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1

Stretching her arm high up in the air at the correct one o’clock position,
Autumn concentrated fully on the ball. Then bending her knees for
generating more power, she swung her racquet for a flat serve. That should
be an ace, she thought.

It was not. Her regular sparring partner Queenie Collins sprang into action
and lobbed the shot back expertly. Not to be outdone, Autumn raced
towards the baseline and smashed the volley to secure a point.

“Good shot, Autumn,” Coach Sheraton was all abeam as he saw his star
pupils in action.

“You do have a soft corner for her!”, murmured his deputy, Joanne.

“That is not arbitrary, albeit true.” Sheraton said grudgingly.

Joanna arched her eyebrow.

“Autumn Conway had joined the much-acclaimed Star Tennis Academy
with her sight trained high.”

Joanne conceded, ”As I can see, she has the fitness and talent on her side.”

Sheraton waved his hand, “Often players were sidetracked from their
mission by the petty distractions of life. Sometimes it was the lack of funds
– after all, professional tennis lessons were expensive. At others, there were
distractions like romance or a steady job. She has focus, the single-minded
determination required to succeed. Which is as important as talent.”

Joanne shrugged, “You call her your star.”

“Do you have any doubts after this?” he asked ,thrusting the paper in his
hand at her.

Ignoring the evident skepticism, Coach Sheraton waved and walked up to
the court. “Now come here, I have some news.” Panting, the two players



jogged towards their coach.

His pride was evident in his beaming face. “I am the bearer of good news.”

“What now? We are getting a day off?” jibed Queenie.

“Nah, even better!” teased Sheraton.

“You are being knighted! For your exemplary service towards the game of
tennis,” countered the effervescent Queenie. Although the atmosphere at the
Academy was usually light, Autumn found it difficult to be as flippant as
Queenie, who was the limit.

Sheraton waved her remarks away, “Much as I deserve it, that particular
good news is still awaited. Wouldn’t it be magnificent though?” he said
dreamily.

“Awake, Sir Sheraton” Queenie flipped an imaginary sword at his shoulder
and both the girls giggled.

“What is it?” queried Autumn.

“The list for the National Tennis Championship Cup selection camp is out
and like every year the Academy has a representation.”

“Is that the list?” Autumn asked. Nodding, coach Sheraton handed over the
list to her.

“Whoa! Championship Cup! Tell me, who is going? Am I selected?”
Queenie shrieked with delight.

Suddenly Sheraton was quiet. He looked uncomfortably at his protégées. “I
er… Collins, am rather sorry. It’s Autumn this time.” He said pointing
towards the paper in Autumn’s hand. Autumn looked down. There it was!
Ms. Autumn Conway, Star Tennis Academy. Every year a batch of players
were selected for the National Tennis Championship Cup selection camp.
After a month-long grueling training sixteen of the fittest players were
chosen for the National Tennis Championship Cup. It was a prestigious
opening for a tennis player and Autumn’s dream come true.

All color drained from Queenie’s face, “No! You don’t say.” Her face
seemed to crumple. It must have taken all her resolve to extend a shaking
hand towards Autumn. “Congratulations pal,” she mumbled before rushing
away leaving the two gaping behind her.



Coach Sheraton put an arm around Autumn, “Never mind her, she will be
alright tomorrow. I am extremely delighted for you Conway.”

“Yes, thanks to you coach. Who else is there?” stammered Autumn, torn
between the heady euphoria for her achievement and the sneaky guilty
feeling regarding Queenie.

Sheraton referred the list, “As usual a big haul from the Rutherford’s. This
Mathews is working wonders. They say she uses new methods of training.
Whatever it is, the results speak for themselves. The Davis cup squad has a
lot of her fillies too.”

Rutherford’s Tennis Institute was one of the premier tennis coaching
academies headed by Abigail Mathews, an erstwhile tennis player.

“It is your big day. However, I must warn you, we have to work out like
mad. I will entertain no diversions.”

“Of course.” Not that there was much to be diverted by, Autumn thought
ruefully. Most of her day was spent here at the academy, practicing,
training, keeping fit. But that was how she wanted it to be. No distractions.

“Oh!” said Autumn, “I feel such a heel, and she had really set her mind to
it.”

“Now look here girl,” Coach Sheraton glared at her. “Never apologize for
your success. Not that I am suggesting you turn into a swollen head. You
deserve this place fair and square. Queenie will get her chance.”

Little did Coach Sheraton know how prophetic his words would turn out to
be.
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Autumn opened her eyes with difficulty. They felt heavy and swollen as if
she had tossed and turned on her bed all night. An unusual lethargy
pervaded her limbs. This laziness would not do! There was so much ground
to be covered and here she was languishing in bed, like a rich spoilt woman.
Although the room was dim, the light was abhorrent to her eyes.
Scrunching them against the onslaught of light, she did a quick reconnoiter
of the room. The first thing that struck her was the serene quietness around
her. This was not home. Home was her tiny one-bedroom apartment in a
high rise, situated in a busy center of the city. Day or night, her apartment
reverberated with the noise of the heavy traffic passing through on the road
below.

Light was streaming through the white curtained window. What was she
doing in bed at this hour? She ought to be with her coach, training away
with all her might. Autumn’s head buzzed funnily. Was she celebrating with
Trish yesterday? Autumn smiled as she thought of her friend Trish. After
the demise of her parents in a car crash, she was the only person she called
family. Her childhood friend, Trisha Majors, was with her through thick or
thin.

She looked around. White walls, white curtains – hey it seems like a
hospital. Autumn tried to sit up to reconnoiter but was foiled by a shooting
pain in both her arms. She looked down. Her left arm was encased in a
plaster cast from shoulder to the wrist. An IV drip was attached to her right
arm.

She screamed as much as from pain as shock as the events of the day before
flashed through her memory.

Coming out of the Star tennis Academy, she had started towards Trisha’s
place, Autumn recalled. Trisha worked for AJ Hopkins Institute, a school
for spastic children. Autumn took aerobic classes there twice a week as and



when her grueling schedule permitted. Her camp for the National Tennis
Championship Cup selection was a month away. Tennis was the center of
her universe and Autumn was intent on grabbing this opportunity to raise
high in the immensely competitive sport. Autumn rushed off to spend some
time with her little protégées.

As she drove, Autumn hummed under her breath. She had some good news
to share with Trisha.

“Hey Trisha! Wait till you hear this!” Autumn took her friend in a bear hug.

Trisha looked at her pal in delight. Her cap of raven hair framed her face
dominated by her huge dark eyes, shinning with pleasure. Her golden tan
was offset by the white summer dress that left her hands bare.

“What! Boris Becker proposed?”

Autumn’s crush on the famed tennis player was a long-standing joke
between the friends.

“I am on the first step towards Wimbledon!” Autumn gushed.

Her coach had indicated that she had a very good chance of being selected
for the tournament. This bit of news lit up her life like a beacon. All those
grueling practice sessions, the cold dips and the unending stretching
exercises seemed worthwhile now.

“You are a natural Autumn. With tons of hard work and a little luck you
would see you going places,” he had told her during their practice session in
the morning. She also had an additional advantage of being passionate
about tennis. Being a shy person, she kept herself to herself. This trait often
drew ridicule from her other, more boisterous and outgoing, colleagues.
Well, she will show them.

Autumn happily repeated her coach’s ambitious plans for her future to
Trish. The Federation Cup Tournament was the next milestone.

“Wow! That is extremely good news, Autumn. Anyways I knew it.” It was
Trish’s turn to hug her now. “Naturally, we celebrate this. Wait till I tell
Clive and the gang!”

Autumn spent the day in a haze of joy. Even her little students, severely
restricted as they were, also seemed to sense her delight. As a result, there



was much foot stamping and enthusiastic dancing during the session. At the
end of an energetic hour, she started back. On her way out she espied Trisha
frantically rushing with some files in her hands. Autumn shouted out to her
friend but got a distracted wave in return.

Guessing her to be busy , Autumn carried on towards her car. There was a
smile on her lips as happy thoughts effervesced inside her. Perhaps she was
so lost in her daydreams that she walked blindly on the road, impervious to
the honks of the car coming straight towards her. The driver tried his best to
veer, and it was his presence of mind that saved Autumn’s life.

All the horror of the accident came back to Autumn as she regained her
bearings. The screaming brakes and the burn of the tyres on the road were
vivid in her mind. Along with came the memory of the awful, searing pain
and then, her world had sunk into darkness.

“Awake, are we sweetie?” she looked up to see a motherly looking nurse,
complete with the bun and ample bosom, smiling at her.

Autumn dumbly nodded her head. The nurse came and checked her drip.

“Hmm looks okay. The doctor will be here in a while.”

As on cue, the jolly faced doctor appeared. With his twinkling eyes and
chubby cheeks, he reminded Autumn of Mr. Pink Whistle, a character from
a childhood story.

Pink Whistle smiled even more broadly at Autumn. “How are we, now?”

Autumn was getting thoroughly fed up with this royal pronoun usage.

“I don’t know about you, but I am miserable. What happened to my arm? It
hurts abominably.” she snapped at the doctor.

“Well, in the collision, the car’s fender hit your arm. There are multiple
splits in the ulna, your elbow bone. We have put in a rod to rectify that. ”
Pink Whistle smiled even more.

“Oh! Err… how long will this rod stay in my arm?” Autumn asked
tentatively, the thought of the upcoming selection camp looming large in
her mind.

“Why, my dear, the rod will stay with you for life. In fact, at the moment it
happens to be your best friend. Without it, your arm was a mangled mess.



Be thankful that it was your left hand, because even with it your will not be
able to do anything more strenuous than dangle a bag in the months to
come….”

The doctor’s explanation was cut in mid-sentence by her scream.

The world seemed to collapse around Autumn. She might as well be dead.

Autumn Conway was left-handed!

Her banshee screams electrified everyone into action. She felt the prick of a
hypodermic syringe and then the sinking velvet feel of oblivion.
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