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Chapter 1

THE WEIGHT YOU CARRY
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It’s almost midnight when I load the bar too heavy. I don’t mean to—not consciously, anyway. But something in me decides that two forty-fives and a ten on each side is reasonable. That it’s fine. That I’m fine. 

The gym is mostly dark, except for the row of overhead fluorescents flickering above the free weights like they’re trying to stay awake. I like it this way. Quiet. Empty. Just the low thud of the HVAC, a dusty pop remix humming through the ceiling, and the occasional wheeze of a machine left idling. I like when it feels like the place forgot I’m here. When I can exist without needing to prove anything to anyone.

Except I guess that’s a lie. Because I wouldn’t have stacked the weight like this if I wasn’t trying to prove something.

I drop onto the bench, slide under the bar, and let the familiar coldness of the steel settle into my palms. My grip’s uneven—I fix it. My shirt rides up—I ignore it. I’m already regretting this but not enough to stop. The bar rises off the rack and hangs there above me, heavy and still, like it’s waiting to see what kind of man I am.

Halfway down, I know I’ve fucked up.

My elbows start to shake. My left wrist tweaks. I try to steady it, but my chest isn’t responding the way it should. There’s a slow, sinking moment where my body says no, and I try to override it. I try to push. Just a little more.

Nothing moves.

And then—

“Whoa.”

Two hands. One breath. The weight lifts—clean, controlled—and slides back onto the rack with a clank that feels louder than it should.

I stare up at the ceiling, stunned, heart hammering like I just outran something.

“You trying to impress somebody,” a voice says above me, “or just kill yourself quietly?”

Danny.

Of course it’s him.

He steps into view, blotting out the light, and all I can focus on is the way his forearm flexes as he lets go of the bar. He’s in a loose tank and joggers, headphones still hanging around his neck, skin damp like he just came from somewhere else. Somewhere better. Somewhere alive.

“I was fine,” I say, because I don’t know what else to do with the humiliation boiling under my skin.

Danny raises an eyebrow. Just one. Like he’s amused and concerned in equal measure.

“No,” he says. “You weren’t.”

He offers me a hand.

I hesitate—not because I don’t need it, but because I do. And that’s worse somehow.

Still, I take it.

His grip is warm. Calloused. The kind of strong that’s used to being useful. He pulls me up like it costs him nothing, like I don’t weigh anything at all, and for a second I don’t know what to do with my face.

I don’t know what to do with him, either.

He steps back, eyes flicking to the bar like it’s some kind of evidence. “You know you shouldn’t be lifting that much without a spot, right?”

“Yeah,” I mutter. “Didn’t plan to.”

“But you did.”

“Guess I got distracted.”

Danny’s gaze lands on me and stays there. Not in a rude way. Just… direct. Like he’s trying to figure something out.

“By what?” he asks.

I don’t answer.

Because saying you out loud would be insane.

Danny’s still standing there. Waiting.

Not impatiently. Not even expectantly, really. Just… present. Like he’s giving me time to say something instead of rescuing me from having to.

It’d be easier if he rolled his eyes or walked away. If he laughed or made a joke or did anything other than look at me like I’m a puzzle he’s seen before but can’t quite solve.

So naturally, I open my mouth and absolutely word vomit the most chaotic version of my life.

“I failed a stats test last week,” I say, like that’s normal gym-floor conversation. “Like, straight-up tanked it. Didn’t even finish the last question.”

Danny blinks. That’s it.

“And I have this paper due in strategy that I haven’t started yet—it was supposed to be a case analysis but now it’s turning into this whole spiral of, like, whether I even belong in grad school, or if I’m just coasting off vibes and student loan debt.”

Still nothing from him. No interruption. Just the steady weight of him listening.

“And I’ve been running on caffeine and vending machine protein bars for three days because I haven’t had time to meal prep or go grocery shopping or sleep for more than, like, four hours at a time, which is probably why I thought it was a good idea to max out on chest tonight even though my triceps have the structural integrity of soggy bread.”

I pause. I should stop.

I don’t.

“Oh, and I broke up with my girlfriend. McKenna Grace. You don’t know her—well, maybe you do. She’s pre-law. Looks like she could sue you and win a pageant in the same afternoon.”

Danny’s eyebrows lift just slightly at that.

“She dumped me. Technically. But, like, in a mutual way. As in, she said we weren’t emotionally aligned anymore and I said, ‘Cool, makes sense,’ and then immediately cried in a stairwell.”

Danny makes a quiet sound—almost a laugh—and that’s when I finally register what the hell just came out of my mouth.

“Oh my God,” I groan, running a hand down my face. “I literally almost died under a barbell and then gave you a TED Talk about my trauma. What is wrong with me?”

I glance up.

Danny’s smiling. It’s soft around the edges. Not smug. Just kind of… charmed.

“You good now?” he asks.

I nod, even though I’m pretty sure I’m not.

He leans casually against the bar like it didn’t almost kill me two minutes ago. “So what I’m hearing is: bad test, no sleep, vending machine dinners, emotionally aligned ex-girlfriend, and questionable gym decisions.”

“Yeah, that about sums it up.”

He tilts his head. “Then why not go easier on yourself?”

I blink. “At the gym?”

“Anywhere.”

The words hang there for a second. Simple. Direct. Like they shouldn’t hit as hard as they do.

I swallow, suddenly aware of how quiet the gym’s gotten. Like the playlist ran out and nobody bothered to restart it.

“I don’t know,” I say. “Maybe because if I slow down, it’ll all catch up.”

Danny nods like he gets it. Not in a performative way—not the yeah, man, totally head-bob you get from classmates half-listening in group projects. It’s quieter than that. More real.

He pushes off the bar. “Then maybe what you need isn’t to slow down. Maybe you just need a better spot.”

I look at him.

“I mean in here,” he adds, nodding to the bench. “But, like… maybe not just in here.”

I don’t say anything. Mostly because I can’t.

Because what the hell does that mean and why does it feel like it meant everything?

Danny pushes off the bar, like he’s done playing counselor. Like he’s about to walk away.

But then he turns, glancing back over his shoulder. “Everybody has problems. Get over it.”

The words hit like a slap I wasn’t expecting. Not cruel—just casual. Like he was commenting on the weather.

“Wow,” I say, blinking. “Okay. Damn.”

He sees the look on my face—the instant pullback, the flash of screw you too—and sighs.

“Not like that,” he says, shifting his weight, resting a hand on the bar. “I don’t mean your problems don’t matter. I mean they don’t make you special.”

I stare at him. Still not sure if I want to punch him or ask him to explain it again, slower.

Danny steps closer. Not intimidating, just steady. Like he’s used to being listened to.

“You’re not broken, Ryan. You’re just going through it. And so is everybody else. The guy next to you in class? He’s probably three days behind on the same paper. Girl in the library with the flashcards and Red Bull tower? She cries in her car too.”

I shift, uncomfortable. “Okay, but—”

“No, listen,” he says, gently cutting me off. “You’re allowed to be overwhelmed. You’re allowed to mess up a test, fall behind, break up, feel like you’re drowning. That doesn’t make you weak. That makes you human.”

I bite the inside of my cheek. Not because he’s wrong. Because I don’t want him to be right.

Danny shrugs. “The difference is whether you treat it like the end of the world or just part of the ride.”

I glance away. “So what, I’m just supposed to suck it up?”

“No,” he says. “You’re supposed to keep going.”

His voice is quieter now. Still blunt. Still him. But softer around the edges.

“You want a gold star for pushing through? Cool. Here’s one.” He mimes slapping a sticker on my shirt. “But stop thinking you’re the only one carrying shit. Or that dropping the weight means you’re not built for it.”

The barbell glints under the lights, still loaded with the plates I couldn’t lift. A reminder. A dare.

Danny watches me look at it, then at him. His expression doesn’t change.

“What?” I ask.

“You gonna strip that bar,” he says, “or you want a spot this time?”

I take the spot.

Not because I’m ready—but because there’s no way I’m backing down now.

Danny adjusts the bar for me. Strips the extra weight like he’s handling a toddler’s car seat, not the reason I nearly died five minutes ago. He talks through my form, tapping the air above my chest, showing where the bar should land. Feet planted. Core tight. Elbows tucked.

It’s not condescending, somehow. Just direct. Efficient.

We move through a few more chest exercises—incline dumbbell press, machine flys, cable crossovers. He keeps it light. For him. For me, it’s… manageable. Barely. My triceps are spaghetti. My pecs feel like they’re going to detach and file a restraining order.

He mirrors the movements beside me, correcting my angles when I slip out of position.

“Slow on the eccentric,” he says at one point. “That’s where the magic happens.”

I don’t even pretend to know what that means. But I nod like I do.

My shirt is plastered to my back. My ego is holding on by dental floss. But I keep moving. I don’t joke. I don’t flirt. I just… try.

At the cable machine, he says, “Better,” when I finally get the form right.

It hits like praise. Like a goddamn gold star.

We finish the last set and he stretches his arms back with a low groan—the kind that makes something tight in my chest pull tighter.

Then he claps his hands once and grabs his water bottle.

“Alright,” he says, stepping back. “I should actually start my workout now.”

I blink. “That wasn’t it?”

He grins. “Nah. That was just warmup stuff. You good?”

“Totally,” I lie.

He gives me a quick nod and heads toward the dumbbells like the past forty minutes didn’t just reorder my entire skeletal structure. I watch his back for a second too long before realizing I’m standing there like a zombie, dripping and stunned.

My arms are toast. My chest is toast. My soul is toast.

I grab my towel and slink toward the locker room with whatever pride I still have clinging to my socks.

The sauna’s empty. Thank God.

I duck in, sink onto the wood bench, and exhale everything I’ve been holding since the bar nearly flattened me.

The heat wraps around me like a blanket I didn’t ask for. My legs ache. My shoulders hum. My ego throbs somewhere deep in my chest, next to whatever piece of me is still trying to figure out why I let Danny touch me. Guide me. Help me.

I lean my head back and close my eyes.

And maybe it’s the heat. Or the adrenaline. Or the quiet.

But all I can see is the look on his face when he said, “Maybe you just need a better spot.”

The heat makes it hard to think. Or maybe that’s why I came in here in the first place—because I didn’t want to.

But of course, my brain doesn’t get the memo.

It circles back to McKenna like it always does when I’m too tired to block the signal.

The last conversation we had was over FaceTime, which already felt wrong. Something about trying to end a relationship through pixels—like watching our own breakup in third person.

She said I seemed distracted. That I was slipping into myself and not letting her in.

I said I didn’t know how to explain the kind of tired I’d been feeling.

She said she couldn’t carry the relationship alone.

I said I wasn’t asking her to.

She said, “Exactly.”

It should’ve hurt more. Or maybe it did and I just haven’t let it catch up to me yet. I think somewhere in the back of my mind, I thought we’d circle back. That we’d figure it out once the semester let up and I could breathe again.

Now I can’t tell if I miss her, or just the version of me that made more sense when I was with her.

The door hisses open behind me. Steam swirls like a movie set.

And then I hear Danny’s voice: “Dude.”

I sit up fast, caught off guard.

He steps inside and blinks at me through the haze. “You’ve been in here for like… forty-five minutes.”

I glance at the timer on the wall. He’s not wrong.

“Did you fall asleep?”

“I don’t think so,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck. “Just… lost in thought, I guess.”

He drops onto the bench across from me, wiping sweat from his collarbone. “That tracks.”

I don’t know what to say to that, so I let the silence settle between us.

The steam curls around his arms, around the slope of his shoulders, around the towel slung low on his hips—dangerously low. I tell myself not to look, but then I do, and it’s not subtle.

The towel is small. Too small. Thin, and clinging.

And from this angle—God—there’s a sliver of skin visible just beneath the hem.

The head of his cock peeks out. Barely. But unmistakably.

My brain short-circuits.

Is he doing this on purpose?

Is he even aware?

Doesn’t he know I’m straight?

And if I am straight, why do I want to see more of it?

I shift slightly, as if that’ll somehow fix the heat pooling in my stomach. My eyes dart away, like I’ve just witnessed something sacred—or private—or maybe just too much.

Danny doesn’t say anything. Doesn’t adjust. Doesn’t act like he’s noticed me noticing.

Which only makes it worse.

Or better.

I can’t decide.

So, I close my eyes. Tell myself to breathe.

It’s just heat. Just exhaustion. Just nerves still buzzing from earlier.

That’s all it is.

That’s all it has to be.

I stay quiet.

Danny leans back against the wood slats, head tilted up, eyes closed like he doesn’t have a single thought in the world. His chest rises and falls, slow and even. He’s not sweating—he’s glistening. The kind of glow people work hours to fake in front of ring lights. And it’s just there on him. Effortless.

The towel doesn’t move.

Neither do I.

My thoughts are loud, though. Loud and messy and boiling under the surface of my skin. I can still hear McKenna’s voice in my head, clear as glass: You don’t let people in. And maybe she was right. Because in this moment, I’m not sure if I want to.

Not when I don’t know what it means.

Not when I’m this exposed, this unsure of where the line is—or if there even is one anymore.

Minutes pass.

Danny still hasn’t moved. And I still haven’t asked.

Eventually, he shifts. Stands. Stretches.

The towel doesn’t cover any more than it did before.

He glances back at me with an unreadable expression. Not a smirk. Not a dare. Just… a moment.

And then he opens the door.

Steam rushes out like a secret.

And he’s gone.

I sit there, sweat dripping down the back of my neck, heart still pounding like the barbell never got lifted.

I don’t know what just happened.

But I know something did.







OEBPS/images/53d35a6e-c5c7-499b-8967-db6e5d69a123.png





OEBPS/images/810d1f26-e870-4ae4-9aec-b24a2795edc4.jpeg







