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You lie on the weight bench and mentally recite your latest mantra: "press the weights, release the stress, press the weights, forget the ex" until the lightheadedness and burning muscles displace unpleasant memories.  Temporary oblivion achieved, you relax, close your eyes, and take slow, deep breaths.

"Impressive workout, but you've ignored an important muscle."

The voice is female and too seductive to ignore.  Shit!

The demands of your job and girlfriend had caused a lapse in your previous exercise program.  With one of those now gone you joined this gym, committed to reshaping your body and life, not to play the Hunk-of-the-Month game.  Your ex-girlfriend's only commitment--you discovered--was sharing her sexual passion with as many men as possible.

A dull, mournful clunk from a weight machine across the room reminds you that on this Friday night every under-thirty male--except you and that other individual in here with you--is probably engaged something other than building a stronger body.

You exhale, almost a sigh, "It's not a muscle, and it gets proper attention."  Your tone is somewhere between cynical and caustic.

"It's got mine."

Your snug, cotton/Lycra workout shorts are designed for comfort, not modesty.  You open one eye.  A slender, well‑tanned fashion statement in teal blue hovers over you, the type of woman you would not expect to find in this gym.  She proffers her hand to help you sit up.  "I can recommend a good personal trainer."

Her dark eyes discharge pure lust into your bloodstream.  A tremor in your non-muscle gently reminds you that it hasn't gotten any attention for the past three weeks.  She says, "I teach an aerobic fitness class at the college, and my apartment's got the right equipment for extracurricular tutoring."  Her voice is possessive.

Your brain has padlocked your inhibitions and reservations.  You say, "Have I seen you in here before?"

"I expect so."

If you have, she wasn't dressed this way.  "There's a coffee bar a few blocks from here."

She says, "Yes."

You suggest, "May I buy you coffee?"

She shakes her head and says, "Dinner."

You say, "Give me a few minutes to shower and change."

"You're fine as you are."

She's discreetly perfumed and dressed for dinner at the city's best restaurants; you're wearing a muscle tee and emitting a fragrance unacceptable in polite society.

She adds, "For dinner in my apartment.  Upstairs."

"I thought the owner lived above the gym."

"She does."

"Isn't Joe--"

"He manages it for me."

You follow her into the back hallway and up the stairs.  She opens the door to a spacious loft segregated into functional living areas.  Ahead and to your right sit three exercise machines.  You venture, "With the equipment downstairs, you need this?"

"Up here I can dress as I please."

You note mats and a balance bar.  "Gymnastics?"

From behind she places both hands on your chest, runs them downward, just past your waist, and pauses there.  "It's a Greek word.  It means to train naked."

You had expected a less eventful Friday night.  She whispers, "I did promise you dinner."  She presses her fingers into your abs and draws her hands lightly back across your hips.  You shiver.

Your eyes follow her into the kitchen area set off by a waist-high ell a foot and a half wide.  Your body soon follows and drops onto a low barstool.  She dons an apron then asks, "Something to drink?"

You say, surprising yourself, "Club soda."

"Nothing to dull the senses?"

Some part of you wants you to remain alert.

She asks, "Ice?"

You nod.

She hands you the drink and turns to the countertop behind her.  You watch her hands fly above it, like a TV chef's.  A head of broccoli becomes perfect florets; a wave of her knife transforms whole carrots into slivers; thin strips of sirloin prostrate themselves before her.  From a slender bottle she pours a trickle of olive oil into a shallow wok on the stove.  She flattens a clove of garlic with a chef's knife and scoops the paste into the wok where it sizzles in the hot oil.  A wave of sensual pungency drifts toward you.

Her place is immaculate, efficiently laid out.  Everything looks new.  And in the gym downstairs brand names that you recognize: Nautilus, Hammer Strength, Pyramid, Camstar.  Nothing cheap.

She turns and asks, "More soda?"

You realize that you've almost drained the glass and nod once.  She probably entertains gentlemen more often than you'd care to know about.  At the college she must have a flock of young studs vying for her attention.  On the other hand, if she holds to the sanctity of stud/teacher relationships, this woman might have too much time in her life and not enough men on her hands.  Yet, with the gym and teaching, you wouldn't expect her to have abundant spare time.  You ask, "How long have you taught at the college?"

She adds the vegetables, looks up, and smiles.  "Since the spring.  My students are mostly Yuppies either happily married for the moment or already cheating on their wives."  Was your question that obvious?

While she cleans up a minimal mess, you notice that the table in her dining area is already set, candles in the holders.  She expected someone for dinner.  Women don't ignore you, but you've never before been prey.

You ask, "Have you lived here long?"

"A few months, since just before we opened the gym.  Dinner's almost ready.  If you'd like to wash up, the bathroom is over there."

On your way her words "we opened" echo uncomfortably in your mind.  You wonder if the money behind this woman is out of town and she's gotten bored.  As you dry your hands, you scan the premises.  Nothing suggests a roommate.

You return.  She's carrying two large, black plates heaped with stir fry toward the table and has already moved your drink glass and lit the candles.  Each place holds a water goblet with a lime slice hovering beneath crescents of ice.  You're uncomfortably underdressed for this affair, but that choice was hers.

 She sets the plates on the table.  "Please, while it's hot."  You wait for her to sit.

The beef is juicy, perfectly cooked; the vegetables al dente.  After she's taken a few bites, she says, "What's your story, Matt?"

She must have gotten your name from the club registration, but you knew this was no chance encounter.  What does she want, other than the obvious?

You sip your water.  "You haven't told me your name."

For the first time tonight she looks surprised.  She laughs.  "It's Diane."

You say, "I work with computer software."

"You're a commercial artist.  You design software packages.  I prefer hardware to software."  Her eyes tell you that her reference wasn't to computers.  "I make you uncomfortable."  Only this woman could have said that seductively.

"I find you ... unexpected."

"Pleasantly so, I hope."

She rises to clear away the plates.  "If you're thinking of bolting for the door, I told Joe to close up early and to be sure everything was locked.  You'll have to beg me to let you out."

"I don't beg."

"You will."

She sets dessert before you.  You rise halfway as she takes her seat.  Silently she starts on her dessert.  You lift a spoon of fresh berries topped with lightly sweetened yogurt to your mouth.  She's attractive, high cheek bones, not gorgeous, not quite fashion model material.  Something about the mouth.  You say, "You know everything about me and all I've gotten from you is a first name."

"Diane Fenner."

"Fenner?"

"My father owns the company you currently work for.  He financed the gym for me because he thought it would improve my chances of meeting the right man before I turned thirty."

You're twenty-eight.  You blurt out, "Have you?"  Warmth fills your face.  "Met the right man, I mean?"

She studies you.  "There's no one going to come through the door to find me cheating on him.  I don't play games, and from what I've learned, you don't either.  That's one reason you're here."

"There's more than one?"

"Business and pleasure.  I dislike the uncertainty of leases.  My landlord has agreed to sell me this building if I buy the one next door as well."

"Expanding?"

"The gym's present size is fine.  My sources tell me that you've considered opening your own commercial art studio.  I've convinced Daddy to help you out and to ensure plenty of business for you."

"What can I say?"

"'Yes' would be nice.  My lease runs until the end of the year.  You've got a few months to consider my offer."

You find this woman refreshing and honest.  She has also aroused more than your curiosity.  She says, "I make an excellent cappuccino."

"Sounds good."

She ushers you into the living room.  As you sit, she fingers a remote control on the glass-topped coffee table.  New Age music fills the room--Yanni.  You know that because you used to like his music.  So did your ex-girlfriend.  She wanted you to grow your hair shoulder-length, like Yanni's.  The leather couch is comfortable.  You're not.

Diane sets two frothy cappuccinos on the table and joins you on the couch.  The music seems to fade into the background.  "I hope you don't think I've been using my position and connections to spy on you.  When I saw your name in the files and your place of employment, my initial intention was selfish: introduce myself, offer you a month free at the gym, hope you'd tell your friends."

"What changed your plan?"

"I saw the face that went with the name.  What I don't know if whether you prefer tradition..."  She looks over your shoulder, toward the bed.  "Or adventure."  You follow her wry smile to a multi-function weight machine set up behind the couch.  This woman is an adventure.

"I don't suggest either on a first date."

"You're not the one suggesting it."

You decide to let the fantasy run its course.  You've never made love on an exercise machine.  You wonder how many men have.

You're lying on the machine.  She has adjusted the back rest to a slight incline for you and placed your hands on the pull-down bar above you.  You're both naked; you don't remember exactly when that happened.

Yanni's music still plays in the background.  Her sounds and movements counterpoint it.  The album reaches the last cut, "Reflections of Passion."  Your hands clutch the bar; your arm muscles tighten.  There's too much resistance to pull it toward you.  Instead, your shoulders lift slightly; your abs tighten.

The music crescendos.

Inside you other muscles suddenly burst into rhythmic pulses.  Chills continue to dance along your spine even after she relaxes on top of you.


# # #

Breakfast fragrances--ham, peppers, a hint of onion, waffles and heated berries--summon you awake on a king‑sized bed.  You don't remember exactly when you made it here, only the several exercise sets before and after you did.  Last night wasn't a love 'em and leave 'em on her part.  You've been in enough beds to know the difference.

You sit up and see your clothes on a chair next to the bed.  You put them on and make your way to the kitchen.

She says, "Good morning.  I hope you're hungry."  Her silky magenta robe is loosely tied.

You say, "I should have made you breakfast."

"Next time."

"Is that personal trainer offer still available?"

She grins.

