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About the Author

If I was being entirely truthful, it felt like a cheeky job to take when you looked like I did. I couldn't get past the assumption that anybody working at a gym should look, well, like they lived there themselves, even when they were off-duty. Big muscles and the outsized personalities to match: a walking, talking example of just what could be achieved, if only you devoted nine-tenths of your life to pumping iron.

Whereas I... Well, I definitely looked like the "before" picture in the brochure.

Not fat, but definitely not really fit. Lean, if you were feeling generous; "beanpole," if you'd been one of my classmates in high school. Six years on, and while at just north of six foot I was tall, it only emphasized my slim build. 

"The locker rooms are pretty straightforward. Most people figure it out, that if there's a key in the door, the locker's available. Towels are stacked over there, on those shelves."

Ryder, in contrast, looked like he'd just stepped out of the commercial. 

Five-nine at most, but he had me beat by at least a hundred pounds. All of it looked to be muscle. Impressive behind the counter, when I'd walked in near to closing time for my induction training, and positively intimidating when he came out to shake my hand. 

I braced for the finger-crushing squeeze I knew from far too many painful handshakes over the years, only it didn't come. Then again, if I looked like Ryder did, I probably wouldn't feel the need for cheap masculinity gimmicks, either. 

I'd figured out early on that, though I obviously couldn't count on my physique to recommend me, the right person could be swayed by the right personality. Being a skinny dweeb growing up - mostly their words, not mine - meant I'd had plenty of opportunity and motivation to develop my sense of humor. I wore the result as much a shield as a lure for the few romantic opportunities I'd proved lucky in. 

Anyway, I couldn't really bring myself to resent Ryder for the way he looked, knowing just how much effort something like that took. What was more galling, as he walked me through the various rooms and responsibilities I'd somehow signed up for, was that he wasn't some meathead with it. Instead, he actually seemed both intelligent and pretty funny, which seemed plain greedy given all his other advantages.

"We usually do a locker room check every hour, just to make sure things like towels are stocked, there's soap and shampoo, that sort of shit," he explained, gesturing at the banks of shower-heads running across the tiled space. 

I swallowed, suddenly - ridiculously - apprehensive. It wasn't like I'd be expected to jump into the shower myself, so the relative lack of privacy in there was hardly going to affect me. All the same, there'd been enough opportunities for mortification along those lines in high school to make me instinctively wary. 

Ryder didn't seem to notice, but then again he was probably more focused on finishing up the tour and getting home. The gym closed at 11pm on Sunday, and so that's when I'd been asked to turn up. With any luck, this "how it all works" walkaround could be done before midnight. 

"Where do the used towels go?" I asked, feeling obliged to make it obvious that I was paying attention.

He pointed at a big hamper on wheels. "They're meant to dump them in there, when they're finished." Ryder grimaced. "I say 'meant to'; there's a grabber in the closet there, to scoop up the ones that end up on the floor, or tossed over lockers, or strewn across the benches."

His tone made clear this was a pet peeve. I glanced over at him; his expression was more exasperation than anger, forehead creased in a frown over blue eyes and sharp cheekbones. 

"And to think my mom called me a slob," I joked.

He laughed, annoyance clearing. "You still live with your folks?" 

I shook my head. "Not for a little while, no." It was about three months, in fact, and had seemed ambitious even when I had my old job. Losing that, though, had left me with the option to either find something else fast, or move back in at home. My apartment was tiny, and I suspected it might have black mold, but I was still reluctant to give it up.

"Nice," Ryder said. "You live with your girlfriend?" 

No way not to swallow the snort of laughter, before answering. It was actually kinda charming of him to even assume I'd be dating. 

"No girlfriend, just me."

He nudged me in the arm, in what was probably intended to be a jocular shove but would've toppled me had I not braced at the very last second. "Hey, plenty of time for that, right? And who knows, maybe you'll meet someone while you're working here."

Second time around, I didn't even bother trying to disguise the laugh. I had zero doubt that the average gym-goer here wouldn't look twice at me.

"Where does the hamper go, when it's full?" I asked, suddenly eager to change the topic.

Ryder pointed at a door marked "Staff Only," across the locker room. "In there, I'll show you in a minute."

I nodded, then trailed him down a corridor. 

"That's the steam room," he explained, gesturing at a glass door. "And the sauna is down here. It's pretty self-explanatory, but it can be a little finicky."

We paused, outside the wooden door with its little porthole window. Ryder tapped a control dial next to it. 

"So, if you're opening up on the early shift, you come in here first and crank this up to 10, yeah?" He twisted the knob all the way around, a red lamp glowing enthusiastically. 

"Up to 10, got it," I agreed.

"Then, in here, you need to check the water bucket," Ryder continued. 

I followed him into the room. It was exactly what you'd expect from a sauna: wooden benches, each of two tiers, on two sides of the room, along with a stack of what looked like coals in the center. I could already see the heating elements getting toasty.

"So if people want more humidity," Ryder explained, "they dump a ladleful of water on here." He demonstrated, dipping the scoop into a bucket and then sloshing it across the coals. They hissed, eagerly.

"Just regular water?" 

A nod. "Yeah, I'll show you where to fill it up. It's back out there."

I turned and pulled the door, which didn't move. Then pushed it, instead.

It still didn't move.

I gave Ryder a sheepish look, knowing I must look ridiculous. Thankful for his unconcerned grin as he moved past me, grabbing the handle.

The door didn't open.

He jiggled the latch, casually at first, and then more urgently. 

Ryder wasn't grinning when he turned back to me.

"Uh, I think... I think we might be locked in."

I blinked at him. Expecting, honestly, for his face to break out in a broad smile and him declare "gotcha!" Some sort of halfhearted prank on the new guy. Only he didn't.

Well, fuck.

"So... we're locked in?" I asked.

Ryder gave me a somewhat weary look. "Yes, like I said. We're locked in."

I glanced past him, at the door, and then at his unimpressed expression. 

"But..."

He hissed, through his teeth. "Justin, if you 'helpfully' point out that we're the only two people left in the building, and we just locked ourself in the sauna, I might scream. And that doesn't seem like the best way to welcome a new colleague."

I nodded, wide eyed. 

"Unfortunately," Ryder continued, looking like he was already reconsidering that whole 'not screaming' decision, "I left my phone at the front desk..."

I desperately dug into my pocket for my cellphone.

"...and it's not like we get any service back here," he finished, just as I stared at the 'NO SIGNAL' message on the screen.

I looked up at him, horrified.

"You didn't have anywhere to be tonight, did you?" Ryder deadpanned.

It was tempting - by which I mean, very nearly impossible to resist - to hammer on the door, yelling at the top of my voice, begging someone to let us loose. Ryder, meanwhile, sat down forlornly on the bench, with a sort of tired resignation that I didn't really want to acknowledge. 

After all, I still held out some vague hope that all of this was a temporary glitch. A prank carried on too far, or the universe briefly demonstrating that I was a microscopic cog, at best.

"There's really no point screwing with the latch," he said, finally, after I'd jiggled and slammed and generally yanked at it for a minute or so. "It just does this, sometimes."

I turned to him, feeling outraged. "Well, someone should fix it!" 

His dour stare said it all. "Yes, Justin, I'll be sure to pass that recommendation
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