisted in self-loathing. Her mouth opened, and she began to keen. It was a sharp and desolate sound that couldn’t even be classified as a cry. It was more primal and like nothing she had heard before. In some far-off way, she was mesmerized by the sound.




    Linda reared up and screamed. She let one after another rip out of her throat as she pounded her fists against her thighs. Somehow she stumbled to her feet, but her leg buckled as she put weight on the twisted ankle. Throwing a hand up, she supported herself using the wall and limped toward her kitchen.




    The tears had stopped, but the screaming continued in intermittent bursts of anger. Her ankle was a flare of white-hot pain. Surely it was sprained, if not broken, but still she kept going. Linda threw open her cupboards and started sweeping out all of the junk food that had been piled in there. Bags of chips, boxes of cupcakes, all manner of candy and other unhealthy food rained onto the floor. Her fridge was next as she yanked out Jell-O treats, fattening dips, and cartons of take-out food chock-full of calories. Her freezer was no better, and frozen pizzas, French fries, waffles, and pancakes got dumped to the ground at her feet.




    Linda’s screaming had subsided into grunts and pants as she grabbed and threw, grabbed and threw, all of the junk food piling around her. Kicking boxes out of her way, she went over to her kitchen drawers and yanked out a few garbage bags. She didn’t care that her wrist was killing her or that her ankle couldn’t handle much weight. The pain galvanized her, and she fought past it as the garbage bags made loud, thunderous noises when she snapped them open. They were systematically filled with all the food she had been living on over the last few years.




    The purging took quite a while, but it was worth it. Linda dragged two garbage bags of food out to her front porch and then limped back inside. She made her way into the living room and called her friend Tony. As she listened to the ring of the phone, her face was dry of tears, and she didn’t feel like screaming anymore. She was eerily calm in her now empty house.




    “Yo, Lin!” Tony answered in his usual enthusiastic way, and she smiled for the first time in what felt like eons.




    “I need a ride to the hospital,” she said without preamble.




    “Jesus, what did you do to yourself now?” he asked in loving exasperation. “And why isn’t Graham bringing you?”




    “Can you meet me outside in fifteen?” Linda said and hung up the phone.




    Tony was at her door in ten minutes, helping her into his car. She tried not to grimace too much, but the pain had finally caught up and was punishing her for the antics in the kitchen. Lips set in a line and teeth ground together, she waited for Tony to get into the driver’s seat.




    “Hey, Lin?” he asked quietly. “Did you know you have two bags’ worth of food sitting out on your porch?”




    “Take whatever you like,” Linda replied, looking out the windshield. “I don’t need it anymore.”
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    As she sat on the ER gurney, Linda studiously tried to avoid the penetrating gaze of her best friend of thirty years. It wasn’t working very well. There were only so many places you could look in such a small space while trying to avoid a hulking mass like Tony Cross. Finally, she just dropped her gaze to her lap and watched her fingers twist in the fabric of her gray T-shirt.




    “You’re going to have to tell me eventually, you know,” Tony said to her in a stern voice.




    Flipping her eyes back to his face, she answered him in a monotone. “Graham left me because I’m fat.”




    “Fuck off,” Tony said in a dismissive way. It wasn’t until he really looked at Linda that he realized she wasn’t joking. “You serious?”




    Linda simply nodded once and smiled tightly. She watched as Tony’s heavy brows drew inward and down and his lips pulled back from his teeth in a feral snarl. That look was never good. Tony was generally mild-mannered and genial, but he could be quite fierce when angered.




    “Are you serious?” he asked again, rage making his voice deeper and somewhat dangerous sounding.




    “He’s right, Tony,” Linda said softly. “I mean, look at me. I’m gross.”




    “Linda, you’re being ridiculous!”




    “No, I’m not,” she insisted. “You’re really going to sit there and tell me I look great? That Graham is blind? That I’m just curvy? Come on, Tony! Really?”




    “Fine,” he spat out. “You’ve gained weight. Yeah. But that’s an okay reason to dump someone you’ve been with for twenty years? You’re telling me if it was the other way around, you’d have left Graham if he gained weight?”




    “Well…no,” she conceded. “But it’s different!”




    “Why is it different?” Tony demanded, crossing his arms over his chest.




    “It just is,” Linda insisted. “Women are wired differently. We aren’t as visual as men. We can look past stuff easier.”




    “That’s a crock of shit.”




    “It is not! It’s scientifically proven.” She pointed a finger at him. “So, no, I probably wouldn’t have left him for gaining weight.” She paused for a moment and then grinned slightly. “But I should have left him for having a small dick.”
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    Linda was awoken with a start when someone started banging on her door. She hadn’t wanted to manage the stairs with her ankle, so she had taken a pill, lain down on the couch, and passed out. She thought she was going to cry some more but hadn’t. The dissolution of her marriage had been a long time coming. She had just been too scared and ashamed to admit it.




    Truth be told, she had been miserable over the last few years. Instead of doing the right thing and leaving Graham, she had turned to food for comfort, swallowing empty calories much like she swallowed his verbal abuse, possible infidelity, and stony silences. She had been too afraid to just kick the no-good bastard out because he was all she knew. All she had ever known. And now he was gone.




    Like Tony had said, good riddance.




    Now she had the kick in the pants she needed to move on with her life.




    The knocking started up again, and Linda scrubbed her eyes and sat up. “Just a minute!” she yelled toward the door as she reached down for her crutches. Her ankle was feeling somewhat better, but she figured she’d better not take a chance. As she thumped over to the door, she swore a blue streak under her breath. This had better be good.




    “El?” she said, looking out and seeing her BFF standing on the porch with her hands behind her back.




    “Tony called me. Is it true? Is he gone?”




    “Yeah,” Linda answered. “He’s gone.”




    “Woo hoo!” Eliza yelled out, pulling two bottles of wine—one white and one red—from behind her back. “Let’s celebrate!”




    Linda stared at her friend in disbelief as she stumbled backward against the hallway wall. Eliza bounced past her with wine in tow and headed to the kitchen. Getting her wits about her, Linda closed the front door and thumped after her friend, who was busy hunting for the wine bottle opener. Two glasses were already set on the table, waiting.




    “My husband leaves me…and you want to celebrate?”




    “Hell yes!” Eliza answered, her back to Linda as she uncorked both bottles of wine. “I’ve been praying for this day for years! Except I was really hoping you would be the one to kick his sorry ass out. It really sucks he hurt you, but Tony’s going to make him pay for that shit. Roy and John will be trolling for him tonight. He better have left town, that’s all I have to say.” She turned to Linda, a bottle in each hand. “Red? Or white?”




    Unable to keep up with the crazy, Linda sank down into one of her kitchen chairs and just stared at Eliza, stupefied. “I’m on Vicodin,” she finally managed to stammer out.




    “When was your last pill?” Eliza asked, frowning slightly.




    “About six hours ago?”




    “Oh, you’re fine!” she exclaimed happily. “So, no more Vicodin for you tonight. Just ibuprofen and the nectar of the gods! You’ll be feeling no pain soon enough.”




    “Fine.” Linda sighed. “White.”




    “Yes!” Eliza tipped the bottle over Linda’s glass and filled it to the brim.




    Just over an hour later, much like Eliza had said, Linda was feeling no pain. In fact, she was limping around the living room, where they had moved to be more comfortable, drinking wine straight from the bottle.




    “And you know what he says to me?” Linda asked, turning to face Eliza and throwing her hand out to catch herself on a chair. “He says I’m fat! And that he can’t even stand to look at me, much less touch me. Fucker! Well, how the hell did he think I got fat? It was his goddamn fault! Whenever he was an asshole to me—which was a lot—I ran to food and ate myself into oblivion!”




    Eliza merely sat there, nodding through the tirade, owl-eyed and swaying slightly.




    “So, now?” Linda continued to rant, “Now, I’m old and I’m fat! I gave that piece of shit the best years of my life, and then he up and leaves me. Fucker!”




    “You’re not old,” Eliza replied, wagging her head, her straight brown hair whipping to and fro. “And you can lose weight!”




    “That’s right! I can lose weight!” Linda crowed. “And I’m gonna be hot!”




    “Yeah, hot!” Eliza agreed loudly.




    Linda went over and flopped down on the couch. “Why didn’t you tell me, El?” she asked in a small voice. “Why didn’t you tell me before that you all hated him?”




    “He was your husband, Linda.” Eliza sighed. “What were we supposed to do besides support you?”




    Linda burst into tears again. Not because Graham was gone—he could rot in hell for all she cared—but because of her lost youth, spent on a man who was undeserving. And her lost self-esteem, which he had hammered at until it was virtually non-existent. She cried because she felt that most of her life had passed her by and she had spent the last fifth of it in misery.




    Eliza reached out and hugged her. Linda was rocked back and forth, her hair was stroked, and soon her tears had subsided. She remained where she was and fought off a wave of fatigue that came out of nowhere. Her jaw unhinged in an almighty yawn.




    “Time to go to bed, Linda,” Eliza said as she pushed Linda back, grabbed her arm, and hauled her off the couch.




    Linda didn’t remember much after that, except them stumbling up the stairs and her being led to her bed. She remembered rolling over during the night, careful not to jostle Graham. When she realized he wasn’t there and never would be again, loneliness crept up and tried to suffocate her. But then she remembered what he had said to her before he left, and she swore to herself she’d rather live the rest of her life alone than one more day with him.




    After that, Linda slept the peaceful dreams of one who had resolved to change.
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    What Do You Mean He?




    A FEW WEEKS AFTER her drinkfest with Eliza, Linda found herself outside Self-sational Fitness Club. The front of the club was a window wall, with fitness equipment set up in rows on both sides of the entrance. Spandex-clad, tight-bodied women jogged, cycled, and used the elliptical machines in plain view of everyone walking by on the street.




    Linda looked at her reflection in the window. It completely engulfed the woman who was running on the treadmill in front of her. Glancing down at herself in her loose-fitting clothing, she swallowed hard. She thought about turning around, getting back in her car, and going home so she could burrow under her duvet and just go to sleep. Taking a step in the direction of the parking lot, she hesitated. This was something she wanted to do.




    She had already gotten rid of every bit of junk food in the kitchen, leaving it painfully bare in the wake of Hurricane Linda. That had been step number one. Luckily, Tony had offered to drop it all off at the local food bank, and she felt much better when the bags of food had been taken from her sight.




    While eating well would help her avoid gaining weight and also shed some pounds, she knew that ultimately, she’d have to give her metabolism a boost, and the only way she could do that was through exercise. And she knew she couldn’t do it without help.




    “Graham has probably already replaced you with some pretty young thing,” she grumbled to herself. “Show him what he’ll be missing.”




    With that, she walked up to the glass door, yanked it open, and strode into the fitness club like she owned the place. That lasted about five steps, and by the time she got to the counter, she was intimidated again. The girl who worked the reception area was wearing a sports bra and barely-there boy shorts. Every square inch of her toned skin was a toasty brown, as if she lived near a sunny beach in Florida instead of in the town of Arnold, Maryland.




    “Hi!” the girl said enthusiastically. “Can I help you?”




    “Umm…yes. I’m looking for Amanda Reese.”




    “Oh, Amanda! Yeah, sure. Let me grab her for you. I think she’s between sessions.”




    And just like that, Malibu Barbie sauntered off with a bounce in her step and a swing to her hips that made half the men working out in the weights section of the gym stop what they were doing so they could stare. Linda wanted to bolt again, and the only thing that stopped her was seeing Malibu Barbie talking to Bombshell Barbie and pointing toward her.




    Now both women came across the gym, and all the men stopped what they were doing to stare. Linda sighed, a mix of contempt for the men, envy of the women, and resignation that she would probably never look like that. Malibu Barbie went back behind the reception desk, and Bombshell Barbie, who Linda assumed must be Ms. Reese, headed her way.




    “Hi, I’m Amanda,” Barbie said, putting her hand out and smiling brightly. “Can I help you?”




    “I hope so,” Linda replied, shaking the other woman’s hand. “I’m Linda Tanner. My doctor gave me your card. I was hoping I could hire you as a personal trainer.”




    “Oh, jeez,” Amanda said, biting her lip and looking somewhat torn. “Did you know when you wanted to get started?”




    “As soon as possible,” Linda stated, figuring if she put it off any longer, she’d never do it.




    “That’s what I thought you’d say,” Amanda replied with a cringe. “I’m sorry. I’m completely booked for at least three months.”




    “Shit,” Linda mumbled to herself. “Well, can I leave my number in case of a cancellation?”




    “You don’t have to do that,” Amanda said, shaking her head enthusiastically, her platinum-blond curls bouncing around her face. “We have another trainer. My housemate.”




    “Oh, you do?”




    “Yeah, and I know he just had a cancellation recently, so he has some free time.”




    “Wait,” Linda said, slightly mortified. “He?”




    “Yeah! Jack. Here, let me call him over.” Raising her hand, she waved it over her head. “Hey! Jack!”




    “No,” Linda hissed, clamping a hand around Amanda’s arm. “Don’t do that!”




    It was too late. The other personal trainer looked up from whatever he was doing and, after a few seconds, started to jog over to them from the back of the facility.




    “Fuck,” Linda muttered under her breath as the most perfect male specimen she had ever seen walked over and smiled at her.
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    Jack had one eye firmly set on the clock above the workout area and the other on the woman who was lying on the weight bench, trying to bench press thirty pounds. He kept having to step back away from her head because she was more concerned with trying to look up his shorts than benching the weights he had placed on the bar.




    “You’re doing great, Mrs. Bellham,” he said, smiling at her even though he was ready to blindfold the hornbag. One more time, lady, he thought. Look up my shorts just one more time! Then again, she’d probably like that. This one looked like she got off on the kinky shit.




    How in the hell had he ever let Amanda talk him into moving to this tiny little town? He had been happy in Hawaii. And yet, here they were.




    But this place was a whole new kettle of fish. The women were man-hungry. He couldn’t go through one whole day without being propositioned at least once. And what made it more appalling was that half the come-ons came from married women. This was a whole new dynamic for him, and he wasn’t quite sure how to handle it.




    Jack heard his name being called from across the club.




    Speak of the devil. Amanda was waving her arm in the air to get his attention and standing beside what looked like yet another horny housewife that she wanted to pawn off on him. He was going to kill her. Just pull up her Spandex bra and strangle her with the damned thing. It would be so easy. Sooo fucking easy.




    “I’ll be right back, Mrs. Bellham,” he said as he helped her ease the bar back on its struts.




    “Jack, how many times do I have to tell you to call me Candy?” She simpered up at him.




    “Yeah, right,” he said with a nod. “Don’t do anything while I’m gone. Okay?”




    She bobbled her head up and down, batting her stubby lashes at him.




    “Last thing I need is a fucking lawsuit,” he grumbled under his breath before plastering on the fakest smile in his repertoire and jogging over to the bane of his existence and his newest client.




    When he got to the women, he was actually perplexed by what he saw. His newest potential client had a death grip on Amanda’s arm and looked absolutely horrified. Her face was beet red, and she was pulling her baggy shirt away from her body in nervous plucks and tugs. She looked…scared. Completely unlike all the other vapid bimbos who preened and puckered their lips at him.




    This woman looked at him as if he was going to attack her.




    What the hell? He took in her huge, worried gray eyes and compressed lips.




    “Jack,” Amanda said, shaking the lady’s hand off her arm and continuing as if she were completely blind to the whole situation. “This is Linda Tanner. She needs a personal trainer right away, and I’m booked solid. Do you think you can slip her in?”




    “Yeah…that’s fine,” Jack replied casually and bent slightly to catch the poor woman’s eyes. “If you want?”




    To his utter dismay, the lady turned an even deeper shade of red and grabbed fistfuls of her shirt, pulling desperately, as if she were trying to hide herself from him. He couldn’t understand what he had said or done to cause her such distress, but something in the way she was avoiding his eyes made him want to find out.




    “Hey, Mandy,” he said, looking at his best friend. “Think you can give me and Ms. Tanner a minute here?”




    “Yeah, sure!”




    The woman turned large eyes up to Amanda and looked as if she wanted to beg her to stay. In normal Amanda fashion, she simply smiled and wandered off. Jack loved her to death, but her head was so far up in the clouds sometimes. He often wondered how she hadn’t strolled off a cliff by now.




    He shook his head at Amanda’s back before turning to face the woman again. She was eying the door as if it was her salvation and refused to make eye contact with him.




    “Hey,” he said softly, as if he were talking to a wounded animal in search of escape. “Are you okay?”




    She finally looked up at him, and he saw the sheen of tears in her eyes. “I can’t do this,” she said in a soft voice. “I came here expecting to hire a woman.”




    “Look, you don’t need to hire me if it makes you uncomfortable.” He could kill Amanda for this. Why hadn’t she checked to make sure this woman would be okay with a man being her personal trainer? This chick was a mess, Jack thought. Maybe she had been hurt or abused. Maybe she didn’t like or trust men. And now she was being forced to endure the intimate attentions of one—’cause the truth of the matter was physical training could get pretty hands-on and intense. “You can just wait until Amanda is free,” he suggested. “Or maybe I can talk her into taking an extra client.”




    “You’d do that?”




    “Sure. We’re pretty close. I know she can swing it.” He was positive Amanda would swing it, because if she didn’t, he’d kill her for real. She owed him one. Especially after this. “Why don’t you leave your contact info with the front desk, and I’ll have her call you. Okay?”




    “Okay,” she answered, smiling at him slightly.




    Somewhere throughout their conversation, she had stopped fidgeting. Now that her face had cleared and she no longer seemed terrified, she was actually kind of pretty. If you liked that sort of thing. Her hair was a burnished auburn, long with a slight wave, and her large gray eyes were light in contrast. She was a quite a bit more full-figured than Jack preferred, but at least she was trying to do something about it, which made him respect her.




    “All right.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Maybe I’ll see you around sometime.”




    “Yeah, probably,” she said, a wry lilt in her voice. Then she ducked her head and scuttled toward the reception desk.




    Jack watched the woman leave, still somewhat confused by the whole encounter. He groaned when he remembered he still had about half an hour of his session with Candace Bellham to get through. Damn it. He should have worn some bike shorts under his normal workout gear. He’d have to remember for next time. He trudged toward the back of the club.




    Amanda was with her next client, so Jack couldn’t grab her by the back of the head and drag her into the employees’ lounge for a verbal tongue-lashing like he wanted to. He would just have to remember to tell her she was taking on Linda Tanner whether she wanted to or not, and if that meant booking extra hours, too damned bad.
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    Linda practically ran to her car. When she got there, she locked herself inside and relived her absolute humiliation. It had been bad enough when Amanda Reese revealed that their second personal trainer was a man, but seeing the man in person made things worse.




    He was absolutely stunning. Linda had never seen such a good-looking man up close and personal before. He had looks that should be on the big screen: curly, sandy-brown hair, big blue eyes, and a jaw that looked chiseled out of marble, except for the light scruff on his chin.




    And that was just his face. From what she could see, his body looked fantastic. His form-fitting T-shirt outlined wide shoulders, a nice set of pecs, and a flat stomach. He had lean hips and long, defined legs, and his arms were corded with muscle but not to the extreme. It was just enough to make a girl want to swoon so he’d catch her. And Linda had been ready to do just that.




    Then she remembered that she was fat and would likely crush him under her immense weight, no matter how muscular those arms looked.




    And she was old.




    He looked like a baby, probably not even thirty, and she felt mildly perverted for even thinking of him in that way. But damn if he didn’t look fine standing there in his workout clothes. Of course, that’s when things got critical. Graham’s words echoed in her brain, and Linda’s shirt felt way too tight across her midsection. She’d pulled it away from her body relentlessly as the introductions had been made, but all she could think of was how disgusting she must look and how someone like him wouldn’t want to be subjected to touching her.




    She had just wanted the floor to open up and swallow her whole when he sent the other girl away and tried to calm her down. And he had been so nice to her. She had almost been hoping that he would be a conceited, egotistical dickwad. But he had been sweet and concerned, and he’d tried to make her feel better about being an inept moron.




    Jesus, what had happened to her? Before Graham had left, she knew she was overweight. It wasn’t like it was some big revelation or anything. But for some reason, she’d never felt this horrible about herself. Maybe it was because she was married and figured she’d always have a husband, so what did it matter how she looked?




    But now all that had changed. Linda was single, and how she looked mattered a hell of a lot more. How others saw her would be different. She no longer had the security of her marriage—even if it had been a sham. She was on her own and would always be alone if she didn’t do something about her weight, because as long as she felt this way, she’d never see herself as worthy of love.




    The mind was a powerful weapon, especially when turned on oneself.




    Linda sat in the car a little longer, replaying everything that had happened, and then she made a decision. She wasn’t going to be bound by her weight. She had come here to get a personal trainer, and damned if she wasn’t going to get one. Perhaps Amanda could fit her in, but now she didn’t want Amanda. She wanted Jack. She didn’t stop to examine the many ways she wanted him. For now, personal trainer would suffice.




    Making up her mind, Linda exited her car and ran back to the front door of the fitness club. She didn’t stop to think about what she was doing; she just marched through those doors, head held high and shoulders thrown back. She even shook her ass a little. Sure, none of the guys in the weights section stopped what they were doing to watch her strut her stuff, but she didn’t care. If her plan worked, it wouldn’t be very long before they did pay attention, and that was why she had come here in the first place.




    She found Jack quickly enough. He was standing over a woman on a weight bench and rubbing his eyes as if he were in pain. For some reason, that made her smile and gave her a little extra strength.




    “Jack?” she said in a breathless voice.




    “Yeah?” he replied tiredly before dropping his hand to register who was speaking to him.




    “I changed my mind,” Linda said more confidently. “I want you to be my personal trainer.”
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    The next day, Jack was experiencing a mild case of déjà vu as he stood over Candy Bellham while she tried to peek up his shorts. The only difference was this time, he’d remembered to throw on a pair of bike shorts under his workout gear, and the disgruntled look on Mrs. Bellham’s face was worth having to deal with sweaty balls later. He tried to keep the grin to himself, but it wasn’t working very well. Unfortunately, Mrs. Bellham took it the wrong way and smiled at him coquettishly.




    Luckily, the longest hour in the history of the world finally came to an end, and he was bidding adieu to Mrs. Bellham. Jack smiled his best smile and didn’t particularly care that it didn’t touch his eyes. A shallow woman like her wouldn’t notice anyway. When she finally walked out, his mouth drew down in a scowl as he looked at the clock. He had about fifteen minutes to grab a drink and de-stress. And get the hell out of those restricting bike shorts. Jack was going to give Ms. Tanner the benefit of the doubt. He had the impression she wasn’t the kind to look up his shorts, even if given the chance. He wasn’t even certain she had enough nerve to look in his eyes, much less at his crotch.




    It wasn’t long before he was paged to meet with Linda Tanner for their first official session.




    “Hi, Ms. Tanner. Nice to meet you again,” he said politely. “The change rooms are in the back if you want to get into your workout clothes.”




    “Uhh…this is what I’m wearing,” she said in a quiet voice.




    Jack eyed her heavy hoodie and matching sweat pants. They were huge on her, as if she were trying to hide herself from the public. “But you’ll get too hot in that,” he pointed out reasonably.




    “I’ll be fine.”




    Jack frowned but said nothing more. She would have to learn the hard way. He hoped she had brought water with her, because she was going to need it.




    After that awkward exchange where she mostly avoided his eyes—surprise, surprise—Jack decided to show her the club and see what type of experience she had with the equipment. As they walked around, he became more and more dismayed when Linda shook her head every time he pointed at a machine.




    “You’ve never worked out? Ever?” he asked, trying to conceal his shock. “No running? Bike riding? Nothing?”




    “Umm…no,” Linda replied, now a painful shade of red. “I’m kind of clumsy.” Finally, she looked up at him, and the shame in her eyes made Jack feel cruel and insensitive. He didn’t like the feeling. Not at all.




    “So, what made you decide to do it now?” he blurted out.




    “This!” she said emphatically, grabbing fistfuls of her plump thighs. Now they looked like a matching set of tomatoes.




    Jack turned away slightly, rubbing the back of his neck in embarrassment. First he’d made her feel shitty for not knowing about exercise equipment, and then he’d forced her to publicly admit she was overweight. This was quickly becoming even more mortifying than the first time they had met.




    A pale forearm shot into his view, and he jumped slightly.




    “This is what happened the first time my dad took the training wheels off my bike,” she said in a soft voice. His eyes followed a slim finger as it traced up a long, winding scar that went from halfway up her forearm to almost the crook of her elbow. It had a faint silvery sheen, and you could tell it had happened a long time ago. “The ER doctor said it was a good thing it was over to the left a little, or I probably would have bled out. My dad was horrified. He sold my bike to a neighbor the next day.”




    Jack glanced up at the woman by his side, but she wasn’t looking at him. She bent over, pulled one of her pant legs up, and pointed to a healed gash over the top of her knee. “This happened when they added mandatory cross-country in my high school gym class,” she continued in a wry tone. “I managed to step in a pothole, twisted my ankle, and fell on a broken bottle someone had left in the gutter beside the road. I had to get a note to be excused from that class.”




    He stared at the scar and the smooth knee underneath.




    She let her pant leg fall back down and stood up. “Anyway, I’ve never been much into sports, so exercise was never really high on my list of priorities.”




    Looking at her, he noticed Linda had a small grin on her face. It was catchy, and he found himself grinning in return. She really did have pretty eyes…and then it struck him that she was actually looking at him. Really looking at him. Not the furtive glances of before. Showing off her battle scars had enabled them to bond, and instead of making her more awkward and uncomfortable, it had made her a little bolder than usual. He realized something else. It was her concern for him and how he had been feeling that had given her the courage to distract him from this odd situation.




    She had sacrificed a little bit of herself in order to make him feel better.




    Jack stared at Linda in confusion until she coughed and gestured to the exercise equipment in front of her. “So…umm…are we going to get started?”




    “Yeah,” he replied quickly, burying his strange feelings. “Yeah, let’s get started. You’re going to want to warm up first before we do anything.”




    And so it began. A trainer and his client. So, why did Jack feel different this time? He supposed he’d never know.
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    I Never Agreed to Jiggling




    JACK MCALLISTER WAS EVIL.




    Of this Linda was convinced. Far from taking it easy on her, he pushed her like a slave driver. Maybe he got off on it? Every single time she heard him say, “Ten more, Linda! You can do it!” she wanted to punch him in his incredibly straight, perfect nose.




    He was a sadist. And Linda must have been a masochist, because every time he did say ten more, instead of punching him and walking out, she did ten more.




    He also took every opportunity he could to berate her for wearing a ridiculous fleece-lined sweat suit. It was a sweat suit, for goodness sake. Isn’t the whole purpose to sweat in the damned thing? she thought irately. After the first fifteen minutes of the workout, she became acutely aware as to why less is more when it came to working out.




    In truth, Linda had worn the damned thing because there was no way she was getting caught in anything remotely Spandex-like while being surrounded by hard and toned bodies. It was not happening. She would die first. Maybe after she lost the first fifty pounds, she would consider it, but absolutely no way right now.




    So she sweated. And she tried not to pass out from sheer exhaustion and dehydration. And when Jack passed her a bottle of cold water, she drank it so fast a shot of pain sliced through her head, as if she had been poleaxed.




    Brain freeze.




    Following the end of the first session, and after Linda had gotten her things from the back, she saw Jack waiting for her at the front counter. He smiled and waved her over, and she tried her best to not look like she was in too much pain as she shuffled her way to him, her bag bumping into her back with every lurch.




    “How are you feeling?” he asked solicitously, looking her over carefully.




    “Just peachy…Master,” she shot back acerbically.




    “Master?”




    “Isn’t that the proper terminology for a slave driver? Sorry, I’m not up on my BDSM lingo.”




    Jack leaned back against the counter and laughed whole-heartedly. The sound of his rich baritone made her smile and forget that every joint in her body was in full revolt. After their rocky start, the banter throughout the session had gone similar to this, which had made the experience at least a little bit enjoyable.




    “Oh, come on. I wasn’t that bad.”




    “Hmph,” Linda snorted, giving him the evil eye.




    “Look, you’re going to want to stretch when you get home and maybe tomorrow when you wake up,” Jack advised. “Take a long, hot bath tonight to soothe your muscles, or else you’ll be pretty stiff.”




    “Yes, Master.” She nodded, trying to look serious even as his lips curled up in a half-smile.




    Then he placed a card in her hand. “And I want you to go here and pick up some actual workout gear,” he said, plucking at the string of her hoodie and making a face. “I’m surprised you didn’t collapse while wearing this.”




    “Listen, mister—”




    “Don’t you mean Master?” he chided with a grin.




    “Listen, you,” she continued, scowling fiercely. “There is no way I’m squeezing into anything Spandex. Not around here anyway.” Her voice had lowered, and she was glancing around surreptitiously at the scantily-clad women wandering around.




    “You don’t need to buy anything tight.” Jack sighed in exasperation. “Just something lighter. Like yoga pants and a T-shirt.”




    “Yoga pants?”




    “Yeah. You’ll love them, I swear.” He smiled reassuringly. “Ask for Cici. She’ll take care of you.”




    And that’s how, after going home to do some cool-down exercises and take a shower, Linda had found herself in the middle of a small shop catering to everything female while a short, mocha-skinned, cropped-haired fashion freak on acid whipped around her like a teeny whirlwind, shoving all types of clothing in Linda’s open arms. She felt like the world’s biggest clotheshorse.




    “Umm…” Linda mumbled, trying to get the girl’s attention.




    “And you’ll need this. And one of these. And you definitely have to try on this…” And so it went until the tornado dissipated, leaving Cici standing in front of her, breathing heavily and staring at a human-shaped mound of clothes. Or at least that’s what Linda imagined the diminutive girl was now seeing.




    “Umm…” Linda tried again. “Help?”




    Cici laughed in delight and started to de-clothe Linda. Together they walked to the nearest change room so she could start trying everything on. She had to hand it to Cici. The items picked were light, with some give, but weren’t overly clingy. Linda had been dreading this part of the process, having to stand in front of a mirror while wearing form-fitting clothing, but it wasn’t as bad as she had anticipated. The yoga pants were thin but had wide legs and were even kind of flattering. They had a placket built in that sucked in tummy fat but were still comfortable. The tank tops had a similar effect and built-in bras so she could wear them under a loose T-shirt and still feel comfortable.




    An hour later, Linda headed to her car, shopping-bag laden and having spent much more money than she had bargained for. A new kind of determination took hold of her. Nothing was going to deter her from this plan.




    That resolution lasted all of about another couple of hours until her muscles started to seize up, and Linda felt as if she was going to die. She ended up retiring early that evening after a very hot and relaxing bath, and she hoped she’d be okay in the morning.




    Much to Linda’s chagrin, she was not okay the next day. She groaned as she stretched, and it felt as if someone had taken a baseball bat to her body in the middle of the night. It took her almost five minutes to make it down the stairs, and she was practically sobbing by the time she arrived at the bottom step.




    Holy hell. How was she going to be able to keep this up when it hurt so badly? Linda was relieved that she didn’t have to work out today because she knew there was no way she could manage it. Jack had started her off every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, with the weekends off. Today was Thursday, so tomorrow she had her next session. She figured by then that she should be good to go.




    Hopefully.




    On Friday, Linda picked up the phone and called the gym, asking for Jack.




    “Hey, Linda!” he said cheerfully.




    “Hi, Jack,” she replied and was shocked to feel herself blush. Oh, brother! she thought in annoyance. “I don’t think I can make it in today.”




    “Too sore?”




    “Yeah.”




    “I figured that’s why you were calling.”




    “Oh, good.” She sagged with relief. “So, we can reschedule?”




    “Nope.”




    “Oh…umm…you’re not free?”




    “No, I’m free. But I’m not letting you reschedule,” he said in a firm tone. “You’re coming to the club today for your regular session.”




    “’Scuse me?” Linda squeaked. That was definitely not the answer she had been hoping for.




    “The first session is always the hardest,” Jack continued. “If I let you cancel now, it sets a bad precedent. Then you’ll think you can do this every time the sessions get tough.”




    “I just need one more day—”




    “No.”




    “But—”




    “No,” he repeated sternly. “Tell me, Linda, are you serious about losing weight? About this commitment?”




    “Well, of course I am!” she sputtered indignantly.




    “Good. Then I expect to see you at the club at our specified time, or I’m calling it quits.”




    “What?” Linda asked, her jaw dropping. “Wait a second! I’m the one hiring you!”




    “Yep,” he answered. “But that doesn’t mean I have to accept. And it’s not like you have many choices, do you?”




    “This is blackmail!”




    “I like to think of it as a persuasion tactic,” he said, chuckling darkly. “Just trust me, okay? We’ll take it easy for this session and get you nice and worked out. Sound good?”




    “Are you this persistent with all of your clients?” she asked, still somewhat piqued at his “persuasion” methods.




    “Oddly enough, no,” he answered, sounding slightly surprised. “But you came to me for help, and that’s what I’d like to do. So, you’re coming?”




    “Yes, Master,” she sighed in resignation.




    “Excellent,” he said with a laugh. “You know, I could get used to this Master business.”




    “Don’t push your luck,” Linda groused, making him laugh some more.




    They said their good-byes, and Linda stared at the phone in her hand, wondering how she had gotten roped into making it for her workout session today. She huffed out an annoyed breath and then looked at her staircase. Nothing had ever looked so daunting in her life. And to think she had to make her way up, get dressed, and try to get back down in only an hour? She realized she better get started now.
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    On the other side of town, Jack was looking at the phone in his hand and wondering why he had made such a fuss about Linda canceling her session today. Had it been any of his other clients, he wouldn’t have cared. In some cases, he would have even encouraged the cancellation. He thought of Candy Bellham and shuddered. Yes, some of his clients would be welcome to cancel any time they pleased.




    But Linda was kind of different. He actually had fun with her. She reminded him why he used to enjoy this job, even if it wasn’t what he wanted to do for the rest of his life. Her self-deprecating humor made him laugh, and she also had a sharp wit that kept him on his toes. Jack really wouldn’t have suspected any of that had he based it on their first meeting. But once the awkwardness fell away and they became more comfortable with one another, her true personality began to come forth.




    So, on a day when he had one pervy, disgusting client after another, could anyone blame him for wanting a slice of normalcy and maybe a little bit of fun in the middle of it all?




    Jack tried not to chuckle as he watched Linda hobble past the huge glass window wall to enter the club. He was happy to see she’d ditched her horrible sweat suit and had replaced it with some normal exercise clothes. While closer to the skin, it was much more flattering to her size. At least this way, he’d be able to tell if the workout sessions were helping her.




    Linda scowled at him as she made her way over. “Okay, I’m here.”




    “Still sore?”




    “Fuck yes,” she ground out through a clenched jaw, and Jack pressed his lips together to keep from laughing.




    “Good. That means I’m doing my job right.” Linda’s scowl deepened, and this time he couldn’t help but smile a little. He hoped it was reassuring. “Come on, let’s go.”




    “Yes, Master,” Linda sighed as she trudged along behind him.




    Jack led her into one of the aerobic rooms. It was currently unoccupied, and he knew the next class wouldn’t start for a while, so he didn’t have to worry about anyone disturbing them. He flipped the light switches and went over to the corner where the exercise mats were stacked. Grabbing a quartet of them, he made a large cushioned area in the middle of the floor. When he glanced up, Linda was still standing by the door, watching him with a quizzical expression on her face. He made a gesture for her to join him, so she pushed off the wall and walked over to the edge of the mats.




    “Jeez, I didn’t realize I’d embarrassed you so much last time that you need to do my session in private,” she said wryly.




    Jack chuckled. “Take your shoes off and lie down, Linda.” She did as she was told, and then he kneeled down next to her. “Okay, now spread your legs.”




    “Come again?” she squeaked.




    “Just trust me,” Jack said patiently. “We’re going to do some loosening exercises, and they can look a little odd. That’s why I brought you in here.”




    “Umm…okay…”




    Linda spread her legs, and Jack knelt between her calves. He noticed that there was a creeping and persistent flush that was rising up her neck and was about to engulf her face any second. “Relax,” he told her soothingly before gripping her ankles and lifting them so that they were braced on the outside of his hips. “Okay, I’m going to stand up now.”




    “What?” Linda’s eyes flew to his as he began to stand, keeping her ankles held in his hands. “You know, Jack,” she said in a dry tone, “if you wanted to seduce me, you could have just asked.”




    Jack started laughing again, more at the way she said them than at the words themselves. He knew this would probably be a somewhat uncomfortable position to be in with a virtual stranger, which is why he wanted them to be in a more private area. Linda was still looking at him like he was off his rocker, so he decided to explain.




    “I need to get you loosened up, so this session is going to be mostly stretching and some resistance training.”




    “Okay, so, what does that have to do with you getting into position number forty-three of the Kama Sutra?”




    “We’re going to jiggle you loose.”




    “Jiggle?” Linda practically shrieked while simultaneously trying to yank her legs out of his grip. “I never agreed to any jiggling. Jiggling is a hard limit,” she babbled. “Just say no to jiggling.”




    “Linda, calm down!” Jack said, gripping her ankles tighter. “It will feel good. I promise.”




    “Jesus Christ,” she huffed. “Jiggling!” Then she threw an arm over her eyes. “Fine! But if Arnold has an earthquake for the first time in history, I’m telling everyone to blame you.”




    Once she had relaxed a bit, Jack rose on the balls of his feet and then back down to his heels. He started off slowly so she would become accustomed to the sensation and then began to pick up speed.




    “Ow, ow, ow…I thought you said this was supposed to feel good.”




    “It will,” Jack told her. “But you have to stop flexing.”




    “You really don’t know what you’re asking!”




    “Just do it.”




    Jack felt the tension go out of her legs, and the grimace of pain Linda had on her face gradually dissipated. She let out a little moan as her muscles loosened.




    “Feel better?”




    “Yes,” she said, stretching out the word until it was almost a hiss.




    “Okay, good,” Jack said before coming to a stop. He stepped back, still holding onto her ankles, and knelt down. “Bend your knees,” he instructed, and then he placed her feet in the middle of his chest and began to lean forward, applying pressure. “Now push.”
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    Linda stared at the Adonis perched against her feet, and her mind was slightly scrambled. He continued to lean forward, and it took all her willpower to push against his chest instead of parting her legs and letting him fall between them. This scene right here would be going into the “to be fantasized about later” file.




    True to his word, Jack had somehow gotten the large muscles in her legs to loosen up and stop being so painful. It was an incredibly embarrassing way to do it, but after a while, she stopped caring. Anything to get rid of the tension, and she was all for it. It helped that Jack wasn’t paying attention to her thighs as they wiggled in a successful Jell-O impression. If she’d had to see a look of disgust on his face as she jiggled around, she thought she would die. As it stood, he was a complete professional and just stared forward with a look of concentration. Occasionally, he’d glance down at her face to see if she was okay, which made her fall just a little bit in love with him.




    He really was incredibly sweet.




    Even bringing her here so they could work out in private had been a sweet gesture. He seemed to genuinely care that this experience be as painless as possible and an easy transition, despite the muscle spasms. All in all, Linda was happy he had forced her to come in for this session.




    They did more resistance training on her legs, with Jack using himself as her weights. Then he moved on to her arms and did the jiggle thing to them as well, only this time he knelt by her side, grasped one of her hands in both of his, and shook her arm back and forth vigorously. Once again, she felt the embarrassment creep up as her upper arm wiggled like crazy under the sleeve of her T-shirt, but Jack didn’t seem to care. Well, why would he? She was just his client, after all.




    Once both arms had been loosened up, they did a few upper-arm exercises for strength. Nothing too strenuous but enough so that Linda could feel the pull of the muscles as they got a good workout. When that was over, Jack had her sit up, and then he went to kneel behind her, keeping one foot on the ground, knee bent. He placed that knee in the middle of her back, grabbed her shoulders, and pulled back so that her chest popped out. Linda groaned aloud as the muscles across the front of her chest stretched almost to the point of pain and several of her vertebrae cracked back into place.




    “Fuck!” she muttered under her breath, and Jack slackened his hold.




    “Too much?”




    “Jesus, who knew you had so many damned muscles in your chest?”




    Linda shivered as warm breath washed over the nape of her neck when Jack began to chuckle. He was now fully kneeling behind her, and his thumbs were circling against the muscles beside her neck, easing out the tension. Linda dropped her head forward and groaned again, this time in pure bliss as his hands worked out kinks she wasn’t even aware she had.




    “You’re a masseuse, too?”




    “No,” he replied, amusement tingeing his voice.




    “Too bad. I was about to say, ‘You’re hired!’”




    “I just want to make sure you’ll be all right over the weekend. I don’t want any cancellations come Monday.”




    Linda laughed and then almost moaned as his hands moved lower down her back. For an instant, she imagined it was because Jack wanted to touch her and not because it was part of his job. Either way, she’d take it. Pathetic as it was, it had been so long since she had been caressed in any way, shape, or form, she craved it as intensely as she would air or water. At that moment, she couldn’t care less that she was paying this man money. She could just fantasize that he cared about her.




    “How’s that?” Jack asked, patting her shoulders and snapping her out of her reverie.




    “That was great. I’m glad I came today,” she replied, honestly meaning it.




    “Me, too. Session’s up. So, I’ll see you on Monday?” he asked, leaning over her shoulder so she could see his face.




    “Mm-hmm.”




    He stood in one fluid movement that made Linda sigh internally and feel a pang of envy as she struggled to get her legs under her. A broad hand waved in front of her face, and she smiled as she took it. Jack yanked her up effortlessly, and she helped him put the mats away. Once they were done, she headed to the door while he followed.




    Neither of them noticed a pair of beady eyes following their progress out of the secluded room.
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    The First Ten and the New Hire




    THE NEXT FEW WEEKS flew by quickly for Jack. His favorite days were the ones when Linda came in to work out. Between her outlandish remarks that he was out to kill her, her insistence on calling him Master, and her putting him in his place if he got too mouthy, he found himself laughing more than he had since moving here.




    Of course, that didn’t stop him from being the slave driver Linda accused him of being.




    Amidst the fun, he also put her through her paces, alternating between one hard session and one that was less strenuous so that her body had a chance to recuperate in time for the next difficult workout. As always, they would hole themselves up in one of the unoccupied aerobic rooms to shake Linda loose before continuing with the resistance training. She didn’t even bother complaining any longer, merely got on the mats and assumed the position. However, her face always held that look of martyred resignation, which never failed to amuse him.




    To be honest, he preferred these private sessions, because Linda always seemed less self-conscious when it was just the two of them. She wasn’t always glancing around to see who was watching as she navigated her way through the exercises while trying to maintain her balance. They also didn’t have to worry about being too rowdy and attracting undue attention when they bickered over exercise choices or laughed over something silly. Things felt more natural and easy.




    Today was one of their slow days, so Jack led Linda into the back room. She seemed giddier than usual, which made him smile. As soon as he flipped on the lights, she shut the door and beamed at him.




    “Guess what?” she asked excitedly.




    “What?”




    “I’ve already lost ten pounds!”




    “That’s excellent, Linda,” Jack replied genuinely.




    “Thank you!” she said and then threw her arms around his waist and squeezed tight.




    Jack was taken by surprise. He stared down at the top of Linda’s head for a moment before gingerly putting his arms around her, patting her lightly on the back. Usually he didn’t encourage unsolicited touching from any of his clients, but Linda’s actions weren’t pervy in the least. All he felt was intense gratitude emanating from her. Jack would have expected to be somewhat put off. The fact that he wasn’t confused him.




    Linda was a nice woman and all, but not really his type physically. The thing was, she was his type in other ways. In a sudden burst of clarity, he wondered if she could be once she lost the weight. As soon as the thought arrived, he felt disgusted for being such a shallow asshole. A woman like Linda deserved to be loved for who she was, not what her body looked like, and he was ashamed of himself for not being able to see past her physical appearance.




    As quickly as Linda had hugged him, she let go, forcing him to drop that line of thought. Stepping back shyly, she said jokingly, “Ten pounds down, five hundred to go!”




    “Linda,” he scolded, frowning at her.




    She waved a hand at him in dismissal and walked over to the mats, calling over her shoulder. “Yeah, yeah.”




    “How much do you want to lose, anyway?” he asked curiously. “I don’t think you’ve ever told me.”




    She thought it over, a pensive look on her face as Jack helped her wrestle the mats into place. Whenever they had talked about her weight loss goal in the past, she had avoided the question, and he figured it was due to the embarrassment of having to admit how much she had to lose. He had hoped that eventually she’d get over it so he could help her formulate a better plan to reach her objective.




    Linda sat down cross-legged in the middle of the now padded area, and Jack knelt in front of her. He sat back on his heels and fought the urge to prompt her, hoping she was on the brink of opening up just a little bit more. Finally, she looked up at him, a small pucker between her brows.




    “Seventy pounds total,” she admitted and then winced slightly, awaiting his reaction.




    “That’s doable,” he answered slowly, keeping his face impassive. “But I don’t particularly think you need to lose all that much.”




    “That’s how much I want to lose.”




    “Okay.” Jack tried not to frown. He didn’t want to discourage her, but he did think the number was slightly excessive. “So, sixty more to go?”




    “Yeah.”




    “And when you reach your goal, what’s your prize?”




    “My prize?”




    “You know, like a reward for losing the weight,” he explained. “There always has to be a prize. It gives you incentive to keep going.”




    “You mean besides a big, fat, greasy pizza?” Linda snickered at him, and he smiled, shaking his head.




    “You can get pizza anytime. It has to be something good. Something you’ve never had before but you’ve always wanted.”




    Linda looked at him and frowned again. “I don’t know,” she replied. “I guess I’d have to think about it.”




    “Good!” he said, rising to his knees once more before saying in a stern tone, “Time’s wasting. Assume the position.”




    After a groan, she flopped onto her back and put her legs on either side of his. “Yes, Master.”




    Usually, Linda threw her arms over her face as he worked on her legs while he just looked straight ahead, not wanting to cause her additional discomfort. This time, Jack watched Linda’s body covertly. Once again, he was surprised that the way it moved as he loosened the muscles of her legs didn’t bother him as much as he expected.




    There was no real sexual heat as he examined her form, but he wasn’t turned off either.




    “Is something wrong?”




    Jack’s gaze snapped up, and he saw that Linda had been watching him from underneath her arm while he was watching her. He fought the flush that was rising to his cheeks at getting busted, but it was no use. “Nothing’s wrong,” he said quickly. “Why?”




    “You’re frowning,” she replied in a subdued voice. “I thought maybe I was flexing again.”




    Her words made sense, but the look on her face told another story. It felt like she expected him to react in a certain way, and that bothered him. Like she was waiting for him to say something less than flattering at her expense. For a moment, he wondered why.




    The rest of the session passed in relative silence. Linda seemed to have withdrawn and wasn’t her usual animated self. Something had been lost, and he felt himself becoming more agitated as the end of the session drew near. When their time was up, instead of helping Linda off the mats like he normally would, Jack sat down beside her. He could see Linda in his peripheral vision as she turned a surprised face to him.




    “So…I, uh…wanted to thank you for hiring me,” he said in a quiet and deliberate voice.




    Linda snorted. “Why? Was there no one else on whom you could unleash your sadistic tendencies?”




    This made Jack smile. It was more like her usual attitude, and he was happy that she wasn’t mad at him for some reason.




    “No,” he replied, shaking his head, “but you do make me want to kill fewer people.”




    “Excuse me?”




    When he glanced over at her, Linda looked somewhat alarmed. Her eyebrows had risen as high as they could go. Jack began to laugh in earnest at her expression.




    “I mean, I know I call you a sadist and all,” she said, “but I wasn’t being serious!”




    “Not like that.” He chuckled and shrugged one shoulder, trying to figure out how to explain. “When I first moved here, everything and everyone drove me crazy. I hated it here. All of my clients were the equivalent of barracudas. But things are different with you. You make me laugh and have fun. You make me less homesick. So…thanks.”




    “Oh…Well, you’re welcome,” she replied softly. He noticed that the small pucker between her brows didn’t really go away, however, and she just stared at her lap and plucked at the hem of her pants.




    “Is everything okay?”




    “Yeah,” she answered, nodding her head and offering a little smile. “Anyway, I really have to get out of these clothes.” Linda winced and huffed out a breath at what she’d said, and then she turned red. “What I mean is, I need to go.”




    “Okay.” Jack would have liked to talk for a little bit longer, but he didn’t really want to force her to stay. He rose to his feet in a quick move and offered his hand to Linda, who took it after a moment’s hesitation.




    They followed their regular routine; however, Jack noticed that Linda had lapsed into silence once again. Instead of walking out together, she bade him a half-hearted good-bye and hurriedly left for the women’s change room. At that moment, he decided he’d wait in the reception area to make sure she was okay. He had a feeling she probably wouldn’t tell him what was really wrong, but he was willing to take the chance anyway.
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    Linda walked into the change room in a fit of depression. The day had started off so well when she’d gotten on the scale and realized she was down ten pounds. Unfortunately, it had gone downhill from there. She’d caught Jack staring at her body as it was in the middle of the jiggling, and the look on his face was disgusted. How else would he feel? And then afterward had come his little chat that completely reinforced what a great friend Linda was.




    Linda had admitted to herself early on that she had a huge schoolgirl-like crush on her personal trainer. And while she knew that at the age of thirty-five, she was a little too old for a crush, that was the best way to describe it. He made her grin like a fangirl and blush with his proximity, and since he had to help her with many of the exercises, he was physically close to her a lot. She almost thanked God she was fat, because then at least she could blame her permanently red cheeks on the workout and not because Jack was close enough that she could feel the heat of his body through the thin shirts he wore.




    It wasn’t only how he looked. Underneath the movie star good looks, he was simply a wonderful person. He always seemed to have her comfort and wellbeing uppermost in his mind. Also, they were simpatico in so many ways, sharing similar feelings about world events, finding the same things amusing. Even when they bickered, it was never serious. Then one of them would crack a joke, and the tension would dissipate right away. They shared the same tastes in music, literature, TV, and movies, which had surprised her, given their age difference. Jack came across much more mature than his years. He’d made mention that the solitude in Hawaii had given him a lot of time to concentrate on a wide variety of things. Linda had been blown away by his unassuming intelligence and quick humor, which had only served to make her like him even more.




    Every so often, Linda had to remind herself that her feelings were one-sided and always would be, but damn, she hated to do that. Sometimes the way he smiled at her made her almost feel like that wasn’t the case, but it wasn’t like she knew much about men. Graham had been her only frame of reference.




    Of course, the thought of her ex was always like a bucket of ice water dumped over her head. And just like that, all Linda could think of was what Graham had said to her the day he left, which firmly reminded her that Jack was miles out of her league. If Graham didn’t want her, what made her think this young, funny, sweet, caring man did? Or would? Like she’d told Eliza, even if she lost all the weight, he probably still wouldn’t have wanted her.




    In the shower, she crossed her arms over her chest—the only thing that hadn’t expanded like the rest of her—and cried. It wasn’t the wrenching sobs of before but just an overflow of salty liquid that washed away with the shower water. After a few minutes, she picked up the soap and cleaned herself off.




    When Linda stepped out of the shower stall, she was relieved to see that she was blessedly alone. After she threw on her clothes and fixed her hair, she examined herself in the mirror, happy to see that her eyes weren’t red-rimmed and her nose wasn’t pink like she had expected. She looked a little flushed, but that could be attributed to the heat of the shower.




    Taking a deep breath, she left the ladies’ change room and headed for home.
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    While he waited, Jack noticed Amanda standing by the doors peering out the window. As she scanned the streets, she looked at her watch impatiently a few times, and he wondered what the hell she was doing. More time passed, and then he saw her smile and wave as a petite blonde headed up the walk. When she walked in, the two girls squealed and embraced, jumping up and down slightly, much to the excitement of most of the male population in the club.




    Jack shook his head and turned in time to see Linda coming out from the back. She was looking down at the floor as she came toward him. When she finally glanced up, Jack smiled at her and noticed that her cheeks had a pretty pink blush to them, most likely from the hot shower she had just taken. With her hair up in a high ponytail and her large eyes framed with thick lashes, she looked sort of cute and much younger than when they had first met. He gestured for her to come over, and she rolled her eyes and gave him a little smirk.




    “Yes, Master?” she asked when she was close enough for no one else to hear.




    “I just wanted to make sure you were okay,” he said, reaching out and giving her ponytail a tug. Her hair felt silky against his fingers. “You seemed more quiet than usual.”




    Linda frowned again and looked at the floor, as if she were contemplating something. It was driving him a little bit nuts, and he wished he knew what the hell was bothering her. Finally, she just shook her head and looked back up to him.




    “It’s nothing, really…Just feeling a bit out of it. That’s all.”




    Just as he was about to tell her he didn’t really believe her, he heard Amanda call his name. Frustrated, he turned to see her heading his way with the blonde.




    “Jack,” Amanda said excitedly, “this is Vicky. She just got hired here. Vicky, this is my housemate, Jack.”




    “Yeah, nice to meet you,” he said quickly before turning back to Linda. He noticed she had gone quite pale as she looked at the new hire. When he looked back to Vicky, she was also looking at Linda in an incredulous manner.




    “Mrs. Hunter?” the blonde said to Linda in a high falsetto. “What are you doing here?”




    Mrs. Hunter? Jack thought, wondering if the girl had a case of mistaken identity.




    “Hello, Vicky,” Linda said in a resigned voice before adding wryly, “I’m here working out, pretty much like everyone else in the place. What are you doing here?”




    “I’ll be working here for the summer,” Vicky replied somewhat smugly.




    “Wonderful.” Linda smiled tightly.




    Jack was still reeling over the Mrs. Hunter part of the conversation as he watched the two women talk to one another. There was an obvious undercurrent of dislike that would have been more distracting if not for the fact that he just found out Linda had been using what must have been her maiden name this whole time and had never once mentioned a husband. Had he been wrong about her? Maybe her cougar skills were more sophisticated than his other clients.




    “How is Mr. Hunter, anyway?” Vicky simpered.




    Jack’s ears perked up. Yes, how is Mr. Hunter, Linda?




    “I’m sure Graham is fine, as usual,” Linda returned, the tight smile making another appearance.




    “Can you tell him I said hi?” Vicky asked sweetly.




    “Sure thing. Well, as much as it’s been fun catching up, I really have to go.” Linda turned to Jack briefly. “See you in a couple days?”




    “Wait, Linda—” he tried once more as she put up a hand to stop him.




    “I really have to go.”




    Jack barely had a chance to say good-bye before she tore off for the front door. He followed her with his eyes until she was out of sight. He considered grabbing the little blonde and shaking till he got the story out of her, but he figured that wouldn’t go over well.




    “So, you’re Jack,” Vicky said, appraising him openly. “Amanda’s told me a lot about you.”




    “Funny,” he deadpanned, “she hasn’t said a thing about you.”




    And with that, he walked to the employees’ lounge, second-guessing his plan to permanently give up his designs as a serial killer.
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    Linda sat in her car behind the club and took some deep, cleansing breaths. Her forehead was pressed against the steering wheel, and she could feel the ridge of it digging into her skull. What a screwed-up day.




    Vicky.




    Even now, sitting in the car, Linda felt her hackles rising. The little twat. She had been a major bone of contention between Linda and Graham. The young girl had interned at Graham’s company as his assistant. She had been invited into Linda’s home and treated like family, only for Linda to become convinced later on that Graham had been fucking the girl behind her back. Of course, there had never been any proof. Her husband had always been too slick and sure of himself. He had also been very careful, but that hadn’t quelled her suspicions. Linda would have bet an appendage that he had been shoving his teeny tiny dick into that girl, and Vicky had most likely pretended to like it.




    To think that poisonous little viper had now weaseled her way into working at the same fitness club as Jack. And to make things worse, she seemed to be fast friends with his friend Amanda. Wonderful. She was just the kind of girl Jack would like. Or so Linda imagined. Blond, petite, frail, skinny, with big doe eyes and a porcelain complexion. She was young as well. About five years younger than Jack, which would put her at about twelve years younger than Linda.




    She lifted her head and began banging it on the steering wheel. What a fucking mess. She was barely holding on to her sanity and wanted nothing more than to march back into the club to make sure that little witch wasn’t casting some sort of voodoo spell on Jack.




    But what right did she have to do that? Absolutely none. All she could do was hope that Jack had sense enough not to fall for Vicky’s devious charms. With a sigh, Linda lifted her head from the steering wheel, started her car, and headed home.
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    That night, Jack stopped at the local diner to pick up food for himself and Amanda. He was still in a foul mood from the events of the afternoon and didn’t feel like doing anything that required him to be social. He just wanted to go to his room and eat his burger in peace. Then he wanted to take out his frustrations on his unsuspecting guitar. Jack also wanted a chance to figure out what the hell had happened this afternoon when he found out Linda was married. Between her odd behavior and the confrontation with the new hire, Vicky, he was a miserable bastard.




    Something didn’t really make sense. For starters, Linda had never used her married name, going by Tanner the whole time. But despite his flicker of doubt, he knew she hadn’t done that because she was hot to trot for her new personal trainer. That had just been his paranoia talking. The woman hadn’t even been able to look him in the eye when they had first met and was a weepy mess at the mere thought of having him as her trainer. It definitely hadn’t been some crazy scheme to get to know him better.




    So then what the hell was going on?




    The way Linda looked when Vicky asked about her husband had been very odd. So had her answer. I’m sure Graham is fine as usual. What did the “I’m sure” part of that sentence mean? You didn’t say something like that about a person you saw or spoke to daily. Perhaps they were separated? That would have made sense. But then why had Linda promised to send along Vicky’s hello to her husband if they were no longer together?




    Jack decimated his burger and fries as he tried to figure it all out. He didn’t stop to wonder why the fact that Linda Hunter née Tanner being married even bothered him so much. All he knew was that it did indeed bother him, and he thought he’d combust if he didn’t get some answers soon. But none would be coming because he wouldn’t see Linda for another two fucking days. How he was going to make it that long he’d didn’t know.




    Balling up the greasy bag his food had come in, he tossed it in the trash can. He leaned over the side of the bed and picked up his guitar. After plucking at the strings, he tuned it a little before giving it a few test strums. Everything sounded good, and he launched into playing “Black” by Pearl Jam. It was a song he liked to play when he was in a bad mood. Maybe he should have asked himself why his mood was so dour, but he didn’t.




    After playing a few more songs, there was a gentle knock on his door.




    “Yeah?” Jack kept playing, his head bent over the guitar.




    “Hi,” a timid voice said from the doorway.




    His head jerked up, and he was surprised to see Vicky. He took a second to look over the small blond girl standing mostly in the hall. She had a pitiful look on her face, but that wasn’t quite enough to make Jack feel sociable.




    “What are you doing here?” he asked, frowning.




    “Umm…Amanda invited me over to hang out.”




    “Okay. So, why are you knocking on my door?” He realized he was being rude, but he really preferred to be alone at the moment.




    “Well…Jimmy came over, and…” Vicky glanced over her shoulder and turned back to him, shrugging slightly.




    “Let me guess,” Jack said in a flat tone. “They went upstairs to fuck and left you alone.”




    “Yeah,” Vicky replied, her relief evident. “Anyway, I was looking for the bathroom and heard you singing…”




    She trailed off suggestively, and Jack groaned internally. He really wasn’t in the mood to entertain anyone tonight. Feeling a bit like a dick, he said, “Bathroom’s up the hall to the left.”




    “Oh, okay,” she answered, her shoulders slumping. She turned away from the door and started to close it behind her.




    Jack muttered curses under his breath before finally calling, “Vicky!”




    “Yeah?” she answered, sticking her head back into the room and looking at him with big, sad, puppy dog eyes.




    “Come back when you’re done,” he said in resignation.




    Vicky’s face lit up, and Jack hoped he had made the right decision. She turned and bounced away down the hall. He took a deep breath and ran a hand through his hair in agitation. And then a thought came to him that maybe he could find out what the deal was between her and Linda. Suddenly, Vicky hanging around didn’t seem like such a bad idea.




    She returned quickly and stood just inside his room, looking around. Jack realized there wasn’t anywhere else to sit except his bed. For a moment, he considered going with her out into the living room but figured it should be safe enough. The only curves he’d have his hands on tonight belonged to his guitar.
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