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CHAPTER

ONE
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THE CRASH WAS NOT A surprise. I saw it coming – steeling myself for the inevitable sound of metal hitting metal at a high, reckless speed. The final impact rattled my teeth and took my breath away. It always did.

Shouts and mild profanity filled the thick air, yelled with both anger and excitement. Next to me on my left, my husband, Greg Stevens, was pumping his fist high as he cheered. His favorite team, the Laguna Lunatics, was ahead.

It’s called Murder Ball. 

The official name is quad rugby. It’s a game played by quadriplegics in wheelchairs on a regulation basketball court. It’s also an official Paralympic sport. The object of the game is to get the ball past the other team’s goal. It’s fast, brutal, and exciting. Using special wheelchairs that look like modified Mad Max bumper cars, players slam into each other with no thought of injury. Sometimes they tip and the occupants, usually secured by a safety belt, go down with them onto the hard wood floor. Think sacks of flour from a tipped hand truck and you get the picture.

My name is Odelia Patience Grey and until I met Greg, I didn’t even know the sport of quad rugby existed. Now every November we pilgrimage down to Balboa Park in San Diego for the Best of the West tournament. Greg would love to play. Even if he hadn’t told me so many times, I can see it in his eyes. They light up like high beams on a dark road whenever we attend the tournament or go to any of the regular games and practices. 

My husband is an excellent athlete. He plays basketball, golf, tennis, surfs and sails, and has taken self-defense courses. He doesn’t let being in a wheelchair stop him from doing anything he wants to do. He even jumped from an airplane on his last birthday. It was something he’d always wanted to do and I reluctantly had given it to him as a gift. I went to watch and to get it on video, but the whole time my heart was in my throat, along with my breakfast.

But quad rugby is something Greg can’t do. It’s a sport only open to quadriplegics – men and women who have impairment to some degree in all four of their limbs. Greg is a paraplegic with full use of his hands and arms. Who knew the one sport he’s dying to try would be something he’s too able-bodied to play.

Greg has many friends who play quad rugby. A few of them – players with more mobility in their upper extremities – also play on some of the wheelchair basketball teams in Greg’s league.

The Municipal Gymnasium at Balboa Park was like most any gym found anywhere in the world. It’s a huge no-frills building, reminiscent of an airplane hangar, large enough to hold two full-size basketball courts with a generous middle section for bleachers facing both courts, and a wide open space for mingling. The floors are hard wood, the walls scarred, the air a mix of sweat, wood polish, and rubber that no cleaning product or room freshener could ever abolish. Defeat and triumph filled the room like the Ghosts of Christmas Past, Present, and Future. 

We were watching the Laguna Lunatics take on the Fresno Flash. Our friend Richard Henderson, better known as Rocky, played for the Lunatics. His wife, Miranda, sat next to me on the bleachers to my right. Two years ago after the tournament, she’d confessed to me that she hated quad rugby. She’d been drunk at the time. We were in the ladies room at the hotel where several of the players, along with their families and friends, had been celebrating the end of the tournament and the win of the Lunatics. I had been holding Miranda’s hair while she knelt on the dubious floor of one of the stalls and puked. She all but pinkie swore me to secrecy after, not about the vomiting, but about her feelings toward the game her husband loved second only to her. But she need not have worried. I’m a firm believer in the sanctity of the ladies room. If someone trusts you enough to hold her hair while she pukes, then you’d better not screw her over by divulging any secrets she spills along with her dinner, even if some of that dinner splashes onto your new blue shoes that you didn’t buy on sale. It’s like a priest hearing confession, but messier. I didn’t even tell Greg.

Crash! Kevin Spelling, a California golden boy with curly blond locks and shoulders and upper arms thick as redwoods, smashed into an opposing player. He flashed a toothy grin of perfect white teeth as the ball came loose and was regained by the Lunatics. He’d been injured in a surfing accident when he was barely twenty-one and was now in his early thirties.

A few rows behind us, Samantha Franco jumped to her feet and screamed with enthusiasm as her husband Jeremy, one of the new players on the Lunatics, took the ball down the court for the score.

Almost as soon as the ball was back in play, the jarring sound of collision fill the air, battling with the shouts and crashes coming from the other court for attention, as if the noise was a competition. Each crash rattled my teeth. I could only imagine was it felt like on the court. Another crash. Next to me Miranda jumped to her feet. On the court in front of us, Rocky was on the floor. Strapped into his tank of a wheelchair, he floundered on his back like a flipped sea turtle. A whistle sounded and the game stopped. From the sidelines, the coach of the Lunatics, Able Warren, and his assistant, his college-aged nephew Ian, ran onto the court. Ian was holding a very large piece of cardboard, like a large appliance box that had been dismantled and flattened. They stuck the cardboard under the wheelchair, wedging it under the small back wheels used for spinning and quick turns, and righted Rocky. The crowd cheered. As soon as he was stable, the cardboard was removed and the whistle blew to resume play. The whole exercise took about ten seconds. A NASCAR pit crew could take lessons. 

Seeing Rocky upright again, Miranda plopped back down on the bench. “I’ll never get used to that.” Her face was stony with worry. “Never.”

I reached an arm around Miranda and gave her a quick motherly hug. She was young, not even out of her twenties, and on the flighty side. Rocky was in his late thirties. Being in my mid-fifties, I was closer in age to the parents of many players than to their significant others. Even Greg, at ten years my junior, was long in the tooth next to most of the players.

“Don’t worry,” I told her. “A little fall is not going to hurt him. Considering what Rocky and these other players have been through, this is nothing. They’re made of steel.” 

Which was true considering how many of the players had undergone multiple surgeries following the various accidents and injuries that had placed them in the chairs in the first place. Some of the players had lost limbs to illnesses, like one star player who played without all four limbs. Using rubber sleeves on the stumps of his arms, which had been amputated just above the elbow, he could smoke most of the players as he headed down the court. He could catch the ball and even throw it a short distance with accuracy. Any scrapes and bumps received playing quad rugby was child’s play compared to what these people had already been through. Even Greg had gone through hell and back in his rehabilitation after injuring his spine during a bad fall while in his early teens. When we first started dating, I had been concerned about him injuring himself further, but in time had learned to go with the flow, or at least not to voice my worry. Miranda hadn’t quite gotten there yet, even though she and Rocky had been married several years.

It was almost as if these men and women, after being thrown against the wall and physically broken, were looking fate in the eye with all the brass and balls they could muster and yelling, “Is that the best you’ve got?” They were courageous with an ain’t got nothing to lose cockiness that most people could never command. Certainly not me.

When the game was over, Greg and I caught up with Rocky and some of the other players in the middle of the gymnasium. Miranda wasn’t there. She was probably in the ladies room – hopefully just to pee and not to vomit. Using my smart phone, I took several photos of Greg with the players and of Rocky with his team, and several of the gym crowd in general.

Today was Sunday, the last day of the tournament. At the end of the last round, it was down to just four teams. Two would play for third and fourth place. Two for first and second. The Lunatics had won their game, putting them in the finals for first or second place. 

We were standing around in a large boisterous group when my phone rang. The ring tone was that of an old fashion phone – the ring tone I’d assigned to my mother. In fact, both Greg and I had that sound set on our phones for Mom. For his mother we both had the tinkling of bells. At the sound, Greg turned his attention to me, curious about the call. I shrugged in his direction and excused myself, stepping just outside the gym to hear better.

“Hi, Mom, everything okay?” 

Mom was staying at our house to look after things while we were in San Diego. Usually, we would bring our Golden Retriever, Wainwright, with us to the tournament. Many of the players had dogs and many were Goldens. Wainwright loved the canine camaraderie. But this year Greg and I decided to leave Wainwright at home with our cat Muffin and treat ourselves to a longer weekend and a romantic hotel on the beach. Even with the crisp air of November, we loved the beach and made our home in Seal Beach in north Orange County. 

My mother, Grace Littlejohn, had moved from New Hampshire to California this past year and made the perfect house and pet sitter. She’d bought a condo in a retirement community not far from us, but far enough for us to lead separate lives.

“Everything’s fine here,” my mother confirmed in her clipped voice, “but Steele called and said he needs to talk to you. He said he tried your cell but it wasn’t working.”

Michael Steele is my boss, a real pain in the ass who had studied the fine art of arrogance along with the law. We both work for a firm called Templin and Tobin, better known as T&T, in their Orange County office. I serve as their corporate paralegal. Steele is the managing partner of the office. Mike Steele calls everyone he works with by their last name, so I’m Grey and I call him Steele. It’s like we’re in the military or part of a sports team. My mother calls him Steele also, much to his amusement. 

“My phone is working just fine, Mom. I just didn’t answer it when he called.”

“He said he tried Greg’s phone too.”

“Greg and I are out-of-town having a mini-vacation. Steele knows that. We are both ignoring him.”

“Well,” Mom said, drawing out the short word into a three syllable extravaganza of disapproval. “Steele is your boss and you wouldn’t want to get fired if something went wrong.”

I sighed. “Don’t worry, Mom. Steele is not going to fire me and I doubt he has an emergency. But tell you what, if he calls again, and he will, tell him I’ll call him back tonight when we get to our hotel. Is everything else okay at the house?”

While I chatted on the phone I saw a man in a wheelchair make his way from the far end of the parking lot to the gymnasium. He was dressed in the uniform of the Ventura Vipers – the team that would play the Lunatics in the playoff for first place. It seemed odd that he’d be out here instead of getting ready to play, but I didn’t have the time or the brain cells to think much more about it with Mom talking on the other end.

“Everything is just fine and dandy,” Mom reported. “Wainwright and I walked down to the beach a little while ago. Oh, and you’re almost out of treats, both dog and kitty treats.” 

“Yeah, I forgot them when I went shopping, but they’ll live until we get home. Besides, you tend to spoil them rotten with treats.” 

I knew that last comment would fall on deaf ears. Mom loved Muffin and Wainwright almost as much as she loved her real grandchildren by my half-brother Clark. She’d grown attached to our old cat Seamus last November on her visit and when he passed away she took it very hard and started spoiling our other two fur babies as a way of over compensating for the loss. She’s been talking about getting a cat of her own and both Greg and I think it would be a great idea. For Christmas, we might take Mom around to the pet adoption places and let her pick one out.

Mom was yammering again about Steele, reminding me not to forget to call him, but I was only half listening. I wanted to get back and settle in for the big game. “Don’t worry, Mom, I’ll get in touch with Steele when I can. I have to get back now.” 

As I stashed my phone back into my bag, I turned and collided with the man I’d seen crossing the parking lot, nearly landing my two hundred twenty pounds in the poor guy’s lap. As if he didn’t already have enough injuries.

Quickly, I righted myself. “I’m am so sorry,” I told him in am embarrassed rush. “I should pay more attention to where I’m going.”

“That’s okay, pretty lady.” 

Using one curved hand and arm, he secured some sports bottles nestled in his lap. Using his other arm, he tried to steady me as best he could. He was Asian, handsome and well-built, with coal black eyes and shiny black hair, and a smile just crooked enough to be rakish instead of odd. The way he looked at me, told me he knew he was the total package and I should be honored to be in his presence. I guessed him to be in his mid-thirties. He was sitting in a regular wheelchair, not his rugby one. I’d seen the Vipers play before but didn’t recognize this guy. 

“Name’s Peter Tanaka.” He looked me up and down, appraising the goods. “And I love me some chubby cougar.”

“I’m Odelia.” I flashed my left hand in his direction, showing off my impressive diamond ring and wedding band. “And I’m married.”

He shrugged. “Most of the good ones are.” He maneuvered even closer and gave me a smoldering look. “But you haven’t lived until you’ve had a gimp. Trust me. We know how to treat a lady.”

“Back off, Tanaka,” came an angry and familiar voice. “She already has a gimp in her life, and I treat her very well.”

Greg rolled up and forced his chair between Peter Tanaka and me. I stepped back to make room. Peter didn’t budge an inch. Around us, people who’d come outside to catch some fresh air between games stopped to watch the confrontation.

“Well, if it isn’t Greg Stevens. It’s been a long time.” Peter glanced at me. “So this is your lady?”

“Damn straight,” Greg growled. “This is my wife.”

Again Peter’s eyes scanned me like I was canned goods at checkout. “You always had good taste in women, Stevens. I’ll give you that.”

Next to me Greg was breathing in and out in long steady breaths. It was what he did when he was trying to control his temper. A lot of people count to ten. My hubby takes long deep breaths like the kind you do for the doctor when he’s checking your lungs for bronchitis. 

“You still playing in the basketball league?” Peter asked Greg. “Or have you retired by now? Maybe doing a little coaching on the side just to keep your hand in the game? Most washed-up players do that.”

“Don’t you have a game to get ready for, Tanaka?” Greg asked between breaths.

“That I do,” Peter admitted. “Though I doubt we’ll need to warm up much to wipe the floor with the Lunatics.” He rolled his chair back and turned it in the direction of the gym entrance.

Greg positioned his chair to watch him leave. I was behind him, keeping my eye on the knots forming in Greg’s neck and shoulders, clearly visible through the fabric of his shirt. I know Greg is a bit jealous and very protective of me, but the way his body was tensed and ready for a fight told me his animosity toward Peter Tanaka was more than that.

Peter headed back into the gym, but not without a parting shot. Giving me a killer smile, he said, “You ever get tired of this old man, Odelia, you can find me on Facebook. Like I said, I like cougars.”

I was so glad I was standing behind Greg, because at that moment he surged forward, ready to give Peter Tanaka a beating. My husband, while he tried and mostly succeeded at keeping his temper in check, could and would throw a few punches if provoked. I grabbed the back of his chair and hung on, throwing one arm over his shoulder and across his chest. It stopped him in his tracks. I bent down, my mouth close to Greg’s ear. “He’s not worth it, honey.” 

Greg’s deep breathing started up again, but at least he didn’t try to shake me off and go after the guy. Not that I wouldn’t have enjoyed slapping the insufferable SOB myself.

CHAPTER

TWO

––––––––
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“WAS THAT GRACE ON THE phone, sweetheart?” Greg asked as soon as his blood pressure returned to normal.

“Yes. Steele has been trying to call both of us and called the house when we didn’t answer.”

Greg pulled his phone out of the breast pocket of his shirt and looked at the list of recent calls. “Yeah, I saw that Mike called. You know what it’s about?”

I shook my head. “Only that he’s told Mom it’s urgent we call him back. Though I can’t imagine what it is. He knows we’re out of town this weekend. That’s probably the problem. We’re having a nice weekend and he can’t stand it.”

Greg laughed for the first time since coming out of the gym. “I doubt it’s that. He’s probably at the office working and can’t find something he needs. Why don’t you give him a quick call just so he doesn’t have a stroke.”

“You know darn well there are no quick calls where Steele’s concerned.” I positioned my mouth into a pout. “If I call him, there’s a good chance he’ll try to convince me to return tonight and come into work early tomorrow.”

“But we’re staying here tonight,” Greg reminded me, as if I needed it. “And spending tomorrow relaxing at the beach.”

I raised an eyebrow in his direction. “You’ve got my vote for that.”

Greg looked at his phone again, then madly started sending a text.

“What are you doing?” 

“Texting Steele. I’m telling him we’re tied up tonight with friends and will get back to him tomorrow morning. He’ll take it better coming from me.”

“I told Mom if he calls again to tell him we’d call later tonight, after we got back to the hotel.”

“No can do,” Greg said. “After the game we’re having dinner with everyone.” My husband looked up from his phone and grinned. “After we get back to the hotel, I have plans of my own.”

“Are you sure we have to go out to dinner?” I winked at him. “I hear the hotel has great room service.”

“Don’t tempt me. But I promised Rocky, whether they win or lose, we’d dine with the Lunatics tonight. He also said he has something he needs to discuss with me after the game.”

I sighed with disappointment.

“Don’t be so glum,” Greg told me. “I’ll make it up to you, I promise.” Now it was his turn to wink and he did it with panache. 

“Hold that pose,” I told him. Pulling out my phone, I snapped off another photo of my handsome hubby. Inspecting the photo and not happy with it, I said, “Move over there, to the left of the entrance. I think the light’s better.” He rolled his wheelchair into the spot I directed and I took a couple more. Looking at these, I gave them thumbs up.

Together we headed back into the gym. It was only a few minutes before the start of the final game and we didn’t want to miss a minute of the action.

“By the way, honey,” I said to Greg as we moved through the main aisle to find Mirada. “Who is that Peter Tanaka character? Seems like you dislike him for more than making a pass at me. I don’t recall seeing him before.”

“He’s bad news,” Greg snapped, tensing up again. “He used to play for the Lunatics a while back. I’d heard he’d been playing in Canada for the past few years. Too bad he didn’t stay there.”

I took a seat at the end of a row off the middle aisle, close to where we’d been sitting for the last game. Greg lined his chair up next to me. On the floor, players were rolling along in their wheelchairs, circling and turning, warming up for the game. Rocky had his hard game face on, clearly concentrating on what he needed to do for the next twenty to thirty minutes. On the other end of the court, Peter Tanaka, now sitting in his rugby wheelchair, was warming up with his team, but unlike Rocky and his teammates, he was joking around. Miranda showed up. I stood, letting her pass to take the seat next to me on the inside. She looked like she’d been crying.

“You okay?” I asked, touching her arm. She nodded in response but pulled away from me.

Right before the whistle blew to start the game, I made a mental note to talk to her later. She was obviously distressed about something. I also wanted to know more about Peter Tanaka. There was a juicy story there. I just knew it. I’d ask Greg after his plans for us at the hotel, or maybe even at breakfast tomorrow.

Early on in the game, the play got rough. It was for first place in the tournament and the players we’re giving their all. Mona Seidman, one of the few female players in the league, was giving as good as she got right along with the men. She’d been injured in a snowboarding accident. She’d even been an Olympian in the sport. She played for the Lunatics and was a favorite with the crowd. Mona was making her way down the court with the ball when Peter Tanaka rammed her from the side with such force it tipped her chair over. The action stopped while the pit crew for the Lunatics ran onto the court and righted her. From the sidelines, Cory Seidman, her husband, paced and shouted, clearly concerned for his wife. Peter rolled by him and blew Cory a kiss. For a minute I thought Cory was going to launch himself at the player, and probably would have if the people standing next to him hadn’t held him back. 

Seems like my husband wasn’t the only anti-fan of Tanaka’s. 

If the first quarter was rough, the second quarter was rougher. During the period of play, Tanaka went after Kevin Spelling with such repeated viciousness, Spelling dumped the ball a couple of times and started brawling with Tanaka, causing him to be penalized.

Half time did nothing to dampen the emotions of the players. By the time the fourth and final quarter started, the game was brutal and the score tied. The ball was moved up and down the court with speed and agility and plenty of metal crashing into metal. In the thick of it was Rocky and Peter. Next to me, Miranda gripped my arm for support.

“I hate this game,” she said under her breath to no one.

Throughout the game, Peter Tanaka went after everyone with vicious abandon, causing the chairs of several players to flip. The referees warned him several times and he acquired a couple of penalties, which he accepted like trophies. The coach of the Vipers had taken him out in the third quarter to cool him down. By the fourth he was out of control and seemed to be having the time of his life taunting the other players while they struggled to play a fair game in the face of his recklessness. In all the years I’ve been watching the sport with Greg, I’ve never seen such a malicious player. He skirted on the edge of the rules, managing just barely to stay within them, receiving fewer penalties than probably deserved and forcing otherwise honorable players to play like thugs in response. Mixed with the crowd’s cheers were an equal number of boos. No wonder Greg disliked Peter Tanaka. Greg embraced fair play and good sportsmanship like I embrace Ben and Jerry’s ice cream and Thin Mints. 

Rocky, who was the captain of the Lunatics, encouraged his players to neutralize Peter Tanaka as much as possible, but by the beginning of the fourth quarter he was waging war on the nasty player personally. Peter, with glee in his eyes, took up the challenge. The two teams took turns taking the point lead and it looked like the win would go down to the wire. 

Then something happened to change the game.

Quad rugby players are classified according to their functionality with a ranking system from 0.5 to 3.5 points. The higher the ranking, the more movement a player has in his or her limbs. The lower the ranking, the lower the mobility. At any one time a team cannot have players on the court totaling in excess of 8 ranking points. Both Peter and Rocky were ranked at 3.5 with good, though still limited, use of their hands and arms. Even without Rocky’s decision to stop Peter’s reign of terror on the court, they would have been matched up against each other. 

Peter had the ball and Rocky had him penned in, using his chair and his extended arms to block Peter from advancing or passing the ball. For good measure, every now and then Rocky would take a swipe at the ball, trying to dislodge it from Peter’s grasp and steal it away. Just when it seemed hopeless for Peter to move the ball in any manner without losing it, he bent forward toward Rocky and said something. It was low and only between them and said with a wide smirk. Sports trash talk most likely.

Rocky scowled and said something back. Peter said something again and glanced toward the stands. Next to me, I felt Miranda stiffen. Rocky didn’t waver in his coverage of the ball. He stayed firm, keeping his eyes on the ball and Peter, but his face was flush. Once again Peter said something to Rocky and this time Rocky did glance back at the stands to look at his wife. In that split second, Peter was able to sneak the ball past Rocky and pass it to another Viper who took it down the court for the score. This all happened in just seconds, in front of a roaring crowd, even though it felt like slow moving minutes with the two men on the court alone.

With the point loss, the Lunatics called a time out to regroup. The point had put the Vipers ahead by one but there was still four minutes left to play in the game. Plenty of time to make up the score and then some. But during the time out, Rocky didn’t go to his team’s bench to rest and get something to drink. Instead, he rolled over to the bleachers. 

We were on the second level with only one line of spectators seated between us and Rocky. Miranda was still on her feet when Rocky faced her. “Is it true, Miranda?” Rocky asked the question with a stone cold face and without clarification, confident she’d know what he was asking.

Instead of answering, Miranda pushed past me, stepping on my feet as she passed. Getting to the end of the row, she stepped down to the floor. Greg scooted his chair out of the way and held out a hand to assist her to the ground. I thought she was going to comfort her husband, but when her feet hit the floor, she pushed her way through the crowd in the opposite direction.

“Is it true?” Rocky howled in her direction. But he received no answer, only her retreating back.

Coach Warren jogged over to Rocky and tried to get him to join the team, but Rocky shook him off. Greg moved forward to talk to his friend, but Rocky waved him back without a word. He finally turned his rugby chair around and stared at the far side, at the bench of the Vipers. He watched Peter Tanaka, who was drinking from a water bottle and joking with his teammates, oblivious to the conflict he’d started. 

Greg returned to my side, his face cloudy with concern. “Why don’t you go find Miranda. Whatever is going on, I’m sure she could use a friend right now.”

I nodded in full agreement. Greg was helping me down from the bleachers when the whistle blew to restart the game. A few seconds later, pandemonium broke out on the court. The ball had been passed to Peter, who was near the sidelines in front of the bleachers to our left. Rocky had followed the ball, but instead of playing defense, he threw a punch at Peter as soon as he’d gotten close enough. The people on the bleachers got to their feet and started yelling. Those on the ground, both standing and in wheelchairs, surged forward almost onto the court. I stepped back up on the bleachers to get a better view.

On the court, Rocky had Peter Tanaka’s Viper shirt grasped in his curled hand. He had pulled Peter close and was punching him in the face with his elbow and forearm, using whatever he had to pummel the obnoxious player, who was fighting back. Then suddenly Peter stopped fighting and his arms dropped limp to his side. 

Both coaches were trying to intervene, but Rocky’s rage was over the edge as he continued to punch Peter, who was no longer trying to defend himself. In trying to pull the players and their chairs apart, Peter’s wheelchair tipped over. Rocky seized the moment. Unfastening his own safety belt, he heaved his body out of his chair and onto the floor next to Peter, where he continued the battering. Around us cell phones were whipped out as people recorded the fracas. The official photographer for the event was busy taking her own photos. I kept my phone tucked away. This wasn’t exciting. This was scary and not the norm.

While Quad Rugby is a rugged and rough sport and players are allowed to use their chairs as battering rams, one of the cardinal rules is no physical contact. Usually a player receives a penalty for this lapse, but in this case I was sure the consequences to Rocky and even his team would be more serious.

Rocky Henderson was usually a cool headed player and a good team leader. What could Peter have said to make him go ballistic and physical? That question wasn’t just on my lips, but I’m sure in the minds of almost everyone who’d seen the exchange. And what about Miranda? What did it have to do with her? Of course, the first thing that popped into my mind was that she’d been cheating on Rocky and Peter had been the bearer of the news, or at least of a rumor, true or not. Maybe he was even the other guy.

The noise in the gymnasium had reached a deafening level. Even the two teams playing on the other court for third and fourth place and their spectators left their game to see what all the commotion was about. 

Joining the coaches of the Vipers and the Lunatics in breaking up the brawl were the referees. With great effort, they managed to get Rocky off of Peter. Once they got him back in his rugby chair, they moved him away from Peter and to the Lunatic bench. The front of his jersey was spattered with blood. On the sidelines his teammates gathered around him. Some seemed supportive. Others appeared angry over Rocky putting the team and the final game in jeopardy. They could only wait to see what the referees would do to the team as a result of the fight.

Peter Tanaka remained on the floor. His coach and the referees gathered around him. Two security guards rushed in. The on-site medical care came running with a first aid kit to assess his injuries, but the cardboard wedge stayed on the sidelines. There was no attempt to get him back up and rolling. Instead, they slipped him out of the reinforced wheelchair like removing a shell from a snail. From where I was sitting, it looked like Peter had vomited after he fell and an acrid odor floated on the air toward the bleachers.

I slipped off the bleachers onto the floor just behind Greg who had rolled forward for a front row seat. I leaned down. “I’m going to go find Miranda now.”

“Good idea,” he replied, not taking his eyes off the drama on the court. I placed a hand on his shoulder and for a moment he covered my hand with his and squeezed, finally looking back at me with tender eyes. We had a lot of little gestures like that between us. They meant no matter the madness around us, we were our own solid team. 

As I turned away to begin my search for Miranda, Greg reached out and grabbed my hand, this time with urgency. “Odelia, wait. Something’s wrong.”

I took my place behind his wheelchair again, placed my hands on his shoulders, and turned my eyes to the court. The crowd, also sensing something important, had hushed as the minutes ticked by and Peter Tanaka did not get up.

The air in the gym grew still and muggy, like a summer night right before a bad storm. Over three hundred people held their collective breath. One of the security guards was talking into a cell phone or radio, keeping his voice low, while another security guard stood between the court and the crowd. The idea of his scrawny rent-a-cop body stopping the crowd should it decide to surge forward was a joke. Lucky for him, the people watching were respectful and concerned and kept their distance.

He’s dead, I told myself. Peter Tanaka is dead. But I dared not say it aloud. I squeezed Greg’s shoulders, trying to convey my thoughts. In response, he twisted his head up and around until he caught my eye. He raised his eyebrows, letting me know he had reached the same conclusion.

The Viper coach was on his knees next to Peter. He pointed a finger at Rocky and shouted in Spanish, “Asesino. Asesino!” Murderer.

One of the referees left the scene and went over to the Lunatic bench. He whispered something to Rocky and Coach Warren. Rocky exploded again, but this time in anguish, not anger. “No! No! No!” Rocky’s guttural cry echoed against the high ceiling to its steel beams and ricocheted down to bounce off the hard wood floor. “It’s not true!” He started for Rocky’s body, but his coaches and the referee stopped him. “It can’t be true!”

Except for Rocky’s cries, silence hung heavy over the gym, split only by the scream of sirens approaching the building.

“We have to do something to help Rocky,” I told Greg.

Greg patted my hand. “We will, but let’s see what shakes out first.”

I looked over at the Lunatic bench where Rocky was sobbing and being comforted by Coach Warren and Ian. I’m sure if he’d not been in a wheelchair, Rocky Henderson would have fallen to his knees and begged Peter Tanaka to get up.

Police rushed into the building and took charge. Behind them came paramedics. The crowd, just a few minutes before filled with cheer and encouragement, fell into a low buzz of hushed, anxious chatter.

CHAPTER

THREE

––––––––
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“GO FIND MIRANDA,” GREG said to me.

I fought my way through the crowd and headed for the door. At the door I was stopped by a female officer. “Where are you going?” she asked.

“I need to find one of the player’s wives. She left a few minutes ago.”

“No one is to leave the building,” she told me. “You can find your friend later.”

“But this is important,” I stressed. “She’s the wife of one of the injured players.”

“Then we’ll find her. Please go back inside and wait with everyone else.”

Before turning to leave, I scanned the parking lot, looking for any sign of Miranda Henderson. For the tournament, the park had set up extra disabled parking spaces in the front of the building. I looked for Rocky’s van. When we arrived this morning, I’d noticed the dark blue van parked in one of the front spots. It was now gone.

Inside the gym, the police were pushing the crowd back away from the court. They were herding them to the other side of the gymnasium, and asking everyone to be patient and quiet. They did the same with the Lunatics and Vipers, but cut them off from the crowd to another section, keeping the two teams apart. Several of the Viper players were outraged at the turn of events. They were rallying their team into an almost mob mentality asking for Rocky’s blood in return for their fallen teammate until threats from the police calmed them down.

Rocky was alone, cut off from the crowd and players, with only Coach Warren by his side. 

I found Greg talking with Cory Seidman and a few of the other people associated with the Lunatics. As soon as I approached, he said to the others, “I sent Odelia out to look for Miranda.” He turned to me. “Any luck?”

With a shake of my head, I said, “The police wouldn’t let me leave, but I did notice that Rocky’s van is gone.”

“What was that all about?” asked Samantha Franco. 

“My guess,” said Cory, “is that Miranda has been playing around with Tanaka.” 

It was the same thing that had gone through my head when Rocky had faced off with his wife.

“He’s notorious for hitting on the wives and girlfriends of other players,” continued Cory, his voice full of anger. 

“And not just in this sport,” added Greg.

You always had good taste in women, Stevens. I’ll give you that. Greg’s animosity toward Peter Tanaka was becoming clear. 

“But I still can’t imagine that Rocky beat him to death,” said Greg. “He was getting in some pretty good blows, but hard enough to kill Tanaka?”

“Could be Peter hit his head when he fell to the floor,” I suggested, wanting it to be anything but Rocky’s punches that caused the death.

“That’s a pretty good theory,” said Cory. “Let’s hope it’s something like that.”

Greg and I had been questioned by police before on numerous occasions and knew the drill. By the time the police spoke to each and every person in the gym, or at least took down everyone’s name and contact information, it would be pretty late. People would not be either let out of the gym or allowed into it until the head cop was satisfied everyone had been accounted for. We had been hanging around about thirty minutes when a young cop came over to where the bunch of us were hanging out waiting to be questioned. Many of us not in wheelchairs had slid to the floor to wait with some comfort.

“Who’s Greg and Odelia?”

After exchanging glances, Greg and I half raised our hands simultaneously.

“Come with me, please” the officer said.

I stood up and we followed the cop over to where the police were holding Rocky. He’d transferred himself to his regular wheelchair and was getting ready for his trip to the police station. He looked like crap. Blood had dried around his nose where Peter had landed his own blows before collapsing. His eyes were dark. His face pale. As soon as we got there, he said, “You have to find Miranda.”

“I looked for her,” I told him. “She’s gone and so is your van.”

“What happened, Rocky?” Greg asked him. “What did Peter say to you to start this?”

Rocky looked at the cops guarding him then back at Greg. “Another time. Just find Miranda and tell her what happened. She may help. Then again, she may not. I’ll call my lawyer when I get to the station. Would you do me a favor and find my brother and tell him what’s going on. He’ll take care of any bail I might need. At least he’d better. You got the number?”

“I do.” Greg held out a hand to Rocky, but one of the cops stopped them from any physical contact.”

I started to say something, but another cop stepped in and handcuffed Rocky with his hands in front of him.

“Is that really necessary,” Greg snapped. “He’s a quadriplegic.”

The cop who fastened the cuffs gave Greg a half smirk. “Yeah, a quad who just killed someone with those useless hands.” Another officer got behind Rocky’s chair and started pushing him toward the entrance with the other officer walking by his side. 

Rocky didn’t look at anyone as he made his departure – not at his teammates, huddled waiting their turn for questioning, not at us, not at the crowd of retained spectators, not even at the body of Peter Tanaka as it lay on the hard wood floor being processed by the authorities. Everyone was silent as the captain of one of the star quad rugby teams was pushed out of the gymnasium where just a short while before he was being cheered on in the pursuit of a championship.

Since we were already in the circle of police activity, we were approached next for questioning. We were handled separately. A bald middle-age detective with horn-rimmed glasses and a pronounced slouch showed me to a folding chair not far from the main entrance. He introduced himself as Detective Bill Martinez.

“You and your husband are good friends with Henderson and his wife
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