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Off-Court Games is dedicated to young adults the world over with chronic conditions. (I have two, but am not young!) May you be as well as you can be.

––––––––
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Note

AI was use to research and to write the first drafts of some of the more technical aspects of Off-Court Games.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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The school was quiet in a way that only happened after midnight, when even the hum of fluorescent lights seemed to settle into the walls and sleep.

Jeff Daniels, the computer lab manager, sat alone in the Bloor Collegiate high school lab, the glow of a single monitor casting pale light across his face. Rows of machines stretched behind him in perfect symmetry—orderly, obedient, predictable. He had always liked that about computers. They did what they were told.

People didn’t.

He leaned closer to the screen, fingers moving slowly, deliberately. Not typing so much as placing things—adjusting settings, opening and closing windows, leaving something behind that didn’t belong but wouldn’t be noticed. Not tonight. Not tomorrow. Maybe not ever.

On the surface, nothing had changed. The desktop looked the same. The files were where they should be. Anyone sitting here in the morning would think this was just another workstation in just another school.

But Jeff knew better.

He paused, listening, but heard nothing. Just the faint buzz of electricity and the distant creak of the building settling.

“Almost done,” he murmured to himself.

He moved through a few more screens, double-checking, confirming, making sure the connection he’d prepared would respond when called. It wasn’t obvious. It wasn’t supposed to be.

Jeff studied the monitor, as if daring it to betray him.

It didn’t.

A small, satisfied smile touched his lips. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his mobile phone, hesitating for just a second before dialing.

Jeri answered on the third ring, her voice thick with sleep. “I wondered if you were going to call tonight.”

“Can you and Henry do it four nights from now? I want to run a few tests over the next couple of days,” Jeff said. He glanced around the lab again, though he knew he was alone. “After midnight. I’ve given you keys to the school and the lab.”

Jeri paused, thinking, weighing, deciding. “So it’s all set up?” she asked.

Jeff leaned forward and pressed a couple more keys. “It is now,” he said. “The lab is on the first floor, down the hall from the main office. There are signs on the wall pointing the way.”

“Got it.”

“When you walk into the lab, go to the right side. Third row from the front.” He let the words settle, precise and unambiguous. “There’s a computer there, adjacent to the aisle. Standard setup. Nothing special to look at.”

“But it is special,” she said.

“Yes. It’s the one I need you to take,” Jeff said. “The tower, monitor, keyboard, mouse, and all the cables.”

“That’s definitely a two-person job,” she said.

“You and Henry can handle it,” Jeff said. He reached out and gently shut down the machine. The screen went black, erasing any trace of what he’d done—at least to anyone who didn’t know where to look. “Bring it to my house. I’ll be up and waiting.”

“Consider it done.” Jeri hung up.

Jeff stood, the chair legs scraping softly against the floor, and rested his hand on top of the monitor. He exhaled slowly, looked down at the computer, and then across the rows of identical machines, as if he were looking beyond them—past the lab, past the school, into something much larger.

His lips curled into a faint smile, although there was no humor in what he was doing. Jeff stood there for a moment longer, his hand still resting on the monitor, feeling its warmth.

Then he turned and walked out of the lab, leaving everything exactly as it had been.

Or so it seemed.
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The Bloor Collegiate gym sounded bigger than it was. The basketball court was a silent hardwood floor, until the team took to it to begin practice or to play games. Then it was filled with the sound of basketballs bouncing off the hardwood or the polyurethane finished backboard as sneakers squeaked in quick bursts that echoed into the rafters. These sounds were accompanied by players calling “Open” and the swoosh of balls going through the net.

At practice, the basketball struck hardwood in a steady rhythm that matched Reggie’s breathing—dribble, step, pivot. The world reduced itself to timing.

At six feet, two inches, Reggie played point guard and ran plays like the quarterback of the basketball team.. His skin had a natural sheen that caught the light along his cheekbones, giving his face a quiet definition when he was still, which was not often when he was on the court, with or without the ball.

He crossed midcourt, one defender in front of him, another sliding over to double-team him. A shift of his shoulders opened space that hadn’t been there a second earlier. He slipped between them, movement smooth enough to look inevitable, and passed the ball to an open man who made a clean shot from the corner.

“Can the Midnight Flash be caught?” someone called from the sideline.

Reggie didn’t answer. He was listening—to the bounce of the ball, the spacing of bodies, the small quiet where a path revealed itself. He took a pass and broke for the net. He rose, released, and watched the sure arc of the ball.

Swish.

Laughter, applause, the sharp chirp of Coach’s whistle. Not a command—approval. “Again,” Coach said, like asking for something routine.

Reggie jogged back on defense, expression calm, almost casual. He wasn’t trying to impress anyone. This was just how things worked when he moved. His body knew what to do before he thought about it. Reliable. Predictable in the best way.

Fast break. A tipped pass skittered forward, and Reggie ran it down in three long strides. On the third stride, a faint heaviness passed through Reggie’s right leg, as brief as a skipped beat. The court seemed to tilt a fraction. He slowed half a step, and then pushed through. The heaviness cleared up, almost immediately.

He gathered, lifted, shot. The ball kissed the acrylic backboard before rolling twice around the rim and then dropping cleanly through the net.

Coach gave a short nod. A teammate clapped him on the shoulder. Reggie shrugged as if the play required no comment. Inside, though, a steady certainty settled deeper. Basketball wasn’t something he did. It was how he understood himself. His legs responded when asked. His balance held. Effort translated directly into result. The rules were clear, and his body followed them.

Coach blew his whistle. Everybody jogged to the centre line. “Two lines for layups,” Coach shouted.

The team moved in unison toward the foul shot line, and then broke into two lines facing the basket. Reggie lined up with his teammates for the shooting drill, knees loose, eyes scanning. 

When the drill rotated players in off the bench, Coach pointed to Reggie without hesitation. “Run it.”

Reggie passed the ball to the first player in line, who dribbled in for a layup. Reggie caught the ball that fell through the net, and passed it on to the next player.

Afterward, Coach passed close without slowing. “Natural leader,” he said, like stating a fact that needed no emphasis.

Reggie nodded once. The future felt structured, measurable—games, seasons, progression. Everything pointed forward in straight lines.

Water break brought laughter, easy joking. A teammate carrying a basketball tried to fake him out in slow motion; Reggie mirrored the move and tapped the ball free, drawing cheers.

“Man doesn’t miss,” someone said.

“You don’t make it hard,” Reggie replied lightly.

After the water break, sweat gleamed on Reggie’s brow as he lined up with his teammates for full-court sprints. On the first burst, the faint heaviness passed again through Reggie’s right leg, brief as a skipped beat. The court seemed to tilt a fraction. He slowed half a step, and then pushed his tall frame through the weight, which cleared almost immediately, although a hint of a tug on the leg remained.

He finished the sprint, breathing steady. He removed his blue and gold headband, ran his fingers through his short, tightly curled afro, and dismissed the moment.

*     *     *
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Dinners at home always carried a distinct rhythm. Plates clinked. Cutlery clanged. Steam rose from bowls at the center of the table.

His father was a plumber; his mother was a cashier at the local No Frills supermarket. They always listened, their attention warm and focused, as Reggie described how he did at practice or in the game.

“Coach mentioned scouts,” his father said once, trying for casual.

“It’s early,” Reggie answered, though a small spark of pride flared anyway.

“Early means possible,” his mother said, smiling.

They talked about schedules, upcoming games, travel plans. Pride and expectation wove together easily, neither heavy nor hidden. Reggie felt supported, a steady positive pressure at his back.

After dinner, he’d always stretch on the living room rug, muscles humming from use. Reliable. The word fit. He liked how it sounded, how it described his body and its movement. 

*     *     *
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At school the next day, hallway noise replaced the controlled chaos of basketball practice. Teammates clustered near his locker, voices rising over each other as weekend plans took shape.

“You’re coming tonight, right?” one of his friends asked, already assuming the answer.

“Yeah,” Reggie said.

Music suggestions competed with snack ideas. Someone insisted they needed better speakers. Laughter came easily, loud and confident.

For a moment, though, Reggie felt a thin gap open between himself and the noise—as if he had stepped slightly out of sync with the rhythm around him. It passed before he could focus on it. The school bell rang. Lockers slammed. Conversation ended. Reggie lifted a hand in a half-salute to his departing teammates and kept going, stride steady.

He wondered when, not if, the scouts would come. They would clarify his future and his world would revolve as expected.
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Chapter 2
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The game noise came in waves—cheers rolling down from the bleachers, shoes cutting sharp arcs across the polished floor, the ball a steady, rhythmic bounce, like a healthy pulse.

Reggie caught the pass at centre court and drove toward the net. One defender slid. Another reached. He split them on instinct, legs powering forward, body aligned with purpose. The lane opened, and the crowd rose with him.

Then something shifted. It stretched, as if pulled thin. The bounce of the ball lagged behind his hand. He tried to turn. His foot met the floor, but the response came late, uncertain. Balance wavered. The rhythm that had always carried him forward had become a syncopated beat.

For a fraction of a second, he thought he could force it back into place.

Then the world tilted.

The ball slipped free before he understood why. It struck the floor and skidded away, a dull sound echoing out of sync with everything else.

Reggie’s knees buckled. He reached for control that wasn’t there and felt the court rise to meet his head.

Voices yelled out all at once.

“Reggie!”

“Get a trainer!”

“Hey, look up at me—”

Hands hovered, and then touched his shoulders, his arms. The ceiling lights fractured into bright, drifting shapes. He tried to push himself up, but his limbs didn’t answer in the language he knew.

Confusion replaced certainty.

It felt as if the air had been pulled from his lungs. Nothing made sense—not the floor under him, not the bleeding from his forehead, not the concern in voices around him, not the simple fact that standing was suddenly complicated.

He blinked hard, waiting for the moment to correct itself.

It didn’t.

An ambulance was called and Reggie was taken to the emergency ward of St. Michael’s Hospital on Bond Street. He was in emergency for several hours, mostly waiting around, but also having x-rays of his head taken.

His parents, called by the principal, came to the hospital, waited by his gurney and brought him water.

After his x-rays, Dr. Bruce, an ER Dr., came into his cubicle and told him he was going to be put in a room. “You have to stay overnight for observation,” the Dr. said.

“But is he okay?” asked Reggie’s father.

“He should be fine,” replied Dr. Bruce. “It could be a concussion though, and we want to keep him awake and under observation.”

*     *     *
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In his room, fluorescent tubes buzzed overhead and a medical machine, humming constantly and beeping occasionally, was at his side, attached to him with a combination of adhesive patches and flexible tubing. A bag of clear fluid hung from the IV pole at the head of his bed, with the IV line running to where it had been inserted into his arm.
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