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by

Elizabeth Andre

 Chapter
One

“Nice bike!” she yelled as she ran past me,
her long brunette ponytail bobbing back and forth with every
footfall.

I knew she meant it as a compliment as she
jogged by, but that didn’t stop me from feeling a little
frustrated. I understood why someone not familiar with racing
wheelchairs like mine might think it’s a bike. I climbed out of my
frustration when I remembered that most people didn’t really know
much about wheelchair racing, and that was okay. Anyway, I was
having too much fun to bother to enlighten anyone at this
moment.

I estimated, by the ponytailed runner’s pace,
that she was doing ten-minute miles. By the sound her feet made
hitting the asphalt on the path, I guessed she was near the end of
a long run. By the curves of her calves and her hips, I guessed she
had been a runner for a while, definitely not a beginner.

I used to run ten-minute miles. I used to run
them with Jayne, my girlfriend—make that ex-girlfriend—who had
since moved in with the gal she cheated on me with. I loved
running. Now, I pushed “Purple Fire,” which is what I called my
racing wheelchair. This gal was about to learn that I wasn’t in a
bike and the only reason she passed me was because we were going
uphill. The incline was about to change, and so was my speed.

I started heading downhill. I loved how the
wind felt flowing past my skin. I yelled as I approached ponytail
gal, “It’s not a bike! Wheelchair racer heading downhill!
Yeehah!”

She stepped aside, and we locked eyes for
just a moment as I passed. She smiled and nodded. She was cute,
with a huge dimpled smile and a nose that angled slightly to the
left. Then I was gone, leaving her to plod behind me, doing her
ten-minute miles.

Running with someone again would be nice, but
I didn’t have time to dwell on that. I was back on the flat and had
to push again.

The confusion about racing wheelchairs could
stem from the fact that they were made out of bicycle parts and had
three wheels. A small wheel was attached to a long fork on the
front. There were two larger wheels on the sides with push rims,
but that was another misnomer. In a day chair, you actually did
grab the rims on the sides of the wheels and pushed. In a racing
chair, you had to wear these super tough leather gloves that were
Velcroed to bind your hands into fists. Then you punched the rims.
It was brutal, which meant that I hadn’t been able to maintain a
decent manicure since I switched from running to wheelchair
racing.

Another interesting fact: some wheelchair
racers didn’t have any use of their legs and felt nothing in them.
Some were double amputees and didn’t have legs at all. Others, like
me, had some use of our legs and lots of feeling in them. I could
stand. I could walk almost a mile. Most people looked at me and
didn’t realize I had a disability, but multiple sclerosis ended
running for me. My legs didn’t always do what I told them to do,
what I wanted them to do.

Wheelchair racing was so much fun. It gave me
my freedom back, at least some of it.

I did have well-meaning friends who would say
things like, “Chloe, why don’t you just go swimming?” I did go
swimming on a regular basis, but I didn’t like being limited to one
sport. Besides, wheelchair racing was worth it. When I got some
serious speed and felt the wind in my face, I knew I was doing the
right thing. It also got me outside and among my people—all the
runners, bikers, and rollerbladers of my city’s fabulous lakefront
path.

As my wheels started to slow, my fists
connected with the rims and punched down. My arms flipped back to
recharge and start the whole cycle again. I looped around the
circle that marked the end of the running path and headed back to
where I started. My leather-encased fists connected with the rims
again. My forearms, triceps and biceps were on fire, and so was
I.

A pair of walkers interrupted their
conversation to clap and cheer me on.

That was another thing that was different
about being in a racing wheelchair. People would cheer me on even
if all I was doing was sitting in the chair and farting. I had to
admit I enjoyed the encouragement. One can never have too much
cheering in one’s life, so I just took it in, smiled and gave my
rims another punch.

As I rolled I reveled in this particularly
beautiful late spring Saturday. The trees and grass were fully
green, but the bugs weren’t out yet. The beaches were covered in
freshly groomed sand, but it wasn’t warm enough for anyone to be
sunbathing. The air was clear and fresh. The sun filled a
cloudless, deep blue sky.

As I punched my rims, I realized I was
approaching ponytail girl again. I peered out from below the visor
of my helmet. Her running t-shirt was loose and blue and appeared
to be from a 5k race from last year. I used to do a lot of races. I
loved them, but I hadn’t done one in Purple Fire yet. I wasn’t sure
what I was waiting for. I just wasn’t ready.

She smiled again as I got closer. She really
did have a lovely smile. The gentle curve of her lips brought out
her dimple even more.

“Nice wheelchair!” she yelled as I pushed
past. She had a nice voice, too, smooth and melodious.

“Thanks!” I yelled back. This time around, I
noticed a few other attributes I liked about her, like her toned
arms and firm, slightly round butt. And the dimple. I couldn’t
forget the dimple. But no time to dawdle. I was doing four miles
today, and I still had a couple of miles to go.

The air rushing past me felt so good on my
cheeks and bare arms. I got some good speed on the downhill that
carried me through to the start of the next flat.

A squirrel crossed my path, barely missing my
front wheel. A small group of children oohed and aahed as I pushed
past.

And still I kept punching my wheels until the
beach house was in full view and the end of four miles was
near.

Ah, yes, more differences between running and
rolling. If I had been running, I would have just continued my run
home. But city sidewalks were too uneven for Purple Fire, and I
didn’t like being in her in traffic, so I pulled over to the side
of the path and got my gloves off. Then I got myself out of the
chair. That always triggered a few interesting stares. Ladies and
gentlemen, I’m cured! Then I would walk Purple Fire home. As I was
taking off my helmet, I heard someone calling my name. I looked in
the direction of the voice and saw Arturo. He was a bit of a
celebrity in regional wheelchair racing circles. He was paralyzed
from the waist down because of a car crash and was now a very
successful racer. There was a lot of talk of him probably winning a
medal in the next Paralympics. But whenever I saw him, he was so
kind and always willing, no, eager to give me tips on how to build
up more speed or take corners faster. I felt flattered that he’d
take the time to help a beginner wheelchair racer like me.

“Chloe! Hey, Chloe!” Arturo pushed his way
towards me. His speed and dexterity were always impressive.

“Arturo! Hi! I didn’t know you’d be out here
today,” I said.

He shrugged. “It was a last minute thing. It
seemed wrong to stay inside on a day like today. Lots of beauty all
around.”

Thinking about ponytail girl, I said, “I know
exactly what you mean.”

“Ha! I recognize that gleam in your eye.” He
glanced around at the joggers, walkers and others milling around
the lakefront path. “Where is she? Is she still here?”

I told him that I’d passed her on the path a
few minutes ago. “I didn’t see which way she went. I had my mind on
other things.”

“Hmmm... I’ll bet. Did you even get her
name?” He’d started leaning back in his chair, flipping the front
wheel up and twirling. That prompted some clapping and whistling
from passersby. He gave them a regal wave.

I had only just got the hang of picking up
the front wheel to make turns without ending up on my back like a
helpless turtle. I gawked at him and admired his skill.

“No, I didn’t. It really wasn’t the best
moment. I was zipping past her.”

“Ah, well. It’s a big city, Chloe. Come here
more often and you’ll see many beauties.”

He was right, of course, but something about
ponytail girl had caught my fancy like no girl had since my break
up with Jayne.

“I can’t dally any longer,” he said.

“Wait. I was thinking maybe some time we can
work out together.” I held my breath. I didn’t think someone like
Arturo would be interested in working out with me. I was nowhere
near as fast as him, for one thing.

He smiled. “Of course. You still have my
number? Good. Text me and let me know when you want to go for a
push again. I’ll make time.”

With that, he pushed away. I was thrilled.
I’d had a little flirtation with a beautiful woman and could look
forward to spending some time with a successful wheelchair racer.
The thrill lasted until I got Purple Fire home.

I disassembled her and put her away. After
all that, I got to flop on the sofa on this lovely Saturday
afternoon. Suddenly, I remembered that I was alone. Well, not
completely alone. Jayne had moved out a month ago, but I had
Harvey, my
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