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Callie

I reached for the remote and flicked the TV off as the movie ended. I looked over at Rachel and we both burst out laughing. We had tears streaming down our cheeks and my nose was running too. “That was the saddest movie I’ve ever seen,” I reached for another tissue. “I mean, that was really, really sad.” 

“I know,” she laughed as she dried her eyes. “I want to take that kid home and give him a big hug,” she blew her nose. “That was just too sad. I don’t think they should be allowed to make movies that sad,” we looked at each other and laughed again. 

“Maybe next time we pick a romantic comedy, or something with no story line but heaps of hot guys,” I handed her another tissue then got up from the couch. “Want a cuppa?”

“Yeah sure, just a quick one, Adam should be here soon,” Rachel looked at her watch. “What have you got on for the week?” 

“Well, Ted’s visiting with his daughter for the next two weeks, so I’m working at the hospital from tomorrow through to Thursday. Then I have a new in home care patient I’m starting with next weekend. His last weekend nurse quit, apparently he’s been through four already and the weekday help he has is almost at the end of her tether as well. His first weekday help quit after three days!” I raised my eyebrows at her. “So that should be fun.”  

“I’m sure you’ll whip him into shape. I’ve never known you to take shit from anyone,” she smiled at me over her cuppa. “I didn’t think you wanted to do weekend work.”

“I need the money. I’m still not looking for anything permanent because I want to be able to go help Mark when he needs me, and I can’t do that if I’m tied to a permanent job,” I shrugged. “Besides, I like being a temp, if I don’t feel like working I can turn the job down.” I smiled at her. “If this guy turns out to be a big pain in the arse I can just say I’m not going back, but I don’t think that’ll happen,” I smiled at her. “No one gets the better of me,” we’d just finished our cuppas when Adam knocked on the door so I gave Rach a hug goodbye and promised to catch up through the week. 

As I stood at the kitchen bench packing my lunch for the next day I thought about my work situation. I wasn’t ready for a permanent job just yet, maybe later in the year. Mark had gotten himself into a pretty good routine now, and he’d been calling me for help less and less lately. I missed helping him and I missed spending time with him, but he’d started seeing an old girlfriend from high school and I was happy for him. Not only did I worry about him physically and mentally, but I worried he was lonely. I put my lunch in the fridge and headed for bed. The seven o’clock start was going to come around all too soon. 

––––––––
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JUST AS I EXPECTED, I didn’t sleep well last night. My sleep was constantly interrupted with bad dreams, not quite nightmares, but dreams bad enough to wake me up and leave me unsettled and unable to get back to sleep easily. I don’t know why I kept dreaming about Carl and the awful things he used to do to me. It had been almost eight months now since I’d walked away from that relationship and I hadn’t seen him for a few months. I hadn’t seen him at the hospital or out at the pub where I usually hung out with Rachel and Adam. Now if I could just get him out of my dreams I’d be fine. I was contemplating whether I should just get up and have my shower now or read my book for the last half an hour before the alarm was due to go off. I was just reaching for my book when Christian jumped up onto the bed and walked all over me. “Okay, okay, fine, you win,” I flung back the covers as I spoke to him. “Come on,” I clicked my fingers and he followed me down the hall and back into the kitchen. I poured a little bit of milk into his bowl and emptied a tin of sloppy food into the other bowl. “There you go buddy, enjoy,” I stroked his back a couple of times then headed for the shower. 

A bit over an hour later I was walking down the hall towards the rehab clinic for the start of another day. “Hey Callie,” one of the wardsman smiled and gave me a wave. He played on the same footy team as Adam but somehow I always managed to forget his name. 

“Hey,” I smiled and waved back. Must ask Rachel what his name is so I can call him by name next time, I felt so rude not knowing his name. I put my lunch in the staffroom fridge, stashed my bag in my locker then headed for the desk. “What have we got on today?” I asked Julie, the head rehab physio. 

“Full schedule today Callie, you’re going to be busy,” she smiled at me. 

“Great, I like busy, makes the day go quicker,” I smiled back. She wasn’t wrong, by lunchtime I’d seen four patients and the schedule for after lunch showed another four for the afternoon. By the time I got home I was buggered. The work was physically and mentally exhausting. Some patients were great, they were cooperative and willing to do whatever I asked them because it meant they’d get better quicker. Others, not so much. The ones who whinged and complained absolutely did my head in. Why couldn’t they just do as they were told? It was for their benefit after all. 

The whole week went like that so when Rachel asked me out to the pub on Thursday night I jumped at the chance to get out and relax. She was waving at me from a booth at the back of the pub when I got there. “Hey,” I kissed Adam on the cheek then Rachel. “Thanks for the invite guys, I really needed this tonight,” I smiled at them both as I scooted into the booth. Rachel had that look on her face. I knew that look. We’d been best friends since we started high school, we’d moved to the city together six years ago, when we turned eighteen. Damn, I knew that look. Something was about to happen and she knew I’d be pissed about it, whatever it was. I was just about to ask her what she was up to when Jason appeared out of nowhere. Damn it. Rachel and Adam had been trying to set me up with him for the past month but it wasn’t going to work. He was a nice guy and all but there was no spark, no connection between us. I put my head down and sucked in a big breath before I looked up and gave Rachel a look that she knew. She cringed and mouthed the word sorry before she quickly looked away. “Hi,” I looked up at Jason and tried to sound cheery. It was the end of a long four days for me and I wasn’t up for this. 

“Hey Callie,” he bent down and kissed my cheek before scooting into the booth next to me. “How are you?” He gave me the biggest smile. He was nice, but he just wasn’t my type. 

“I’m good thanks, and you?” This small talk was killing me. I wasn’t the type to sit and make idle chitchat and I definitely wasn’t the kind to sit and flirt with a guy and bat my eyelids at him. That just wasn’t me. Growing up with four big brothers had knocked any girly traits right out of me. We ordered dinner and when the guys went to the bar for a round of drinks, I kicked Rachel under the table. 

“Ouch,” she glared at me. “What was that for?” 

“You know full well what that was for. I told you last time that he wasn’t my type, now stop trying to set me up with him,” I said through clenched teeth. “You need to stop.” 

“He likes you Callie and how many dates have you been on since you broke up with Carl?” She glared back at me. 

“I don’t care if he likes me, there’s no spark there and I need spark,” I kept my eyes locked on hers. “There’s no spark and there’s no connection so you need to let it go. It’s not going to happen,” I played with my empty glass. “He’s a nice guy Rach but he’s not the one for me,” I looked up and smiled at the guys as they came back to the table with our drinks, and from the look on Jason’s face I think he heard my last few words. 

The awkward conversation for the rest of the night told me he’d definitely heard my words to Rach. It pissed me off that I felt bad about this when I shouldn’t. I didn’t ask to be set up with him. I didn’t encourage him or lead him on in any way. I’d given him no reason to think there was, or could be, anything between us. By the time I said goodbye and got home to my flat I was ready for bed. I leant back against the door and threw my keys into the bowl as Christian rubbed up against my legs. “Come on buddy, let’s go to bed,” I reached down and picked him up. “Let’s go to bed,” I scratched his head and kissed him as we walked down the hall. 

I slept in on Friday morning, it was my only day off this week and I intended to enjoy it. I lay in bed and called Mark, I hadn’t spoken to him all week. “Hey Cal,” he sounded pretty happy. 

“Hey old man, how are you?” I smiled as I spoke to him. He was the eldest of my four brothers and when he turned thirty-five last year he didn’t cope well with it at all. He always complained about me calling him old man, but I think secretly he liked it. We talked for over an hour and I promised I’d come visit him a month from now. His friend Glen was getting married and he wanted us to play at his wedding. We hadn’t played together as a band for over a year now. Not since two of the boys had moved away, but they were going to come home for the wedding anyway so they said we’d play. We were all going to meet at the house on the Friday morning and get in a little bit of practice before the wedding on the Saturday. I was looking forward to it already, just thinking about all of us being together again made me happier than I had been in a while. 

My next call was to my new weekend patient. I needed to let him know that I’d be there around eight in the morning, and I wanted to see if he needed me to get anything on my way. I tried to call five times through the day but each time the call went straight to voice mail. Oh well, I shrugged after the last attempt, guess I’ll just turn up and hope for the best. I spent the rest of the day doing housework, some grocery shopping and sitting back relaxing on the couch with my book. There was nothing like escaping into the world of my book boyfriends, it made me daydream in the nicest way. A big mug of chai, some raisin toast and my book, could life get any better? I was just getting to a nice raunchy part of the chapter when there was a knock at the door, damn it, why did the interruptions always happen during the sex scenes? I jammed the bookmark in the pages and headed for the door. Luckily I had the chain across the door because on the other side there was a face I didn’t want to see. “Carl,” it threw me for a second. “I don’t want to see you,” I went to close the door but he stuck his foot between the doorframe and the door. 

“Callie, come on, just five minutes,” he flashed me that smile. 

“No, I have nothing to say to you and I don’t want to hear anything you have to say,” I looked at his foot. “Please move your foot and go,” when I looked back at his face he was still giving me that cocky grin. 

“Fine,” as soon as he pulled his foot back I slammed the door and flicked the locks. Damn him, I thought he’d gone from my life for good. I was still shaking as I sat on the couch and closed my eyes. Shit. 

***
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GABE

What a shitty fucking day. The home help lady hadn’t shown up and who could blame her? I’d been a right pain in the arse to her all week. I wasn’t happy with the person I’d become over the past two months, it wasn’t me, it wasn’t who I was. I flicked off the telly and threw the remote onto the other couch. As soon as I’d done it I realised what a stupid move it was, it would take me a good ten minutes to get myself over there to get the damn thing now. I put my head back and closed my eyes, three more months of this then another two or three months of rehab. What a fucked up year this had turned out to be. I pulled my phone from my pocket and looked at the screen, five missed calls from a number I didn’t recognise. Probably the new weekend home help person. Great, another person to come in here and help me bathe, go to the toilet, and clean up the house. Just what I needed, another person to make me feel like a kid who couldn’t look after themself.  Lets see how long she lasts I thought as I started to make my way across the lounge room to retrieve the remote. No point in going to bed, might as well watch some more crappy television. 

I was woken by someone banging on the door. I looked at the clock, it was just before eight in the morning. Shit, I must have fallen asleep on the couch. “Hang on,” I yelled towards the door. “Give me a minute,” I dragged myself into the damn wheelchair and headed for the door. Damn home help, another cranky old lady who wanted to treat me like her son and help me get better, no thanks. I was already in a bad mood, shit, I was always in a bad mood. I didn’t need this today. I reached up and opened the door. “Look, I don’t need anyone so you can...” I stopped mid-sentence. Shit, I looked the home help nurse up and down. She wasn’t some cranky old lady, she was young and she was beautiful. She had beautiful sparkling eyes, a killer smile and she looked damn fine in her skinny jeans and button up shirt. Her hair was pulled back in a no nonsense ponytail and she looked like she wouldn’t last long at all, she looked too kind to be dealing with me. 

“Are you Gabriel Morris?” She smiled at me. Shit that smile was a killer. 

“Ah, Gabe, just Gabe,” I shook my head. Focus man, focus, you’re a rude cranky arse remember. She pushed her way in the door and held out her hand to me. 

“Hi, I’m Callie,” I looked from her hand back up to her face then I backed the wheelchair up a bit. “Alrighty then,” she smiled and pulled her hand back. “Friendly one aren’t you?” She closed the door then looked at me. “So I can what?” She looked at me. “When you answered the door you were in the middle of saying that you didn’t need anyone and I can,” she held up her hand. “So I can what?” She asked again. 

Shit, it took me a minute to realise I was staring blankly at her. “Leave, you can leave,” I wheeled to block her path when she tried to head to the lounge room, but she didn’t stop, she just stepped around me. I followed her in and watched as she put her bags on the couch then looked around before her eyes settled on me again. 

“Did you sleep on the couch last night?” She asked when she looked back at me. “You look like shit.” 

I didn’t know what to say, I certainly didn’t expect that from her. “Thanks,” I scowled and started to wheel towards the kitchen. 

“Ah I don’t think so,” she raced around and grabbed the back of the chair. “Which way to your bathroom? You need a shower, a shave, and a change of clothes,” she started pushing me towards the hallway. 

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I tried to stop the chair from moving. “Let go of the chair and get out of my home.” 

She kept pushing me down the hall as she bent and whispered in my ear. “You can be as cranky as you want, you don’t scare me,” her warm breath on my cheek gave me goose bumps. She stood up again. “Now, you might as well just do as you’re told and this day will be much nicer for both of us. Seeing as though I’ll be helping you out for the next few months I want to talk to you and get to know you, and” she stopped as we got to the bathroom. “I’m not going to sit and talk to you while you look and smell like you do,” she let go of the chair and went into the bathroom and looked around. “Nice bathroom,” she turned back to me. “Now, bath or shower, which one do you want?” When I didn’t answer she walked over and opened the shower door. “Shower it is,” she turned back to me. “Where are the plastic bags to cover your casts?” When I didn’t answer she started rummaging through the basket of medical supplies on the stool by the vanity. “Here we go,” she looked pretty happy with herself as she started wrapping my casts in the bags. “You know, I can talk enough for both of us if you like,” she grinned up at me as she taped up the second leg. “My mum used to say I could talk under water with a mouth full of marbles,” she smiled as she stood up and went back to start the shower. “How about you get your shirt off then I’ll help you with the rest and once you’re in the shower I’ll leave you to it,” she smiled at me again. “Well come on, make a move or don’t your arms work either?” She was tapping her foot now. 

God she had attitude. “My arms work fine, you can go, I’ll be right from here,” I glared at her. 

“Yeah right, I’ll walk out the door and you’ll stay sitting in that chair. I’m not that stupid, you look like you haven’t showered in a week. Now,” she stepped towards me. “Get your shirt off then I’ll help you with your pants. Once you’re on the shower chair I’ll leave you to it,” she smiled at me again. Damn it. “I’m not leaving this room until you’re in the shower,” she sat on the edge of the bathtub and stared at me. Shit. 

“Fine,” I pulled my shirt off over my head and dropped it to the floor. I noticed the surprised look on her face as she ran her eyes over my chest and across my shoulders. When she stood and went to help me with my pants I put up my hand. “I’ve got it,” I’d been living in the same track pants all week and as much as I didn’t want to admit she was right, I did need a shower. I lifted my butt off the wheelchair and shimmied the pants down to my thighs. Before I could protest she was bent down in front of me pulling them down over my casts and dropping them to the floor with my t-shirt. She stood back and looked from my crotch to my face with a questioning look. “The jocks stay, I can shower in them,” I started to wheel myself towards the shower but she stopped the chair. 

“I don’t think so, they’ll be harder to get off when they’re wet, just take them off,” she turned back to check the shower water. “God, it’s not like I haven’t seen hundreds of them you know,” she rolled her eyes at me. “It’s just a dick,” she added. She must have seen the look on my face because she gave me a cheeky grin. “But if you’re shy about it,” she let her words trail off. 

“Fine,” I lifted my butt off the chair and pulled my jocks down to my thighs just like I’d done with the track pants. At least she made an effort to not look directly at it. 

“Okay,” she stood beside the chair and put her hand on my shoulder. I felt a little spark of electricity as she touched me. She pulled her hand back and smiled. “Did you feel that?” I did feel it but I wasn’t about to say anything. She shook her head in frustration then hooked one arm under mine as she helped me into the shower and onto the shower chair. For a little person she was surprisingly strong. “Here,” she handed me the shower gel and a face cloth then stepped back and closed the door. “Do you want me to get you some clothes and bring them in here, or do you want to get them yourself once you’re done?” She asked from the door. 

“You can get them, second door on the right,” if I opted to get them myself then I’d have to wheel from the bathroom to my bedroom naked. Having someone help me in and out of the shower was humiliating enough, let alone having to wheel around the apartment naked in front of someone I’d met less than twenty minutes ago. 

“I’ll be back in ten minutes,” she turned and headed out. Shit, she was a bossy one. Still, it was nice to be in the shower, it had been a few days at least and I was a bit on the ripe side. I let the hot water run down over my face as I shampooed my hair and lathered up my body. I closed my eyes and relaxed. How had I let myself get like this? If my mates could see me now they’d have a huge laugh. Normally they were the ones paying out on me for being so anal about keeping my apartment clean and tidy, and about the way I kept myself clean and tidy. They’d have a field day with this, with what I’d let myself become. I thought about the past seven weeks. Not a day went by where I didn’t think about my fall from the roof, I could still hear the sound of my bones shattering and crunching as I hit the ground. I shook the thought out of my head and rinsed off the shampoo. I brushed my hand over my face, man I needed a shave too. I was almost sporting a full on beard and while it would be easier to just let it grow at the moment, it wasn’t something I liked the look of, or the feel of. 

I’d finished washing myself and was simply enjoying the hot water running down over me when she came back in. “Okay,” she called above the noise of the water. “You done?” I didn’t answer her as I reached forward and turned off the water. “I’ll take that as a yes then,” she smiled at me as she opened the shower door and handed me a towel. “Here, dry off your hair and your top half then we’ll get you back into the chair to dry off the rest of you,” she gave me that killer smile again before she moved away. Shit, what the hell was happening here? None of the other home help nurses had gotten this far with me in the time they were here. Maybe I was letting myself slip a little in the grumpy arsehole stakes. I’d have to watch that. I let the towel hang around my shoulders as I watched her put another towel across the seat and over the arms of my wheelchair. She looked like she knew what she was doing, maybe she’d been at this for a while. She turned back to me with that same bloody smile. “Ready?” 

“I’m fine, I can do this on my own,” I scowled at her as I reached for the wheelchair. 

“Yeah right, and I’m a supermodel,” she chuckled as she reached for my arm. “The notes I was given say you can’t weight bare on your feet for the next three months, not until these casts come off,” she manoeuvred me into the wheelchair then folded the towel off the arms of the chair over into my lap. “Start drying,” she took the towel from around my shoulders and hung it up to dry. I liked the way she made herself appear busy so she didn’t stand there and watch me dry. “Done?” She turned around to look at me. 

“Yeah,” I said in the shittiest tone. 

“Good,” she smiled. “Lets get these bags off your legs then we can get you dressed,” she handed me my shirt, which I put on while she was undoing the tape around the tops of the bags. The casts couldn’t get wet so the bags went on for every shower, and it was such a pain in the arse. She’d discarded the first bag and was working on the other when she looked up at me. “Do you want a shave too or are you going for the wild caveman look this month?” 

Jesus she didn’t hold back. I didn’t answer as she tossed aside the second plastic bag then started pulling my jocks up over the casts. As soon as they were up to my knees I reached forward and grabbed a hold of them. 

“I got this,” I didn’t look at her. I couldn’t look at her, this was so humiliating. Having a complete stranger help me in and out of the shower then dress me like I was a damn two year old. I’d never felt so helpless in my life. 

“Fine,” she stood and got my pants off the shelf. “It’s a beautiful day outside, I thought we might get out for a bit,” she looked up at me as she wiggled the pants up over my casts. 

“I’m not going anywhere,” I grabbed the pants and pulled them up over my butt then lowered myself to sit again. She stood and went to the bathroom cabinet but she didn’t say anything. I had a feeling we’d be going out soon. When she started opening the cupboards and going through my things I got a bit shitty, well, shittier than I already was. “What are you looking for?” 

“A mirror, you need a shave and you can’t see into that mirror,” she pointed up to the mirror above the bathroom cabinet. “Do you have a mirror anywhere?” She stood and closed the cupboard. 

“No I don’t and I’m fine,” I glared at her. She did that little huffy thing again and smiled at me. 

“You’re not fine, don’t give me that bullshit,” she hung the other towel up to dry as she spoke. “That beard is annoying the hell out of you, you’ve scratched at it at least ten times in the last two minutes,” she headed for the door. “Wait here.” 

Wait here, that’s funny, like I was going anywhere in this chair. A minute later she was back with a small mirror in her hand. “This’ll have to do, I’ll get a better one for tomorrow,” she must have seen the look on my face and heard the little ‘huh’ that had escaped my mouth. She put the shaving cream and the razor on the bathroom cabinet. “What, you don’t think there’s going to be a tomorrow?” She challenged me. I moved the chair over next to the basin and reached for the taps. 

“I know there won’t be a tomorrow,” I propped the mirror on the side of the basin and lathered up my face as she headed for the door, not making any effort to hide her smile. 

“I don’t mind a friendly wager, we’ll talk bets when you’re done,” she tapped the doorframe as she headed out. “I’ll be back in ten minutes, call out if you need me sooner.” 

Shit, this one was going to be hard to shake. I thought about her as I shaved. She was different to all of the others, she’d come in swinging, and so far hadn’t taken any of my shit. If I’d have met her out at a pub or somewhere she’d definitely be the kind of girl I’d be attracted to. She was beautiful, she had lovely deep blue eyes, she was feisty and from what I’d seen so far, she had a pretty good sense of humour. She’d need one hanging around me I thought. I wasn’t much fun, I’d probably zap that fun side right out of her. I wonder how her boyfriend felt about her helping other men in and out of the shower. Shit, I flinched as I nicked my skin, damn it. I needed to concentrate on shaving and not on her. Why was I so shaken by her? I needed to think about something else, no point in getting to know her, she’d be gone by the end of tomorrow. Of that I was sure. 

***
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CALLIE

I headed back to the lounge room to tidy up a bit while Gabe shaved. All I could think about was that smokin’ hot body and those gorgeous brown eyes. I flung open the curtains to let the sunlight in as I shook my head. I needed to stop thinking about him like that, I needed to stop seeing his big muscled chest and his broad shoulders. He was a patient, a patient and that was it. I scanned the room and took it all in, it was a mess. It didn’t look like anyone had cleaned up in here for a week or more. I headed to the kitchen to put the jug on to make Gabe a coffee, he could sit and watch a bit of telly while I cleaned up then we’d head out to find some food. I went back to the bathroom to see how he was getting on, and just as I got to the doorway he was spinning his chair around to head out. “Wow, you scrub up alright,” I smiled at him. I was determined to make him smile, and I was determined not to let him get under my skin. I’d dealt with many cranky unhelpful patients before, and I was sure he wouldn’t be the last. “Do you feel more human now?” I asked as I went around and grabbed the handles on the back of the chair. When he didn’t answer I patted his shoulder and smiled to myself. “Do you want some coffee?” I pushed him down the hall and parked him at the kitchen table. When he didn’t respond I got a cup from the cupboard and started making him one anyway. The milk looked so lumpy it was almost like cheese curd. “Oh god,” I took one look at the bottle. “Hope you like it black.” 

I set the cup of black coffee down in front of him then went back to the kitchen. I noticed he didn’t touch the coffee, just sat there and watched me tidy. “Leave it,” he snapped at me as I poured the off milk from the carton and began tidying the kitchen. 

“No can do, I need to clean this up,” I smiled at him. “It won’t take long, I’ll get this cleaned up then we’ll go out and find somewhere to have lunch,” he just kept glaring at me. “And we’ll get some groceries while we’re out too,” I motioned towards the stack of pizza boxes on the counter. “You can’t live off pizza, you’ll end up making your rehab ten times harder if you put on too much weight, you need to eat properly, especially seeing as though you can’t get up and move around right now,” I was sure his scowl got more intense. I looked over at him as I walked around the apartment gathering up rubbish. “So, how did you end up with two broken ankles anyway?” 

He looked at me for a minute before he answered. “Fell off a roof,” he kept his eyes on me. 

I stopped and looked directly at him. “What were you doing on the roof? Were you drunk?” I went back to collecting the empty food packets and dirty plates from the couch area. 

“I’m a builder, I was working,” he kept his answer short. He wasn’t a big talker that’s for sure. 

“One of my brothers fell off a roof once, he was drunk,” I smiled at him but he just gave me a cold stare in return. “He went up there to watch the fireworks on New Years Eve. He was as drunk as a skunk, when he stood to shout out Happy New Year he just rolled right off the roof,” I laughed and smiled at him again. “He broke his arm and a few ribs but he was so drunk he didn’t realise anything was broken until he woke up the next morning,” I shook my head at the memory of that night. Out of my four brothers Bryan was the wildest. I smiled and kept tidying. “So, you have another three months until the casts come off then the rehab starts?” I looked at him as I asked my question.

“Yep,” he turned to look out the window. I’d helped many patients through the start of their time in a wheelchair and I knew self-pity when I saw it. Only with Gabe it seemed like it was equal parts of frustration and self-pity. Still, like I thought before, I’ve dealt with many patients like him and he wouldn’t be the last one to challenge me. 

“How long ago was your fall?” I moved to the kitchen to get the pizza boxes.

“Seven weeks,” he didn’t offer up anything further. 

“And,” I looked at him waiting for more. 

“After they put my ankles back together with pins and screws I spent the next three weeks in hospital. I’ve been home for four weeks and I haven’t left the apartment in the last month,” he glared back at me. “And I’m not going out today.” 

I looked at him and smiled. “I’ll just take all this rubbish out then we’ll talk,” I gathered up the two garbage bags and all the pizza boxes and headed for the door. “Back in a sec.” Haven’t been outside for the last month, huh, well that was going to end today. Like I was going to stay cooped up inside all weekend. No way. I half expected him to lock the door behind me when I went to the garbage chute, but to my surprise it was still unlocked when I got back. Gabe hadn’t moved, but I did notice his coffee was mostly gone. On my way past the couch I grabbed a notepad and pen from my handbag then sat opposite him at the kitchen table. As I started making a list I could feel his stare piercing into me so I looked up and smiled. “I’ve got milk, bread and fruit on the list so far, what else do you need?” He tapped the side of his coffee mug with his finger but didn’t speak. “It’s okay, we can wing it when we get to the shop. I feel like a stir fry for dinner so we’ll get all the things to cook that too,” I smiled at him as I got up to get my bag. “I’m starving, let’s go find some lunch. Do you need to go to the bathroom before we go?” I moved to the back of his chair but he clamped his hands down on the wheels. 

“You go, I’ll be fine here,” he kept a tight grip on the wheels to stop me from moving him. 

“You’re coming with me,” I shoved the chair as hard as I could. “You need food and so do I,” I shoved it again. “And there’s no food here and we need to do some food shopping while we’re out.” I knew last time that I whispered in his ear he ended up covered in goose bumps, I’d seen his reaction. I know it was low but I did it again just to get him off balance so we could get moving. I bent down and whispered close to his ear. “You’re not going to win Gabe so please don’t make this harder than it needs to be,” he didn’t speak but he did lift his hands off the wheels so I could push him to the door. “So, are the shops walking distance from here or should we drive?” 

“It’s about a twenty minute walk,” he mumbled almost to himself. 

“Good, we’ll walk, you need the sunshine and fresh air,” I patted his shoulder as we headed out of the building. I smiled to myself as he shook his head. That’s right Gabe, you’re not going to win this one. I started talking to him as I pushed his chair along the path. He didn’t respond to any of my questions or observations about things, so I just talked about anything and everything. I was sure he’d start talking soon just so that I’d shut up. “This place looks nice,” I stopped out the font of the café. “Do you want to eat inside or out?” He just looked at me and shrugged. “Outside it is,” I pushed him up to a table then made room for the wheelchair. “You’re going to need to start answering me or you’re not going to get a say in anything we do on the weekends, you know that don’t you?” 

His head snapped up from the menu. The look on his face was priceless. “I’m not going out again, this is a one time thing,” he glared at me. 

“I don’t think so. These are my weekends too, I’m not going to spend them sitting around inside an apartment with a cranky miserable sod who won’t even talk to me, or crack a smile,” I gave him a second to process this. “We’re going to be going out and having fun, lord knows you look like you could use a good laugh.” 

“Gabe, oh my god, what happened to you?” I looked up at the waitress as she came to our table.

He looked up at her but didn’t smile. “Fell off a roof,” was his short answer. 

“Oh you poor thing, we thought you’d moved away or something, we hadn’t seen you in so long,” she put her hand on his shoulder. “Megan’s going to be so happy that you’re still around,” she winked at me and smiled. “What can I get for you?” She looked at me.  

I ordered the biggest burger on the menu and a chai then looked at Gabe. “What about you smiley, it’s my shout, what do you want?” 

“I’ll have the same burger and some water thanks,” he handed the waitress the menu without looking up. Once she was gone he looked at me. “I can pay for my own food,” he looked at me. 

“I know but this is my shout. You can pay for the groceries we’re getting later,” I smiled at him. “So, you’re a regular here?” He still didn’t speak, man this shit was getting old. “Megan, is she you’re favourite waitress?” I smiled at him. 

“She always serves me when I come in here,” he looked around at the people nearby. “What’s with all the bags?” 

“What bags?” I asked him as I looked around. 

“The bags you dumped on the couch, are you planning on staying the night?” He looked totally horrified by the possibility. 

“I usually stay the night, just makes things easier, but if you don’t want me to that’s fine. I don’t have to stay,” I looked at him as I sat back in my seat. “So Megan, sounds like she fancies you,” I winked at him. “She must like the surly cranky types who don’t talk,” I smiled at him. When he didn’t speak I went on. “Unless you’re not normally like that, and this,” I waved my hands in a showcase motion towards him. “Unless this is all just a big woe is me, poor me phase you’re going through,” I looked him up and down. “I bet I could describe the normal Gabriel in one go,” I looked at him daring him to take me on. 

“It’s just Gabe,” he sipped the water that I’d poured for him. 

“Fine, just Gabe,” I sat forward in my seat. “I bet you’re a true gentleman, I bet you open the car door for ladies when you take them on a date, and I bet you don’t let them pay for anything,” I smiled at him as I leant in closer. “You help old people across the road and you’d take in a stray dog and give it a home. I bet you like going out and having fun with your mates, I bet you have a wicked sense of humour, and I bet you like sports too,” I sat back in my chair and looked him up and down. If he wanted to play hardball then I could too. “You look like you keep in pretty good shape, and by the look of your tidy bedroom you like order and neatness. I bet you never thought you’d spend a whole week in the same track pants or go more than a day without a shower,” I tilted my head to the side. “How am I doing so far?” When he didn’t speak or smile I went on. “I bet you hate the fact you need help with anything, let alone showering or personal needs. Right now you’re full of self pity and as much as you want to, you can’t seem to snap out of it,” I leant forward again. “And I bet you feel bad about the way you’ve treated all your home help too,” I smiled. “Should I keep going?” 

We both kept our eyes locked on each other as a different waitress came back with our food. “Oh god Gabe, you poor thing, I’ve missed you,” she smiled at him but didn’t look at me. “It’s so good to see you again, I thought you’d gone and left us. Give me a call if you need a hand with anything,” she handed him a piece of paper with her phone number on it then kissed his cheek before she left. I was sure that he blushed, either that or it was anger at everything I’d just said. 

“Well, you must have been a charmer before you fell off that roof, she definitely wants you,” I gave him a sarcastic smile as I bit into my giant burger. I’d already swallowed my second bite and he still hadn’t touched his food. “You better get started, I’m starving. I’ll finish mine then start on yours if you’re not quick.” 

He looked at me then picked up the burger and started eating. 

***
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Chapter 2
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Gabe

No way was this happening. She’d gotten me showered, shaved, into clean clothes and out to a café in three hours. It was the most I’d done in the last two months and as much as I didn’t want to admit it, it felt good. I felt almost human again. 

Callie pushed me around the aisles of the supermarket and talked non-stop. Maybe I’d need to start talking to her soon just to shut her up. I thought about her assessment of me back at the café. She was pretty much spot on with everything. How had she managed to pick me so well after only knowing me a few hours? I think I’ll need to watch this one, I’ll need to stay on my guard with her. The last thing I needed was to become dependent on someone then they up and leave. Amanda had done that. We’d been together for a bit over a year when she decided she’d had enough. I didn’t earn enough for her. I wasn’t the rich builder she hoped I’d turn out to be. No, there was no way I was letting a woman into my life ever again. “Hey, Gabe,” I felt her hand on my shoulder. Damn if it wasn’t the warmest hand I’d felt on me in a long time. “Come on, you need to start talking to me or this is going to be a long haul for both of us,” she walked around and stood in front of me as she bagged up some beans and threw them into the basket on my lap. 

“Sorry, I wasn’t listening. What did you say?” She spun around and looked at me surprised. I surprised myself with my words. 

“Wow, he speaks,” she raised her eyebrow and smiled at me. 

I reached up and grabbed a bag of carrots as I gave her a filthy look. 

“I asked if you preferred chicken or beef stir fry,” she was pushing me towards the meat section. 

“Chicken, but you’re not cooking me dinner. I’ll be fine,” I held onto the overflowing basket on my lap. 

“You know you keep saying that, I’ll be fine, but your cave man looks and your messy apartment with your off milk and mountain of pizza boxes tells me otherwise,” she reached in and grabbed a tray of chicken. “Right, we have everything for the stir fry, now we just need footy snacks and we’ll be done,” she started pushing me towards the junk food aisle. “What’s your preference, sweet or savoury?” She asked as she added some bags of chips to the basket. 

“Anything is fine,” footy snacks, what was she talking about? She wasn’t going to be staying that late.

“Whatever, if you don’t want to choose then you’ll just have to be happy with my favourites then,” she added some peanut mix and some M&M’s to the basket. “That should do us for tonight,” she patted my shoulder as we headed for the checkout.

“You’re not staying the night you know, and I can cook my own dinner,” I snapped at her but she didn’t respond. 

On the walk home Callie chatted non-stop about anything and everything, I’d never met a person who could talk as much as she did. Maybe I should lighten up a little bit, she was much nicer to be around than the other nurses who came to help, and I did feel so much better since my shower and shave. It was nice to be outside again too, not that I was about to tell her that. I watched as she unpacked the groceries into the fridge and cupboard then she turned to me. “Okay, time for some physio,” she smiled as she came to sit in front of me. 

“I don’t think so,” I gave her the most serious look I could find. “None of the other home help people have tried to do physio with me,” I was a little surprised that this one wanted to. “It’s too soon for physio remember, I can’t use my legs yet,” I tapped on the casts. 

“Bullshit,” she gave me that look again. “You just don’t want to,” she wheeled the chair towards the hallway. “Your bedroom okay or did you want to use one of the other rooms?” 

“Really, we’re not doing this,” I stopped the chair. 

“Oh yes we are, the sooner you start the easier it will be for you when the casts come off and the real rehab starts,” she kept pushing the chair down the hallway towards my room. When she parked me beside the bed and went to help me out, I held up my hand. 

“I’m fine, I’ve got this,” I lifted myself up onto the bed. This I could do, I’d done it most nights since I got home from the hospital, the nights I hadn’t slept on the couch that is.  

“Scoot up so your head’s on the pillow and you’re comfortable,” she sat on the edge of the bed next to me and I could feel her arm brushing up against my thigh. When she climbed up onto the bed and knelt near my feet I looked at her. She just smiled back at me as she reached for one leg and lifted it up so my leg was out straight. “Right, we’re going to do twenty of each rep per leg, then we’ll start again and do a second round okay,” she looked at me and waited for me to agree. She made me pull my knee up to my chin then stretch my leg straight out and hold it up at a right angle to my body. “Link your hands behind your thighs, it’ll make it easier,” I did as she said then swapped to the other leg. Before I knew it I’d done the two rounds of twenty reps and the physio session was over, but I wanted to keep going, I’d missed the gym and running the last seven weeks, and she’d just given me a taste of it again. I wanted to do more. I was brought back to the moment when I felt her warm hand on my arm. “Do you want to get back in the chair or do you want to stay here and have a sleep?” When I looked down at her hand on my arm she pulled it back to her lap. 

“Chairs fine, I’m not tired,” I sat up and swung my legs over the edge of the bed, forcing her to move quickly. She gave me a quick glare then helped me into the chair. 

“Want to watch the footy then?” She asked as she wheeled me back down the hallway. 

“Sure,” I didn’t feel much like talking now, not that I’d felt much like talking all morning. She helped me onto the couch then pushed the chair over to the far side of the room. Great, now I had no chance of moving without her help. 

“What sort of pain meds are you taking?” She asked on her way to the kitchen. 

“I don’t know, they’re on the bench there. I don’t take them,” I flicked to the sports channel and found the footy game. It was just before kick off and the commentators were still banging on with their usual dribble. A minute later she came back to the couch and handed me a beer. 

“Here, you can have this then,” I looked at her for a second. “If you’re not taking any pain meds then you can have a beer, or not,” I reached out and took it before she could pull it back away from me. She put a bowl of chips on the couch between us and took a swig of her soft drink. When I looked at her she tilted her head back at me. “I’d normally have a beer while I watch the footy but I can’t drink while I’m working,” she tucked into some of the chips. 

“I won’t tell anyone,” I sipped the beer and kept my eyes on the telly. 

“Oh I know you wouldn’t, but I still won’t have one, I like to play by the rules. I need my job to much,” she smiled at me then winked. “Maybe when you’re all healed up we can go to the footy and you can shout me a beer for putting up with your sad sorry arse for so long,” I almost choked on the mouthful of beer that I’d just taken. Was she serious? She’d only been here for seven hours. 

“You’ve only been here seven hours,” I didn’t look at her. 

“Really, that long,” she looked at her watch. “Geez the times flown by, you’re such a delight to be with,” she rolled her eyes. 

“No one said you had to stay,” I challenged her. 

“Oh you’d like that wouldn’t you,” she smiled at me. “Are you going for a record or something?” She held her gaze on me. “You’re the talk of the agency you know. Not many people have been through five in home care nurses in less than a month, but you’ve managed to do it,” she was starting to sound shitty about it. “You do know this is not a high paying job,” she looked at me. “They don’t pay us enough to deal with the sort of shit you’ve been dishing out,” she looked back at the telly. Who the hell was she to be getting so mad at me? She wasn’t the one stuck in a wheelchair unable to do things for herself. It was a few minutes before she looked at me again. “So, earlier, when you were in the bathroom,” she paused for a second. “You reckon I won’t be here tomorrow?” I nodded. “I’m going to be here tomorrow but I think we should make a friendly wager on how long I’m going to last. You don’t want me here, I can see that, so let’s make this interesting for both of us,” she smiled at me. “What do you say?” 

I thought about it for a minute. I should make the wager a small one seeing as though she was going to lose. She didn’t know what a true pain in the arse I could be, she had no idea, and it wasn’t fair to take advantage of her. “Fifty bucks,” I looked at her. 

“No way, cash is too easy,” she smiled at me. “I was thinking more along the lines of,” she stopped for a minute. “If I stay for the whole three months, until your casts are off, then you have to take me to Luna Park and I get to choose all the rides we go on,” she grinned. “And you can’t say no to a ride no matter how scared you are.”

I wanted to smile at her so badly, this girl was something else, but I wouldn’t let her see she was winning me over. She held out her hand to me, I looked at it for a few seconds and just when she thought I wasn’t going to shake on the deal, I reached over and took her hand. “Deal.” There was that spark again, this time I definitely felt it and I couldn’t deny it. When I looked up at her face, I knew she felt it too.  

“What do I have to do if you win and I leave before your casts come off?” She popped some chips in her mouth as she looked back at the telly. I thought about it for a minute before I answered. 

“You have to kiss me goodbye and tell me what a pleasure it was to have been here to help me,” I didn’t look at her as I answered but I knew she had turned to look at me. She looked at me for a few seconds before she burst out laughing. Man she had the cutest laugh I’d ever heard. 

When she finally pulled herself together she looked at me. “Are you serious?” She laughed again. “That’s it, you want a goodbye kiss and for me to tell you I had a great time here with you?” 

I nodded my head and sipped my beer. 

“You’re too funny. I said back at the café that you had a wicked sense of humour, I knew I was right about you.” She turned back to the telly and started yelling as one of the players made a break down the field. I looked over at her as she watched the game for a few minutes before she turned back to me and held out her hand. “Okay, you have a bet,” again I reached over and shook her hand. I wanted to keep holding it, but as soon as the handshake was over she pulled her hand back into her lap. “I hope you like rollercoasters,” she added without looking at me. I raised the beer bottle to my mouth to hide my smile. 

***
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CALLIE

We watched the rest of the game in silence, well, silence between each other. I yelled and cheered at the telly just as much as I would have done if I were at home. Just before six I got up to start making dinner. “My teams in the next game, should be a good one to watch, I’ve been looking forward to it all day,” I smiled at him. “Just a warning though, I can get a bit loud during a game. I like to yell at them if they’re messing up, and I yell at the opposition, and I yell at the ref,” I looked at him as I folded a blanket and put it on the back of the couch. “Do you want to go back in your chair or are you fine here on the couch?”

“Ah chair thanks, I need to go to the bathroom,” I pulled the chair over to the couch and helped him into it. When I went to take him down the hall he put up his hand and protested. “I can go to the bathroom on my own,” he sounded shitty again. “I manage when there’s no one here to help me, I can do it on my own now,” yep, definitely shitty again. 

“Fine, I’ll be in the kitchen, just call out if you need me,” I turned and headed back down the hall and went to the kitchen.  

Gabe had been gone for a while and I was just about to go looking for him when he wheeled around the corner and stopped at the kitchen table. “Your phone’s been going off like mad over there,” I pointed to the phone on the table. He didn’t even make a move to look at it, or to see who’d been calling. Interesting. It wasn’t only the home help he was sullen and grouchy towards. “What do you normally do on the weekends?” I looked at him. “Before you fell off the roof that is.” 

He shrugged his shoulders. “Go out with mates, go to the gym, just stuff,” he looked like he wanted to tell me something else but he stopped. I wasn’t going to push him today, we’d come a long way since this morning and I didn’t want to set things back by being too nosy. 

“Dinner’s almost ready,” I looked at him as I pulled some plates from the cupboard. “Are we eating at the table or on the couch?” 

“Table’s fine,” he pushed his chair up closer to the table and sat back. I noticed him glance at his phone a couple of times, like he wanted to see who called but he didn’t at the same time. 

“You might want to check your phone, whoever was calling was pretty persistent, they’re probably worried about you,” I didn’t look at him as I served up two plates of dinner. He reached over for the phone and turned it over so the screen was facing down. Fair enough. I put his plate in front of him then went back for the cutlery and water. “Dig in,” I smiled at him as I sat opposite. “How would you feel about going out for the day tomorrow?” I looked over my glass at him as I sipped on my water. When he didn’t reply I got up and went to my bag for the consent form. I put it on the table in front of him. “I’ll need you to sign this, it just says that you give me permission to take you out in my car,” he looked at the form then at me. “I’m a good driver I promise, this is just agency policy,” I smiled. He looked back at the form. 

“So if I don’t sign this you can’t take me out?” He looked back at the form, he was reading it this time. 

“No, it just means I can’t take you in my car. We can still go out, just not in my car,” I looked at him as I ate. “It’s up to you,” I shrugged. “Don’t sign it if you don’t want to. We can keep walking to the shops and the café and anywhere else I want to take you,” I smiled at him. “Eat,” I looked at his plate then at him. He tried to stare me down but I just smiled. It only took a minute for him to start eating and he ended up cleaning off his plate before I did. “You want seconds?” He shook his head. 

“No worries, I’ll put the extra into a container and leave it in the fridge. You can have it later if you get hungry,” I kept eating my dinner. “Nicer than pizza?” I smiled at him. 

“It was okay,” he sat back and looked at me. God he had the most gorgeous brown eyes I’d ever seen. They were pale, like the colour of caramel. I bet they won him his pick of any girl at the pub. Between the sexy hot body and those eyes I bet he’d easily get any girl he wanted. I hadn’t seen a smile from him yet but I bet that was a killer too. 

“Do you like to cook?” I asked him as I ate. He didn’t answer so I kept going. “I bet you do, you have some nice equipment in your kitchen, you wouldn’t have that if you didn’t like to cook,” he sipped on his water but didn’t speak so I kept going. “I like to cook, it’s no fun cooking for one though, much more fun if there’s someone else there to enjoy it with you.”

He shrugged. “Suppose,” he twirled the glass in his hand. 

“So what’s your story? Why do you live here alone when you could have your pick of any girl you meet?” I looked straight at him as I asked. I wanted to see his reaction to my question. “Or any guy for that matter, if that’s how you roll.” 

His face didn’t change as he glared back at me. “The next game is about to start,” he rolled his chair backwards then turned and headed for the couch. Okay, note to self, don’t ask about relationship status again. 

“I’ll clean up then,” I stood and reached for his plate. 

“Well you are the hired help,” he said back over his shoulder. Wow, that hurt. I didn’t say anything else as I cleared off the table then did the dishes. Once I’d done that I went to the bathroom, folded the towels and put them on the edge of the tub so he could reach them through the night if he needed. I cleaned up the bathroom, put his toothbrush and toothpaste within reach and dried off the plastic bags used to cover his casts. I put a water bottle and his pain meds on his bedside table and folded back his sheets ready for him to get into bed. I busied myself by doing a load of washing in the laundry, and I sat in there and waited for the machine to finish. Once it was done I put it in the dryer and went back to the kitchen. I made Gabe a coffee and put it on the table beside his couch then picked up the cushions that had fallen to the floor. I didn’t look at the telly, not once, the hired help wasn’t here to sit and watch the footy. I collected his empty beer bottle from before, then headed back to the laundry to fold the washing that had just finished in the dryer. Once I had it stacked neatly at the foot of his bed I looked at my watch. It was five to eight, time for me to go. I went back to the lounge room and got my bags. I wrote my number on a piece of paper and handed it to him. 

“Here,” I held it out and waited for him to take it. “Do you need me to do anything else before I go?” He looked at the paper then up at me. 

“No, I’m good thanks,” before he could say anything else I headed for the door. 

“Do you have a spare key I can have?” 

“In the bowl,” he pointed to the bowl on the entry table.

I fished out the key and dropped it into my bag. “I’ll be here at eight tomorrow morning. Call if you need anything before then. Night Gabe,” I opened the door and left. Damn him, why did I let his comment get to me? It wasn’t like he hadn’t said the truth. He was right, I was just the hired help and I needed to remember that. 

***
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GABE

Nice one idiot. She’d been nothing but nice to you all day and you go and say something like that. Give yourself an uppercut arsehole. She didn’t come and sit down to watch the game she’d been looking forward to all afternoon. Shit. I looked at the piece of paper in my hand. She’d written her number and ‘Callie the hired help’. Shit. If I ever saw a guy being that rude to a girl I’d be the first one to step in and call him on it. It didn’t bother me so much when the other nurses got the shits and didn’t talk to me, why was I letting Callie get to me so much? Why did it bother me that she was mad at me? 

I flicked off the telly, shuffled into my chair and headed for the kitchen. The place was spotless and it looked great, just the way I usually kept it. I turned off the lights and headed down the hall. In the bathroom I noticed the dirty laundry was gone and the towels were folded on the end of the tub. Everywhere I looked I felt bad. She’d made sure I could reach the things I needed and she had even turned down my sheets to make it easier for me to get into bed. Damn you’re an arse Gabe. It took me forever to get to sleep and even then it wasn’t good sleep. I was awake so many times as was the norm for me lately. 

––––––––
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I SAT UP AS SOON AS my eyes opened. I smelt bacon and eggs. She’d come back. I pulled on my shirt then shuffled into my chair and headed for the bathroom. A few minutes later I rolled around the corner and stopped at the kitchen table. Callie looked up from where she stood stirring the eggs. “Hi,” she smiled at me but it wasn’t the same smile as yesterday. I’d hurt her and I knew it. “It’s almost ready,” she looked back at the eggs. “Do you want coffee?” 

“Yeah, thanks,” I went to speak again, to say sorry but she cut me off. 

“Here,” she served up a big plate of bacon and eggs with toast and grilled tomato then went back for my coffee. She sat opposite me with a cup of tea but didn’t have anything to eat. When I looked at her she sipped her tea. “I’ll eat later,” she got up and went to clean up the kitchen. Shit. 

“Callie I’m sorry,” I sat back in my chair and waited for her to look at me. 

“What for?” She looked at me as she spoke. 

“For yesterday, when I said you were the hired help,” I looked down. “I’m sorry, it was rude and I shouldn’t have said it.”  

“Don’t worry about it, you were right. I am just the hired help,” she kept cleaning. “Sometimes I forget that.” She didn’t look at me. “But I shouldn’t, that’s all some people want, someone to cook and clean and help them with things. I need to remember my position,” she finished cleaning then came and took my empty plate. Once she washed that she came back to the table. “What do you want to do today?” She sat opposite me. 

“I don’t care, whatever,” I shrugged. Getting out of the apartment yesterday had been really nice and what I really wanted to do was to go out again, but I wasn’t in any position to be calling the shots. 

“Fine, we’ll do some physio then after you have your shower and get dressed we’ll go out,” she stood up from the table. “Did you sign the form or are we walking again?” I reached for the consent form that I’d signed last night and handed it to her. “Thanks,” she folded it over and tucked it into her bag. 

“Let’s go do some physio,” she wheeled me back into my room. I watched as she made my bed and straightened the room up. She helped me up onto the bed then climbed up and sat near my feet. “Same routine as yesterday,” she pushed one leg up so my knee was at my chin then pulled it out straight again. She sat and watched as I did twenty reps of each exercise. “Do you have any hand weights?” 
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