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      When one of their own is threatened, the men of the Iron Eagle Gym will stand together and prove they are stronger as a family.

      Stuntman Barclay Drambor suspects his fall from a roof was no accident. He believes his abusive ex was responsible, but he can’t prove it. Fortunately, a year has gone by with no word from Duncan, letting Barclay move on with his life—and that means dealing with the aftermath of his injuries. He finds personal trainer Reece “Rec” Gordon through a member of the gym, and it’s not long before their workouts together become much more intimate. Rec is gentle and goes out of his way to make Barclay comfortable, and in no time there’s talk of moving in together….

      But just as Barclay is healing and finding a place to belong, Duncan returns to destroy his happiness. Though Duncan will learn he’s messing with the wrong group of men, in the end, Barclay must face him. Will Rec’s love and the friendship of the others at the gym give him the confidence to stand up for himself?
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      Barclay wheeled up to the doors of the Iron Eagle gym for his PT appointment and tried not to sigh.

      He could do this. He so could. This was him. Doing it.

      Blah.

      At least they had wheelchair access and the doors into the gym itself from the lobby were good and wide.

      A young man with long dark hair and a striking face was mopping the floor. “Oh! Careful. The floor is damp. Stay left and you should be okay.”

      “Thanks. I have an appointment with a Reece?”

      “I’ll tell the front desk.” The man went over to the desk. There were two guys, one quite young, behind it, and a tall, stacked guy standing in front of it. That was who looked over, then smiled and waved and came toward him.

      You can do this. You got this. This is how you heal.

      As the man approached, Barclay could see that he wasn’t quite as musclebound as he’d first thought. They were great muscles, though. Which you wanted in a personal trainer, right?

      This guy had curly brown hair and bright smile that lit up his face. He moved well too, limbs loose and easy. Barclay imagined the man would do well at parkour; he walked like he had great body control.

      “Hey there. You must be Barclay Drambor.”

      “I am. Hey. Nice to meet you!” He raised one hand in greeting.

      “Reece Gordon. But you can call me Rec. You’re several minutes early for your appointment. I like that. Shows that you’re serious.” Rec stood like he felt easy in his skin.

      Barclay used to stand like that. When he was standing, that was. He had always liked to be on the move. Fucking chair made that a little hard right now.

      “I wasn’t sure exactly where I was going.” He hated being late, and if he was headed somewhere new, he’d give himself more time than the GPS claimed he needed.

      “You didn’t have any trouble finding us, though, right?” Rec continued when Barclay shook his head. “Cool. Let’s go into the gym, you can see what the setup is, and then I’ll do an interview with you—find out where you are in your recovery, what your goals are, how much time you have to put into it, that kind of thing.”

      “Fair enough. Lead the way.” He wanted to get started so he could have that done. It would be easier to keep going than it was to have wheeled in here in the first place.

      “You got it.” Rec headed to the double doors across the front lobby, hitting the button to open them automatically. “You should be able to make your way around the first floor without any problems. And there are showers on this floor.”

      “Good deal.” He’d shower at home where he felt safe, but it was good to know it was possible to do it here.

      “So as you can see, we have a large variety of equipment. We’ve got freestanding weights as well as the various machines for muscle targeting, and you’ll be able to work out every part of your body, even from the chair. There are tons of cardio options as well, including the hand bikes, so you’ll be able to get moving there right away too.” Rec sat on one of the equipment benches and opened his iPad. “Okay. Let’s talk turkey.”

      “I’m cleared to work out. I broke three vertebrae, but my spinal cord is intact. I broke my left arm in three places, my right leg, and my hip.” He rattled his injuries off emotionlessly, like they were someone else’s. “I’m ready to get out of the chair.”

      “Damn, that’s impressive. Do you mind if I ask how it happened?” Rec’s eyes were hazel—the kind that were almost light brown but for a few flecks of green in them—and they weren’t judgy or full of pity.

      “I was doing some stunt work and fell off a building. I fell four stories.” Fell. Was pushed. Whatever. Rec didn’t need to know his theory on that.

      “Oh man. I take it you’re lucky to be alive, eh?” Rec shook his head.

      Yeah, except just alive wasn’t anywhere near enough. “That’s the rumor. I intend to be back to work.” Maybe not soon, but someday.

      “Good for you. I’m glad you chose me to help you get there. So what kind of time are you looking at dedicating to this?” Rec pulled up a scheduling app.

      “I’m not working right now, and I have some savings. I’m shooting for Monday, Wednesday, Friday.” He could do cardio in between just wheeling himself around the block a few times. The chair was surprisingly hard work. He could have gotten one of the fancy electric ones, but that would have been significantly more expensive. Besides, the self-propelled variety were a better workout. That’s what he told himself anyway.

      “Sounds good. For a half hour to begin with?” Rec suggested. “We can work up from there, add in some cardio in between as you grow stronger.”

      “Let’s do an hour. I can handle it.” A half hour three times a week was not going to give him the results he wanted.

      “How about we start with a half hour for the first week, and we can talk about turning it into an hour the next week?” Rec countered.

      “Fair enough.” Barclay needed to get back on the horse, start riding.

      “It’s good that you’re eager, and I understand wanting to put in a lot of work, but if you go at it too hard right off the bat, you risk hurting yourself or aching so badly you don’t want to come back.” Rec’s eyes were kind and his voice deep, even.

      He still didn’t see any pity there, but he straightened his spine and raised his chin all the same. “I’m not a pussy. I can take it.”

      “There’s nothing weak about taking things slowly and giving your body time to heal, time to get used to redoing things.” Rec laid a hand on his leg. “Trust me. I’m on your side.”

      “Thanks. I’m just… I’m ready. I need to get back to normal.” He needed this more than anything. It wasn’t only a need to be doing better physically—he needed to be able to move.

      “I hear you. Pushing too hard, too fast can actually set you back, though. Okay? All right. Are you ready to start now? We can run through the machines we’re going to use, see what weights you’re good to start at, that kind of thing.”

      “Yeah. I’m ready. Let’s do this.” He grabbed his weight gloves out of his pocket, telling himself he wasn’t worried.

      “All right. You’re going to do great.” Rec stood and led him over to a machine with a bar currently above his head. “Let’s start with ten pounds and see how you do.” Rec set the pin to ten pounds and brought the bar down for him. “From your shoulder to your waist.”

      This should be imminently doable. Barclay got himself in and out of the chair before he could use his legs at all, right?

      They got up to forty pounds before Rec stopped him and put it back down to twenty-five. “Okay, I know you want to actually start, so ten reps, rest for thirty seconds, then ten more.”

      Barclay worked doggedly, refusing to let up, forcing himself to work, to get stronger.

      They went through a number of machines, focusing on his arms and torso, back and core before they got to the ones where he’d have to move out of the chair.

      He set his brake, his arms shaking hard. “Let me get my crutches.”

      He pulled out the arm crutches and unfolded them.

      “Hold on.” Rec put a hand on his arm and shook his head. “I think you’ve done enough for today. Next time we’ll start with your legs so your arms aren’t tired.”

      “You sure? I can do it.” He totally fucking could, dammit.

      “I’m sure you can. But I’m also sure it’ll be a better experience for you if we wait to do your legs next time. You did great here today. I know you think it wasn’t much, but it was a lot. And we’re already at the half-hour mark.”

      “Okay.” Okay, he guessed it was time to catch a bus and go home. “I’ll be back Wednesday, ready to work.”

      “You need any help with the showers?” Rec asked as they headed toward the locker room.

      “I’ll just…. It’s gonna be slick. I’ll take care of it at home.” He didn’t want to fall again.

      “I’m happy to help—no judgment or shame. And there’s a wheelchair-accessible stall. If you want—it’s entirely up to you.” Rec held the door open for him.

      “Thanks.” He wheeled himself through. “I can probably manage, thanks.”

      “Probably?” One of Rec’s eyebrows went up.

      That made him laugh and feel a bit better. “I can totally manage on my own.” Especially as he wasn’t actually showering.

      “Okay, cool. I’ll see you on Wednesday.” Rec squeezed his shoulder and headed out, leaving him alone in the locker room.

      He sat there until someone else came in, then wheeled himself out and headed for the bus stop. His muscles were tired, but pushing through all the shit had gotten him this far and he’d be damned if he stopped now.
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      Rec got up early on Wednesday morning and went in to put in an hour of weights before his first client. Today was his busy day. He had Allen at nine for an hour and a half. Allen was training for a marathon, and they were building up his endurance. Then he had the new guy—Barclay—at eleven. He was legs today. Figuring out what he could do. Rec suspected today would be harder than their first session because the guy wasn’t going to be able to work his lower body muscles as hard as he’d worked his torso and upper body the other day. After that Rec had to head out to the Goodlife Fitness down the road and run three different group classes, and then he had a last client session at eight tonight. Thank goodness they weren’t all Wednesdays.

      He took a quick shower up on the Doms’ floor after his workout and ran into Tyrone in the locker room as he was getting dressed. They exchanged pleasantries and Tyrone seemed to have a few moments, so he decided it was as good a time as any to bring up a proposal he’d been thinking of.

      “I wanted to talk to you about maybe putting together some classes.” He’d signed on to do the Goodlife ones because he had the time and they were decent money, but he thought that some courses would make a great addition to Iron Eagle’s repertoire.

      “Classes, eh?” Tyrone leaned against a set of lockers. “What sort of classes?”

      “Well, we could do all sorts, depending on what the clientele is looking for. Cardio dance, cardio step, muscle building, stretching. I bet with the obstacle training course out back, you could do a ninja warrior course or two. I think folks would eat that up. You could run a survey to figure out interest.”

      “That’s an interesting idea. I’ll suggest it. In the end, it’ll come down to what the boss wants, but I’ll definitely bring it up. I take it you’re interested in teaching if we do put some together?”

      Rec nodded. “Oh yeah. I’d love to.”

      “And you’ve got some experience with what the routines might look like with these kinds of courses.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been doing a few down the road for about six months now.” And anything he didn’t know, he could totally do research on. Like the ninja warrior course.

      “Okay. If you get tagged for actually putting together the courses and setting up the schedules and stuff, it’s your own fault.” Tyrone gave him a wink.

      That had him chuckling. “Gotcha. I hate to propose and run, but I’ve got to go—I’ve got a client.”

      Tyrone waved him off and started stripping out of his street clothes.

      Rec pushed Allen hard for an hour and a half, pleased with the progress the guy was making, then did some paperwork as he waited for Barclay to show. He was looking forward to this session, to seeing where Barclay was at with his legs. He knew this was where the real work would be.

      The man was a little early again, and that pleased Rec. He liked punctuality and dedication. He liked not having his time wasted, and being on time or early meant he was being respected.

      Going over to Barclay, he shook his hand and led the way into the gym. “So how are you feeling? Were you very sore after Monday’s session? Any residual soreness?”

      “I’m good.”

      Rec had a feeling that would have been Barclay’s answer no matter what the truth was. He’d have to watch and make sure the guy didn’t push himself too far. It really would be more of a hindrance than a help. The trick was figuring out where the line lay between working hard and pushing too far.

      “You have a good day yesterday?” he asked.

      Barclay shrugged. “It was a day. I just want to get back to my old self again.”

      “You’ll get there, I swear. I know these first few weeks are going to feel like you’re moving slower than a snail’s pace, but they’re the foundation for everything else.” Dedication and desire would take Barclay far.

      “Sure. Yeah.” Barclay wore sweats and a T-shirt, the bottoms loose, covering up Barclay’s musculature.

      Rec already knew that the guy’s upper-body muscles were actually pretty good, if a little rusty. They could fix that easily. He suspected Barclay might be doing a bit of free-weight work on his arms at home, and God knew wheeling the chair around could build up more than a little muscle. But Rec had no idea how much work Barclay’s legs were going to take until they put in some time.

      Rec stopped at the first machine. “Okay. We’ll start with your hamstrings.”

      Barclay grunted and grabbed his crutches. Rec stepped back, knowing his help would not be appreciated. Barclay was clearly determined—and stubborn—and he got himself to the machine. Rec started with five pounds and worked slowly up before cutting the weight back and getting Barclay to do his first rep.

      He explained which muscle group each machine worked as they moved through them, though he suspected that Barclay didn’t need the lessons. Still, it filled the silence, and Barclay didn’t tell him to stop.

      Barclay’s left leg was much stronger than his right, which, given his injuries, made total sense. Rec made a few notes so he could tailor Barclay’s future workouts. He’d put together a set routine for Friday, and once Barclay had run that, he’d know where to tweak it.

      By the time the half hour was up, Barclay was clearly done. He nearly fell moving back from the last piece of equipment to his chair. Rec wasn’t surprised, and he didn’t make a big deal out of it.

      He did call a stop to the workout. “Okay, that’s our half hour. You did a great job today. It’s the first time you’ve worked those muscles in a long time, and your right side has to relearn everything. I’m really pleased with how much you pushed today.”

      Barclay snorted, looking less than impressed.

      “It’s the first time you’ve worked out your right side since the injury,” Rec repeated. “Trust me, you’re doing great. I can see that the muscle you’re going to be working out the most is your patience.”

      Barclay actually laughed at the joke, looking almost surprised at himself. Rec clapped him on the back.

      “Did you need help getting to the locker room or dealing with the shower?” He liked to be early for his classes at the Goodlife, but he certainly had time to give a helping hand if it was needed.

      Barclay refused, just as he’d done on Monday. Rec did make sure he made it to the locker room okay. He didn’t offer to push the chair there—he was pretty sure his offer would be refused and Barclay would be affronted.

      “I’ll see you on Friday, then.”

      “I’ll be here,” Barclay assured him.

      “Good. I’ve got to get going so I’ll leave you to it.” He gave Barclay’s shoulder a squeeze. There was something about Barclay that drew him in, made him want to get to know the guy better, to get more than a few words out of him.

      He’s a client, Rec reminded himself as he headed out. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that Barclay needed him as more than just a personal trainer.
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      Barclay arrived at the gym, raring to go despite his right leg still feeling a little sore from Wednesday’s workout. Rec had obviously put together a routine based on what they did Monday and Wednesday, because he knew exactly what machines and how many reps of each he wanted Barclay to do.

      Barclay worked for nearly an hour too, not backing down when Rec kept moving from machine to machine, even when he started to feel shaky. If the last few machines hadn’t been accessible from his wheelchair, he wasn’t sure he would have been able to make the trip from his wheelchair to the apparatus.

      He would never have said anything, but he had to admit to being happy when Rec called a halt to the day. He wheeled himself into the locker room and just sat for a second, head down as he breathed.

      “Barclay? Hey. It’s all right. It’s going to be all right. You’re going to get there. It’s going to take work, but you are.”

      “I’m okay. I’m cool. Super. I just. I’m cool.”

      “When was the last time you had a meal out?” Rec asked, the question coming out of left field.

      “Pardon me?” Had he heard right?

      “Let’s go have lunch. Talk. Do something normal, you know?”

      “Why?” He blinked at himself. Jesus, Barclay. Don’t be a fucker. You love making friends, meeting people. At least he had up until fifteen fucking months ago. “God, that was rude. I’m sorry. If we can go somewhere super casual, I’d be happy to. I swear I’m not bad company, as a rule.”

      Rec laughed and slapped him on the shoulder. “No problem. It’s maybe been a while since you did something normal like go to a restaurant, eh? There’s a Swiss Chalet just around the corner. You like chicken?”

      “Chicken is fine with me.” Although he could murder a smoothie. He loved the quick energy spike he got from them. They felt good going down too.

      “Cool. You want to take a shower first or you want to just go? I’m easy either way.”

      “Let’s just go. I’m passable, and this is a gym, right?” He wasn’t going to mention that he had yet to use the gym’s showers.

      “You’re totally passable. Let’s go. I’m starving.”

      “Yeah.” Barclay wheeled himself out, focusing on steady and sure, on control. He ignored how tired his muscles were. A meal and a bit of time would have him right as rain before he had to get himself home.

      They went right out of the gym, and sure enough, the Swiss Chalet was half a block down. It took them all of a minute to get to it. Rec held the door open for him.

      “Thanks.”

      They found a table, and he stayed in his chair instead of trying to switch. No way was he going to risk looking like a fool.

      They’d barely even opened their menus when their waitress showed up. “Hey, guys. Can I get you something to drink?”

      “I’ll just have water, please,” Rec answered.

      “Uh.” He wanted juice or a smoothie, but that wasn’t here. “Do you have lemonade?”

      “Sure thing, hon. I’ll give you guys a few minutes with the menu, and I’ll bring your rolls with the drinks.”

      “Thank you.” Rec met his gaze when she left. “We should probably look so we’re ready when she comes back.”

      “Right.” Barclay stared at the menu.

      “I know I should order the breast, but I really like the leg.” Rec looked torn. “Although, as I’m going to be eating all the skin—because yes, yum!—I suppose it doesn’t matter whether I have the dark or the light meat after that.”

      “I’m going for the pasta.”

      “I’ve never had the pasta here,” Rec admitted as he put aside his menu. “So are you a pasta fan because you like it or because you need the carbs?”

      “Because I need the carbs. I mean, I like pasta better than rice, and I’m hungry.”

      “That’s cool.” Rec pointed at the chair. “So how long ago did it happen?”

      “Fourteen months, two weeks, three days, fifteen hours.”

      “Over a year? No wonder you’re chomping at the bit to get into the gym.”

      “Yeah. I was in the hospital a while.” And then at his folks’. Finally he was on his own. It wasn’t pretty, but it had felt good to get out of his folks’ place. He loved them, but he was an adult; they weren’t supposed to be taking care of him anymore.

      “You’ve come for my guidance now, though. And you made it past the first and second session and actually showed up for the third. That’s how you know you’re really on the mend.” Rec gave him a wink.

      He didn’t know that he had a choice. He wasn’t ready to do something else—he needed to get back to work. “A friend of mine recommended you. He says you’re the best in the business.”

      “Oh now, you’ve got to let me know who I have to thank.” Rec had a great smile.

      “Tide Germaine. I know him professionally, and we happened to meet at the coffee shop a few weeks ago.” It had been well-timed as he’d been going in for his all clear to begin working out the following week. So he’d asked.

      Rec’s smile turned into a beam. “I’ll definitely have to thank him for that. He’s a great guy.”

      “He is. Hell of a hard worker.” Hot too, but not really Barclay’s type—a few too many muscles. He liked them a little leaner, more like Rec.

      “He does the gym proud, that’s for sure.”

      Their waitress came with their drinks and the promised rolls and butter. “You guys ready to order?”

      They ordered their meals, and when the waitress left again, Rec grabbed a roll. “Oh man, these are still warm. I love that.”

      Barclay took one, ate it because his body was demanding fuel. When he broke it open, steam escaped and the butter melted beautifully on it.

      “Good, eh?” Rec asked, offering him a smile, this one full-on directed at him.

      “Yeah. I’m starving, man.” He grabbed his lemonade and downed three-quarters of it.

      “I’m not surprised, given the exercise. You might find yourself hungrier now that you’re working out regularly. It’s a signal to your body that you’re serious about being well. Plus, you know, actually burning calories.”

      “Yeah.” He’d been doing body-weight stuff for a few months with a couple free weights, but at his own pace and just his arms.

      “So you’re a stuntman?” Rec asked.

      “Yeah. I mean, I’m not working right now, obviously, but I’ll be back to it soon.” He didn’t know anything else. The other option was living in fear that Duncan was going to come back and finish the job, and Barclay wasn’t going to do that.

      “You will be. I’ve seen how motivated you are, how willing to put in the work. So what was supposed to happen when you jumped? Did you miss the bag or something?”

      “There wasn’t a bag. I wasn’t supposed to fall.”

      “Oh. Oh man.” Rec winced. “So why did you?”

      Barclay shook his head. “I don’t remember.”

      It was a lie, at least partially. He didn’t remember much, and he wasn’t sure if what he did remember was correct. But he didn’t fall. That hadn’t been what happened at all; he was pretty sure of that.

      “That sucks. Hell, the whole thing does, doesn’t it? But it’s getting better. You’ll be jumping off roofs on purpose in no time, I bet.”

      “Yeah. I bet.” Even if the thought made him sick to his stomach right now. “I can’t wait.”

      “So what have you been doing with your time? Pick up any interesting hobbies?” Rec buttered himself another roll.

      “I surf a lot, I guess. Sleep a lot.” His days and nights were all messed up, totally backward. Having to come into the gym three times a week at a set time was actually his first taste of having a routine again, and he liked it. It felt like a step in the right direction anyway.

      “You miss being active, eh?”

      “Sure. I used to be going going going. I’m”—bored—“getting back to it.”

      Rec chuckled. “You’re bored. I get it. It would drive me nuts to not be able to do my job.”

      It sounded like Rec understood, given he’d known Barclay was bored without him having to say it. That was good, right? If Rec understood how this had set his entire life on its head, every bit of it.

      “Yeah. Well, my goal is to be out of the chair next month and back to work in three months.”

      “That might be pushing things a little, but I will do my best to get you there. Safely,” Rec added.

      Barclay wasn’t interested in safe; he just didn’t want to keep on dying.

      “So what kind of movies do you like?” Rec asked, looking like he was actually interested rather than just making conversation.

      “Action-adventure. I watch some horror. I’m pretty easy, assuming there’s something going on to watch.”

      “While it’s not the only thing I watch, I’m a huge fan of all the comic book adaptations. I do marathons on a regular basis.” Rec talked with his hands a little when he became animated.

      “Yeah? That’s cool. Which one’s your favorite?”

      “I’ve got to go with the Thor movies. He’s yummy. Plus, I like the stories. And the brother. Mmm Loki.” Rec winked at him.

      Wait. Was Rec flirting with him?

      “Yeah. Yeah, he’s got that skinny evil thing going on.” The guy playing him could act his way around everyone else too, which didn’t hurt.

      “He does indeed.”

      Their waitress returned again, this time with their food. “You guys need anything else?”

      Rec glanced at him, then shook his head. “I don’t think so—this looks pretty good as is.”

      “Wave me down if you change your mind.” She headed over to another table, the place getting busier with the lunch crowd coming in.

      “It does look good.” Barclay dug in, finding that the pasta needed a load of salt and pepper. That was par for the course when it came to restaurant pasta. He ate quickly, his belly demanding he feed it.

      Rec pulled the skin off his chicken and set it to the side before devouring his meat, then his fries, then his coleslaw, in that order. When he was done with everything else, Rec ate his skin, moaning over it. “God, I love this stuff.” It was the first thing he’d said since they started eating. They’d both been focused on stuffing their faces.

      “It’s probably bad for you,” Barclay teased.

      “Are you kidding? It’s the worst. That’s why it tastes so damn good.” Rec laughed, eyes dancing. “Pretty much everything good is bad for you.”

      “No shit. I’m ready to be back to work so I can eat whatever I want.”

      “You a fan of popcorn?” Rec asked as he finished his water off.

      “I guess, yeah. The more butter the better.”

      “That’s how I like it too. You should come over this weekend and we’ll do a Marvel movie marathon.” Rec definitely had to be flirting with him.

      “Are you flirting with me? I mean, are you?” He didn’t want to get it wrong.

      Rec smiled, but it wasn’t mocking, it was warm, kind. “I am. Is that terribly unprofessional of me? I don’t think so. I mean, I’m only your trainer a few hours a week. And you’re hot.”

      “Okay, that’s good to hear. Thank you. I’m not sure I’m ready to talk about dates, but flirting, that I can handle.” He thought.

      “Then you’ll come to the movie marathon?” Rec asked, quickly adding, “It’s totally not a date. Just two guys hanging out together, watching hot guys beat things up.”

      “We’ll share numbers and, if you don’t get a better offer, sure.” Or Barclay decided not to leave his house ever again. There was a good chance it could happen. It did a fair bit.

      “I’m not going to get a better offer. If you’re worried about getting around, I could bring the movies and popcorn to you.”

      “No. No, I have…. It’s cool.” His place was a wreck and sad, and he didn’t let anyone come in.

      “Excellent. Then it’s a date. Or not a date—a get-together. I’ll give you my address, and you can come around ten or eleven?” Rec was a pushy bastard.

      “If you’re sure. What… what should I bring?”

      “Drinks? I’m partial to green tea lemonade.”

      “Green tea lemonade. Okay.” He’d pick some up at the store on the way.

      “Awesome. And whatever you want, of course. We’ll order a pizza when we get sick of popcorn.” Rec looked pleased.

      “I’ll have to look at the bus schedules, see how long I can stay.”

      “Oh, a marathon means late into the night. The couch pulls out into a bed. You can totally stay.” Rec wasn’t giving up or letting him use easy excuses, it seemed.

      “That’s a little far, isn’t it? For a nondate.”

      “A date would not involve pulling out the couch,” Rec noted drily.

      Barclay’s cheeks heated, and he suddenly couldn’t meet Rec’s eyes. Christ. Just tell the man yes and then cancel.

      “Look, I think you could use the day out of your apartment, out of your head, and watching movies is always better with someone else. Say yes already.” Definitely a pushy bastard.

      “Sure. Just let me get your number, huh?” There. That wasn’t a definite yes, but it should placate Rec.

      “No problem. Give me your phone and I’ll put it in your contacts. Meantime, you want some dessert?”

      He looked out the window toward the sky, which was clouding up but not ready to rain, not yet. “Maybe, yeah. Yeah.” He was definitely hungrier than he’d been before he’d finally started working out for real again.

      “Yeah, me too. I love the pecan pie. And the coconut cream pie. And the new cinnamon doughnuts are pretty good. I come here just for dessert sometimes, especially if I only have a little time between clients. I wind up spending a lot of time in the gym to make up for it.”

      “I’ve never met a doughnut I didn’t like,” Barclay admitted.

      “I’m more a cakes and pie man, but I hear you. Besides those little cinnamon doughnuts are pretty much cake.” Rec laughed. “One of the guys at the gym—well, Tide actually—he makes fun of my sweet tooth.”

      “He seems pretty strict, yeah.” The man was stacked to high heaven, and you could tell just by looking at him there wasn’t a bit of fat on the amazing body. Barclay had seen him eating a few times too—not a single carb had passed Tide’s lips on any of those occasions.

      “Oh, he’s a good guy. He likes everyone to think he’s all tough, but really, if you see him with his bo—his Lance, you can see he’s a softie.”

      “Is Lance the photographer? He was sweet to me.” Hadn’t pitied him either, which was always a plus in Barclay’s books.

      “Lance is the photographer. I’m glad he was good to you. I take it you met him when you first inquired about a personal trainer?” Rec raised his hand to get their waitress’s attention, nodding when she indicated she’d seen them.

      “Just briefly. He was heading out for a shoot as I was rolling in.”

      “He’s a good guy—works out on the ninja warrior course behind the gym. In fact, I think it was built with him in mind. Not that it isn’t getting a lot of use, but Tide may have pushed for it just for Lance.” Rec put his number in Barclay’s phone and handed it back to him.

      “I wanted to be on that show, once upon a time. Maybe next year.” He’d always been working when the tryouts had rolled around, though, so he’d never investigated going as a Canadian.

      “I thought maybe that was your kind of thing. I also think maybe graduating to that equipment would be a good incentive—something to work toward.” Rec pointed at Barclay’s phone. “If you send me a text, I’ll have your number too.”

      “Right.” He sent a text with his name and a smiley face.

      Rec checked his phone and laughed softly. “That’s great.”

      Their waitress finally came back to clear their plates. “Can I get you some dessert or coffee?”

      “Yeah, we’d like some dessert, please. A piece of pecan pie and the doughnuts.” Rec glanced at him. “You want to try anything else? If we share, it’s not even like we’re having a complete dessert on our own.”

      Except that they were having two of them.

      “No, that’s plenty. Seriously.”

      “Good choice! You passed the test.” Rec gave him a wink before telling their waitress that the two desserts were all they needed.

      “There was a test?” Hell, he knew how much work he needed to do to make up his calories.

      Rec chuckled and shook his head. “Nah. Not on your first week. And I’d totally buy you an extra dessert if you wanted one.”

      “I’m really okay.” He found a smile. God, he was suddenly pooped. Worn out. Like the food had reminded his body that he’d just worked out and needed to nap now he’d refueled. He was glad they were doing dessert so he didn’t have to get himself home yet.

      “Cool.” Rec tilted his head. “If it’s not too forward to ask—how are you getting home?”

      “The bus. I live about two kilometers from here. I can wheel it, but it’s a challenge.” A challenge he wasn’t up to after working out.

      “And not right after working out,” Rec noted, echoing his own thoughts. “Especially your first day doing the full routine. I could push you, though. No offense intended, but I thought food would perk you up a bit, but you honestly don’t look up to the bus.”

      “Do I look that bad? Really?”

      “You don’t look bad—you look tired. I’m comparing from when you first came in earlier. You seem a little pale now.” Rec shrugged. “It wouldn’t be any bother—I’m planning a run this afternoon anyway, so a brisk walk as warm-up would be cool.”

      “I wouldn’t mind the company, I guess.” Or the help. If he wasn’t putting Rec out, which it seemed he wasn’t.

      “Great! I’d just hate to abandon you to the bus when it’s not necessary.”

      Rec turned his attention to the waitress as she came back with their desserts. “You can put them in the middle—we’re going to share.”

      “Sure. You guys enjoy.” The waitress nodded at them, smiled, then walked away.

      “We will enjoy, hmm?” Rec offered Barclay a fork, then stole one of the doughnuts, dipping it in the caramel sauce and popping the whole thing into his mouth.

      “How’s the sauce?” Barclay took one doughnut and split it with his fork. It was crispy on the outside and cakey on the inside, and best of all, it was still piping hot, steam rising from where he’d split it.

      Rec swallowed before saying “Delicious.”

      Barclay tried a little bit, finding that the salt cut the sweet just enough. He went back for a bigger bite the second time and dunked it in the caramel sauce.

      Rec smiled as he ate it. “Good, eh? For a doughnut. You’ll have to try the pecan pie next.”

      “It’s good, yeah. I like it. Of course, doughnuts are good.” He had yet to meet one he didn’t like.

      Rec took one of the forks, cut off a piece of pie and stabbed it. Then he handed the fork over to Barclay. “Tell me this isn’t even better.”

      “Thank you.” He tried it, the caramelized sweet just lovely. Not as good as the doughnuts, but very tasty nonetheless.

      Rec grinned. “You like it—I can tell.”

      “What’s not to like, right?”

      “Exactly!” Rec laughed, looking pleased, happy. It made him easy to be around.

      They ate the desserts—Barclay had a bit more than half of the doughnuts, and Rec had the lion’s share of the pie, but eventually they’d destroyed both and were licking their fingers and wiping their mouths with their napkins.

      Their waitress brought over the bill without being prompted—no doubt trying to stay ahead of the rush, and Rec pulled out his wallet. “We’ll need the machine, please.”

      She pulled it out of one of the deep pockets of her apron and grabbed the bill back, entering in the total.

      “I have some cash. I can get my half,” Barclay offered. He wasn’t a charity case.

      “If you want. I’m easy.” Rec handed his card over. “Twenty bucks’ll cover your half plus tip.”

      Barclay handed the twenty to Rec, then leaned over to put his gloves back on. He might take company on his “walk” home, but he wasn’t getting pushed, even if Rec had offered earlier. Now that the time had come, he could do this.

      Rec dealt with paying, then got up, and they headed for the street again. “You want me to push your chair?”

      “I got it. We’re good.” He had his pride, after all, and the food and rest had helped with his muscle fatigue. The fact that he’d consumed a large amount of sugar probably wasn’t hurting any either.

      “Sure, no problem. Lead on.”

      He put his head down and headed up the street, which had a subtle hill that you really noticed when you had to propel yourself up it in a wheelchair. He moved doggedly, counting out a steady rhythm.

      “You never mentioned you had to go up the hill,” Rec noted. “There wouldn’t be any shame in me giving you a bit of a push.”

      “I think everywhere in this town is up a hill somehow.” He’d never really noticed before his accident. And to make it worse, none of it was steep, which made him feel like a wimp.

      Rec chuckled and dropped behind him. “Let me help you out until we’re past the uphill, okay?”

      He would have argued, but he was going to hurl if he continued to propel himself, no question. No question.

      When he didn’t say anything, Rec murmured, “Watch your hands,” and started pushing him. Thank God.

      He closed his eyes for a second, letting himself just breathe through the exhaustion and hoping the need to barf backed off.

      “Just let me know where to go,” Rec said.

      “I’m in the big blue complex on the left at the very top of the hill.” Just where it started getting easier again.

      “Cool. What floor are you on?”

      “The first. I’m all the way in the back, but I’m on the first floor, thank God.” Even now he wouldn’t survive a climb of any sort, let alone when he’d actually rented it.

      “No elevators, eh? I know a lot of these older places don’t have them.” Rec turned into the walkway of his apartment.

      “No.” He was living careful. Real fucking careful. What savings he had needed to last until he was well enough to be earning again. Which was why he had a one-bedroom in an older place where his chair barely fit down the halls.

      “They’ve got charm, though.” Rec waited for him to unlock the door, then wheeled him in.

      “Ignore the mess, please.” He was trying his best, but… well, depression was a bitch, and that went double on the disabled list.

      Rec snorted. “I’m a guy who lives alone. I know from messy.”

      “It’s just….” It was rough.

      “Hey.” Rec crouched next to him and put a hand on his knee, warm and solid and comforting. “Whatever it is, it’s okay. You can tell me.”

      “I’m fine. I’m really fine. I just… I have a learning curve.” He couldn’t reach anything. He fell a lot. He was scared to stand in the shower. What if he fell and reinjured himself and couldn’t get up? Who knew how long he’d be stuck on the ground?

      “Of course you do. And I bet that curve just keeps returning whenever you reach a new plateau. I’m here to help, Barclay. I’m not going to judge,” Rec assured him.

      “You don’t have to. I do.” And he knew how far he had to go to get back to where he’d been. He did. Not Rec. Not anyone else.

      “I think maybe you’re judging yourself harshly, aren’t you?” Rec asked.

      “I don’t know.” He hadn’t been expecting someone to talk to him, to pay attention. That was new.

      “That’s fair. Come on, show me around your place. I won’t promise not to notice any mess, but I will promise not to care.”

      “I…. There’s not much to see.” He had the couch, a TV, a mattress on the floor, and that was it. He didn’t bother with a table or a dresser or anything. They would have just gotten in the way. He could barely reach the counter with the stove and kept his dry goods and dishes in the two lower cupboards. He didn’t really need more than the bare bones anyway. His prized possession was his laptop, which provided most of his entertainment.

      Rec frowned. “Was this your place before you got hurt?”

      “No. No, of course not. I lived in a loft downtown.” It had still had a hefty mortgage on it, though, so he’d sold it, as it had not been wheelchair friendly.

      “I can see how that would make it hard to get around. Why didn’t you keep it? Your mattress could have gone on the floor there, couldn’t it?”

      “I couldn’t afford it. I went from good money to no money, huh?”

      “That sucks hard.” Rec squeezed his leg. “I suppose you’d like me to get out of your space already, eh? You’re still coming to mine for that movie marathon tomorrow, right?”

      “Sure. Sure. Just text me the address, huh?” He was totally cancelling. He would just hide until Monday when he had to go back for his next session.

      “I will. Anytime after eleven. Thanks for hanging out with me for a while, B.”

      “Thank you for everything. You’ve been incredibly kind.” And he hadn’t experienced a lot of kindness since leaving his folks’ place and moving back out on his own.

      “Hey, my pleasure. I will text you my address—I hope you’ll come.”

      Barclay reached out, shook Rec’s hand. It was warm, and he let it go with a strange reluctance. He’d forgotten how good it was to have human contact, connection. “Have a good run, man.”

      “Oh, I will. Downhill all the way.” Rec gave him a wink and a wave and was gone.

      Barclay closed the door, shaking his head. God, he was tired. He rolled himself over to the mattress and locked the wheels on his chair. He managed to get out of the chair and dropped down onto the mattress, where he let himself collapse with a groan. He didn’t even bother to shift himself into the middle of the thing. It wasn’t going anywhere, and he could do it later.

      He closed his eyes and worked on emptying his mind. He’d go back out Monday. Until then, he wasn’t dealing with anything.
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