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Chapter 1



GYMBOS





I don’t blame them for feeling suspicious. I blame them for acting so damn obvious about it.


From my squishy fitness mat, I ease into a quad stretch and can’t help but laugh as I watch a gymbo (gym bimbo, a species easily identified by its high ponytail and its brightly patterned, overpriced, skin-tight fitness apparel) cautiously stow her precious belongings in an unlocked locker before starting her workout. She tries to play it off, looking over her shoulder nonchalantly like she’s tossing her ponytail back and adjusting her hot pink shoelaces, but it’s so obvious she’s really looking to see if anyone sinister is watching her slip her iPad Air into the little unlocked cubby.


A secure mind doesn’t need to look over its shoulder. If I were the cheeky and sociable kind, I’d walk right over and tell her “You’re not fooling anyone, honey; lock that shit up.” But I’m not. I’m pretty sure I’ve never even been sociable enough for anyone to call me cheeky. In all fairness to the gymbo, I don’t have much faith in the patrons of the Percival O’Shaughnessy Community Center either, even if they are a bunch of salt-of-the-earth Johnson County suburbanites with double jogging strollers and e-reader cases that color coordinate with their Nike running shorts.


Of course, it’s hard for me to have faith in the innate morality of anyone else when I’m the one who’s watching them leave their crap unprotected so I can take it home with me. Anyone could just walk up and take it, but I actually do. Why do these gym rats just leave their stuff unguarded? Why aren’t there surveillance cameras that protect these provincial Percival O’Shaughnessy Community Center patrons from theft? More to the point, how do I get away with it?


I ask myself these questions every time I enter this place, and even answer them in the same order (not just because I’m a tad obsessive-compulsive in addition to being a kleptomaniac within the walls of this building). Why does everyone just leave their valuables strewn about willy-nilly? Your guess is as good as mine. Maybe they really do believe in the innate goodness of humanity. Maybe they’re just lazy. Maybe they forgot their locker combinations. Who knows?


Why aren’t there surveillance cameras? Well, this isn’t exactly an expensive, elite training facility that would be the envy of a professional football team (or even the Kansas City Chiefs). This is the Percival O’-Fucking-Shaughnessy Community Center, funded by the good taxpaying people of Johnson County, Kansas, and people like me who pay thirty bucks a month to swim in the same piss-infested lap pool they use to give swimming lessons to six-year-olds. Besides, old man Percy (the guy whose long-ass name is on the side of the building) is a paranoid nut job who isn’t big on being Big Brother. He still comes here to work out every once in a while, and by work out, I mean turtle walk around the indoor track in his double-knit polyester pants and Velcro shoes.


And of course, the million-dollar question: how do I get away with it? This may sound trite, but it’s easier than you might think. I actually do just walk up, acting completely unsuspicious, and take what I want. Like the guy I read about who strolled into a Sears, slapped a “Sold” tag on a piano, and rolled it right out of there. They say the clerks even held the door open for him. The principle is very much the same with random crap at the POS Community Center, and a lot easier to carry out than a piano.


It also doesn’t hurt that I am a proverbial plain Jane when it comes to looks and I have the most boring name on the planet. No one’s going to suspect Ann Josephson of stealing; she’s in here all the time. And I am, six days a week, sometimes more. Even when I’m not physically here, I’m still metaphysically here. My name’s on the indoor triathlon results sheet, my face is one of many in last summer’s poorly named bikini challenge (or as I called it, bikini-challenged) finish line photo, and my fitness statistics are on the Community Center leader board for the year. Yep, I can pretty much get away with anything, and no one is going to suspect me.


Take today, for example. Today is Tuesday. I know this because the maintenance staff is setting up the volleyball nets for tonight’s league game, step aerobics is starting on the other side of the partition, and the soccer moms looking to shake the baby weight (can you still call it baby weight if your kids are old enough to play soccer?) are filing in for 7:30 Zumba. This also means that it’s a counter-clockwise day for the indoor track. On clockwise days, you can walk the track and the lockers up here will never be out of your eye line, but on counterclockwise days, the wall against which these lockers are mounted makes a pretty sweet blind spot (sweet for me, anyway). The only way you’ll be able to constantly keep an eye on your stuff is to look behind you, but nobody likes to look behind themselves when they’re walking the track. It makes the people walking behind them uncomfortable and makes the walker look insecure. Like I said, a secure mind doesn’t need to look over its shoulder.


I’m sufficiently stretched out, so I begin a steady jog around the track, dodging oversized-stroller-pushers and indolent grannies. Sounds float up to greet me as I steady my pace. Sneakers chirp against one half of the basketball court, the half they’re using for volleyball tonight. Weights clink together between reps on the lat machine as a grunt-lifter checks his form in the mirror. It’s the grunter’s symphony: grunt, clink, grunt, clink. From the other half of the track, the step aerobics instructor starts the peppy remix medley of Rihanna, starting with “Only Girl in the World.” They use it every week; it’s a wonder the CD still plays. Through the wall of foggy windows that separate the impressive pool area from the rest of the gym, children shriek with delight as the water slide transports them to the lazy river below, their eyes red from piss and chlorine. From the open door to the Chiefs room (they named all the studios after Kansas City–area sports teams) where Zumba’s about to begin, they’re playing “Country Roads,” of all things. I don’t know that I could pull a less Latin-inspired song out of my ass if I tried, but there’s no accounting for taste. Then finally, there’s the ambient tinny buzz of the tunes that leak out of other people’s headphones as I pass them on the track.


I rarely listen to my own music when I exercise. For most people, working out is the thing they do to block out the rest of the world. For me, it’s pretty much the only way I am a part of it. By the time the last straggler shuffles into the Chiefs room for Zumba, “Country Roads” has been replaced by something more maraca-fied and I’ve already clocked eight and a half laps on the track, which I know from memory (and the sign on the wall) is a mile on the outermost lane. Sometimes—when I’m not dodging a ton of other people on a packed Tuesday evening—I like to close my eyes and make my way around the track just to see if I can orient myself based on sound and feeling alone. I like it best when I can match the noises to the people, the people who don’t see me, the person right in front of their eyes.


I know my own pace and how many steps there are between each turn. I let my eyelids fall closed as I round a corner, the visible length of track in front of me clear of other people. To my left, I can hear the solo racquetball player who comes in here every day at 7 p.m. like clockwork, and has great taste in music, according to the iPod Nano of his I have sitting in my room of stolen goods at home, a room which I affectionately refer to as “Room 403,” after the “forbidden” HTTP response code, because I’m just that much of a dork. When I hear the water fountain, the one next to the handicapped restroom, I am reminded of how thirsty running these two miles and change has made me, and that Zumba is about to be dismissed. I open my eyes and slow my pace to a trot so I can stop for a drink at my favorite water fountain, the one where the water comes out colder than all the others, but not before stopping off at the cubby lockers to have a peek inside.


I don’t see anything that really interests me in the lockers. There’s the iPad Air the gymbo left, but I already have six of those. There’s a brand new twelve-pack of Asics running socks that are mighty tempting, since they are my favorite brand of fitness socks, but they’re various shades of bright pink, which is not my color. Come to think of it, I don’t think it’s anyone over the age of ten’s color. I shrug it off and continue over to the fountain, the sound of Zumba closing applause at my back. Why do people clap for an instructor after a class, anyway?


I bend over the mega-cold water so I can watch the gymbos out of the corner of my eye. As I drink, I smell a hint of something that’s vaguely familiar but hard to pinpoint. Maybe it reminds me of one of the Scentsy bars my mother keeps dumping on me by the box full—she shills for all those multilevel marketing rackets and pawns all the stuff she doesn’t like on me, all under the guise of being magnanimous. Zeppelin, maybe, part of the “for men” collection but still one my favorites—so much so that I’m pretty sure I committed the product description to memory. “… composed of notes of refreshing citrus, green sage, herbaceous vetiver (which I don’t think is an actual thing), and earthy sandalwood.” Yes, that’s definitely it, minus whatever vetiver is.


I follow the scent down to its source, a hunter-green zip-up cardigan—too big for me—carelessly tossed under the water fountain for safekeeping. I find the manly yet soft scent intoxicating even though I would never wear it myself. It certainly smells better than I do right now, a thin layer of salty sweat plastered to my skin like aerosol sunscreen. I like the jacket—its smell and its color though not its size, but two out of three ain’t bad. I tie it around my waist, waving to Jeanette at the front desk as I walk out and head home.












Chapter 2



THE SEAGULLS AND THE RESOLUTIONARIES





It makes me sad that Christmas comes but once a year, but not because of good cheer or magical Santa dust or anything. At the Percival O’Shaughnessy Community Center, it truly is a time of peace and goodwill. The heavenly week between Christmas and New Year’s, I could have taken up all three swim lanes by myself if I’d felt so inclined, could have even backstroked with my eyes closed and willingly drifted into the blue-and-white lane dividers blanketed with a thin, permanent layer of green mildew. The only sound was my own stroke-stroke-stroking as my freckled arms hit the water, no ear-splitting screams of children splashing violently in the un-roped section of the lap pool, no Lady Gaga blasting from the boombox of the blonde, tan Shawnee Mission North high school sophomore who lifeguards on Mondays. So few people find the time to squeeze in a workout between around-the-clock holiday meals, it’s even been hard to steal anything these days … but somehow I manage. I’ve been watching my Washington Journal episodes on C-SPAN on the communal treadmill TV and not a single person has scoffed in disgust and changed the channel, like they do the rest of the year.


By contrast, I thank all of the gods (just to make sure all my bases are covered) that January only comes once a year. All the peace and quiet of the Christmas season goes right out the window as the resolutionaries come out of the woodwork and flood every square foot of the community center. January third is the worst. I don’t know why everyone waits two days to start their “new year, new you” regimen, but they do. Coincidentally, today is January third. I should have known better than to brave the gym on this least solemn of days; I had to park at the bank across the street since the community center parking lot was full of shiny Chevy Tahoes with stick families emblazoned on their back windshields.


I could’ve walked here instead of bitching about having to park so far away. My apartment is only five or six blocks from the Percy; it’s part of why I’m in here so often (that, and the compulsion, the routine, and the boredom). In my defense, though, it’s January and it’s cold as balls out there. We won’t see the sun peek out from these depressing gray clouds the entire month, and there’s this sad layer of snow that won’t quite go away, but collects at the side of the road in brown sludgy piles and in random patches on everyone’s lawn that leave everything soggy. It only takes me two minutes to drive in my warm car to get here. In the fifteen minutes it would take me to walk here through this winter blunderland scene trying to cross streets that were clearly not designed with pedestrians in mind, I’d want to blow my brains out with a Nerf gun.


There is a long line to punch in, since most of the people in front of me haven’t used their gym access codes since last January. Jeanette at the front desk is frantically looking up people by their addresses while an elderly community center volunteer I don’t recognize handles all the changes of address, information updates, and other nonsense that people wait to do until January third, the single most inconvenient day of the year. I shoot imaginary lasers through the backs of people’s fur-lined hood–covered heads as I impatiently shiver in line. My access code is muscle memory by this point. I could recite it if I were looking at the keypad, but it would take me three times as long to recite it as it takes me to punch it in.


By the time I punch in and grumble up the stairs, I see that the seagulls have attacked the stretching area. Seagulls are the people who come in here after an eleven-month hiatus, groan loudly as they stretch out (since their muscles haven’t experienced it in almost an entire year), then pull out all the resistance bands, medicine balls, foam rollers, yoga mats, steps, and free weights they can only to leave them strewn about everywhere like the aftermath of Christmas morning. I call them seagulls because they fly in, make a lot of noise, shit all over everything, and then fly away. Why should they care that they’re leaving everything a sweaty, incomprehensible mess for the long series of people after them? They’ll be gone by Valentine’s Day anyway.


I spend a good eight minutes running gym wipes over the equipment and putting everything back in its assigned place while I wait for an elliptical to free up. Some of us actually do care about the money and time we put into coming here. It’s not just the ellipticals that are all taken; it’s the recumbent bikes, treadmills, the stair climbers - everything. Begrudgingly, I decide to run on the indoor track again, dodging the slow women with jogging strollers who are apparently unable to read signs that indicate the lanes they’re supposed to use. It sure is a good thing genies aren’t real, because in January, I pretty much wish everyone around me would disappear.


I know what you’re thinking—I should really be salivating with joy because the gym would now be full of new people to steal from, newly obtained toys to take home and add to Room 403. Nope. My salivation level is completely normal. My therapist could probably explain it better than I can (I have to go once every two weeks otherwise my parents refuse to help cover my rent), but I just don’t have the desire to take something from these people who have no respect for this place where I spend the better part of my week.


The more laps I make around the track, the angrier I get, which is annoying, since exercise is pretty much the only way I can feel good about myself. I decide to cut my workout short and head down the stairs to the women’s locker room, just in time to get stuck behind a woman with two asses trying desperately not to fall down the stairs. Noodle legs—I know them well but I haven’t experienced them in a very long time, probably because I come here more often than every January.


There’s a line for the showers, a line that consists of a gaggle of overweight women huddling behind threadbare towels that fit nicely into a compact gym bag but barely conceal their collective backs and fronts. No, thanks. I will just shower at home. I worked up more of a sweat trying to disintegrate these people with my mind than I did jogging the track, anyway. Scattered valuables litter the benches in front of my locker, which I of course secure with a purple Master combination lock. (Rumor has it there’s a thief around here.) Despite the fact that I’m far too annoyed to want to steal anything, a fabulous pair of red high heels hooked expertly on the edge of the bench catch my eye. I have very few occasions that necessitate shoes that are not of the flip-flop or cross-trainer variety, but then I also have very few shoes for said few occasions. I pick up the right one, not caring who’s watching—like I said, all you have to do is act like it’s yours and no one is the wiser; people are a lot less perceptive than we give them credit for. Unfortunately for me, it’s a size too big, so I nonchalantly return it to its spot, hoisting my bag over my shoulder and squeezing through the crowd.


“Hey Ann,” Jeanette says to me as I try to sneak out without making small talk. I like Jeanette, definitely more than I like the other desk jockeys here. Jeanette had a particular glow in her eye tonight; maybe it’s left over from that date she had last week, the one I know about because I stole her day planner two days ago.


“Hey. Crazy night, right?” I’m almost cut off by the terrified screams of a curly-haired child in the nursery next to the front desk.


Jeanette sighs loudly. “It’s January, all right. But hey, we’ve had a record number of new memberships this week.”


They have a record number of new memberships every January. “Eh. They’ll thin out eventually.”


“I sure hope not,” Jeanette says, twisting a bracelet around her left wrist. New. Sparkly. “But you’re probably right.”


“See you tomorrow?” I smile, pulling on my gloves. Stupid cold weather.


Jeanette nods. I turn to leave when I hear her voice behind me. “Oh hey, did you see?”


“See what?” Why is my skin already crawling? I didn’t take the shoes. I didn’t take anything.


“This year’s catalog!” She reaches under the desk and withdraws the Percival O’Shaughnessy Community Center 2016 Class and Activities Catalog. On the cover, my own determined face stares back at me, running the indoor relay in my favorite sports bra. I feel my jaw drop.


“I’m on the catalog?” I don’t mean for it to come out like a question.


“Mmhmm.”


“And everyone gets these?”


“Everyone in the city.”


“Great.” I lie. Super. Now I can really blend in. “See you tomorrow.”


I turn to leave, my mind racing and the familiar tug in my gut wrenching its way to the surface. I must find something to steal before I can leave. If I don’t, the wrenching will only grow until I am shaking from anxiety and eating everything in my fridge. The only thing between me and the door is the “adult lounge,” which is really more of a conference room where they have AA meetings twice a week and old people congregate to watch Fox News and drink shitty coffee. I pop in and glance around. It doesn’t even have to be something good. It just has to be something. Something that isn’t mine. I feel my pulse regulate as I spot a coffee mug with a bright red smear of lipstick on the rim sitting next to the sink. It’s a pretty brazen shade for a suburban queen, almost the exact color of the shoes in the locker room. Maybe they belong to the same person. Maybe the match is intentional. Maybe she came straight to the gym after seducing her pool boy. Do people have their pool boys over in January?


I admit I am impressed. I’d never have the guts to wear this color lipstick. I awkwardly stuff the mug into my coat pocket and can’t wait to add it to Room 403 when I get home.












Chapter 3



SKINNY BITCH





By the time I make it home, my temporary hyperventilation after the community center catalog unveiling is a distant memory, albeit it’s a short distance. As much I want to believe I recovered from my little episode with remarkable aplomb, I have yet to make it any farther than barely inside my front door. It’s currently propping me up as I sit, slumped against it on my dingy, worn-out carpet. I stare at the red ring of lipstick on the coffee mug I just stole. I have more coffee mugs than I could ever drink out of myself; what made me think I needed another one? Even as I ask myself—silently, I think—I know the answer. It was there; that’s all. Nothing more. A gesture as empty as the dirty mug in my hand, as empty as I feel sitting on the floor of the two-bedroom apartment I said I needed for office space.


My mother likes to remind me that pity parties should never last more than thirty seconds, so I take a deep breath and make myself get up from the floor and walk across the expanse of the apartment to the second bedroom, Room 403, the one that isn’t being used for office space. Instead, it’s where the mass of things I have stolen from people at the community center form a mountain of junk that reaches to the broken ceiling fan I can’t possibly ask the maintenance guys to fix without being reported to the Health Department. I pause with my hand on the doorknob, reminding myself to breathe before I twist it open with a quiet creak.


I don’t even feel the tears of shame as the junk mountain comes into view, I’m so accustomed to them every time I come in here, an instant reminder of what a pathetic human being I am. I hurl the coffee mug at the mountain, hoping it will shatter upon impact, but it lands on the dark green cardigan I stole last week, which softens the blow just enough to let it roll down to the bottom of the pile without incident. I wipe my eyes on my sweaty sleeves, transfixed on the cardigan, and then pick it up and bury my face in it. It still smells like the Zeppelin Scentsy bar. I lower it just below my eyes, only enough to keep from running into the walls as I turn and leave Room 403 and toss it on the well-made duvet cover in my own bedroom, pristinely clean by comparison. My own sweaty clothes I toss on the floor before I step in the shower and let the water warm as I stand under it.


“I can’t stop. I can’t stop. I can’t stop,” I hear myself repeating, though I’m not sure when I started saying it. I try to remember my therapist’s advice to clear my head: take ten deep breaths, count each one out loud. By the time I get to six, I can feel my heart rate returning to a semi-normal level and I imagine the shower washing all the anxiety off me with the layer of salty body odor.


I don’t bother drying my hair before throwing myself on the bed with an audible thud. I hug the cardigan to my chest and squeeze my eyes shut, envisioning the kind of man who would wear the dark green color, the woodsy masculine fragrance, imagining him lying next to me, telling me everything is going to be all right. In my mind, he has curly dishwater blonde hair and a single dimple on the right side of his perfect smile, a smile my dentist father would approve of. I never said it had to make sense. At least it’s slightly less pathetic than a man-shaped body pillow.


When I am still wide awake after twenty minutes, I decide to get up and do some work. Willing myself out of my comfy bed doesn’t make me feel better, but it at least makes me feel like I might manage to be less of a garbage human for one day. I slip on a tank top and a pair of lounge pants (which I refer to as happy pants) before sliding my naked arms through the sleeves of the cardigan as if I were wearing my boyfriend’s shirt. It nearly hangs to my knees.


I have thirteen messages on eLance. It’s easy enough to get work on there for a freelance graphic designer. The pay’s usually shit by comparison, since you’re competing with graphic designers in parts of the world where six dollars an hour goes a lot further, but it sure beats going to an office for eight hours a day just so people can tell you to make the font bigger and create logos that look sort of like Apple, but are most definitely not Apple. People always say they want Apple-like design, then bristle at all the negative space before listing out all the things that could fill it. I start at the top of my unread inbox. The subject lines read something like this:


Can we make font bigger?


Need new logo. Think Apple but not Apple.


Rec’d final invoice


Re: bigger font?


Modern logo requested


Waiting for final invoice


Because they often don’t pay much (or pay much attention), it’s pretty easy to get away with going past the originally agreed upon deadline. They almost expect it out of creatives. I usually don’t have more than about six small jobs up in the air at one time, most of which I knock out in a couple of hours when I feel like working—when I feel like I do now. I begrudgingly biggify some fonts, bang out a couple of logos, send some invoices, make some PayPal withdrawals, send some follow-ups and thank-yous, and rate some employer profiles, but only manage to kill about four hours. On the bright side, I don’t feel like I’m being sucked into a pit of despair anymore, which is always a plus. I calculate my month-to-date earnings; I only need a couple more jobs this month to pay the handful of bills I have. My parents still think they need to help pay my rent, and I’m not about to tell them to stop or take on more work than I can handle just to let them off the hook. They spend more per month on their stupid country club membership; they can afford it.


I unzip and shove my hands into the warm pockets of the cardigan, surprised when my fingertips feel something hard and cold. I recognize it as an iPhone before I can even bring it up out of the pocket. I look at it, the logo on the back exactly like Apple. I flip it over and try to turn it on, but the battery’s dead. I retrieve one of the many iThing chargers I have at arm’s length and plug it into the USB of the computer I use for work. The device’s name is Susan, a taskbar balloon tells me. The screen comes to life after a couple minutes, but it’s passcode protected. I try 1-2-3-4, in the event the phone belongs to a complete bonehead, but alas it does not. The numeric code for Susan doesn’t work either, and after a few more basic permutations, I find I feel just as shitty as I did before I dug myself out of my pit of despair by getting some work done. Instead, I flip off the monitor and fall into bed without removing the cardigan, falling instantly asleep to the almost imperceptible smell of sandalwood.


I don’t wake up until the next day at 11:00 a.m., which makes me feel even worse. I resolve to go to the gym and, just this once, refrain from stealing anything. Not even a stupid goddamn coffee mug.





The treadmills are the only machines available at the gym, so even though my last two workouts were runs, I begrudgingly go for a repeat performance. Just in case I couldn’t feel worse about myself, Skinny Bitch sidles up on the treadmill beside me three minutes into my run. I call her Skinny Bitch because I assume she wants everyone to know both how skinny and how much of a bitch she is. We all know she is skinny because she chooses to do her workouts in a white sports bra that sets off her unnaturally tanned skin and allows the better part of her gigantic boobs to spill over the top like a Renaissance festival corset. It also exposes what might be the flattest tummy I have ever seen on a real human being. Like, maddeningly flat. I’d like to think that if I had a belly that flat I would show it off, too, but even being in here every day has yet to do that for me. Besides, my sports bra is about the color of her skin, and my skin is about the color of her sports bra. No sense in blinding everyone and showing off how well-used my sports bra is. Okay, I might just be projecting the bitchy part, but Skinny Bitch has a better ring to it than Skinny Fake Baker Trollface.


I picture “Sexy and I Know It” theme music playing her in everywhere she goes. And she totally is, in my completely asexual opinion. Typically, she pairs the white sports bra with an equally white pair of yoga pants patently reserved for people who don’t need yoga. I look around the gym, partly because I think I might be staring (which she’s probably used to but doesn’t make it any less creepy) and partly to see if there’s any female in the building who could pull off the white yoga pants like she does. There isn’t—myself included. Today, however, she’s donning a pair of hot pink running shorts that barely cover her ass and reveal thighs that I’d swear were airbrushed if I weren’t looking at them in real life right now. Skinny bitches like her are why people hate coming to the gym. Shit, I must be staring again.


“You got a problem?” she says before taking a sip of water from her color-coordinated hot pink water bottle.


Yes, I am insanely jealous of your nonexistent tummy, thigh gap, and enormous tits. “No,” I say, forcing a smile and dropping my gaze, only to realize she probably wears the long white yoga pants not only to show off how good she looks in them, but also to cover the ankle monitor strapped around her left leg. I better stop staring; who knows what kind of temper she has. She may be skinny, but she’s probably pretty scrappy, and the last fight I was in was in third grade and ended with a tetherball to the face. My face, not fellow third grader Carrie Schmidt’s.


I tick my treadmill pace up to 5.2 miles per hour (my normal distance running stride) and change the channel on the TV in between myself and Skinny Bitch from ESPN to CSPAN with the controls on the treadmill. I can’t help but notice when she ticks hers up to 5.3 and changes the channel on the same TV to one of those Real Housewives of Wherever shows on the E! channel. “Entertainment Television” my milky white ass.


Two can play at this game. I go to 5.5, my stride getting choppier. She doesn’t relent, making a show of going to 5.7, not even a glimmer of sweat on her décolletage. I remind myself not to stare, but wonder out of the corner of my eye how anyone’s tits can remain inhumanly stationary like hers. Even my modest B-cups are starting to cry uncle with each passing bounce.


I like to think that I win, because she stops her treadmill and dabs at the invisible sweat on her forehead before turning on her ankle-monitored heel and walking away without wiping the machine down. I know she didn’t drip sweat all over it because she apparently does not have sweat glands like a normal human being, but it’s the principle of the thing. You use a piece of community equipment, you wipe it down when you’re done, even if it you don’t use it long enough to get your heart rate up.


“Don’t worry,” says a deep voice belonging to a not wholly unhandsome man who at some point materialized on the treadmill to my right, jarring me away from my thought circus. “You’re way hotter than she is.”


“And you’re a really shitty liar.” The words immediately spill out of my mouth before I have a chance to realize I am saying them out loud and reel them back in.












Chapter 4



BLUECIFER





“What did you say?” the guy on the treadmill next to me says between loud, cackling bouts of laughter. I struggle to recall if I actually said the words, or if I just thought them loudly enough that he read my brain phrases telepathically. I couldn’t have said it out loud; I don’t willingly engage in conversation with other people


Shit. “Me? Nothing.” I say, feeling the lie bring all the blood in my body rushing to my cheeks, which I am sure are now a shade of red reserved for the goriest of horror movies or coffee mug lipstick.


“I believe you just called me a shitty liar. You’re one to talk,” he says, rivulets of sweat dripping from his dark hairline, showing the earliest hints of receding. Please tell me this is not your typical look for hitting on women, I think to myself, followed by please don’t hear my inner thoughts. He’s not what I’d call unattractive, but not exactly a head-turner either. I’d give him a solid 5.5. Nothing wrong with being slightly above-average looking. It helps with the blending in.


“I’m sorry,” I say.


“That’s quite all right. You’re entitled to your opinion. And not the first one to accuse me of being the world’s worst liar.”


“I didn’t say you were the world’s worst liar. I said you’re a shitty liar.”


“Oh, so now you admit it? So much perjury in so little time.”


“I said I was sorry,” I say, starting to reach for my earbuds and the volume control, universal body language for “shut the fuck up and leave me alone.”


“I see you in here a lot,” he says, interrupting my body speech mid-sentence.


I wonder what he’s implying, which could range anywhere from “I’ve noticed you sometimes adjust the ass elastic on your bathing suit between laps” to “I’ve noticed you have an affinity for pilfering shit from people’s unsecured lockers.” I don’t know which is worse. Judging from the goofy grin on his sweat-beaded face, I’m inclined to think the former, but I can’t be sure. Then again, since I am in here ninety-two percent of the days in the year, could be I just landed a blip spot on his proverbial radar. In which case, astute observation there, Captain Obvious.


“Yep.”


“You ever here on Thursday nights?”


Only when I have a pulse, and when I’m not reheating spaghetti on Thanksgiving Day. “Yep.”


“You ever watch the dodgeball games?”


“Yep.” League dodgeball night is one of my favorite nights, as it so happens. Most of the dodgeballers aren’t community center members so they just leave their crap in a wadded pile in the lobby, practically begging to be stolen. But I don’t tell him that.


“Ever think about joining?”


“Nope.”


“Ah, she does say something besides ‘Yep’.”


Sure do, numbnuts. I smile as politely as I can. I nearly yell to imply the volume in my headphones is much higher than it really is, “I’m going to watch my show now.”


“Washington Journal is ‘your show’?” he returns the incline on his treadmill to zero.


“I happen to find it fascinating. This is what reality television is supposed to be. Not a bunch of artificial drama about stuff that doesn’t even matter, like who can make the best quiche lorraine or turn a profit on investment properties using only faux marble countertops.” Or who has the fakest boobs.


“Hey, I’m not judging,” he says, wiping his face with a once-white gym towel as he pushes the COOL DOWN button. I glare. “Okay, I’m judging a little. Anyway, one of the gals on our dodgeball team just found out she’s expecting, so she’s bowing out for the rest of the season. Any chance you’d be interested in filling in for her?”


“Sorry, I think that’s the night ‘Q&A with Richard Baker’ is on.”


“You know they re-air that all the time on C-SPAN 2, right?”


I’ve got to give it to the guy, at least he has a clue what he’s talking about. Then again, he could know just as much about the Thursday night wedding reality show lineup on TLC. People are always watching that in here. I think for a second. Let’s see … a team sport, with other people, most of whom I have probably stolen from, who expect me to do silly things like throw a weightless foam ball with some semblance of aim, catch balls flying at my face, and somehow manage to gracefully dodge these flying balls without falling on my face? I think I’d rather spend my Thursday night babysitting a teething toddler with diarrhea.


“I don’t think that’s really my thing, but thanks for asking.”


He puts up an arm in acknowledgement. “Fair enough. I’ll probably ask again, so don’t forget this conversation. You’ll be here, right?”


Fuck you. “Probably.”


He walks away, and my eyes follow him as he returns with the little gym wipes every person with half a soul should use when they sweat as much as he does on a machine that will invariably be claimed by another gym patron within seconds. At least that’s one point in his favor. After he wipes down his own machine, he repeats the action on the treadmill next to him. Two points in his favor. For all I know, he could be a psycho killer, but at least he does more than his part to keep the cardio equipment germ-free. A chubby older woman takes his place on the treadmill before he can turn the corner to the exit stairs.


So, someone does notice the fact that I occupy time and space. As a human with feelings, I should probably be pleased. As a human with a vagina, I should be a gushy mess. As a human with a compulsion, however, this is very, very bad. The last thing I need is for some big dumb man to be watching my every move while I do my one of my workouts, which as I look down at the treadmill display I see has now spanned forty-five minutes. Probably time to get of the treadmill, to clear my head if nothing else. I’d wipe down the machine that Skinny Bitch neglected to, but some poor unsuspecting community center patron has already staked her claim, and has been stretching her legs on it for the past three minutes. Maybe sometime this century she’ll actually use it.


I start to walk toward the exit, but I can’t help but notice that the seagulls have attacked the stretching area again. This time, there are resistance bands, lightweight dumbbells, yoga mats, and medicine balls so randomly dispersed that I can’t even walk through it in a straight line.


My face flushes with frustration. I grab a bucket of gym wipes and start methodically wiping down all the askew items and returning them to their proper places, going over and over the conversation with the treadmill gentleman, whose name I realize I never learned, in my now-throbbing head. I’m sure I’ve seen him before, but I don’t think I’ve ever knowingly stolen from him, so maybe it really was just innocent conversation. Then again, I’ve had so few casual and innocent conversations in the last few years that I don’t even know if he was hitting on me or was really just that desperate for a warm body in decent shape for his dodgeball team.
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