
        
            
        
    
Spinning
by Kristine Kathryn Rusch

Midway through that first awful class --when the clock above the mirrors said she had only been on the stationary bike for 22 minutes, but her body told her she had been on it for 2.2 days, when she thought her heart was going to burst through her chest like a creature out of the movie _Alien_, when sweat poured off her in rivers, and her breath came in deep honking gasps --midway through all of that, Patricia bent her head, saw the flab on her thighs go up while her actual legs went down, and heard Tom, her instructor, call over the rock music:

"Good. Real good. Excellent. Keep going. Wonderful. Hmmm. You'll get it. Relax. Wait until it feels good. Good. Relax...." 

Something in the rhythm of his voice, in the involuntary nature of the sounds, told her he would sound like this in bed. He would talk, his words meaningless, an accompaniment to the beat his body had established, and the pattern would continue building, building, building, until his voice rose in a cry and everything stopped. 

She focused on that, held onto that, because it felt like the only thing that made him real somehow, made him, this Greek god of a man, whose muscles were perfectly sculpted, whose eyes were warm and brown and not-quite-sympathetic-enough, slightly less intimidating. And she needed a reason not to be intimidated. 

Two hundred pounds did not fit on her delicate five-four frame. She didn't know how she had let herself go like this. Excuse after excuse, she supposed, a sense of denial, a willingness to believe, at first, that it was her clothes that were shrinking not her body that was expanding. It had taken two years of failed exercise attempts that had brought her to this class, to this moment, and she had been planning to drop out of this one until he fell into his unconscious personal rhythm, until she realized that he too was human. And then she looked up, saw those not-quite-sympathetic eyes fall on her with something like disgust. She knew how she looked. The gym had thoughtfully provided a mirror in its exercise room. She saw the five other women in the spinning class: the darling with her tight sculpted 25-year-old body who made it clear that she had never tried this before, and who was so in shape that she managed all the motions with ease; the middle-aged housewives in the middle, looking fine to her, but complaining about that extra ten pounds they always put on in the holidays; the bartender, an older woman who looked strong and solid, who had told Patricia about the class; and the anorexic creature beside Patricia who was having just as much trouble keeping up --apparently her eating habits, like Patricia's, robbed her of the strength to exercise. But none of them looked as disgusting as she did in her sweats, her face red, her new perm damp, her body straining. Why was it that she, a woman who had to struggle to walk across the room, was being treated like the pariah, when she was the one who needed the most courage, the most strength, to be here? 

It was because the others were all afraid that some day, somehow, through the same careless inattentiveness that she had shown, they would all end up looking like her. But _he_, he had no right to look at her that way. He was supposed to be the professional, the one who helped people like her become hard bodies like him. He wasn't supposed to let her see that she disgusted him, even though she did. 

It was that look, in combination with her realization about him, that gave her the determination she had lacked. As her legs went round and round, the stationary bike's resistance on its lowest setting, she realized that she now had a goal. 

She had been pretty once, eighty pounds and fifteen years ago. She would be pretty again. And when she was, he would want her. She would take him to bed, and she would find out if he really sounded like that. And if he did, she would look at him with the same disgust she had seen in his eyes only moments before. She would look at him, and she would laugh. 

* * * *

Meeting her goal was harder than she thought it would be. After her first spinning class, she had to go immediately to bed and when she got up the next morning, her legs ached so badly that she could barely climb stairs. Over time, she grew used to the class, and she moved onto weights, treadmills, and aerobics. 

Within six months, she had lost thirty pounds and her body had definition. The spinning classes were tedious --she had learned the pattern within a few days and knew what he would call out next --and she found herself waiting for a repetition of the moment, the moment that had inspired her. It didn't happen often, and she watched him now. He would catch himself, as if he did know how he sounded, and sometimes, he would catch her looking at him. 

She always smiled. She tried to be as congenial as she could. 

Fortunately, she didn't have to be congenial anywhere else. She was having trouble being pleasant. The exercise put her in a good mood for an hour or two afterward, but the exhaustion that came with it angered her. She went back to her family doctor, wondering if the exercise was hurting her (even though he claimed, up front, that it would be the best thing for her) and he had calmly, patiently, explained how the human body worked. 

She got a sense that he gave this explanation a lot. _You are carrying the weight of a 12-year-old girl in addition to your own body weight. It is as if you are doing these exercises for two, when everyone else in the room was doing them for one. 

_She wished she could explain it to them. The looks had stopped, after her second month, except when newcomers entered the gym. Then they stared at her as if she were the freak, or the one that would fail, and eventually, they would disappear. 

She remained, tenacious to the last. 

* * * *

It was at her job, another twenty pounds later, that she realized she was in a revenge cycle. She worked as a website designer for a local Internet provider. Her brother was her boss, and he would interview the customer on tape, and she would listen to the interview, use the materials, and design the website from there. 

In the past two weeks, clients who came to the office (and there were so few of them: most of them as lonely as she was) began to compliment her on her looks. She did look better. The loss of fifty pounds had also taken ten years off her face. The exercise and all the water it forced her to drink had cleared up her skin, and the pretty girl she remembered was beginning to make appearances in her mirror. The office was a tiny place --a three-room suite with a door opening onto a strip mall sidewalk --that became even tinier whenever someone new came inside. The wallpaper-thin walls did not shut out any sound, so she usually heard her brother's interviews with potential website clients twice. Those she didn't mind, because she made notes, hearing different things on the first and second listenings. It was the casual conversations, the folks who dropped in just to update their accounts or to gossip with her brother or to see, lately, how different Patricia was looking, that got on her nerves. She had taken to closing her presswood door and opening the window that overlooked the alley, no matter how cold it was. Sometimes, if she did that, she could focus on the whoosh of traffic on the highway, the crunch of wheels on the gravel, the occasional conversations of people entering other businesses. If she was really lucky, it all became white noise, a sort of background to the tap-tap-tap of her fingers on the keys, her mind not in Seavy Village, but inside the computer, in that vast and somewhat mysterious network of computers known as the Internet. There she could float, be someone else, anyone else, and no one seemed to care that she was different except her. It was in one of those moments when, on a whim, she took the quiz the local psychiatrist had asked her to put on his website. His self-help book, _Negative Thoughts and How to Cure Them_, had been climbing the bestseller list, and he believed he needed a way for his fans to contact him. He thought the quiz was an open door. She hadn't been too sure, but then, she hadn't been too sure about his book either, which seemed to her (when she read it) a '90s rip-off of Napoleon Hill's classic _Think and Grow Rich_. But she, like the suckers she was designing the page for, took the quiz and as she read the paragraph summary of her answers, she saw herself in its analysis:

--_You have a tendency to blame others for your problems. Instead of solving those problems, you hope that others suffer worse than you have. Sometimes you fantasize about causing the suffering yourself. This is not healthy behavior. For a solution, see page 62 in my book..._

--And because she had already committed herself that far, she looked up page 62 in the complementary copy of the book that the psychiatrist had given the office, and saw the chapter heading in bold: _The Revenge Cycle: Explanations of Your Obsession and How to Cure it. 

_Surprisingly, the advice made sense to her. She had focused --obsessed --on Tom, on the sound of his voice, on the revenge she would get once she had sex with him and more importantly, had laughed at him. Had humiliated him with her voice and her eyes, and the body she had sculpted for just that purpose. 

After reading the chapter, she stood up behind her desk, ran her hands down her arms, feeling the skin beneath her cotton blouse. The skin and the muscle and the bone. She hadn't felt bone in years, the sharpness of her elbows, the two bumps on either side of her wrists. She was beginning to like this new self, beginning to accept that it, and not the woman whose thighs brushed together, was who she was. If she ended her focus on Tom, perhaps the exercise would end too. After all, the book said that all behaviors relating to the revenge cycle had to stop in order for it to be cured. The only behaviors she had were the good ones: the exercise, the healthy food, the grooming that she had only recently started to do again. Clothes looked good once more. Makeup made her seem older and more mysterious rather than a woman denying her encroaching middle age. As revenge fantasies went, this was a fairly harmless one. Perhaps she might dent Tom's rather solid self-esteem. Perhaps she might even make him reconsider casual affairs. But those two things might be good for him. 

They would certainly be good for her. 

It felt, when she looked on that moment later, as if for one brief afternoon she surfaced from her own thoughts, had a sense of clarity, and then dove back in, like a whale coming to the surface of water to take a breath. 

She didn't take another breath for a very long time. 

* * * *

At the end of eighteen months, she thought of spinning class as hell. But she hit her ideal weight that month, and actually came to the class in spandex that made her look athletic and not like she had squeezed her bulk into someone else's clothes. As she went through her first class at her perfect weight, she listened for the moment when Tom's voice rose, when it punctuated each word with a gasping sexual rhythm, and when it did, she looked at him and found him looking at her. The not-quite-sympathetic expression had left his eyes a long time ago, replaced by a kind of pride. She actually overheard him talking to the aerobics instructor, using Patricia as an example of how well spinning worked. She studied him as her legs worked --thighs like steel now, muscles rippling beneath hard skin --and then, slowly, she smiled. 

She had been saving her smiles. They had been her best feature even when she was heavy, and she had rationed them, at least for him. She wanted to use them when she was in peak condition, knowing that he would be attracted not so much to her face as to her sculpted form. And so, as their eyes met and the smile creased her face, she saw something new. She saw his eyebrows rise briefly and knew that small movement for something she hadn't seen in years. 

Flirting. 

She raised her eyebrows in return, and then looked away. First salvo sent and received. Mating dance initiated. Humiliation about to begin. 

She went home that night happy for the first time since she had started taking spinning classes. In her two-room apartment whose ocean view was the only thing to recommend it, she danced a small jig, and then smiled again. 

Her plan would actually work. 

* * * *

She didn't know what would happen after she slept with him. That was the problem she was working on as she drove to the gym in her beloved 1974 Volkswagen Bug. It smelled of oil and it vibrated crazily, but she had owned that car since she bought it used in high school and it had been the one thing she had maintained through all the years. 

Her job at the i.p. had begun to pay her real money and she could buy a good car for the first time in her life, but she didn't. She couldn't give up her faithful Bug. She never would. She did her best thinking in it. And as she drove up the hill to the gym, she needed a goal that would last her past her revenge on Tom. And, if she were going to be truly healthy, it had to be one that did not continue to play out her revenge fantasy. 

She parked in her usual space, grabbed her gym bag, and got out, startled to see a police car parked beside the bicycle racks. In the two years she had been coming here, she had never seen a police car. But there was that one month when a paramedic tried to fit exercise into his schedule. Sometimes he parked an ambulance outside. That had unnerved her the first time as well. She pushed her car door shut with her hip, walked around the police car, and headed down the flight of stairs to the club itself. There she saw two policemen at the front desk and the aerobics instructor, a petite thing with too much energy for a human being, sitting on a stool looking stricken. No one was on the machines, and even the hardcore gym rats who spent hours on the free weights, were huddled near the Nautilus equipment. From there, any conversation at the front desk could be heard, loud and clear. Patricia opened the glass door and came inside. She walked to the desk like she always did, to sign in and pay the extra fee for her special class, when a look from one of the policeman stopped her. The aerobics instructor, whose name she had never learned, raised liquid brown eyes filled with tears. 

"There's no class," she said in a shaky voice. "Tom is dead." The words circled in her head like the wheels on the stationary bike. _Tom_. _Is. Dead._ He couldn't be dead. She wasn't finished yet. She hadn't had the answer to her question, she hadn't been able to look at him with not-quite-sympathy in her eyes. 

The police were watching her reaction. And she looked at them, truly seeing them for the first time. The man closest to her was about her age, fifty pounds overweight and carrying it all in the danger zone around his stomach. The other man was younger, athletic, broad-shouldered. His blue eyes were sharp, his lips thin. He didn't seem to miss anything. Especially the expression that must have crossed her face. What had it looked like? Shock? Disappointment? 

Fear? 

For her first response, after that flash of what-about-me? was guilt. She could have done it. She _had_

done it, a thousand times, in her mind. Not killed him physically, but emotionally. Somehow she thought her contempt would destroy him. 

Arrogant, of course, but arrogance was what got her through. 

The younger officer stepped forward. "Did you know Tom Ansara?" Not well enough to know his last name. Maybe not at all. "I saw him three times a week," she said. "But I didn't know him. He instructed my spinning class." 

But she had a hunch about how he sounded in bed. It felt as if she had been intimate with him. It felt as if she had lost someone close. 

She wanted to put her hand on the wall, on the chair, to use something for support. Those sharp blue cop eyes watched her, seeing everything. How good an actress was she? She didn't know. Good, she hoped. Good enough. 

"And you are?" 

"Patricia," she said, giving her first name only as she always did at the gym. Only after a moment, she added, "Taylor. Patricia Taylor." 

With that little pause in there, her last name sounded made up, even to her. She fumbled with her purse. 

"I have i.d." 

"No need," the cop said. "Just wait with the others." She carried her gym bag and her coat to the nearest table, littered with out-of-date health and fitness magazines. In her 18 months at the gym, she had never sat here. She had never spent any time sitting on anything that didn't spin or move or have weights attached. 

The gym seemed excessively silent. The usual loud rock and roll music had been turned off. Someone had muted all three television sets. A fan whirred in the corner, set to cool whomever had been on the Precor cross-training machine, but that person had been off the machine for so long that the digitized program was running on the computer screen. In the long mirror lining one wall, she could see the racquetball bleachers. The Thursday night wallyball players were seated there, heads bowed, hands threaded and hanging over their knees. 

No one spoke. It was as if the cops were playing Agatha Christie, waiting until all the suspects arrived before going through the list and coming up with the killer. 

The other members of the spinning class threaded in: the darling, the middle-aged housewives, and the bartender. One by one they all took seats at the table, as if united in the class that no longer existed. The anorexic had given up long ago, and had been replaced by the only man, an accountant with a hairy back and a tendency to take off his shirt at precisely 33 minutes into the session. In street clothes, he looked diminished and not at all like a man who wore a white muscle T and baggy gym shorts cut one size too small. 

The aerobics instructor sobbed her line each time a class member entered as if she were a model trying out for a play. The shock seemed similar for all of them. Only the darling asked if it was all right if she exercised while she waited. The incredulous silence that greeted her question was her answer, and even she realized that she had said something wrong. 

The clock above the mirror showed that forty-five minutes had passed since Patricia arrived. On a normal night, she would be sweating through the last fifteen minutes of the routine, wondering if he would forget himself again and provide her with enough ammunition to survive another week. Instead, she was sitting as still as she possibly could in a white plastic chair, wondering if the police meant to hold them all night. 

Clearly Tom's death was suspicious, and clearly it involved people from the gym. Unless he had no other life but the gym. It surprised her to realize that she knew nothing about him, not really. She hadn't even figured out which car in the driveway was his. She had been able to tell, from the way he spoke in class, that he rode his bicycle a lot outdoors: he knew the coast highway from a rider's perspective -sometimes using actual examples for his class to imagine: _We're going to do an uphill climb. Increase the tension on the bike when I tell you. Pretend this is Cascade Head. Know how good you'll feel when you reach the top. 

_She also knew that he preferred jazz to rock and roll, but that the darling had requested peppier music to ride to. Patricia actually missed the Al Jarreau mixed with Branford Marsalis. It had provided a great middle period to the class. 

When the spinning hour was up, and all the regulars had come in, the heavyset cop told the aerobics instructor to put a closed sign on the door, and lock it. Then they took people one by one into the manager's office, and asked questions. 

The heavyset cop remained out front mostly to deter conversation, Patricia supposed. He watched them all too closely too, and the mirrors didn't help. They allowed him to see everything in that large exercise area, the slightest gesture, the smallest twitch. 

After people spoke to the blue-eyed cop in the office, they were allowed to leave. Exercisers were interviewed in the order that they arrived. Obviously someone had kept very careful track. What it meant was that by the time Patricia was called, the gym rats were gone, but most of the class remained. The aerobics instructor had called her boss, and he had come down to lock up. Patricia also got a sense that he wanted to speak to the police himself. 

When the heavyset cop said her name, Patricia got up, legs wobbly. She almost forgot her purse and gym bag, and grabbed them as an afterthought. Then she walked past the mirrors to the office where she had only been one time: the day she had signed up. That day she had been carrying an extra 80 pounds and even though she had dressed to hide it, it had been painfully obvious in the small room. This time, the room's contours seemed more suited to her frame. The blue-eyed cop closed the door, asked her if she minded that the conversation was recorded, and then asked her to sit. 

"This is just routine," he said. 

It didn't seem routine, but she didn't say that. She had promised herself out front that she would volunteer nothing, and if he spent more than five minutes asking questions --the average time he had spent with the others --she would call an attorney just on principle. 

"How well did you know Tom Ansara, Ms. Taylor?" The cop sat behind the messy manager's desk and folded his hands on top of a pile of papers that clearly didn't belong to him. His blue eyes seemed even more intense in the small space. 

"He was my spinning instructor." 

"For how long?" 

"Eighteen months." 

"You know that number precisely?" 

She nodded. "I started my exercise program with his class." 

"Was it effective?" 

"The program?" 

"The class." 

She shrugged. "It motivated me." 

"I understand you lost a lot of weight due to Mr. Ansara." She almost choked. She felt a flush climb up her neck, her face, and she couldn't stop it. It was as if this man, this cop, had seen into her mind, had read each secret thought, knew how Tom had inspired her. Knew about the revenge. 

"I don't know if you can blame Tom," she said at last. 

Blue-eyes raised his eyebrows ever so slightly. The expression gave his face a warmth it hadn't had before. "Blame? I would think you'd be proud of the loss." 

"I am," she said, and almost repeated "eI>I_ am." But she didn't. She wasn't going to give anything. 

"And Tom helped you." 

"The spinning class helped me." The flush had receded from her cheeks. Now her skin was cold. She wondered if she had turned pale, and how he would read this. 

"You haven't asked what happened to Tom." 

"I figured you would tell me." 

He studied her for a moment. "He's still in the workout room. Would you like to take a look?" 

"God no!" The response came out of her mouth before she could stop it. What was this man thinking, offering her the chance to look at a dead body? Not just any dead body, but the dead body of a man she had known, and fantasized about, however inappropriately. 

"How tall are you, Ms. Taylor?" 

The question so startled her that she had to think before responding. "Five-four." How did that relate to Tom's death? How did any of it? 

She had forgotten to look at the clock and now she was afraid too, afraid it would seem insensitive, afraid it would make her even more suspicious than she probably already was. 

"All right," he said. "We're done." 

She remained sitting for a moment, disoriented, as he probably wanted her to be. She opened her mouth once, then closed it. 

"Although," he said, "you should probably tell me how to get ahold of you. I'm sure it's here in the gym's records, but it's easier if you tell me." 

She did. She told him her work phone and her home phone, and even what hours she would be in both places. He gave her a business card with his name on it. She didn't know policemen had business cards, but apparently they did. This one had the city's symbol on it, and then Detective David Huckleby. It was such a jokey name, a rural cop name, that in any other context, she would have smiled. Instead she pocketed the card and stood. He stood too, came up beside her, so that he could open the door. 

As he reached for the knob, she said, "You still didn't tell me how Tom died." 

"I didn't?" He let go of the knob. "Careless of me." When it hadn't been at all. He had wanted her to ask. He had confused her, disoriented her, and then wondered if she would remember to ask. She knew that much. It was some kind of game. Maybe she should have called a lawyer after all. 

"Tom's neck was broken, Ms. Taylor," Detective Huckleby said. "We think someone wrapped an arm around his neck and snapped it." 

He paused, watching her face. She felt her heart beating hard. She couldn't picture it. She couldn't picture someone grabbing Tom like that. 

"You know the grip," Huckleby said. "It's the one they teach in the self defense classes here." She had taken one of those classes just the month before. The instructor had been from out of town, a burly man who taught self-defense all over the country. He had used her as his model victim. She had stood in front of the class, felt his fingers on her neck as he positioned her, then remained very still while his arm encircled her throat. With a sharp movement of the forearm, and a backward pull on the hair, he had said, a neck could be broken, snapped, in a heartbeat. 

She hadn't known why anyone would want this information. But the class had been in self-defense. And sometimes, she knew from her television-watching experience, self-defense meant only one person got out alive. 

Huckleby was watching her, waiting for her reaction. He had known she had been in the class. He had obviously seen the sign-up list. 

He touched her arm, felt her biceps, the muscle clearly developed beneath a thin layer of skin. His touch was gentle and, if she hadn't been in such a state of heightened awareness, she would have thought it accidental. 

"Will you miss him?" Huckleby asked. 

Her mouth was dry. The feeling of guilt had grown stronger. "I'll miss his class," she said. It was the only thing she could tell him. It was the only truth she knew. 

"What a sad epitaph for a man you've known for eighteen months, a man who was proud of helping you lose weight." 

"I didn't know him," she said, hearing as she spoke how defensive the words sounded. "I just took a class from him." 

"I hear he had a thing for pretty women." 

She laughed without mirth. It was an involuntary reaction, one that had been trained in over all the years, all the weight. "That wouldn't have included me." 

"It does now," Huckleby said softly. 

She felt the smile, the inappropriate smile, leave her face. "I was obese when I came into his class," she said. "I couldn't even pedal the damn bike with the resistance turned off for more than thirty seconds at a stretch. Then I'd pant for five minutes and try again." 

"Tenacity can be attractive." 

"Maybe," she said. "But you don't forget how someone looked when you met them." _You don't forget that not-quite-sympathetic look in the eye, the disgust when he thought no one was looking. You don't forget any of that. 

_She thought those last two sentences, but had enough self control to prevent them from coming out of her mouth. 

"I don't think you know how far you've come, Ms. Taylor," Huckleby said softly. 

"Oh, I do," she said. "And Tom knew it too." She glanced at the door. "Can I go now?" His smile was gentle. If she had met him in other circumstances, she might even have thought it kind. 

"Sure." 

She let herself out and glanced at the clock. She had been in there twenty minutes. So much for proper resolutions. 

"Ms. Taylor?" 

She turned. He was holding her purse and gym bag. She swallowed. "Thanks," she said, taking them from him. She bent her head and walked to the door. The gym's owner, a muscular man who looked as if he spent too much time on the bench press, let her out. She took the stairs, slowly, thinking as she did so, that she would never hear Tom again, never hear that odd hitch in his voice, the way it caught when he got into the rhythm of the workout, the way it soared above the music. His body was on the floor of the exercise room, his neck tilted at an odd angle. She wondered what he looked like, if he still seemed like a Greek god, even in his death repose. And then she shuddered. She would never be able to go in that room again. 

She put her bag and purse in the car, and locked it. Then she took off at a run down the parking lot, not because she was frightened, but because she needed to burn off the fear she had felt. She needed the exercise, and she had to prove to herself that she could do it without Tom. 

* * * *

She woke in the middle of the night with an ache in her heart and tears in her eyes. She wanted a piece of chocolate cake so badly that it hurt. Fortunately, she lived in a small town that didn't have an all night grocery store, and she didn't keep cake mixes in her small apartment. Comfort food. She wanted comfort food because she needed comforting. She heard her own voice, speaking to Huckleby: _I didn't know him. I just took a class from him. _But if it were that simple, why couldn't she sleep? Her mother hadn't been able to sleep in the first few months after her father died. Neither had she, if the truth be told. The brain was busy trying to process the loss. Too busy to sleep more than a few hours at a time. 

That had been when she had put on the serious weight. Chocolate cake in the middle of the night, topped with vanilla ice cream. Or Cool Whip. Or Hershey's syrup. 

Her mouth watered. She needed something comforting. Now. Never deny the cravings, she knew that much. But she couldn't afford to fall back into bad habits just because her spinning class instructor was dead. 

She wondered why the local best-selling psychiatrist would say about this. Probably recommend therapy. Probably report her to the police. She could hear it now: _she had a revenge fantasy about the man. Perhaps she acted it out. Perhaps she stalked him. 

_She sat down at the kitchen table she had bought at a Discount Furniture Store and assembled herself, then put her hands in her short-cropped hair. If she were honest with herself, she knew that she could have killed him. If her revenge fantasy had taken a different, more harmful twist. If she had gotten to the acting-out stage --which she had. She had been planning to come in that night, to continue the seduction. She had heard how willing he was to date women at the club. She had known about his preference for the sleek muscular women, the clear athletes. She had planned to use that to her benefit. And the cop had seen it. He had seen it, and something about her height made him dismiss her. But he shouldn't have. Patricia hadn't seen the body, but she knew the room, and she knew one thing: Tom liked to sit on the floor and talk to people. She could imagine how someone like her could have killed him: 

He would have been sitting cross-legged on the polished wood floor in the center of the room, holding forth on the value of good nutrition or how so many reps burn so much fat, when someone came up behind him, put him in the stranglehold and pulled until he couldn't breathe. Then he fell back, sprawling across the floor, his neck bent at the odd angle. Simple. Easy. So simple and easy even a short person could have done it. 

She wished she could mention that to Huckleby without raising suspicion, but she couldn't. All she could do was listen for the gossip, read the local papers, and pretend that Tom's death had no effect on her life. 

* * * *

Like a woman who had just fallen off a horse, she made herself go to the gym the following night. Getting back in the saddle, she had whispered to herself, and while that wasn't entirely accurate, it was good enough. 

The owner sat behind the desk, paperwork spread in front of him. A big sign, written in black Magic Marker, announced that all classes had been canceled until further notice. He saw her stare at it, and said, "We can't have the room until the investigation's done." She wasn't sure if that was supposed to make her feel better or worse, so she just nodded, and went into the locker room to change. Another woman was standing near the row of sinks, reading a sign newly taped to the wall. The sign was computer generated and it mentioned a trust fund, set up by the gym, for Tom Ansara's daughter. 

Patricia felt a jolt. "I didn't know he had a daughter." The woman nodded. Patricia had seen her around, but had never bothered to learn her name. "Sixteen. She's being raised by the mother in Seattle. But he was here, trying to earn money for her college. Now she may never go." 

Patricia almost asked what happened to scholarships, but thought that too crass. Instead she made a sympathetic noise and changed into her sweats. She went into the gym proper, and used the newest StairMaster set on high for an hour, until sweat poured off her. While she worked out, she noticed that only the regulars were here. The dilettantes, the ones who showed up every January or once a month or after a particularly big meal, hadn't come at all. And that was unusual. Every night usually had one. As she marched up and down a make-believe flight of stairs, she was conscious of the room behind her, hidden by a row of racquetball courts and bleachers, now cordoned off by the local police. The more she marched and sweated, the more she focused on that room. She wanted to see it, wanted to know, perhaps, if he were really dead. 

The room had mirrors covering three walls and a row of windows covering the fourth. The windows overlooked the free weight area. When she got off the StairMaster, and grabbed her sweat towel, wrapping it around her neck, she meandered into the free weight area as if her movement were part of her routine. 

The windows showed a darkened room, lit only by the lights reflected in the mirrors. There was no chalk outline of a body on the floor --she had read somewhere that Hollywood made that up and the police never used it. She just hadn't believed it to be true --and the special spinning bikes were lined up against the back wall, just like usual, waiting for class members to wheel them toward the middle. Beside them were the pile of step mats, and next to that the boxy audio system that had threatened to ruin her hearing. Nothing was different except the yellow police tape covering the door, and the sign attached: _Closed by Order of the Seavy Village Police_. She shuddered, wishing, somehow that she had never heard about his death. That she had stayed away as her weight came down and her revenge fantasy demanded its own conclusion, and when she came back and forgot to ask about Tom, people forgot to tell her about him, so that she would assume he had moved away, or lost his job, or found employment that required use of his mind. But she couldn't pretend those things in retrospect, and she couldn't drop the disappointment she felt that somehow, she had been cheated of something. 

"Any clues?" A male voice behind her made her jump. 

She turned. Detective Huckleby was standing so close to her that he almost pressed her against the window. 

"No," she said. 

"Strange," he said. "A room is always a room, even after something awful happened in it. Unless you know, the room is no different." 

She had had that thought before. Apartments and hotel rooms always made her wonder when she first arrived if anyone had died in them. She had always thought she would be able to tell by some subtle vibration, something that had altered because of the death. 

But she felt no such vibration from the gym, none from the exercise room at all, and she was surprised. 

"I didn't think any of the class members would show up tonight," he said. 

"I didn't just go to class," she said. "This is my routine." 

"Routine." He spoke softly, as if he were musing. 

Her heart had started to pound again. "I lost my weight, Detective, through exercise. I have to continue that, particularly now --" 

"Now that your instructor is dead?" 

She nodded. 

"So he did have an influence on your weight loss." 

She licked her lips. "He inspired me." That much was true. 

"Who's going to inspire you now?" 

She met his gaze. Electric blue. Neon blue. Like she imagined Paul Newman's eyes would be in person. 

"I guess I have to," she said. 

"Always tough," he said. "It's always better if the motivation comes from the outside." She wasn't sure if he was speaking of exercise now, or if he was speaking of murder. Would he be happier if the killer came from outside Seavy Village? Or outside the gym? She swallowed. She had been so focused on herself, on Tom's death, that she hadn't thought about the reality of murder. The fact that a murder victim had to have a murderer. 

"Are you done with your exercise?" he asked. 

"Do you want to interrogate me again?" 

To her surprise, he laughed. "If you thought that was an interrogation," he said, "I don't want to put you through a real one." 

She saw no humor in it. Yesterday had been a bad day, a day she did not want to repeat. He must have seen that on her face, for his smile faded. "Sorry," he said. "You're not a suspect." 

"At this time," she said. 

He half shrugged. "I suppose." He looked around at the empty bleachers, the slouching owner pouring over the papers behind the reception desk. "I was hoping to buy you coffee and ask a few questions about the gym." 

"Me?" 

He faced her, his eyes meeting hers. "Well," he said. "Actually anyone from the class who bothered to show up tonight. You're the only one." 

"I thought you didn't expect any of us to show up tonight." 

"I figured it would only be the exercise addicts." 

It was her turn to smile, hers rueful. "It is." 

He nodded once. "Coffee?" 

"Water or Gatorade. Coffee's a diuretic." 

"Hmm," he said. "And that's bad?" 

She looked at him, uncertain if that were a real joke. She supposed it was. It seemed strange to joke in front of a room where a man had been murdered. 

"There's a deli and juice bar upstairs," she said, not sure why she agreed. 

"Lead the way," he said. 

"Let me change," she said. ‘I'll meet you there." 

"I suppose you want carrot juice." 

"Actually," she said. "I want bottled water. And maybe an apple." 

"Done." 

She pushed past him and went to the lady's locker room. Her hands were shaking and she was wondering what she was doing. He was a cop investigating a murder, and he wanted to talk to her a second time, informally. She felt as if she were doing something wrong, as if she should get on the phone and ask for a lawyer or not show up or go upstairs and ask what he was charging her with. But all of that seemed melodramatic and unnecessary and a bit rude. 

After a quick --very quick --shower, she put on her street clothes --a cheap cotton sweater and a pair of faded jeans. She left on her tennies, and kept her gym bag in the locker. She saw no reason to spend too much time with him. 

The restaurant upstairs had gone through many formats in the eighteen months she had worked out in the gym. The first and most appalling had been the steak joint that served its meat thick and charbroiled. The next had been a vegetarian restaurant with poorly made, tasteless 1970 cuisine. There different taverns came in after that, and now, finally, the deli, with its smoothie and juice bars. This new place was the only one that got the regulars from the gym. Sometimes they ran up the stairs, got a small sandwich and a fruit drink and then went back down to work out some more. 

She had come up more than once with a novel, usually science fiction, and had eaten, alone, most often the taco deli sandwich made with fat-free refried beans. It had flavor, and it was filling and it didn't have a lot of calories, all of which counted in its favor. The seats were comfortable, and the staff congenial, never asking her to move when she finished her meal. 

Now she went up to find herself and Huckleby the only clients. The lights were out in the far section of the deli, and a single employee, an older woman whom Patricia had never seen before, cleaned behind the counter. 

A bottled water and the fruit plate waited for her. Huckleby had a cup of coffee and a shortbread cookie. 

"That's a lot of food." 

"You looked like you could use it." 

How many years had she waited for someone to say that only to find it was someone she didn't want to impress. She slipped into the chair, and opened the bottle of water. 

"You had questions." 

He nodded. "Tell me what you can about Tom." 

"We had this conversation yesterday." 

"Yesterday I knew less than I do today." 

"Oh?" She took a long sip. She had been thirsty, which meant she had let herself get dehydrated. Careless of her. 

"Yeah," he said. 

"Like what?" 

He broke the shortbread cookie in half, then broke a half into smaller pieces. "No," he said. "I get to ask the questions first." 

"I already told you about Tom." 

"You told me what you know. And that was official. Now I want to know what you suspect." Suspect. Strange word. Was she supposed to tell this man that she thought Tom Ansara was self-involved and rather stupid, that he had an eye for pretty women, and no real empathy for anyone who wouldn't look like a perfect match for him? Or should she tell him about her suspicions of Tom's performance in bed? 

"I think he biked a lot," she said. 

Huckleby raised an amused eyebrow. "Gee. We missed that." She felt color rise in her cheeks. "No," she said. "I mean biked all over the city, maybe over the area." 

"That's not gossip." 

"You want gossip?" 

"Yes." 

"Talk to the aerobics instructor then. She collects it." He leaned back and studied her. "That was harsh. You don't like her?" 

"I don't know her." 

"It amazes me that you could come to a gym for eighteen months and not know anyone." 

"I came to work out." 

"People usually make friends in places like this." 

"Not with fat people." 

"Why? They make friends with fat people everywhere else." She picked up her fork and stabbed an orange slice with it, feeling a momentary victory when some of the juice shot across the table toward him. "I understand it," she said. "At least I do now. Most people who are more than 20 pounds overweight don't stay. It had nothing to do with discipline and everything to do with effort. It takes a lot of work to move a normal weight, but add extra weight on top of it, and a fat person is working twice, sometimes three times harder than everyone else. Most people don't have the discipline, and they leave." 

"So you don't make friends with fat people at the gym either?" 

"I thought we already established that I don't make friends," she said. His gaze seemed a little too sharp for a moment, as if her admission was an admission to something else as well. "I'm sure you do in your personal life." 

She had a few friends, people she talked to, but no one she confided in. She hadn't confided in anyone for a very long time. Not even her brother. They talked about casual things. She supposed that counted as friendship. 

And she had a lot of acquaintances on-line. She kept a board running behind her work at all time, and answered her e-mail when it showed up. She closed out her nightly sessions in a chat room, each night devoted to a different subject, just to keep her mind active. 

The silence between them had grown. Finally, she said, "I thought you wanted to hear about Tom." 

"And I thought you didn't gossip." 

She ate the orange slice. It was sour. She took a sip of water to cover the taste. "I discovered in the last twenty-four hours how little I knew about him. Like the daughter." 

"There is no daughter," Huckleby said. 

She set the bottle of water down very deliberately. "But the sign --" 

"He told people there was a daughter, and the very kind folks in Seavy Village have started a fund. But I investigated, and I can tell you, there is no daughter. No ex-wife. No acrimonious divorce. There isn't even a Tom Ansara until he came to Seavy Village." 

So there was more to this than just the gym. That relieved her somehow, made the thought of murder caused by people who frequented her safe place go away. 

"All of his relationships lasted a few weeks at most," Huckleby said, "so consider yourself lucky he didn't make a pass at you." 

Such a quaint old fashioned phrase "make a pass" was. She almost smiled. But a part of her brain, the suspicious part, remained distant. 

"Why are you telling me all this?" 

"Because," he said. "I figured if I opened up, you would. And you look like a lady who has something to get off her chest." 

She felt her eyes widen, and wished she could stop them, wished she had more control than she did. Now, when she lied, he would know it. "I've told you everything I can," she said. He stared at her for a moment. "Pity." 

"I don't hold any keys," she said. "I'd tell you if I did." 

"Would you?" he asked, then dropped a ten on the table and stood. By the time she got to her feet, he was gone. 

* * * *

All that night and as she ate her solitary bowl of cereal the next morning, she kept telling herself that it was silly to feel like she was failing Huckleby somehow. She didn't even know him, didn't know anything about him. All she knew was that he wanted information on Tom's death, and she had none. In fact, she had even less than she had had before. She had believed the stories about Tom around the gym, had thought him a divorced man with a conventional past. Now, perhaps, he didn't have one, and he, not the murderer, had violated the safety of the gym, of Seavy Village itself. Blaming the victim, they called it. But she knew that things were never as clear-cut as they seemed. Apparently, so did Huckleby. 

When she got to work, her schedule was light: some routine maintenance of a few sites, and monitoring of a few others. She opened the usual chat room where she hung out when things were slow, but couldn't concentrate. 

Her brother was in his office, talking loudly on the phone. He wanted to expand their service beyond the coast, to move into the valley. It would entail hiring additional staff, getting more lines, working more computers. It would be a nightmare for her, but so far she hadn't tried to talk him out of it. Rather than listen to him argue with another of his friends over his plans, she opened her window. The morning breeze smelled of sea salt and fish. It was cold, but she didn't mind. She needed something else to concentrate on. 

But her attention kept wandering back to Huckleby's words about Tom, about his secrets, and she finally succumbed. She knew where he lived: she had followed him there, once, early on, so that she could have a setting to imagine her revenge. Actually sitting in her car on that cold November night, watching him shaded against his window as he moved through his apartment, made her feel like a voyeur, a stalker, something she didn't want to be. So, even though she felt an urge to follow him at other times, she never had. 

Still, she used his name and address to access his driver's license. Some schlub had gotten in trouble, in Oregon, for placing all the DMV records on the Internet and, even though he had removed them, Patricia had captured the file, thinking some day it would be useful. 

It was. With Tom's driver's license number, she was able to get into his credit report, and that, in turn, gave her his social security number. It didn't belong to Tom Ansara, but to someone else, an elderly woman in Pittsburgh. Apparently he had stolen the number. But he had used it for a very long time and through it, and his credit report, she saw a life of transience, a man of many names and, as she dug, several petty crimes, mostly involving drugs, theft, and a certain roughness with women. That last made a shudder run through her. Her revenge fantasy had been too subtle for this man. It might have turned on her. No matter how strong she was, she might not have been able to overcome his athlete's quickness. She knew that much. 

Her fantasy could have ended badly. For her. 

At that, she rested her head on her arms and made herself breathe. How foolish she had become. How obsessed with a man she hadn't even known. She had even mourned him, in her own way, this man she had made up. 

The door to her office opened, and her brother came in. She recognized him by his footsteps. 

"You okay?" 

She raised her head. Her brother still carried all the weight he had put on as he aged. Sometimes he eyed her new form as if it were a reproach to him. But she liked him at this weight. It gave him a cuddly warmth that he hadn't had when he was thinner. 

"Yeah," she said. "Just tired." 

He nodded. All he knew about Tom was what the rest of the town knew: that he had been murdered in the gym. The next day, her brother had asked her if it was safe for her to return. When she assured him it was, he had said, "I hope so," and she knew, with that terse phrase, that the conversation was closed. He pulled up the only other chair, a folding chair she kept unfolded in the corner. It squeaked as he sat on it. "Look," he said. "If I manage to get more business, we might have to leave Seavy Village. This just isn't a good place to do business, not if we start focusing on the valley." Her heart was pounding. She didn't want to leave. She loved it here. "I won't go," she said. 

"I know. I was thinking, maybe you could be in charge of our coastal lines." That meant customer relations. It meant working alone. "Let's wait," she said. "Talk about this when the changes become real." 

"It's getting closer every day, Patty," he said. Her brother was the only person who could call her Patty and get away with it. 

"I know," she said. "I just don't want to think about it now." 

* * * *

And she didn't, not until she was on the silly StairMaster for the second night in a row. Sweat was dripping between her breasts, and the back of her neck was damp. The club's televisions were all tuned to a football game, and their sound was on, as well as the latest Rod Stewart CD at full blast. She was surprised she could hear herself think. But the noise blurred, and she found her mind wandering, going over her brother's words, trying to see if there was any reality in the changes he was discussing for his business. 

Then it hit her, what he had said. _Seavy Village isn't a good place to do business_. And it wasn't. The town was small, many of its residents unskilled workers with low-paying jobs or retirees who lived on a fixed income. The tourists were seasonal: summers, mostly, with a few spikes around the holidays. Yet Tom had been here for eighteen months, maybe more. He hadn't had a single arrest, which, considering his record before he arrived, was spectacular, and she remembered nothing that made him seem as if he had been on drugs. What had he found that kept him here? It certainly hadn't been the spinning class. And whatever it had been, someone had considered it worth killing for. _Pretend this is Cascade Head,_ he would say. _Know how good you'll feel when you reach the top. _And all the other sites on the coast route. He would mention them, use them in his class. But he always came back to Cascade Head, as if it were important, to them, and to him. For one long stretch of her workout, she considered buying a bike and exploring the places he had mentioned, searching. But for what, she didn't know. And she had never searched for anything. She had no idea how to go about it. 

She had to talk to Huckleby. She wondered if he would think she was crazy, all the work she had done on this. He was going to want to know why and the answer she had was really no answer at all, just a truth she was beginning to discover:

That obsession, once begun, did not end easily. That losing it felt a lot like losing love. 

* * * *

The police station, tucked in a back road behind the post office, was a 1960s building, all metal and sand-colored brick. Its gray tile floors were spotless, and the walls had recently been painted white. She felt oddly betrayed by its cleanliness. Somehow she had expected the grit she had seen portrayed on TV. When she asked for Huckleby, the woman at the desk --statuesque, her uniform accenting rather than hiding her figure --nodded toward the only man sitting in a sea of desks. Patricia wasn't sure how she missed him, except that she hadn't expect this place to be this way, and somehow hadn't expected him to look so lost and all alone, bathed in the fog-gray light filtering in from the cross-hatched windows. The smell, she noted as she walked toward him, was strong: burned coffee and stale sweat, the kind of smell that a person never got used to. It wasn't until she was standing over him that he looked up, and from the movement of his lips, she guessed he had been planning to make a comment to someone else when he edited himself for her. 

"I didn't expect to see you again," he said, and kicked a green and metal desk chair in her direction. She sat gingerly on it, half expecting it to squeal as her folding chair did when her brother sat on it. His comment was strange given the size of the town they lived in. They would see each other from time to time, probably had already and just hadn't known it, until now. 

She licked her lips. "I did some digging." 

"Oh?" He was giving her his full attention. The file before him was closed and pushed aside, his hands threaded on the desk like a man who was patiently waiting to hear something he didn't already know. 

"The name Ansara is unusual," she said, knowing that this was an inane way to start. "There was a movie star in the late sixties and early seventies named Michael Ansara. He looked something like Tom." 

"Yeah," Huckleby said, his tone dry. "I can't decide if Tom's favorite movie was _Sometimes a Great Notion_ or that awful television remake of _Dracula._" 

In spite of herself, she smiled. She ducked her head so that he wouldn't see how amused she was. This was serious, after all. 

"But I did even more digging. I found out about his record." His eyebrows went up. "You're good," he said. "Care to share with me how you did that?" She had thought this through before she had come, and now she told him the story she had planned: it was the entire truth minus the driver's license records. Even though anyone could get DMV records simply by writing to the division, she felt almost criminal using them, even more criminal for storing them. Still, if he asked, she would tell him. She only hoped he wouldn't ask. He didn't, but he was leaning forward now, looking at her with a mixture of puzzlement and respect. 

"I would have left it at that," she said, "except I got to wondering, what would a man like that be doing in Seavy Village for so long?" 

"Staying clean?" Huckleby said. Clearly he'd thought of that too. 

"Maybe," she said. "But when he did spinning class, he outlined bike routes, something we could imagine while our feet were hopelessly circling." She took a piece of paper out of her battered purse. "Here are the places he mentioned, and the way he mentioned them. Cascade Head was the one he focused on, but I always thought that was because it was so high. But he could have used the Van Duzer Corridor for the same thing, or maybe something in the Cascades, and he didn't. He just kept coming back to this one, over and over, like his mind was stuck." 

Huckleby glanced at the paper. "You're quite specific. How do you remember what he said?" She flushed. "I was in his class for a long time. It got boring after a while. You did anything you could to concentrate. I focused on his words. He repeated himself a lot." He tapped the paper against his hand. "Nice work," he said. "I knew you'd remember something if you tried hard enough." 

"Is it important?" she asked. 

"Important?" He kept a grip on the paper while he reached for the phone. "It's the missing piece." 

* * * *

She didn't hear anything for three days. Every time she thought of calling the station, she made herself do something else. The danger with obsession, the website told her, was that once one went away, another sometimes arose in its place. Too many, and a person needed therapy. A single one, and perhaps the person needed more to do with her life. 

More than computers, exercise and solitary meals. More than ducking her head to avoid conversations every time she went to the gym. 

She joined the aerobics class and made a point, that night, of learning everyone's names. She told her brother that she thought his expansion a bad idea at this stage in their business, and he was so pleased that she used the word "their" that he didn't even try to argue with her. He asked her what she thought the business needed, and she told him all the things she had never said. To her surprise, he made a list and walked out of her office, studying it, ready, he said, to make changes. On the third day, the local 5:15 newscast announced that a suspect was being held in the murder of Tom Ansara. A man, with a name Patricia didn't recognize, an out-of-towner, as the announcer called him with obvious relief, who had business with Ansara that predated his arrival in Seavy Village. She was surprised she hadn't heard from Huckleby. She would have thought that, as a courtesy, he would have told her first. 

And then she wondered where that assumption came from. She had provided a small bit of information in an on-going investigation. 

He owed her nothing. She owed him nothing. And that's where things would always stand. 

* * * *

The details came out bit by bit, not in the local paper which saw itself as a promoter of tourism on the coast and as such tried to cover up the seamier stuff, but in the _Oregonian_ which followed the entire case with an interest unusual in their non-Portland coverage. 

Tom Ansara's real name was Andrew Thomas. He had arrests in several states for drug crimes, most of which were minor possession violations. But only two states had more serious charges against him. One, in an unlikely connection with a group of art thieves operating in Los Angeles. Ansara fled the area after some Mirós, Picassos, a Jackson Pollack and an original Dali were stolen from a home in Brentwood. He came to Oregon, took a new name, and hid, careful to stay away from Seavy Village's minor drug trade, and managing, somehow, to break off his relations with women before things became too serious. He hadn't had anything to do with the art heists, had merely stumbled on them in the course of his other shady dealings, and knew, somehow, who was involved. Police assumed he dated one of the thieves, hearing the plans for the Brentwood theft from her. But the heat on that was high, and someone threatened him. When he came to Oregon, he made notes of all he knew, and buried them on Cascade Head. 

He had mailed a letter to himself the day he died --obviously he had been worried, perhaps he had seen his killer, a man named Will Garetson. In the letter, Tom explained that he had hidden a box, and how far it was from Highway 101, and he gave a detailed description of the unusual tree and rock formation near the burial site. Unfortunately, he had left out what part of 101 he was talking about. When Patricia --"a private citizen" as the papers called her --had come forward, she had provided the missing piece of information: where exactly the box was. The police looked on Cascade Head at the correct distance from 101, found the distinctive tree and rock formation, and proceeded to dig. They found the box, and in it, the names of the people involved in the heist, a tape recording with their voices on it planning that heist, and a list of the items that they had hoped to take. Also in the box was a note about the reasons Tom had hidden in Oregon: It wasn't because his conscience had finally gotten to him about the heist or because he had been discovered by the thieves. It was because, on the two jobs the thieves performed before his disappearance, they had killed security guards, and Tom was beginning to fear that killing for sport was becoming the reason behind the heists, not the theft itself. So he vanished, and it took them a long time to trace him. He made two mistakes: he took a regular job, and he kept the old social security number. Eventually Garetson found him. In fact, the article said, the man who killed Tom had been the self-defense instructor at the gym a few weeks before Tom's death. Because instructors were rarely in the building at the same time, Tom hadn't seen him. Garetson had discovered Tom's routine, where he lived, and who he had offended in Seavy Village and had apparently decided the best way to kill the man was do it at the gym, where all the women he slept with would then become suspects. 

It would have worked if it weren't for that letter, and Detective Huckleby, who felt there was something wrong with this case from the beginning. 

Patricia read the articles with avid interest, worried when she learned how easy it had been for a killer to infiltrate her small town and target a man, calmer when she realized one of the reasons the man had been targeted was because of his own behavior. 

It took a week for the _Oregonian_ to print all the articles, but when it was done, and Garetson was in jail awaiting trial, she felt as if it were over. Or at least part of it. She could still remember the touch of his hands on her neck as he held her in place, using her to demonstrate to the rest of the self-defense class how to do the chokehold. When his arm wrapped around her throat, she had thought how easy it would be for him to squeeze, how easy it would be for her to die. 

Apparently, he had killed Tom with no struggle. Apparently, she had been right. It had been easy, after all. 

* * * *

So she went back to her life, changed as it was. Her brother gave her more responsibility at the i.p. and she found a jogging partner, a woman whom she had spoken to a few times at the gym and felt an affinity for. They were developing a friendship composed of short conversations followed by a mile or more of gasping silence. She found that she liked talking with someone. She actually looked forward to it. By the end of the second week, she made it through two days without thinking of Tom. Then Huckleby walked into her office. He leaned against the door, smiled at her, and let his blue eyes draw her in. 

"Do you do lunch?" he asked. 

"Only on every other Thursday," she said, and was surprised at the tartness of her own reply. His smile widened into a grin. "I'm buying." 

She went with him to the health food restaurant next door. He ordered the only meal with beef in it --a shredded beef taco concoction made with cream cheese instead of sour cream --and she had their homemade tomato soup and fresh sour dough bread. 

"You never followed up on the case," he said after the food was served. 

"You didn't keep me informed." 

He took a bite from the taco, and half the cream cheese fell out. He set the food down. "I was a little busy." 

"But you got him," she said. 

"We got him. It's up to the L.A. cops to get the rest." He sounded relieved at that. 

"More excitement than Seavy village is used to," She said. 

"More than we want," he replied. Then he put an elbow on the table, and watched her. She had never had anyone watch her eat before. 

"You know," he said. "In all the times we talked, you never did tell me how you felt about him." 

"About Tom?" she asked, stalling. She put her soup spoon down, and picked up the bread, shredding it. 

"Yes." 

She shrugged. "He was my spinning instructor." 

"And?" 

There was no harm in telling him now. No harm in saying anything. She felt herself flush. She had to look away. "And I hated him." 

He let out a slow whistle, as if he hadn't expected it. "Because he was a drill sergeant?" She shook her head. The soup was nearly gone. She had made a mess of the bread. There were crumbs on her side of the napkin. She stared at them instead of looking Huckleby in the eye. 

"Because of how he looked at me, in the beginning. Like I offended him just by being in his presence." To her surprise, Huckleby took her hand. She raised her head, saw him looking at her with empathy, not disgust. She wanted to look away, but couldn't. 

"Do you know how many times you told me that fat people get treated differently?" 

"They do," she said. 

"You're no longer fat," he said. 

"I always will be." With her free hand she tapped her chest. "Inside. I'll always remember how it feels. Like an alcoholic. I'll always be a fat person crammed into a skinny shell." 

"If you want to be," he said. "No one sees you that way any more. No one treats you that way. The loathing I hear when I'm around you comes from you." 

He said the words softly, gently, to lessen their sting. But they still hurt. She blinked, startled. No one had ever talked that way to her before. But then, she hadn't let anyone talk to her, really talk to her, for years. 

"I don't want to treat anyone else that way," she said. 

"But you do," he said. "You assume all the rest of us will look at you with that same disgust that Ansara had, and you hate us in advance." 

"I don't hate you," she said. 

He smiled and squeezed her hand. "It's a start at least." 

"Of what?" she asked. 

He shrugged. "I don't know. Friendship, maybe something more. If you're willing." She had never fantasized about him, not in this way, never imagined what he would sound like in bed, never allowed herself to think a man like this one would even be interested. He was a person to her, not a Greek god who looked down on the less-than-perfect with complete disdain, like Tom had been. Only Tom hadn't been. He had been as imperfect as she was. It just hadn't been apparent from the way he looked, the way he dressed, the way he spoke. Only his eyes had showed it, and only if someone paid attention. 

She felt a little floaty hit of adrenaline, like she used get in her early spinning classes after she had been on the bike a while. Just when she thought she would be ready to quit, something in her body would adjust and she would feel slightly dizzy, slightly high. A little afraid and a bit proud of herself at the same time. Friendship. Something more. If she was willing. 

"All right," she said, and squeezed Huckleby's hand. 

There was no longer a need for fantasy. The need for fantasy had made her blind to the realities around her. Some of those realities could have harmed her --the arm around her neck, the same arm that had crushed Tom's throat --and others could have helped her, allowed her to see that things were different now, that she was different and perhaps, she always would be. 

She was no longer spinning her wheels on a stationary bike. She had been moving forward for a long time; and she had finally noticed. 
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