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Leo

2017

Someone was trying to wake me up by tapping my head with a hammer. I struggled to open my eyes so I could look into the eyes of my killer. Why were my lids so heavy? Why did I want to sink back into the darkness again? Anything was better than the throbbing pain in my head. The incessant thump was as mentally as physically excruciating. I clenched my fists and focused all my effort on opening my eyes and hopefully putting an end to the torture. 

My lids lifted, but I couldn’t see anything. There was a brief but terrifying moment of panic and then a bright light penetrated the fog covering my eyes. I blinked, and the light dimmed, which allowed me to make out stark white ceiling tiles. Was I in the hospital? I tried to move my head to see who was bashing me with the hammer, but found that I couldn’t move. That paralyzing feeling brought on another wave of panic and I desperately tried to move my arms, legs, and head. 

The only part of my body that seemed to be working were my eyes and just barely. Terror rose in my stomach and spiraled up to my chest and throat in thick waves strong enough to choke me. I gasped and gagged on my fear and spit and then my throat opened enough for me to scream although when I didn’t hear my screech; I realized that I was screaming in my head which made me feel as if I was trapped in my own demented mind. Just when I thought I was about to go insane, a gentle voice cut through the chaos.

“Hello, Leonora, it’s good to see those beautiful eyes.”

I focused on the voice. I’d had a thing for voices and noted that this one was very gentle and when I focused on it, I saw an equally gentle face and smile. The woman, who looked to be in her early fifties, wore white scrubs and little pearl studs. She had a lopsided light-brown bun that suggested she’d had a long day.

“I’m Nurse Keating. How are you feeling?”

I tried to speak, but nothing came out. I cleared my throat and tried again. “My...head...hurts,” I croaked.

She gave me a sympathetic look. “I know, dear. The medication is wearing off. Now that you’re awake, Dr. Reynolds will be in to see you shortly and he’ll prescribe something to manage your pain.”

“Why...can’t...I...move?” I asked.

When she sighed and sat on the edge of my bed, I knew it was serious.

“Do you remember anything that happened?” she asked.

I struggled to get past the pounding in my head and managed to swim out into the middle of my murky memory. I waded around looking for the last thing that had happened, and instead, I found the memory of the night I’d reconnected with my first love, Gideon Grey, in Marigolds, a bar in South West London, at a very low point in my life.

“You’re the only woman I’ve ever loved,” he’d admitted that first night.

His admission hadn’t surprised me. From the moment we’d met, Gideon and I had connected. Of course, we’d been only seven, but over the years, our feelings had matured into love. I was convinced that I would spend the rest of my life with him before my parents had made me break up with him. Meeting him in Marigolds with nothing standing between us was incredible, and I’d fallen deeper than I had before. Between Gideon, I’d learned how bad a relationship could be, and once I had him again, I thought that I would never let go. He was my alpha and my omega, my beginning and my end. Even amid my delirious pain, he was the one I clung to.

***
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I FELT A VERY MASCULINE energy behind me and cringed before bracing myself and turning around for another cheesy pick-up line. I’d endured a few since walking into my favorite bar, and they’d gotten progressively worse as the minutes and the alcohol flowed. I should’ve stayed home but the walls in my flat had started closing in and I’d had to escape before they’d crushed me. I was in a conundrum of needing to be with people and wanting to be left alone and apparently, my stiff back and resting bitch face were not enough to deter the few poor but brave souls who didn’t have a chance in hell of getting in my pants.

The first thing that was different about this one was the voice. I was shocked by the deep, dark, sexy sound of it. The second shock came when he opened the conversation with my name.

“Leonora Munroe?”

I turned to face him and almost fell off my stool. The man standing in front of me was as gorgeous as his voice. He was the epitome of tall, dark, and handsome, with the most incredible blue eyes that shone even in the soft mood lighting over the bar. He wore a crisp white shirt and gray trousers with black shoes and a black belt. It was the end of the day and I was sure he’d come from an office and yet he looked fresh and I even caught the hint of some light, clean fragrance. I looked him up and down and then said; “My God, I don’t believe it! Gideon Grey?!” 

His smile displayed perfect white teeth and was so beautiful it made butterflies erupt in my empty stomach.

“So you do remember me.”

“How could I ever forget that voice and those eyes?”

“Is that all you remember?” he asked shyly.

I looked him up and down. Those were the only things that hadn’t changed. The shy, skinny boy with greasy hair, threadbare jeans, and a dirty T-shirt in my memory had turned into a hunk! He’d once been so scrawny; I’d once stolen an entire loaf of bread and a few pastries from a charity bake-off for him. Now, he didn’t look as if he was missing any meals. His professional attire didn’t hide his muscular physique. 

My parents had made sure my older sister, Paige, and I gave back to the less privileged residents on the Isle of Mercy, the small island in the English Channel that had recently become the last place I wanted to live. I recalled the biannual church charity bakes to help the less fortunate and Gideon Grey had been as unfortunate as they came. Raised by the town drunk and with no mother, I remembered a withdrawn boy with few friends who’d seemed too shy to talk to anyone, especially girls, which had been fine for me because I’d been too shy to talk to boys.

I’d moved to London at the age of twelve to study at The London Ballet School and had seen Gideon whenever I came home on school breaks and it’d taken until we were fourteen before we’d built up enough courage for our first kiss. 

We’d loved each other until my parents had forced us to break up. They hadn’t thought Logan Grey’s son was good enough for me, but if they’d known who I’d ended up with after we broke up, they would’ve welcomed Gideon.

I’d avoided him whenever I’d gone home and thought my feelings for him had died until I’d looked into his eyes again. Everything I’d once felt for him came rushing back, followed by something I’d never felt before. The innocent love I’d had for him at fourteen was now mixed with a deep attraction and something very cosmic that I couldn’t describe.

“I remember everything about you,” I told him. “How are you?”

His smile widened and my stomach flipped-flopped.

“I’m great, just trying to get through this last year of law school. What about you?”

“I’m with the Royal Ballet Company.” That was a lie, but I wasn’t ready to tell him how my life had failed when his life had seemingly turned out as we’d planned. All Gideon had ever talked about was becoming a barrister, making his dad proud, and helping the less fortunate. We were supposed to get married and take over the world and here I was hiding in a bar drinking my sorrows away, my career and life over at twenty.

He chuckled. “I remember you parading around town in your little pink tutu.”

I gasped. “I never paraded around anywhere.”

His smile vanished, and his eyes took on a dreamy look. “No, you glided, like a gazelle.” 

I blushed in embarrassment and pleasure. I’d never had a man look at me like he did. His admiring eyes didn’t make me feel creepy. Gideon had always made me feel safe. It would be nice to catch up on old times.

I smiled. “Allow me to buy you a drink.”

He shook his head as he took the seat next to me. “The pleasure of your company is the only payment I need.”

I soon learned that Gideon wasn’t much of a drinker, and not surprisingly, admitted to being more of a teetotaler, which was the complete opposite of his father. I understood wanting or needing to veer far from the path your family had chosen. Replace alcohol with food, and Gideon and I had found similar ways to break generational curses. Although no one else in my family thought of their love of food as a curse.

Time slipped by while we talked and I marveled at how the dirty, reticent boy from my memory had grown up to be such a highly intelligent, funny, and charming man. I was so mesmerized that I forgot to drink and just sipped on my starter drink, a green apple vodka, all night. Before I knew it, the bartender warned us that it was the last call for alcohol. Gideon bought a bottle of wine for the road and we walked from the bar down to the River Thames, where we welcomed the warm July sunrise on a tidal beach. 

Before the sun came up, we shared our first grown-up kiss, and it was the most amazing kiss of my life. Then Gideon walked me to my little flat, and over the next month, he moved in one outfit at a time. There wasn’t anyone who could tell me that I couldn’t be with him, and Gideon easily became my best addiction. He could get under my skin like no one else and that allowed him to peel away some of the lies, after which I thought he would run, or at least call me out on it and he didn’t.

“You will tell your family the truth when you’re ready,” he told me.

My heart opened more to him and he quickly became my safe space, which was something I’d never allowed anyone, and especially not a man, to be. I opened up to him more than I had to anyone in my life, and the safer I felt, the more I shared. As our relationship progressed and Gideon peeled back the outer layers of my life, he found more things he didn’t like, and yet, he never insisted that I change.

“I love you as you are and I will help you slay your dragons,” he said.

I loved his analogy of referring to my issues as dragons. It made them seem like fairytales I could detach from when I needed to. Gideon told me every day that I was beautiful and that I didn’t have to be so critical of my body. His love softened decades of bad habits I’d felt I’d had to adhere to as a ballerina. My psychosis didn’t end when my career did, and I’d lived in denial of so many things until Gideon came along. I started calling him Giddy because that was exactly how I felt every time I was with him.

He held my hand when I went home to tell my family that I was no longer with The Royal Ballet Company and that at twenty years old because of a bad break-up with my boyfriend who was the principal male dancer. I’d been easier to replace because there’d been twenty girls, younger, prettier, and better vying for my spot, who would be sensible enough to not cause a scene that made them look crazy when the relationship ended.

News of my destructive behavior had spread like wildfire in the dance community and I’d been labeled as problematic and a liability. At twenty, I felt as if my career was over. Gideon had held me in the darkness I didn’t want my family to see because I hadn’t wanted them to worry about me. I’d always been the strange one, in looks and personality, and I’d thought moving to London with my aunt and uncle when I was thirteen was the best solution for everyone. It hadn’t been, and the guilt we all felt had made repairing our relationship very difficult until Gideon had inserted himself as a peacemaker. My parents had changed their views about him after seeing what an amazing young man he’d turned into. Their approval made me fall deeper in love with Gideon, and that scared me.

Moving back to Mercy and concentrating on rebuilding my career and my relationship with my family made me slightly less obsessed with Gideon. I was relieved when Gideon decided to work in London. I loved him, but I needed my own space and our time apart made the times we did see each other so much sweeter. I didn’t realize how precious the time with my family would become until my dad had a fatal heart attack six months after I’d moved back home and Mum followed him four months later because she couldn’t endure life without him and died of a broken heart. Their deaths brought Paige and me closer together, but it was Gideon I turned to most.

He traveled between Mercy and London until he completed law school and we made plans for him to move back home once he passed his bar exam because, though Mercy had once been too small for my dreams; it had become the solace I needed. I opened a dance studio and reconciled myself to the life I thought I’d escaped.

Gideon was willing to give up his dreams of becoming a big-shot barrister for a small-town practice and a simple life with the woman he loved. It was a plan B for both of us and I convinced myself that it was good. I kept the lies to myself because I needed to believe them.

I saw less of Gideon while he studied for his bar exam. I had the pressure of preparing for my students’ first dance recital over the Christmas holiday to keep me busy. He called me on December 1st to tell me he’d passed.

“Oh Giddy, that’s wonderful! We’ll go out to celebrate as soon as you get here. It would be more exciting if I came to London, but I have work.”

“I don’t care where I am as long as I’m with you,” he gushed. “And we don’t have to go out. We can order food and get a bottle of wine.”

“What?! No, we’re going out. You passed the bar! Do you know how amazing that is?!”

He laughed. “Yeah, it is pretty amazing, isn’t it?”

“You can go out and have a good time and get as drunk as you want. I’ll have a few mocktails and drive us home.” I was willing to do anything for this beautiful man who’d promised that he’d never hurt me. He made me feel safe and when I was in his arms, the darkness couldn’t get me.

“Okay, angel. I guess if there’s ever a time to get shit-face this would be it.”

Gideon came home a few days later. He always stayed at my house when he visited, though he spent time with his father. I’d bought a new dress and had my hair and nails done, and Gideon wore a full tux because he was so proud of his accomplishments. We stopped by his father’s house before our night on the town and we all cried as Gideon told his dad that he’d passed the bar.

Logan threw his arms around his son’s neck and wept like a baby. I cried because Gideon had wowed me once again with his capacity to love. Just by not being a drunk, he’d done more than his dad and half the town had expected of him and yet he’d needed his dad to tell him that he’d done something good with his life. Logan Grey probably hadn’t seen a sober day in years, and yet his approval meant the world to his only child. Since meeting Gideon, I’d wondered why I couldn’t have been completely honest with him when he’d proven how deeply he loved.

Gideon and I were having dinner at the nicest restaurant, then we’d bar-hop for the rest of the night, which wouldn’t take long on such a tiny island. My older sister, Paige, and her new husband were joining us for dinner, as well as my best friend, Holly, and her boyfriend and a few of Gideon’s friends. Gideon had stepped out of his father’s shadow and became a well-loved part of the community thanks to all his charity works. Everyone in the restaurant congratulated him and wished him well and for a night, at least the invisible boy was the center of attention.

***
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MY WALK DOWN MEMORY lane came to an abrupt dead end after dinner. I couldn’t recall what happened after I said goodnight to Paige, who’d said she was too old for bar-hoping and we’d left for our first bar.

I stared at Nurse Keating. “I don’t remember anything else from that night,” I confessed.

“What’s the next thing you remember?” she asked.

I waded through the murkiness again. “I don’t remember anything after that.”

She nodded. “It’s understandable. You’ve been through a very traumatic experience. Your memory will return with time.”

“What happened to me?” I asked.

“You and your boyfriend were in a car accident.”

My heart stopped. “Where’s Gideon?”

She patted my hand. “He’s okay. He walked away with just a few cuts and bruises.”

I expelled the dread from my lungs. “Thank God.”

Nurse Keating’s kind mouth thinned.

“What?” I asked.

Her eyes filled with tears. “I think you need to ask Dr. Reynolds that question.”

I sat in abject misery for thirty minutes before a tall man with salt-and-pepper hair, glasses, and a kind smile walked in.

“How are you feeling, Ms. Munroe?” he asked.

“I want to know what happened,” I said to him.

He examined me first and then had a low conversation with Nurse Keating outside of my room before coming back in.

“Do you know where you are?” he asked.

I shook my head.

“You’re in Saint Thomas’ Hospital. You’ve been here for a week now. You were in a very bad three-car accident and you are very lucky to be alive.”

“Why can’t I move?”

“You have to remain still while your spine heals.”

“My spine? What happened to my spine?”

“You were hit from the front passenger side by another car, which resulted in severe damage to the lower portion of your spinal cord.”

“What does that mean?”

He lowered his head. “I’m sorry, Ms. Munroe, it means that you will never walk again.”

I pushed what he’d said out of my mind because it didn’t make sense and instead asked; “You said there were three cars?”

“Yes, three people died.”

“Who were they?”

“I don’t have that information, I’m sorry.”

“So I killed three people.”

His forehead furrowed. “You were not driving, Gideon Grey was. He was on the wrong side of the street and crashed headlong into another car around an area called Dead Man’s Curve. The force carried both cars several kilometers, and they crashed into another car coming out from a side street. You hit the side of the hill as well on the driver’s side. You are very lucky to be alive.”

“I’m never going to walk again?” I squeaked.

“I’m a man of science but also a man of faith, Ms. Munroe.”

I was quiet for a second, and then completely rejected the idea that I would never walk again. I was a dancer; dancing was my life and my living and to accept that I would never dance again was too much. I tried to move my legs and when I couldn’t, I burst into tears.

I wasn’t aware that the doctor had left until I felt Nurse Keating next to me. She took my hand, and I held onto her fingers. They thought I was lucky to be alive, but if I couldn’t dance, I was better off dead. Gideon should’ve killed me and leaving me to suffer in a wheelchair for the rest of my life was an act of hate in equal measure to the act of love he’d shown me. He’d never liked me driving his precious sports car. An impoverished childhood had made him too materialistic. I was supposed to drive, and he’d placed his car over my safety. As I cried, the love I’d felt for Gideon turned to hate with equal measure.

Still, my heart refused to accept what he’d done. “I need to see Gideon,” I told Nurse Keating. I refused to believe any of it until I saw his face.

Paige came to see me the next day and her red, puffy eyes contradicted her bright smile and tone. She kissed my forehead, and I took a deep breath of her floral perfume. I wanted to cling to her and managed to move my hands enough to grip her sleeve. “Who were the other people?” I asked.

Paige’s smile disappeared, and she sighed. “You remember Elsie Crane? She was pregnant.”

“Jesus Christ!”

Paige wiped her eyes. “The others were Lilith Rolle and her daughter, Abigail. Abby was six.”

I felt as if I was about to throw up. The blood of all of those innocent lives was on Gideon’s hands. “I want to see Gideon,” I sneered.

She sat in the chair in front of my bed and pulled out her phone. “I’ll call Chief Mason and make it happen,” she promised me.

She walked out into the hallway and I tried to figure out what I would say to Gideon if the chief allowed me to speak with him. The man who’d essentially saved my life and then taken it didn’t seem like the same person. I wanted to speak to him so he could tell me that he hadn’t done it. I wanted him to say that someone had run into him and he was not to blame for what happened because he’d meant it when he said that he’d never hurt me.

I waited and agonized and when Paige came back into the room, once again, her eyes told me everything.

“He doesn’t want to talk to me?”

“He says he can’t. He wanted me to tell you that he’s sorry.”

“He’s sorry.” That’s all he had to say to me. He’d taken the lives of five people and all he could say was that he was sorry, and he hadn’t even had the decency to say it to my face. He had killed me and left even more of a hallowed out shell than I’d been when he’d met me. I’d been hurt many times before by many people, and none of them had taken away my ability to dance. Gideon had done it. I would’ve preferred death than to live as a shadow of myself. He’d destroyed me, and like a wounded animal, I prayed that someone, or a cruel twist of fate, would put me out of my misery.
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Leo

six years later

“Is she dead?”

“I don’t know.”

“Let’s poke her and see.”

Their little voices gently pulled me away from the depths of a night’s restless sleep and the jab to my right side yanked me fully awake. “Ouch!”

They screamed and grabbed each other, and a minute later Paige came rushing into my bedroom.

“What’s happened?” she cried. She looked wildly from me, to my four-year-old niece, Sally, and her friend, Titan, who occasionally spent the night. Titan’s mother’s boyfriend, Zaiden Sano, was previously married to Elsie, who was killed in the same accident that had caused my paralysis. Another woman, Lilith Rolle, and her young daughter, Abigail, had also died. People always told me how lucky I’d been and I still hadn’t decided if the life I now lived was better than no life at all. I did what I had to do and tried to not think about it too much.

“These little minions want me to get up.” I sat up and pushed my thick blond hair away from my face. I’d secured it in a useless bun or bed and it’d had fallen apart as I’d tossed and turned. “Okay, move off the bed on that I can get out.”

They slid from the bed and each grabbed a handle of my wheelchair, which was always right next to my bed. I placed my right hand under my right knee and lifted that leg to the floor. I lifted my left leg and then angled my body so that I could slide into the chair. After six years of getting out of bed by myself every morning, it was now a simple, seamless process.

After my accident, Paige had wanted me to move in with her and her husband. They had a beautiful farm, but I’d needed to live by myself. I’d compromised and bought a house right next to theirs after we’d split the profits from the sale of our parents’ house. It would’ve been easier to stay there, but it hadn’t been home anymore without Mum and Dad. I sometimes stayed at our make-shift flat at the bakery on those late-night crunch sessions for Mercy Me. We were doing very well, so it wasn’t worrying about the business that was keeping me up at night.

“How long will you have to be in this wheelchair?” Titan asked me. “My daddy had to use a wheelchair for a while when my mommy knocked him down with her car.”

“Titan!” Paige hissed.

I smiled. “It’s okay. It’s been years, we can talk about it.” I turned to the children, who looked at me with curious eyes. “I’m never going to walk again, so I will use this wheelchair for the rest of my life. But you know what that means?”

“What?” they asked in unison.

“Wild rides to the kitchen. Hop on!”

They squealed and squeezed onto my lap and I pressed the lever on my motorized chair and rode as fast as I dared through the extra-wide bedroom door. I had redesigned the house to make my life easier and independent living possible. The living/dining and kitchen areas were one open space with two bedrooms and a large bathroom where I kept a waterproof wheelchair I could roll into my double shower or over the toilet. It’d taken a few tries to get the hang of it and get my routine down while Paige had hovered over me like a nervous mother hen, but now she usually left me alone. My kitchen cabinets and appliances were lower than standard and I had ramps out of the front and back doors. I still drove in my modified car, though on nice days I sometimes rode around town in my wheelchair. Everyone knew me and would help where they could although they all knew how independent I was.

I delivered the squealing children safely to the kitchen and then went to prepare for the day while Paige made breakfast, which was her way of trying to force me to eat more. I’d never shared my family’s love for food, which had always been a central part of their lives. Mum, Dad, and Sis had always been happy with a little extra meat on their bones while I’d been diligent about keeping my dancer’s body in top form. Dance didn’t have a place in my life anymore and my strict diet had become more of a preventative measure since I couldn’t be as active as I used to be. I hated how my body had changed despite my best efforts and considered it a blessing that I couldn’t see myself in a full-length mirror. Still, I knew my bum had gotten bigger and my stomach was not as tight.

Over the years, I’d accomplished more feats than anyone had thought I could, including learning to swim on my own. I’d spent all my savings to install a pool with a chairlift that I rarely used because I wanted to challenge myself to get in and out of the water without it. I could spend hours in the pool pushing my body to perform as I had all my life. I also used my manual chair as much as possible and loved taking the back road next to the woods because I could push myself until I was speeding, which was the most exhilarating feeling in the world. I could defy the odds for someone in my condition, but never to the point where I’d dance again, and whenever I focused on that, I’d want to crawl into bed and cry as I had done the night before.

Now, I washed my tear-stained face, had a quick shower because I didn’t want Paige coming in to check on me, brushed my teeth, and then threw on a shift dress. I wore a lot of dresses because they were easy to put on and I didn’t have to struggle with putting on panties. I didn’t have boobs, so I’d never bothered much with bras. On colder days or the times when I had to be more presentable, Paige came over and helped me get dressed. Today was Sunday and the only place I would be going was to the couch to watch movies after my lovable but noisy neighbors left.

Sally and Titan’s laughter welcomed me into the fragrant kitchen. I positioned my chair across from them and laughed when I noticed that their cheeks were covered in chocolate syrup.

“Be sure to get some of that on your pancakes,” I told them.

“How many pancakes do you want?” Paige asked me.

“One is fine, thank you.”

She slid three onto my plate. I gave her a long-suffering smile. “Why do you even bother asking?”

“Why do you bother answering?” she countered.

She kissed the top of my head and then sat next to me and dug into her stack. I ate at a more reserved pace and declined her offer of syrup because the pancakes were sweet enough and my tolerance for sugar wasn’t anywhere near my sisters, which was why she handled our bakery’s menu and I handled the money. Finance wasn’t dance, but it still played to my strengths, so I was happy with the role, especially since it wasn’t a very physical one.

Paige and I didn’t share any resemblance. She had auburn waves with natural hints of red, which she’d inherited from our mother, a voluptuous figure, and a big personality she liked to express with sexy vintage dresses and bold make-up. Paige made friends easily and had welcomed Titan and his mother, Cider, who’d moved from America to escape her abusive husband, a famous actor who’d found her on our tiny island. Zaiden Sano, another outsider, had shot and killed her husband after he broke into their house and attempted to kill Cider. I was happy that Zaiden and Cider had found love again after all they’d been through, though I believed they were the exception and far from the rule.

Our father had been a robust man with dark brown hair and a laugh and personality that could transform a room. He used to comfort me by saying I was the spitting image of his grandmother and I had a few old black-and-whites to confirm it. However, besides looks, I also didn’t act like my family. I’d always been a perfectionist who’d excelled in everything and now, I couldn’t even put my panties on by myself. That made me so angry sometimes.

“Can you come to dinner tonight?” Paige asked around a mouthful of sugar heaven.

The way she avoided looking at me told me something was up. “Who have you invited this time?”

She looked at me and flashed a dazzling smile. “One of my friends from university is in town with her family, and she has a dreamy younger brother. He’s a doctor, he loves cats and musicals and he builds schools for the less fortunate in his spare time.”

“Wow, he sounds perfect. So how come he’s single?”

“Maybe he’s waiting for you.”

I gave her a loving smile. “I don’t think so.”

“How can you say that?” she asked.

“I’m sure a cripple with OCD is not his ideal woman.”

Paige looked at the children, who were competing to see how much pancake they could stuff into their mouths. She turned back to me. “Don’t you ever refer to yourself like that, you fucking hear me?” she hissed.

Sally’s eyes widened, and she spat her mouthful of pancakes into her plate and exclaimed; “Mummy, you said a very bad word!”

Paige’s face turned red, and she turned to the wide-eyed children. “Mummy’s sorry, baby.”

I moved away from the table, and Paige followed me into the living area.

“I’m not going to let you waste away your life feeling sorry for yourself, Leo.”

I whirled my chair around to face her. “That’s not what I’m doing.”

She knelt in front of me and took my hand. “Can’t you see what an amazing woman you are? Please allow a man to love you.”

“I’m not ready.”

“It’s been six years, and Gideon still has you imprisoned.”

“This has nothing to do with him.”

“You can’t even say his name.”

“I don’t want to say his name,” I hissed.

“Look, I don’t care if you’re angry at him for the rest of your life. I’m pissed that the Cranes lost their appeal case to keep him in jail for the rest of his life and at any moment now that murderer could get out of prison. However, you can’t let hate lead your life because it will destroy you and you can’t hide away from the world either, because that will also lead to a slow death. Do you know how many people in wheelchairs have amazing relationships with able-bodied partners?”

My sister didn’t know the full story, and I didn’t want to enlighten her because she’d try even harder to find the perfect man for me and prove that they were not all bad. It would be easier to agree to whatever she wanted because fighting required too much energy.

I sighed. “What time should I be ready?”

Paige squealed and threw her arms around my neck. “I’ll pop over at six to help you get dressed. I’ll do your make-up and your hair and Adam Russell will fall in love the second he sees you.”

“His name is Adam?”

“Yeah, that’s a good, wholesome name, and he seems lovely.”

“Okay, I’ll meet lovely Adam.”

After I’d helped Paige clean the kitchen, we took the kids and Sally’s dog out for a walk. I took my manual lightweight carbon chair I used for travel and challenged Sally and Titan to a race. I pumped my arms as hard as I could and the sleek chair flew across the sidewalk and the cool spring air slapped me in the face. I felt alive as I pushed my body and laughed with the children while Paige held the leash and tried to keep up. When we hit the grass, we turned around and continued the race. I’d always pushed my body to its limits, and I was determined that two four-year-olds with boundless energy would tire before I did. When they finally gave up and collapsed a few feet from my house. I wheeled my chair past them and up to my front door. My arms shot up even though they ached. “I win!” I cried.

The yelping dog with Paige struggling behind it came in last. She released the leash and bent over and panted. “Why do you have to make everything a competition?” she asked when she could speak.

“You don’t understand why someone in my position would push this hard?”

“I do, but you don’t have to do it all the time. I just wanted a nice morning walk, and you turned it into the Olympics!”

I grinned. “And you came in dead last!”

“That was so much fun, Aunty Leo!” Sally cried.

“Yeah, let’s do it again!” Titan added, and the dog yelped in agreement.

Paige handed the leash to Sally. “Have fun, I’m going home.”

I turned to the kids after she hobbled off. “Ready? Let’s go!”

We did two more rounds before I finally wore them out. I took them home along the paved pathway between our houses and then wheeled myself back to mine. I spent too much time going through my closet to find the perfect outfit for dinner. Paige would want sexy, although I didn’t own anything sexy and she would lament about it and offer to take me shopping, and I wanted to avoid that at all costs. I settled on a cobalt silk top and black trousers. Hopefully, the color and a pair of Mum’s bold earrings would be enough to satisfy Paige. 

I moved to my dresser where I kept the jewelry I’d inherited from my mum and granny. I’d inherited Granny’s understated tastes, and I loved her collection of classic, dainty pieces which were in direct contrast to the bold, often garish pieces Mum had loved. Paige and I had traded half of our collections and I’d kept a few bold pieces to honor my mum, including a pair of silver and blue tassel earrings. I took my black ballet flats out of the closet and placed them next to my bed. At least I
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