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      My truck looks like shit parked in this driveway.

      The house is Georgian colonial (and no, I don’t know how I know that), probably built in the last decade to look like it's been here for two hundred years. Pale brick, black shutters, a slate roof. The lawn is that deep Kentucky bluegrass green you only get with professional care.

      I know Kentucky grass because I grew up in a double-wide outside Hazard. My Mom clipped coupons to her dying day.

      I cut the engine and check my reflection in the rearview mirror. Hair's fine. Teeth are clean. I look like what I am: a twenty-six-year-old guy who bought his personal training certification online and is praying his first real client doesn't figure out how terrified he is.

      Genevieve Ashford's email came through my website three days after I launched it.

      I'm looking for someone who can train an aging, out-of-shape lady at home. Early mornings, two-three times a week. Let me know your rates.

      I quoted her twice what I was planning to charge, figuring her name sounded rich. I was right; she wrote back within an hour:

      That works. Can you start Monday?

      So here I am, Monday, six-thirty in the morning, about to train a woman I've never met in her home gym that probably has better equipment than the Gold's where I've been working the night shift.

      I grab my duffel and head to the door. It opens before I can knock.

      "You must be Sawyer."

      I do a double-take. Whatever she meant by “aging and out of shape” is not how I pictured it.

      She's taller than I expected, maybe five-nine, standing in the doorway in black leggings and an oversized linen shirt, untucked. Her hair is blonde, cut short and straight to her jaw, the kind of expensive-looking haircut where every strand knows its place. She's not wearing makeup. There are lines around her eyes, a slight softness to her jaw, the kind of sun damage on her chest that says she spent her twenties at beach clubs without sunscreen.

      Sure, her body is soft and thick, but it’s natural. She has not touched it with the plumpers or botox or implants that are standard among aging gym clientele.

      "Mrs. Ashford. Thanks for having me."

      "Genevieve." She shakes my hand—firm grip, calluses I didn't expect. "Come in. The gym's in the back."

      I follow her through rooms that smell like lemon oil and coffee. Everything's neutral—cream walls, dove-gray furniture—except for pops of color in abstract paintings and what I guess they call “objects d’art” here and there.

      We pass a kitchen with a massive island and a coffee maker that probably costs more than my rent.

      The gym is off the kitchen, glass-walled, overlooking a pool. Treadmill, bike, a rack of dumbbells that go up to fifty pounds, yoga mat and bricks rolled in a basket. The mirrors are spotless. Everything looks barely touched.

      "I bought all this during the divorce," she says, following my gaze. "Therapy was full, so I got a Peloton instead."

      I laugh before I can stop myself. She smiles—brief, real.

      "Did it work?" I ask.

      "The divorce went through, so I'd say yes."

      I like her.

      I pull out my intake form. "I need to ask some questions before we start. Medical stuff, fitness history, what you want to get out of this."

      She sits on the weight bench, one leg crossed over the other. There's a confidence to how she holds herself, like she's used to being the most competent person in the room.

      "No injuries," she says. "I used to run but my knees started complaining. I did yoga for a while, but it felt..." She pauses. "Performative.”

      I take notes.

      She adds, “I guess I’ve let myself go.”

      I put my pencil down and look over at her. “Who told you that?” My dad, that bastard, said that to my mom once, before she knew she was sick.

      “Um, the world?” she jokes.

      Fair enough. “And what are you hoping to get out of training?"

      She looks at me directly. "I want to feel solid. I've spent two years in mediation and settlement negotiations, and I realized I've been holding myself so carefully I'm afraid I might just... evaporate. Does that sound ridiculous?"

      "No," I say. I think about my mom, disappearing into her cancer, getting reduced to nothing. "You want to take up space again."

      Something shifts in her expression—surprise, maybe, or relief. "Yes. That."

      We start with movement screening. I watch her squat, lunge, bend. She moves like someone who's been careful with her body for a long time, like she's waiting for something to hurt. Her hips are tight. Her shoulders round forward. When she does a push-up—bent-knee, which I tell her is smart—I can see her core isn't engaged, everything coming from her arms.

      "How's that?" she asks, slightly breathless.

      "Good starting point. We're going to work on glute activation, get your core switched on. That'll help with the knees."

      I demonstrate a glute bridge. She watches closely, then lies down on the mat. When she lifts her hips, she's doing it wrong—all lower back, no glutes.

      "Can I touch you?" I ask. "To show you where you should be feeling it?"

      "Please."

      I kneel beside her and place one hand lightly on her lower back, the other on her hip. "Try to keep this still," I say, tapping her back, "and squeeze here." I tap her hip.

      She tries again. I feel her muscles engage differently—hesitant at first, then stronger.

      "There," I say. "You feel that?"

      "Oh." She sounds surprised. "That's completely different."

      "Right? Now do ten more."

      She does twelve, competitive despite herself. When she stands up, there's color in her face that wasn't there before.

      We work through more of the basics. Squats with a band around her knees. Rows. Planks that make her shake after twenty seconds. She doesn't complain, doesn't make excuses. Just listens and adjusts.

      By the end of the hour, her shirt is damp with sweat, her hair messed up from lying on the mat. She looks younger like this, more open. My dick stirs, which it’s not supposed to do with clients, and usually doesn’t.

      I turn my back to her and pretend to do a quick quad stretch.

      "How'd I do?" she asks.

      “Great.” I turn back to her. “You pushed hard.”

      "I'm very stubborn." She grabs a water bottle from a small fridge I didn't notice. "It's served me well."

      I'm packing up my bands when she says, "Your website said you just started your business. How is it going?”

      The question catches me off guard. I may have exaggerated my experience just slightly, and I’m not sure how much I should say.

      “Good. I’ve been working at chain gyms for awhile and it--” I don’t think she’ll judge me for the truth. “To be honest, you’re my first client under my own shingle.”

      She raises her eyebrows, but it’s in a conspiratorial way, not a judgmental way. "Should I be worried?" she teases.

      "Probably not. I've been doing this for five years, just not for myself." I zip up my bag. “I was ready to be my own boss.” God, that sounds dumb and bro-y.

      “Good for you; that takes guts." She's quiet for a moment, then: "I started my business twenty years ago. Interior design. I had a newborn and a husband who thought I was wasting my time. But I needed something that was mine. So I get it.”

      "Did it work out?"

      "I'm still doing it.” She looks at her surroundings. “It paid for most of this. So yes, I’d say it worked out.”

      It feels like too good an opportunity to pass up, so I ask, “Any advice for a newbie?”

      After a moment of studying me, she says, “Trust yourself more than you think you should. You're better at this than you realize."

      The way she says it isn’t condescending, and she’s not trying to inspire me. She’s being honest and supportive.

      "Thanks," I say. “Thank you. That actually helps."

      "Good." She walks me to the door. "Thursday morning?"

      "Thursday."

      In the truck, I sit for a minute before starting the engine.

      I don’t know what just happened back there. It felt different than a usual first session. Then there was the half-boner incident. Maybe this is just a thing about home training vs. a gym workout. It’s just naturally more intimate because you’re in a person’s home. All alone.

      Or is there something special about this Genevieve Ashford person?

      My truck sputters a few times before turning over.

      I guess I’ll have to wait til Thursday to find out.
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