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  Chapter 1
Naomi


Naomi twirled the stem of her empty wineglass. She ignored her phone, which lay face up on the sleek glass table. The minutes melted away. The pink neon sign mounted on the brick wall behind her bathed her in a radiant magenta glow. Naomi, however, felt anything but radiant, despite having dressed up for the first time in months. Her long black hair cascaded over her shoulders in loose waves, as reflections of the neon light danced over the fabric of her shimmery navy dress. Her eyes unwillingly dipped to her phone as if it had its own centre of gravity, pulling them down. 
19:26. 
Naomi sighed softly as she got the attention of a passing staff member. 
“Could I have another, please?” she asked, sliding her glass toward him. 
“Of course,” he said, then scuttled away, his response almost lost to the ambient hum of the bar. 
Might as well make the most of it. 
The Copr Lounge, a popular LGBTQ bar in the middle of Cardiff, had become noticeably busier since Naomi arrived forty minutes ago. A wistful smile tugged at her lips as two people made their way to the dance floor at the other end of the bar. Lost in the music, they held each other tightly, seemingly oblivious to those around them. Naomi remembered what that was like. How it used to feel. How the entire world could slip away with the softest touch of the hand or slightest tilt of the head. 
“Here you go.” The server reappeared at the small table, wine and card reader in hand. Naomi picked up her phone and paid with it. 
19:29.
“Thank you.” The staff member disappeared again.
Naomi fidgeted with her phone without looking at it, drumming the fingers of her free hand against the table. Her eyes roved around the room, looking anywhere but at her phone or the door. She tried to lose herself in the heady aromas of espresso martinis, craft beer, and mouth-watering burgers. Her gaze had just skimmed over some of the fake plants hanging from the ceiling when they landed on a woman wearing a leather jacket seated on a stool by the bar. The woman looked up at the same moment, making eye contact. Naomi averted her gaze, though the woman was still visible in her peripheral vision. Off the stool now, she was walking toward Naomi, lesbian pride flag pin clearly visible on her lapel. The slight sway in her step suggested she’d been banking some liquid courage. 
“Hello, beautiful, is this seat taken?” Her tone was polite but laced with confidence. Naomi was almost jealous. 
“Actually, I’m waiting for someone.” Naomi kept her voice even. 
“I guess I’ll just have to keep you company until they get here,” she said, pulling out the chair. Naomi pinpointed the exact moment the woman registered her wheelchair. Her eyes widened slightly, and her body froze. Naomi took a deep breath as her shoulders tensed.  
“So, you’re, uh…” The woman’s eyes flicked briefly to her wheelchair before settling back on Naomi. “You’re new here. What’s your name? I’m Lindsey.”
“Naomi,” Naomi replied, exhaling. 
Lindsey took a sip of her beer, studying Naomi. Naomi pressed her lips together. She wanted to drink away being stood up in peace. 
“So, tell me about yourself.” Lindsey’s tone was half question, half demand. 
“There isn’t much to say.”
“C’mon, your date clearly isn’t coming. Humour me.” 
“How would you know?” Naomi said indignantly.
“That you’re supposed to be on a date, or that they’re not coming?”
Naomi’s nostrils flared. 
“Look, honey, no one dresses up like this” — she waved a hand in Naomi’s direction — “for a friend, and you’ve been sitting alone at this table for ages.”
“Good thing I’m not as pessimistic as you then,” Naomi shot back. She didn’t like the idea of this woman watching her, bristling under her scrutiny. 
“Pfft, whatever, man.” Lindsey got up from the table, not bothering to push the chair back in. “I was just trying to be nice.” 
Before Naomi could say anything else, Lindsey disappeared, the crowd absorbing her like quicksand. 
Naomi exhaled, her shoulder muscles relaxing as she took a long drink of her wine. Her eyes gravitated back to her phone. 
19:34
Unlocking it, she navigated to the dating app she’d installed last week after crumbling under the pressure of those insisting she ‘got back out there’. She was still surprised, not to mention a little terrified, by how quickly she had matched with someone. She opened the app’s message function, revealing her last message still showing as unseen. 
Where are you?


She suddenly became aware of how much she stood out. Everyone else in the lounge was with a partner or friends, all laughing, drinking, and having a good time. She sat at a table, alone, her confidence shrinking by the second. 
Why on earth did I think this was a good idea? 
Lucy, 31, from Cardiff, had been the one to reach out. Naomi found her blond curls cute, and her profile said she played basketball for the Cardiff Bay Blizzards, which would have given them something to talk about. She was from Cardiff, which was another plus. She was firmly rooted in the city. Lucy had seemed so colourful and vibrant, with a laundry list of hobbies, and she’d been exceedingly chatty. Until now. Naomi felt silly for having agreed to this date in the first place. The hopeful flutters in her stomach suffocated in the radio silence.  
She opened her own profile. Her picture was a black and white headshot she used for work. Her profile was succinct. 
Naomi, 28, from Oxford. Enjoys sport and watching films. 
She scoffed. Why had she bothered? 
19:39
One more minute. She’d give Lucy one more minute, despite her now being nearly forty minutes late, and then she’d leave. It gave her time to finish her wine, anyway. Maybe Lucy went to the wrong bar and sat there waiting, equally embarrassed. Maybe there had been an issue with the train or the bus, or her car wouldn’t start. Each excuse sounded more fragile than the last against the backdrop of radio silence, but Naomi clung to them like a life buoy for her self-esteem. 
Naomi leaned back in her chair and sighed, folding her arms across her chest, wineglass still clutched in her hand. She spotted Lindsey, now chatting up someone else across the room, and sighed. She wasn’t sure why she’d been so cold. The woman had done nothing wrong, only made conversation. 
And she was right, too. 
The thought further irritated. 19:40 had rolled around and there was still no sign of her date. 
Naomi finished the last of her wine and ordered a taxi, quickly manoeuvring out from under the table. Heading toward the exit, she navigated around tipsy club goers who had no sense of personal space. She pressed the button to open the heavy double doors and wheeled outside. The stuffy summer air was not any cooler than the sticky air inside the bar. She tucked out of the way by a bus shelter and waited for her taxi to pull up, feeling exposed in her well-fitting dress. 
Thankfully, it was a Friday night, so the taxi didn’t take long. 
“Taxi for Saiki?” A taxi driver leaned toward his open passenger window. 
“That’s me,” Naomi responded, pushing closer to the car. The taxi driver turned off his engine and got out of the cab, opening the car door for her. Naomi got to her feet and folded her wheelchair down before walking the few steps to get into the back of the taxi. The taxi driver put her wheelchair in the boot, and they were soon on their way, quickly swallowed by the city traffic. She leaned against the door and watched Cardiff city centre roll by her window. The people and lights reflecting on the glass formed a vivid tapestry, one she could only observe. 

      [image: ]Naomi pushed open her front door and wheeled into her flat, relishing the balm-like quiet after the busyness of the bar. She locked the door, shutting out the rest of the world. A tension headache gnawed at her temples. She shut her eyes and briefly massaged her forehead. 
Well, that was a terrible idea.  
Naomi placed her handbag onto the sideboard and wheeled further into the open-plan living space, past the cheap, flat-pack coffee table, and into the kitchen. She knew exactly what she wanted to do with her unexpectedly free evening.  
Standing up from her wheelchair, she retrieved a bag of sweet and salty microwave popcorn from the upper kitchen cupboards. The beeps from the microwave buttons intruded into the silent space. She filled her water bottle, then eased back into her chair to wait. She watched the popcorn packet rotate around the microwave as it whirred, moving but going nowhere, and sighed, rubbing her forehead once more. 
Damn neon lights. 
Her gaze wandered around the kitchen, landing on the fridge and the handful of magnets adorning its surface. It was a family tradition her parents had started, collecting fridge magnets from every place they visited. Their fridge at home was an archive of their travels. Naomi used to love sitting in front of it, running her fingers over the magnets, each causing a bouquet of fond memories to bloom in her mind. Naomi had tried to continue that tradition, but she never had enough time. Luke always had an important meeting he couldn’t miss, or a golf trip vital for networking.
A little cherry blossom magnet stood pride of place in the middle of the fridge. She’d bought it on her family’s last visit to her grandparents, just over a year ago. They’d invited Luke, but he’d declined, citing work, despite Naomi emphasising how important it was to her. She wasn’t sure why she hadn’t seen that for the red flag it was. Her then fifteen-year-old sister Mei had tried to insist she buy a more humorous anime magnet, eventually having to convince their parents to buy it for her instead. 
Once the popcorn was done, she emptied the bag into a bowl. Bowl in her lap and water bottle shoved between her knees, she wheeled back into the living room. She took her usual spot on the unevenly worn cream couch, placing the popcorn and water bottle next to her. Leaning forward, she used an electronic lighter to light the half-used large vanilla and jasmine candle taking centre stage on the coffee table, its glass container reflecting the flame as it flickered. She grabbed the television remote and scrolled through the list of films. 
Her phone pinged loudly in her pocket, making her jump. She’d forgotten she’d switched it to loud in case Lucy messaged her. Hope bubbled in her chest like a fizzy drink with the first twist of the bottle cap. Maybe Lucy hadn’t stood her up, after all. 
How is it going? Are you being murdered in the woods somewhere? 


Naomi sighed. Of course, it was Jazz. She felt silly for thinking anything different. 
Worse. She didn’t show. 

What? Rude!

Yeah, I know. Strike one for online dating. 

Two more strikes to go!

No, none. It was strike one of one. I’m out.

I just don’t think it’s for me. 

Don’t write it off, Nay, I think it’ll be good for you, get yourself back out there!


There was that phrase again. As if she couldn’t be happy unless she was ‘out there’ looking for something she wasn’t sure she’d ever find. 
When I’m ready, I can get myself back out there without the help of an algorithm or straight couples looking for a unicorn for a threesome because they can’t accept that their sex life has disintegrated. 

You got those messages too, huh?

Yeah, thanks for the warning, haha. 

Soz bbz. 


Naomi sighed and put her phone on the arm of the sofa. 
Why was everyone so keen for her to get ‘back out there’? Even her parents, who had loved Luke, in the beginning at least, had been dropping hints about it being time to start looking for someone new. As if her wounds weren’t still raw. As if she wasn’t still living in the flat she and Luke had rented together, in what was supposed to have been their final relocation. He’d promised. 
Naomi glanced back toward the kitchen, at the popcorn packet she’d left on the side, the handful of fridge magnets, and the pretentious granola dispenser Luke hadn’t taken with him. It had sat empty and idle on the kitchen counter for over a year now, taking up space, and serving Naomi no purpose. He’d been the one to insist the popcorn had to live in the top cupboard, out of Naomi’s easy reach, because counter space should be reserved for things they used more often. For ‘efficiency’. Everything was about efficiency with him. His five-year plan had centred on the fastest path to directorship, then CEO. He wouldn’t let anything get in his way. Including Naomi. 
Naomi resolved to list the granola dispenser for free online tomorrow. Luke clearly wasn’t coming back for it. 
Pulling a thick blanket over herself, she picked up the remote again, scrolling past all the new films she could watch and returning to one of her favourites: the Matrix trilogy. As the familiar opening scenes rolled, she settled further into the sofa and wrapped the blanket tightly around herself save for her left arm, using it to reach for the nearby popcorn. She thought about how the fallacy of the matrix was a good analogy for the promise of true love. It seems like a paradise on the surface, but in reality, it just leaves you open to be hurt and taken advantage of. 
And to move cities three times in four years.
Naomi picked up her phone again and swiftly navigated to the dating app. Lucy’s profile taunted her, her messages still unread. She quickly located the app settings and pressed the button to delete her account. 
‘Deleting your account is permanent, and once deleted, it cannot be retrieved. Are you sure?’
Naomi’s thumb hovered over the conformation button, the voices of her well-meaning friends and family loud in her mind. She could be perfectly happy on her own, running her life according to her own schedule, not according to someone else’s ambition. For the first time in years, she could put herself first, and she owed it to herself to really commit to that. Which meant no more dating. She re-read the app’s question. Was she sure?
Definitely. 
She tapped her thumb on the screen to confirm. 
When she put her phone back down, tension drained out of her shoulders. She ignored the sadness threatening to seep in. This was for the best. She shoved the memories of how Lucy’s messages had made her laugh far, far from her mind. 






  
  Chapter 2
Lucy


Months. Weeks to go back to work, and months to go back to basketball. Lucy glared at the crutches on the floor next to her, as if her mere gaze could incinerate them. Maggie, her jet-black cat, joined in with scathing judgement from where she perched on the back of the sofa.
Lucy had been looking forward to the video appointment with her doctor to work out the next steps. She needed to do something, anything, to feel like she was making progress to get back on her feet. 
It had only been three weeks since her last, doomed basketball game. They’d won, which was something. Ending the season on a high was always nice, especially with the news the team had given Sonia, originally a temporary addition, a permanent contract. Lucy had tried to join in with the post-game celebrations, but her best friend Asha had insisted on taking a pale Lucy to the hospital instead. 
Lucy almost resented Asha for being right. The scans showed a grade two or three sprain with ligament tearing. 
Lucy tapped her phone to check the time and saw a wallpaper picture of herself, Asha, Sonia, and the rest of the team on the team bus pulling faces around their sleeping captain, Amelia. Amelia had made them do an extra set of shuttles for that, but it had been worth it. 
Lucy’s chest ached for her teammates. Which was illogical since many of them had been over for board game night the night before. The coffee table still had a small stack of games on it. Lucy had not trusted her one-legged balance enough to stand up and put them away on the bookshelves in the corner. The Blizzards were on their post-season break, so no one would be training, anyway. But Lucy knew as well as anyone that feelings were never logical. 
A car door slammed outside. Lucy twisted in her seat to look out of the window and see if it was her stepfather. Immediately, she winced in pain, having unintentionally jerked her ankle. Turning back, she looked at the offending joint, still swollen, the green hues of bruises patchworking her skin. 
Lucy sighed and waited for the pain to subside before putting a trainer on her good foot and grabbing her discarded sock and protective boot from the seat next to her. She eased her injured foot back into the sock before carefully placing it into the protective boot and tightening the Velcro straps. She just about managed to hide her grimace, though it was just her in the bungalow. 
The living room had a deep green, brown, and white floral-patterned carpet, with heavy matching curtains and white walls slightly yellowed with time. Behind the door, several patches of paint testers created a rainbow tapestry of indecisiveness. The old-fashioned living room starkly contrasted the large flat-screen television with accompanying gaming consoles, the static bike in the corner, and the large colourful artwork, a custom-painted house-warming gift from Asha mounted on the wall. A half-completed jigsaw rested on the coffee table, next to the discarded board games. All in all, a fair summation of the few activities Lucy enjoyed that she could still do. 
Another car door slammed, nearer this time, and Lucy immediately heard her stepfather’s familiar heavy footsteps outside. He rapped his knuckles sharply on the front door three times. 
“It’s open!” Lucy yelled from the living room. She fumbled picking up her crutches from the floor, sending the plastic and metal clattering back to the ground. Maggie bolted from the room at the sudden sound.  
“Ready to go?” Andrew, her stepfather, asked, as she looked to where his large frame stood silhouetted in the doorway.  
“Just about.” She hauled herself to her feet - well, to her foot, specifically. Her booted right foot hung in the air like a sad, cumbersome pendulum. 
Lucy used the crutches to navigate around the sofa. She paused, leaning down precariously to pick up a backpack. Without a word, Andrew batted away her hand and picked up the bag, slinging it over his shoulder, like he had done so many times before. The act immediately transported Lucy back to being a child, her ever-electric legs jiggling with excitement as she danced around him into her weekly junior basketball training, her small lime green bag slung over his shoulder, the size disparity making him look ridiculous. But he hadn’t cared. 
Andrew opened the front door, and supervised Lucy as she used the crutches to lift herself over the low door lip, then down the short concrete ramp that led to the front garden gate. His car gleamed in the sunlight, reminding Lucy of the summer she was missing out on, cooped up inside. Andrew stepped carefully around her to get ahead and open the passenger door. She smiled at him gratefully as she lowered down into the passenger seat and tucked the crutches next to her before using her hands to lift her injured leg inside the vehicle. 
Andrew got in the other side. 
“You all sorted?” he asked, making sure she had put her seatbelt on and was comfortable. 
“Yep. Thank you for this, I really appreciate it.”
“You were going stir-crazy in that house,” he stated, starting the car. 
He wasn’t wrong, and he wasn’t the only one who’d noticed. It had been Asha who had found the contact details for the coach at the local wheelchair basketball club, and cajoled Lucy into contacting them about training. She’d been worried about Lucy. I know you. You’re not happy if you’re not moving, she’d said on the video call. I’d come and get you myself and drag you there kicking and screaming if I had to, but… 
As if Lucy needed reminding her best friend had got busier since the end of the season. Too busy to have much time for her. Asha, Sonia, and their teammate Kiera were working on a business plan for Asha’s art career. 
It was getting to Lucy more than she felt it should have. She felt guilty for doubting her friend, but she half expected Asha to just…leave her behind. 
They approached the end of the street, and Andrew indicated to turn right. 
Here goes nothing. 

      [image: ]The leisure centre on the other side of Cardiff was unfamiliar. Lucy’s stomach clenched with unexpected nerves. She fixed her usual confident, easy-going smile on her face, but it felt fake. 
Andrew turned off the engine, and Lucy caught sight of a wheelchair user pushing their sports chair in front of them, heading into the sports hall. 
At least we’re in the right place. 
Lucy opened the car door and grabbed her crutches, swung her legs out, and hauled herself to standing. Andrew had already put her backpack over his shoulder and stood waiting at the front of the car. 
“C’mon, hop-along,” he said before dramatically limping forward. “Let me know if I’m going too fast for you!” he said over his shoulder with a wink. Lucy laughed and gently thwacked him with the end of her crutch, nearly losing her balance. His mischievous grin disappeared instantly, stepping toward her to catch her if she fell. 
“You good?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. Would have served you right if I’d fallen, though. I would have never let you forget it.” She smirked. 
“Yeah…maybe don’t tell your mother, okay?” he replied, only half joking. 
“Scout’s honour,” Lucy said, saluting him, moving more carefully this time. 
“You were never in the scouts…” he muttered. 
They walked into the leisure centre, and Lucy looked around, working out where to go. The cute woman sitting at reception caught her eye, and Lucy suddenly wished Andrew weren’t still here. 
“We’re, uh, looking for the wheelchair basketball?” she asked, trying to be as suave as possible while stood next to her stepfather. 
“The sports hall is down that corridor, and to your right,” the woman said with a light pleasant lilt, her gaze drifting up and down Lucy’s athletic form. Lucy pulsed her eyebrow, letting the receptionist know she’d noticed.  
Andrew cleared his throat. 
“C’mon, you,” he said gruffly. Lucy thought if she wasn’t on crutches, he might have made to grab her by the scruff of her neck. She grinned and followed him down the corridor, waving back apologetically to the receptionist. 
As promised, a little further down there was a set of double doors on the right side of the corridor. Andrew pushed open one door and Lucy hobbled through, but he didn’t follow her. 
“Aren’t you coming in?”
He shook his head and handed over her rucksack.
“I’ve done my time sitting on uncomfortable wooden benches in cold sports halls watching you run around like a Duracell bunny. I’ll be back in a couple of hours to pick you up. Good luck!” He turned and the door closed behind him. 
Lucy was on her own. 
She swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry, before turning to face the sports hall. 
Some wheelchair basketball players were already shooting at each of the baskets, Lucy instantly dumbfounded how they could use their hands to both handle the ball and move their chairs with such agility. A few day chairs lined the side of the hall, people transferring out of them and into sports chairs. Other people walked, pushing their sports chairs in front of them. 
“Hi, you must be Lucy?” A woman walked up to her with a smile. She had short black hair, light skin, and many visible tattoos on her arms. 
“Yes, hi.”
“I’m Zara. We spoke via email. I’m glad you could make it.” Zara smiled. “First thing’s first, we need to get you a chair.” She led them toward a large storage cupboard off the court. Inside were a range of sports chairs, a mixture of blues and blacks and reds, with their wheels carefully placed on top of them. Zara looked Lucy up and down. 
“With your height, we’re going to need one of the taller chairs.” She moved some sports chairs out of the way. Lucy’s instinct was to try to help, but she was pretty sure she’d be more of a hindrance at this point. 
“Ah, here we go. This one should work,” Zara said, pulling out a chair from the back. She motioned for Lucy to exit the cupboard ahead of her. Zara attached the two bigger wheels to the sports chair chassis and then backed the chair up against the wall. 
“Here you go, have a sit in that. We’ll see if it works.”
Lucy hopped over to the chair and tentatively leaned her crutches up against the wall next to it. She reached behind her to lower herself into the chair, her arms wobbling from managing the unstable surface. She could see why Zara pushed it up against the wall. Finally, with a thump, she sank into the chair, grateful to no longer be wobbling on one leg. Using her hands to help, she lifted her booted foot onto the footplate and squeezed her good foot in next to it. 
“Perfect,” Zara said. “Just do up that lap strap and have a push around, see how it feels. 
Lucy looked around and found a Velcro strap she hadn’t seen before, tightening it over her thighs. Though slightly more connected to the chair, being tied into it also felt perilous. She’d be stuck in it if it toppled over. 
She looked up to ask Zara what exactly she should do if it toppled over, only to realise Zara had moved away and was talking to one of the other players. 
Taking a deep breath, Lucy put her hands on the wheels. She tentatively pushed forward, then rolled the full width of the court with quick, abrupt movements of her hands. Pushing harder on one side turned the chair. The chair’s quick response was surprising. She picked up speed for the return lap, and a small smile formed on her face. 
This was her. Moving. Learning. As her speed increased, so did her confidence, and she tried a quick turn at the other end, moving her hands in opposite directions to spin swiftly to the right. 
As she turned, she had a millisecond to see the blur of another person in their chair before she collided with them, the loud metal clash echoing around the sports hall. One of her big wheels lifted off the ground, and she started falling toward the floor. The stranger reached out and grabbed the raised wheel, forcing it back down.  
“I’m sorry! I’m-” Lucy started, but the words got stuck in her throat. The person glaring up at her from their chair seemed vaguely familiar, but Lucy couldn’t remember why. Her black hair had been tied back in a plait, and her hazel eyes showed nothing but disdain for Lucy’s ineptitude. 
“Watch where you’re going,” the other person said sharply, before manoeuvring her chair away from Lucy’s. 
“I’m sorry. I’m new. I’m Lucy-” she began, but the other person had already pushed away, speeding to the other end of the court. 
Mouth half open, Lucy watched the woman pick up a ball off the floor by pressing it into the side of her wheel and letting the wheel’s rotation bring it upwards. Then she flicked it over her shoulder to bounce in front of her. A moment later, she had picked it up and scored in the basket which suddenly seemed so much higher than when Lucy was on her feet. 
When Zara sat down on a chair nearby, detaching her prosthetic leg before transferring to her own sports chair, Lucy pushed toward her. 
“Hey, Zara, are the…do you not play on lower baskets?”
“Nope, only full-height baskets for us,” Zara said, sounding patient. “It’s the same shooting motion as in the running game. You just need more height on your shots.” 
“Okay, thanks.” 
Zara pushed away, moving around the perimeter of the court, presumably to warm up. 
Lucy scanned the court for a spare ball. When she found one, pushing up to it, she tried to imitate the way the other player had picked up the ball, and failed. In the end, she bent all the way forward and snatched the ball up with two hands.  
She bounced the ball a few times at her side, a wave of relief washing over her as the familiar sound and texture of the bouncing ball took her straight back to her muscle memory and back to herself. The relief was short-lived, though, when she looked between the ball in her hands and the basket, unsure how she would get herself near enough to shoot. 
Zara pulled her chair alongside and motioned for Lucy to pass her the ball. 
“You can either put the ball in your lap, and push the chair twice,” Zara said, demonstrating. “More than two touches of your wheels between passing or dribbling is a travel. Or, you can bounce the ball, and push in between bounces, like this.”
She moved slowly a few metres left and right in front of Lucy, bouncing the ball, pushing, and then catching the ball again.
“Once you get used to that, instead of catching it, you can just keep bouncing it.” She demonstrated again, this time moving much more fluidly. 
Zara tossed the ball back to Lucy. 
“I’ll get someone to help you properly in a bit, once everyone is warmed up,” Zara said before zooming away again. 
Lucy looked at the ball in her hands and shrugged. How hard could it be?
She bounced the ball and pushed her chair forward. When she tried to bounce it again, the ball pinged off her chair frame and rolled away from her. It made a beeline for her crutches, sending them clattering to the floor like pins in a bowling alley. She chased after the ball, her face burning, and awkwardly picked it up off the floor again. She bounced it again, pushed her chair forward, and caught the ball this time, the chair still slowly rolling forward, and she sat holding the ball. 
At least that’s something. 
She bounced the ball and pushed once more. Finally, she felt close enough to the basket to shoot. Her muscles moved into their shooting position without having to think about it, and she sent the ball flying up into a graceful arc through the air. 
Her elation at being back on the court quickly turned to disappointment, though, when the ball flopped pathetically several metres from the basket. She huffed as she pushed forward to retrieve it, picking it up again. The ball no longer looked like an old, familiar friend, but more like someone who’d changed right under her nose until she didn’t recognise them anymore. The darkness that had consumed her as she’d lain on the sofa for the last few weeks threatened to reappear. 
“Come in!” Zara shouted from the centre circle, drawing everyone toward her. Lucy, with her awkward push and catch motion, joined the circle last, smiling sheepishly. 
“As you can see, we’ve got a new member this week. Lucy is joining us from the Cardiff Bay Blizzards running team for a while.” 
Lucy, with her arms folded over the ball in her lap, half-heartedly waved as she looked around the circle of over a dozen people, all looking at her. She nudged the ball from side to side between her hands. 
“We’ll start with layups, twenty on each side, three balls,” Zara said, and the circle dispersed to their allotted points. 
“Naomi, could you take Lucy down the other end, show her some of the basics?”
Lucy, who had been moving to join the back of one of the layup queues, froze and turned back to face Zara and Naomi. 
Naomi?
Shit. 
Images of Naomi’s dating profile photos flashed across her mind, as well as the several messages she’d missed from her when she’d inadvertently stood her up. She’d foiled her own plans to make a good first impression before she’d even come through the leisure centre doors. 
“Of course,” Naomi said, teeth gritted, her mouth barely moving. Lucy’s cheeks burned.
“Great, thanks.” Zara moved away to watch the layup drill the others were doing. 
Naomi pushed to the other end of the court, muttering something sarcastic about the perks of being the team captain. Lucy could only presume she was supposed to follow. 
“Naomi, I’m sorry, I-”
“Have you done any wheelchair basketball before?” Naomi interrupted. 
“No.” 
Naomi scoffed. 
“Show me how you’re doing with the dribbling,” Naomi commanded. Lucy paused, unsure of what was happening. Were they just…not going to talk about this? Naomi clearly recognised her.
Or maybe she’s just this mean to everyone. 
The raven-haired woman stared her down.
“I can’t help you if I can’t see what you’re doing wrong.”
Lucy got her reluctant arms to move, started dribbling the ball, her face flushing under Naomi’s scrutiny. Naomi raised a hand to stop her. 
“Okay, try just bouncing it, no catching.” Naomi ordered.
Lucy took a deep breath, reminding herself the other woman was helping her. 
Lucy tried to do as she was told and managed three pushes before the ball went flying off in the wrong direction. She tried to channel her usual confidence as she pushed after it, but it felt like she’d left it on the side of the court at the end of last season. Her teammates having to all but carry her to the changing rooms had been the final straw. 
She returned to Naomi, who sat with her arms folded, watching her. Judging her, Lucy assumed. 
Naomi held out her hands for the ball. 
“Try bouncing it to the side of your chair, rather than in front.” She demonstrated, quickly dribbling a couple of widths. Lucy couldn’t help but admire the fluidity of the motion – it was like Naomi, the ball and her chair were one cohesive entity moving in unison. Naomi finished and tossed the ball back to Lucy. 
Lucy hesitated. Naomi sighed and began picking at something on her nails. Lucy swallowed and tried dribbling again, surprised to find it much easier. She was still nowhere near Naomi’s level, but she managed a full width of the court without losing the ball, which felt like an achievement. When she turned, she caught a small smile on Naomi’s face, which quickly disappeared. 
Caught you.
Lucy grinned. It was progress. 
“Keep going.” Naomi commanded. 
Lucy obliged, completing another width, only losing the ball right at the end. 
“Good,” Naomi said, sounding reluctant. “To stop your chair, bounce the ball in front of you and grab the wheels, then catch it again. That’s called a bounce stop.” 
Naomi did a quick demonstration with a ball she had grabbed from somewhere. Lucy did as she was told. It took her a few goes to link up the movements, but eventually, she successfully bounced the ball, stopped her chair, and caught the ball. She turned to Naomi to gauge her reaction, only to see her shooting at the nearby basket, not paying Lucy any attention. Lucy’s brow furrowed.  She at least expected Naomi to watch. Instead, Lucy watched her as she stringed a basket. Annoyingly, she couldn’t help but notice her toned muscles as her arms moved through her shooting action, and the way the fibres flexed as she pushed her chair to retrieve the ball. There was a reason she’d reached out on the dating app, after all, but that black and white photograph did not do Naomi justice. 
Not wanting to be caught staring, Lucy did a few more widths practising bounce stops, managing to look slightly less like a newborn giraffe finding its feet. Eager to keep learning, she approached Naomi again, who ignored her. 
“Now what?” Lucy asked as nicely as she could in the face of being deliberately ignored. 
“Let’s do some shooting,” Naomi said, throwing up another shot of her own. 
Lucy sighed and decided to ignore her attitude. If she didn’t want to help, fine, she didn’t have to. Lucy could usually work these kinds of things out on her own through trial and error. 
They shot in silence for a few minutes. Almost all of Naomi’s shots went in, and almost all of Lucy’s didn’t even make it to the basket. A few ricocheted off the backboard and went flying down toward the other end of the court. Other players took pity on her and rolled the ball back, but all that meant was she had to fumble trying to pick them up off the floor as she still couldn’t get the hang of using her wheel to pick them up. Her next shot didn’t even hit the rim. 
“For fucks sakes,” she said under her breath as she passed Naomi, chasing after her ball once more. She was starting to think this had been a terrible idea. Getting out of the house and moving again was supposed to make her feel better, not feel as useless as a fish trying to climb a tree. 
Naomi finally spoke again. 
“Try turning your chair about forty-five degrees to the basket, and adding more height to your shots.” Her tone was softer this time, and Lucy somehow found that made her feel worse. The last thing she wanted was someone’s pity. Espeically when that someone was Naomi.   
Naomi moved under the basket to rebound for Lucy, her seemingly ever present scowl had gone. Lucy shoulders sagged. It felt pointless. But Naomi looked at her expectantly anyway. 
Lucy positioned her chair as instructed and tried to relax. Her first shot still didn’t reach the backboard, but it was going in the right direction, at least. Naomi rebound the ball and tossed it back to her. Her second shot hit the backboard harder than she meant, but still, somehow, found its way into the basket. 
Finally. 
“There’s hope for you yet.” Naomi smirked. Lucy couldn’t tell if it was banter or a jibe. Naomi passed the ball back to her. 
Lucy put up another shot, this time getting the balance of height and power just right. The ball kissed the backboard before falling gracefully into the net, the way she was used to it doing when she played the running game. 
“That’s it. Good,” Naomi said excitedly. Lucy grinned at her, and Naomi’s smile quickly disappeared.  
The next time Naomi passed her the ball, Lucy caught it and held it in her lap. 
“Look, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—” she began before the shrill sound of Zara’s whistle interrupted, ending the layup drill and calling Lucy and Naomi to her for the next one. 
Lucy wasn’t sure she was ever going to catch a break where Naomi was concerned. The small voice of doubt in the back of her head told her it was her own fault. 
*** 
By the end of the session, Lucy’s mind felt like mush from all the new information she had tried to take on board. They’d finished the session with a scrimmage, and it had made Lucy feel like she was a child again, with older players feeding her the ball so she could shoot and feel involved while the rest of the game happened around her. She did, however, manage to do a bounce stop to avoid crashing into someone at one point. She immediately looked to Naomi, who Lucy could have sworn chose that moment to look away. Lucy wasn’t sure what to do. Her wheelchair basketball career seemed doomed before it had even started. 
The whistle sounded. 
“Alright, everyone, round the circle.” Zara said, ending the scrimmage. 
The team gathered around the circle, some still breathing hard from the effort. Lucy’s shoulder muscles burned, but she wasn’t out of breath — she didn’t know enough to be useful enough to get out of breath. She felt like a pointless fifth wheel on court. 
“Okay, a reminder, I need everyone’s availability for the upcoming friendly game. Please respond to the poll. Also, we’ve got the court booked for this Saturday at ten to film a promotional video to hopefully recruit more players. Who’s available?” 
A few people around the circle put up their hands. Lucy, despite being permanently free at the moment, wasn’t sure her presence would be welcomed. Zara seemingly read her mind. 
“Lucy, I know it’s short notice, but are you free? We could do with having a range of abilities in the video.”
“Uh.” Lucy hesitated. Across the circle, Naomi rolled her eyes. Feeling snubbed, Lucy responded out of spite. “Yeah, sure, I can make it.”
“Great, I’ll text you the details.” Zara smiled before turning back to the circle. “Comets on three! 1…2…3!”
“Comets!” 
Zara pushed around the circle, giving everyone a low five before their departure. Lucy pushed back to where her crutches lay on the floor and backed the chair up to the wall, not trusting she could get out of it with any kind of grace. Zara had somehow already reattached her prosthetic leg and stood next to her, offering her a hand. 
“Thanks.” Lucy used the offered hand to leverage herself out of the chair before scooping her crutches up off the floor. Even on one leg, she was much more comfortable stood up. She hoped that would change. 
“How did you find it?” Zara asked, sounding hopeful. 
“It was…different,” Lucy replied honestly. “But I had fun.”
“Good. Coming again next week?”
“Definitely.” Lucy ignored the way her stomach churned in protest. 
Zara grinned before turning to gather the loose balls and vests back into their respective bags. 
The double doors to the court opened, and Andrew stuck his head inside. Lucy gave him a small wave before picking her bag up off the floor and slinging it over her shoulder. 
“Did you have fun?” he asked as she crutched over to him. 
“Kind of?” She laughed, wincing in pain every time she had to put weight through the crutches as they left. Pushing the wheels of the wheelchair had made the skin on her hands red and angry. 
Gratefully, Lucy sank into the passenger seat, her arms aching in an entirely different way than they normally did after basketball. Andrew started the car, putting the radio on quietly, and Lucy watched the world roll by outside the window, mulling over the session. 
“Think you’ll keep going?” Andrew’s voice made Lucy jump. She’d been so lost in her own thoughts she’d almost forgotten he was there. 
“Yeah, I will. Actually, can you give me a lift back here on Saturday? I’ve volunteered to be in a promotional video for the club.” 
“Becoming the star of the team already?”
“Hardly,” Lucy scoffed. “I made a right fool of myself.” She thought of the derision in Naomi’s expression while Lucy helplessly trailed after another loose ball. 
“Everyone has to start somewhere.”
With Naomi, it’s finished before it’s even started.  
“Yeah.” Lucy sighed. “I guess I thought there would be more transferable skills from the running game.”
“You can’t be instantly good at every sport you dabble in.” Andrew chuckled, harking back to her childhood. 
“I can try though, right?” she joked before they drifted back into silence, and her mind wandered back to Naomi. 
Lucy was used to being liked and making people laugh. Her jovial nature usually put them at ease, but it only seemed to wind Naomi up. She had no idea how to handle it. Naomi seemed to have her mind made up already. 
It’s a shame. 
Lucy sighed, before admitting to herself. 
She’s even more beautiful in person. 
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